


	
	










WARRIOR ANGEL


MARGARET AND LIZZ WEIS



[image: logo]









To my friends,
 Beth, Kim and Kate,
 who have forever changed me for the better.


Lizz












Long is the way
 And hard, that out of hell leads up to light.
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Prologue





He sat in the antechamber, waiting to be taken into their presence.


He remembered another time he had sat waiting like this. It was October 13, 1307. He had been a living man, locked in a prison cell, waiting to be escorted to the Chamber of Advocacy to answer for his crimes. But he was not a criminal. He had not picked a pocket or cut someones throat. His crime was that he was a knight in the holy order of the Knights Templar.


Judging by the name of the place to which he was being takenChamber of Advocacyone might have assumed he and the Inquisitors would be sitting down to hold some type of polite discourse. He would be asked questions which, as a knight, he was bound to answer truthfully.



Far from it.


Three days they spent torturing him, using every means possibleand some of them were hideously creativeto force him to confess to crimes he had never committed. They brought him as near death as they dared, then restored him to life. Sometimes, using such techniques, the tormentors went too far and their prisoners died, their hearts giving out under the cruel abuse. Derek was then young and strong, proud and courageous, and he had lived a long time, enduring unspeakable torment, until death brought him final, blessed release.


Derek had not, as had so many of his comrades, broken down and confessed to the crimes the Inquisitors maintained he had committed. He had done none of these terrible things. They wanted him to say that the Order was interested only in accumulating wealth, that its knights were traitors and cowards, thieves and murderers, sinners who had renounced God and worshipped the devil. Derek had refuted all of these charges, though they broke his bones and seared his flesh. He was a true knight and he believed his fellows to be true knights. He had remained faithful unto death to a cause in which he believed with all his heart and soul. He died with his faith in God unshaken.


It was after death that Derek started to ask questions.


After his death, his soul went to the twilight realm of Purgatory, where he waited to be judged worthy of admittance to the Blessed Realm. In Purgatory, Derek saw Truth, as all men and women see Truth when their days on Earth are accomplished. He saw Truth and the young knight, now one of Gods angels, was shocked and angered.


Derek saw the Knights of the Templar fall into the dust. The knights were not brought down by Lucifer and his Dark Angels who were the knights sworn, eternal enemies, but by the machinations of corrupt and clever men. Derek saw some of his comrades wilt at merely the thought of torture and eagerly confess to terrible crimes in order to save their own skins. He saw the Knights Templar end up in ruin and disgrace, their noble deeds of heroism and valor for gotten.


Derek saw all this and he could not believe it. He himself had never done such horrible deeds. He did not believe that his comrades could do them. There could be only one answer. God had forsaken the Templars. God had forgotten those who died in His Name, defending His pilgrims.


Waiting in Purgatory, Derek received another summons. He was brought before the archangels who were considering his admittance into the Blessed Realm of Heaven. He watched other angels go before him. They dropped to their knees in reverence, begged forgiveness for their sins, and were welcomed into Gods presence with understanding. The archangels embraced them and carried them into a beautiful eternity.


When it was Dereks turn, he did not kneel. He did not confess his sins. He stood tall and proud, a true knight, and confronted the Angels of Light in anger.


You saw the suffering I was made to endure, he told them. I kept faith with God. Why did God forsake me?


No mortal can fathom the mind of God, the archangel told him gently. Know that He loves you.


Love! Derek cried, anger swelling inside him. Where was His love for me when I was being tortured for my faith? What does He know of love?


What do you know of love, Derek? asked the archangel.


Derek thought the question flippant. He was a warrior, a holy knight who had chosen valor and glory in battle above love. Love made a man weak, caused his sword arm to falter in the midst of a fight.


Did you fight evil for Gods glory, Derek, or for your own? Did you truly put your faith in God or in men? Was your sacrifice made for love of God and your fellow men or out of false pride in yourself? You must ask yourself these questions, Derek, the archangel said to him and his tone was not angry, but soft with sorrow. You cannot enter the Blessed Realm with a heart full of rage.


I do not want to enter, said Derek defiantly, but even as he spoke, he saw the glittering gates closing against him, shutting him out. He was tempted for a moment to beg forgiveness, but he was too proud. And he was too angry.



I would still serve God, he told the archangels. For I am a true knight and I would yet fight for His cause.


You will be sent back to Purgatory, Derek, said the archangels. There you will join the brave soldiers who wage eternal war against Lucifer and the Angels of Darkness who seek to undermine Heaven and bring mankind to ruin and destruction. It is our hope and prayer that you will come at last to understanding.


Derek hoped so, too, though he did not think it possible. God was the one who had to be made to understand. Derek accepted the angels judgment and returned to Purgatory.


Derek was accoutered in the shining armor given to Gods holy warriors. He held in his hands a sword of flame and carried a shield of honor and righ teousness. He joined other men and women in the battle to drive back the archfiends of Hell, who came creeping and slithering up from the fiery depths, trying to destroy the angels who waged eternal war against them, protecting humanity as best they could from the forces of evil.


Unfortunately, the forces of darkness are powerful and menand sometimes angelsare weak.


One day, as Derek was resting on the field of battle, weary from the days fighting, the Dark Angels came to him. He was used to seeing them in their demonic form, their faces hideous and twisted with hatred and envy; their limbs contorted, their skin burnt and charred. He did not at first recognize these for what they were, for they wore pleasing forms. He soon came to know them, however.


Derek, they said to him in sultry voices, we see the anger inside you. Come join with us. You do not belong here, fighting Gods battles when He cares nothing for you. He is merely using you. Join our war and help us overthrow God and set King Lucifer in His place. You will stand in the place of honor beside Lucifers throne and be one of his commanders.


My quarrel is between myself and God. I may have lost my faith in Him, but I still believe in good and in righ teousness. I would never consider joining the cause of evil, Derek told them. I died a man of honor and I will remain true to myself.


The time will come when you will be sorry, Derek, the archfiends warned him. God has forsaken you once. He will do so again.


Derek drew his sword and, at the sight of the blazing white fire, the archfiends vanished.


Derek remained in Purgatory for centuries, fighting alongside his comrades, other souls not yet ready to enter Heaven. He was proud of his work. His flaming sword and shining shield kept the Darkness at bay. If, sometimes, after a terrible battle, he recalled his glimpse of the beauty and peace of the Blessed Realm and he found himself longing to go there to rest, he would remember his own torment and his heart would harden. He fought on.


And then this day, in a new century just begun, a century numbered 2000, came the summons. The Angels of Light wanted to speak to him concerning a special assignment.


Derek proudly put on the white tabard marked with the red cross of the Order of Knights of the Templar over his shining armor, and left the battlefield to answer the summons.
















One





As he paced about the antechamber to Heaven, waiting impatiently for the angels to summon him into their presence, Derek could look out the doors into the twilight world of Purgatory. The realm existed in a perpetual red haze, for the sun never rose here, the sun never set. As there was no day, there was no night. Purgatory was a battlefield, where some of those souls who were not deemed ready to enter Heaven continued to serve God by voluntarily helping to fight the eternal battle against the Dark Angel, Lucifer, and his archfiends.


The battles were terrible, for the archfiends fought with weapons of hideous make and design. Derek bore the scars of his many wounds proudly. He was a valiant soldier and, due to his valor, he was rewarded by being given the honor of commanding a legion of holy warriors. His deeds of courage were legendary among the warrior-angels of Purgatory. Undoubtedly this was why hed been summoned to appear before his superiors. The archangels must have some special assignment for him.


He had heard rumors that the battle between good and evil had not been going all that well of late. Some even whispered that the Angels of Light were losing the war. Certainly, the archfiends and their demons who fought the holy warriors in Purgatory were becoming more confident, more aggressive. They attacked in greater numbers and it was all Derek and his warriors could do to shove them back into the Veil of Darkness from whence they sprang.


Rumor had it that the Dark Angels had developed a new tactic. They were fighting the battle on two fronts. They continued to try to take Heaven by storm, to overwhelm and destroy the holy warrior-angels and seize Heaven by force. In addition, however, they were attempting to defeat Heaven through more subtle ploys and schemes.


Derek had never before listened to such rumors. A true knight paid no heed to gossip mongers. Dark rumors such as these undermined the morale of his troops. As the battles they fought grew more and more difficult and dangerous every day, Derek could not help but wonder if there might not be some truth in what his comrades were saying.



He was thinking of this and thinking, too, that he should be out on the field with his men, not cooling his heels in some fancy antechamber, when he heard voices. Derek ceased his pacing. The voices were coming from the realm of his superiors. He could hear them through the gate that was only partially closed.


The cherubim are the gate-keepers of the Realm of Heaven, responsible for opening and closing the astral gates that divide one realm from another. They are also heavenly messengers and in this instance, a cherub, a bright and ambitious young angel named Sampson, had been sent onto the field of battle to fetch Derek and, in his excitement, had apparently failed to close and seal the gate.


Derek frowned and shook his head. Sampson was a Moorish prince, who had died during the twelfth century when he wandered off into the desert and became lost. Sampson had always longed to be a holy warrior. He was continually coming to Derek, begging him to allow him to enter the ranks of the soldiers of Purgatory. The cherubim was eager and enthusiastic and his courage was unquestioned, but he had a tendency to be scatterbrained and undisciplined. Forgetting to shut the astral gate between the realms was a prime example.


Derek was not one to eavesdrop, for he considered the practice dishonorable and beneath him. He could not help overhearing the conversation his superiors were holding, however. He could hear the two archangels speaking clearly.



He was about to interrupt them, inform them that the astral gate had been left open, and offer to shut the door for them, when he realized that they were discussing him.


Are you certain Sir Derek de Molay is the right man for this, William? The angel speaking was the Archangel Michael, the Supreme Commander of the forces of Purgatory. Derek did not know the other angel, the one called William.


He was a Knight Templar, Archangel, this William angel replied. He died a martyr defending his faith. He is a gallant warrior who has served with distinction through the centuries. Sir Derek is known for his courage, his strength, and fortitude


He is also known for his rebellious and hot-headed nature, the Archangel Michael said grimly. De Molay is one of the few souls who has actually chosen to remain in Purgatory rather than repent his sins and gain admittance to Heaven.


William brushed it off. Yes, I know all about his battle with God. Had a few battles with the old boy myself in my day


Angel William, the Archangel rebuked. We do not speak of the Heavenly Father as the old boy.


Oh, He understands, said William with enthusiasm. God and I are great friends. Hes a hell of a backgammon player.


What did you say, William? Michael asked, shocked.



Oops. I beg your pardon, Archangel. I mean to say: God is a very good backgammon player.


Derek smiled to himself and forgot all about the fact that he was listening to a conversation he should not have been. He wondered where theyd dredged up Angel William.


I have to admit that de Molays in de pen dent spirit is what led us to choose him for this task, said Archangel Michael. Though I still have my doubts.


It makes him human, said William enthusiastically. Trust me, he will blend in nicely. I should know. I was on Earth myself once.


Yes, indeed, said Archangel Michael in frozen tones. We all know how well that turned out. We are not accustomed to having to post bail for one of our own. It was quite upsetting.


All a mistake, said William. I went into that Chicago speakeasy to try to persuade this extremely nice but very naive young Kansas farm girl who was dancing there that she would never make it big and to go back home. I was not in-formed that Eliot Ness was planning to raid the place that very night.


You were caught playing roulette, said the archangel accusingly.


I had to act my part, didnt I? Michael defended himself. And I saved the girl. She went back to Kansas and got married and had twelve children. He sighed. I dont think she ever forgave me.



This isnt about you, William, in case youve forgotten, said Michael sternly. Were discussing de Molay and our plans for him.


Derek scowled. He didnt like the way this conversation was tending. This sounded like one of Gods plans to try to teach the obdurate knight yet another lesson in humility and love, patience, mercy, and compassion.


He thought back to the time when hed been a living man and failed to obey his superiors order to retreat during a desperate battle. The truth was that the fool man had panicked and, if Derek had obeyed his command, the battle would have been lost. As it was, Derek and his men ignored the order and held their position. They kept the enemy from breaking through the lines, and eventually reinforcements arrived to save the day. Derek had been in the right and his superior in the wrong, yet the high command had wanted Derek to apologizea lesson in obedience. He refused and the matter had finally been settled by a joust between the two knights, during which Derek had knocked the man from his horse.


And then had come the Inquisition.


Where was Gods mercy and compassion for me and my martyred comrades? Derek muttered.


You are right, Archangel, William said contritely, back to Sir Derek. Ive been told you want someone whom you know is not a traitor. Someone who hasnt succumbed to temptation. Someone who hasnt been drawn to their side by promises of freedom and power and glory, not to mention the dice and women and ginoh, I do so love a gimlet now and then


Dice? Women? Please try to keep your mind on the subject at hand, William, Michael stated coldly.


You dont get out much, do you, Archangel? William said, shaking his head. A pity. Anyway, I can assure you that Sir Derek de Molays loyalty is above suspicion.


None of the warrior angels are above suspicion, returned Michael in dire tones.


Sir Derek remained loyal to the Knights after three days of torment, William argued defensively. His body was broken, his flesh flayed from his bones. He was disemboweled while he was yet alive, forced to watch and suffer as they tore his living organs from his body


Derek grit his teeth and closed his eyes. His fists clenched. He could still remember vividly every agonizing moment.


I have to admit that de Molay would be among the last of those I would suspect of having betrayed us, Michael was saying. Yet there is no denying the fact that some of our warrior-angels shut their eyes and permitted powerful Dark Angels to slip out of Hell and make their way to Earth. And we know that Derek has been approached by the Dark Angels in the past


Derek realized suddenly what he was doing. He had no right to be spying on his superiors. But they had no right to be saying such things about him. He flung the gate open with such force that it slammed against the sides of the heavenly barrier with a loud boom. He strode proudly and angrily inside.


Archangel Michaels expression grew severe. Were you eavesdropping on us, de Molay?


I would never do anything so dishonorable, Archangel, Derek said with quiet dignity. You neglected to shut the gate and I could not help but overhear your words. For all I know, you wanted me to overhear them.


Sir Derek, said William, beaming at him. Ive heard a lot about you. So good to meet you at last.


William was a benign, elderly angel, rather chubby, whose robes were a bit rumpled, his wings a bit tattered. Yet his face was cheerful, his smile engaging. He appeared to be enjoying himself immensely. By contrast, Archangel Michael was one of those who took himself and his duties very seriously. He was tall and thin, his expression stern and severe. His robes were immaculate, every feather in his wings in place.


The cherubim must have left the gate open, said Michael, glowering. He will be reprimanded


No, no, Archangel, said William hastily. It wasnt Sampson. Good boy, Sampson. It was me, Im afraid. Always going about leaving gates open, lights on



Archangel Michael cast William an ice-glare glance and the angel subsided, after giving Derek a conspiratorial wink.


Derek did not quite approve of this jocular angel William. Derek felt more akin to the archangel. He also took his duties quite seriously. That was why he was so incensed at the accusation.


If you know that the Dark Angels approached me, my lord, then you must also know that I turned my back on them and their evil lies.


As you turned your back on Heaven, said Archangel Michael with asperity.


Derek faced his superior defiantly. I am a true knight, my lord. I took vows of honor and loyalty in life and I remain true to them in death. It was God who broke faith with me.


As I feared, said Archangel Michael. You are not suitable. You are far too stubborn and rebellious.


On the contrary, William argued. He is quite wonderfully human. Hell be perfect for the job.


Derek had no idea what job they were talking about and he didnt plan to stay to find out. If you will give me leave, my lords, I must return to my command. Derek bowed.


Archangel Michael fixed William with a stern look. You are the one who will have to supervise him while he is on Earth. He will be your responsibility. Are you certain you trust him?


The archangel lowered his voice. Remember, William, you will be on trial yourself. We are giving you one more chance. If you bungle this assignment He shook his head gloomily.


Ill be back painting sunsets, said William. He rolled his eyes. Not that I mind the work, but its the same thing day in and day out. Pinks and reds, purples and golds splashed across the sky


Do not be whimsical, William, said Archangel Michael. Sunsets are a natural phenomenon. Please keep to the subject at hand.


Sorry, Archangel, said William meekly. No sense of humor, he whispered in an aside to Derek.


What did you say, William? the archangel asked.


I was wondering if you had made a decision regarding Sir Derek?


Michael frowned in thought, then said, You may explain the assignment to him. The decision will be his. He may not want to undertake it.


Derek bowed in silence, inwardly seething, outwardly composed.


The situation with the Dark Angels is growing dire, said William gravely. They have resorted to using mankind to aid them in the battle to overthrow God and take over Heaven. It is a sad fact that some mortals choose to join the Dark Ones. This has been true since time began, but we were able to prevent the Dark Angels from gaining direct access to mankind. They had to work through intermediarieshumans who had fallen victim to their liesand thus their task was more difficult.


Now, however, as you have heard, several of the most powerful Dark Angels were able to break out of Hell and enter Earth. They have direct access to humans and, we believe, they are plotting to plunge the world into chaos and bring all humanity to the brink of destruction. While we angels fight to save mankind, these powerful Dark Angels will take over Heaven and make slaves of the mortals on Earth. You have seen the lost souls of Hell, Sir Derek, Angel William added sorrowfully. You know what torment they endure. Think of all mankind suffering like that.


The Fallen get nothing more than what they deserve, my lord, said Derek harshly.


Some mortals are truly evil, William agreed sadly. And they deserve their punishment. But most mortals are merely weak and misguided. We never give up on anyoneas you yourself know, Sir Derek.


He made no response. He pretended not to understand what the angel meant. Instead, he asked bluntly what they meant to do.


Do you propose sending me to Earth to battle these Dark Angels? Derek rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. Perhaps this assignment wouldnt be as bad as hed feared.


Archangel Michaels eyebrows shot up. He looked at William in alarm.


No, no, not that, said Angel William hastily. We do not want a heavenly war breaking out on Earth. Mankind has problems enough, as it is. We want you to collect information and bring it back to us. We know which humans are being targeted and we think we know why. We just dont know what the Dark Angels plan. That is what you must find out.


I am a warrior, not a spy, Derek said, glowering.


Think of it as reconnaissance, said William soothingly.


You could send any of the lesser angels on such a mission. Even a cherub such as Sampson, Derek said disdainfully. These humans you mention have their own guardian angels, as well. They can provide you with information. I do not understand why you chose me?


William and Michael exchanged glances.


You had better tell him, said Michael.


Because there is an element of danger, William admitted. The angel guarding the human we want you to watch over has gone missing.


Gone missing? Derek repeated, shocked. How is that possible?


He knew, as did all of Heaven, that angels who accept the responsibility of guarding a human from birth to death are among the most loyal and dedicated of all angels.


We have reason to believe that the guardian was slain, Derek. By the Dark Angels. Their powers are strong on Earth. You must not underestimate them.



My own powers are formidable, said Derek proudly.


Angel William gave a deprecating cough. I am sure they are, Derek, butumyou will be prohibited from using them. Mankind must never, never suspect that a crisis of this magnitude has developed. There would be panic. Humans might lose their faith in us. This mission must be handled with the utmost subtlety. As a Knight Templar, you were a monk as well as a warrior. You must become more like a monk nowpatient and circumspect, quiet and careful.


Derek had been a monk, but he hadnt been a very good one. Some vows had been easy for him to keep, such as vows of loyalty and courage. Vows of obedience were another matter.


Why do you not simply assign another guardian angel to this human? he asked.


The archfiends would realize that we know about them, Michael replied. We want to lull them into complacency. Thats why you must maintain your distance, Derek.


Derek considered this a stupid plan; one that was placing the human at risk. He would have argued, but he caught the archangels stern eyes, reminding him it was not his place to question the wisdom of his superiors. Doubtless, they knew what they were about. They were the generals, overseeing the entire field of battle. He was but a simple soldier.


So if I go to Earth, I am to be human again? Derek asked.



Yes, said Angel William. I hope that will not be a problem. We will do what we can to help you make the transition.


Derek was silent, thinking. He wasnt sure if going back to human flesh and frailties would be a problem or not. So many centuries had passed since hed left all that behind. He could scarcely remember what it meant to be human.


He was still suspicious that this was yet another ploy of the angels to try to teach him a lesson. However, the Dark Angels had escaped Hell on his watch. He felt responsible.


I will do what you ask of me, my lords.


Excellent. Angel William was pleased. The human female youve been assigned to watch


Human female? Derek interrupted. He frowned. Why would the Dark Ones target a human female? Of what importance could a mere female be to the side of Darkness? You must be mistaken. The fiends would certainly seek out a male human.


Archangel Michael lifted his eyes to Heaven. William seemed a bit flustered. He pretended he hadnt heard the interruption and continued on.


The females name is Rachel Duncan. She is twenty-seven years old and she works in finance. We believe the Dark Angels have chosen her in order to try to disrupt the world financial situation.


A woman involved in finance? Derek asked incredulously. How is this possible? Women are frail and fragile creatures. They lack the capacity to understand such complex matters.



I told you so, William, muttered Archangel Michael.


Yes, well William coughed again. Times have changed since the fourteenth century, Derek.


Obviously not for the better, Derek stated. If women are being permitted to enter into business dealings, no wonder the world is in chaos.


I need to speak to you, William, said the archangel. Alone.


Derek bowed to his superiors and, turning on his heel, he left the chamber. The archangel shut the gate firmly behind him.





Waiting again in the antechamber, Derek pondered his new assignment. He was to be made human again. And he was to be tasked with watching over a woman.


Hed known very few women in his life. His mother had died giving birth to him and he had been raised by his father. Hed had his share of pleasure with women. Before he had taken his vows as a knight, many lovely ladies of the court had been pleased to welcome the handsome young man into their beds or coupled with him in the hay. He had thought himself in love at various times. There had been one woman in particularBut he had never married or been tempted to marry. War was his true mistress. Derek had joined the Knights Templar at the age of sixteen and he had died at the age of twenty-six. Fighting had left Derek little time for love-making. His love had been the battlefield, winning glory for himself and the knighthood.


As for women, he considered most of them lovely, flighty creatures, given to whims and tantrums, scarcely reasonable. Much like children, they were unable to fix their minds on any serious matter, and so it was men who had to do their thinking for them. Derek decided that he would simply confront this Rachel Duncan as one would confront a child, ask her questions, and demand that she give him answers.


This assignment was going to be quite simple, after all.





Inside the chamber, the archangel was shaking his head. I am having second thoughts about this, William.


Sir Derek will, of course, have to be immersed in the ways of the twenty-first century, said William.


Obviously, returned Michael dryly. Though I suspect theres only so much youre going to be able to do with him. You can take the boy out of the fourteenth century, but Im not sure you can take the fourteen century out of the boy.


He wont be on Earth long, William said. And I will be there to keep an eye on him.


Somehow that fails to comfort to me, said Archangel Michael.


Perhaps this experience will finally open his heart to God, said William.


Or perhaps we will lose him utterly, said Michael grimly. Derek de Molay has always walked the border between dark and light. This may cause him to cross over.


I have faith, said William, smiling.


A fine angel youd be without it, Michael retorted caustically.


Then I may proceed? I have your blessing?


Yes, said the archangel, adding with a deep sigh, I have the feeling youre going to need it.


Ill just go tell him, said William, pleased. He walked out of Heaven and into the antechamber, leaving the gate open behind him.


Michael, with a long-suffering sigh, summoned Sampson to close it. When the cherub was gone and he was alone, Michael went over the plans. He was sending to Earth on an important mission a benign, simple-souled angel whose halo was more than a little tarnished to watch over a rebellious knight known for his arrogance who already had one foot in the fire.


Michael smiled broadly to himself. Matters were proceeding according to plan.














Two





Wait for itWait for it


Rachel watched as the ball dropped into the machine. She squeezed the aluminum bat between her fingers as she remembered to control her breathing and keep her eye on the ball. Leaning back into her stance, she steeled her body. The ball shot out of the pitching machine as if it had been shot out of a cannon and Rachel was ready.


She stepped into the swing and smacked the baseball dead center.


THWAK!


That would have been a line drive, baby! No one could have caught that ball, she told herself.


Funny thing was, Rachel didnt even like baseball. She never went to see the Sox play. She could not get fired up over the Cubs. Her job had been unusually stressful lately, and she needed to blow off some steam. Stress was a part of the job at the Chicago Mercantile Exchangethe Merc for shortwhere a broker could make millions of dollars in seconds. Or that same broker could lose millions in the same amount of time. Be wiped out, lose everythinghouse, car, future, even your life. Some saw suicide as the only way out of disgrace and ruin. And it could all happen in the time it takes to sneeze.


Brokers on the Merc handled the stress in different ways. Some went drinking after work, using the alcohol to sterilize their wounds. But the booze had the bad effect of pickling their brains. Thats how they lost their edge. And booze left you feeling out of control.


Rachel couldnt stand that. She prided herself on being in control of every facet of her life. Well, most of her life. The career part of her life. Her love life was a different story.


THWAK! Another line drive, this one down the third base line.


The Merc was an impressive building located in the heart of Chicago, Rachel spent most of her time in the upper echelons of the pits. The pits were just that: sunken arena-type rooms where menand now womeneither placed trades for large financial corporations or were the in de pen-dent traders, the maverick cowboys of the Exchange. Rachel was one of those who worked for a firm. She liked the relative security of her position. She made money for other people, receiving an excellent salary and hefty bonuses.


There were no high-brow meetings and expense account lunches at the Merc. The pits were barely contained chaos, and only those with strong wills and stronger stomachs survived.


Rachel had learned her lesson years ago. Being hung over at work cost you dearly. Shed lost her focus once, after a night drinking champagne cocktails (the Europe an kind, made with brandy and bitters) and shed made a mistake. Those champagne cocktails had cost her firm a half million dollars and almost cost her the job. Rachel promised herself shed never be hung over at the Merc again. So instead of champagne cocktails, she now goes to the batting cages when things got roughand today things had been rough. Shed just lost a big client and, once again, come near to losing her job.


Wait for it. Wait


THWACK. A dribbling grounder to the pitcher. Shed be out at first.


The only reason Rachel hadnt been fired was because she was one of the best on the floor of the Merc. She traded what was called the Paper. She filled orders for her firm and their biggest clients and she filled those orders faster and more accurately than most of her male counterparts. And she was endlessly ridiculed for it. Her handlethe letters that were displayed on her traders jacketwas RCHT, for Rachel T. Duncan. Of course all the boys on the floor called her Ratchet. She didnt mind the nickname or the teasing. It made her a member of the boys club that was the Merc. Shed earned her moniker.


Rachel loved the excitement in the pits, where the traders were crammed in shoulder to shoulder, belly to buttocks, pushing and shoving, waving their arms, and screaming to be heard. Her body would sway with the bodies of rest of the traders in waves of frenzy. She yelled out her orders so loud that often she would come home with no voice left. Every day when the opening buzzer rang, a surge of adrenaline pumped into Rachels veins, and she was a warrior, going to do battle, fierce and aggressive on the floor.


Rachel was unstoppable and she was attractive and she knew it. She used her looks to her advantage, always arriving at the Merc looking as if shed just stepped off the pages of Vogue. Some women faulted her for that, but Rachel paid no attention. She never understood how looking and smelling like an unmade bed was some sort of statement of feminine equality. Men who were tall used their height to gain attention. Men with broad shoulders and muscle-bound arms elbowed their way through the crowd in the pits. Why should Rachel not use the beauty God and her genes had given her to gain the same advantages? Besides, she had the brains to back it up and she knew it and so did the other traders.


If, as sometimes happened, a man mistook her for a fragile, weak-willed and weak-minded woman, and tried to push her out of her spot, shed smash the high heel of her shoe into his instep. When she heard the interlopers yelp of pain, shed bat her eyelashes and smile sweetly at him and say, Im so sorry. Did I hurt you? I thought you were trying to muscle in on my territory.


If he tried again, shed kick him in the shins. Eventually, hed get the idea. Shed go to battle again and again until she had all the space she needed.


Rachel looked down at her watch and realized shed been in the batting cages for over two hours. Her hands were starting to blister and her arms were sore. She decided to head home.


She parked her car in the garage and walked to the lobby of her building that was located near Chicagos north side. Her condo had the coveted lake view, and she loved it. And it wasnt just the status. She liked looking out over the lake at night, seeing the lights of the buildings reflected in the water, like mirror images of the stars. She liked the luxury of living in a nice part of the city, and she loved all the amenities that came with a five hundred thousand dollar condo.


Rachel walked up the stairs of the building. The doorman, Alex, was there to open the door for her. He was a sweet man, been married for years.


Hello, Miss Rachel. Howd we do on the market today? Alex asked.


Not good Alex. Not good at all.


Im sorry to hear that, but I can smell a big rally coming soon yknow. I have a sense about these things.



I hope youre right. By the way, Alex, when is your new baby girl due? Soon I thought, Rachel asked, changing the subject. She didnt want to discuss or even think about work.


The doctor says any day now. My wife says if it doesnt happen soon, shes going to pull the baby out herself.


Hopefully it wont come to that, Rachel said, laughing and heading toward the elevator.


You have a good evening now, Miss Rachel. Gnight.


Good night, Alex.


Oh, by the way, Miss Rachel, Im starting my vacation. Therell be a new guy here tomorrow.


Rachel paused. I didnt know you were planning to take your vacation now.


To tell you the truth, I didnt either, said Alex. Mr. Fraym, the building manager, discovered that I had lots of paid vacation time built up and I should take it or Id lose it. Works out fine, because Ill be home to help my wife with the baby.


Sounds wonderful. Have fun. Rachel waved at him. Tell Marie Ill be thinking of her.


She punched the elevator button for her floor, then leaned on her bat and yawned as she ascended. Did she have anything to eat in the fridge? She couldnt remember. She thought there might be some Lean Cuisine dinners. She hoped so. She didnt want to cook and she didnt want to go out again.


She unlocked the door to her apartment and turned on the light, dropped her car keys and purse on the dining room table, and headed toward the kitchen. She pushed Play on her answering machine to listen to her messages while she searched the refrigerator.


Beep.


Ratchet Girl, where are you? Were all at Marios. You havent been out for a drink after work in ages. Its Thursday. Didnt anyone tell you that Thursday night is the new Friday night? Its all the rage. You should be here. Call me.


Rachel knew the voice. One of the guys from the office.


Ugh, please. Never, Rachel muttered.


No Lean Cuisine meals left. She grabbed a plastic container of leftover taco dip from the fridge.


Second beep.


Rachel, its Tom, I wanted to compliment you on those hot shoes you were wearing today. Do you have any idea how distracting you are while Im trying to think about Pork Bellies? I think I screwed up three orders today. Call my cell.


Try getting a divorce first, jackass, Rachel told the machine. She went to the pantry, looking for corn chips.


Third beep.


Um, hi, Rachel; its, um, Matt. You left so quickly after the close today we didnt get a chance to um, chat. You seemed pissed. Is everything okay? Um, call me if you want to talk. Bye.


How old are you, Matt? Jeez, what like, sixteen maybe? What on earth would we talk about? What youre planning to wear to the prom?



Fourth beep.


Rachel, its Zanus. Just wondering how your day went. Give me a call when you have time.


Rachel smiled at the last message. She left it on the machine and erased all the others. She stood at the sink, eating stale chips and dip, washing them down with an open Diet Coke shed left on the counter that morning. She tossed the plastic dishes into the sink. She wasnt much for cooking or cleaning.


Andreas Zanus, or Zanus, as he liked to be called. Shed been dating him for a few months now and things were going well. In fact hed swept her off her feet from the beginning. He was the man every woman dreams abouthandsome, attentive, and rich.


When he found out that she liked champagne, hed flown her to France in his private jet for a long weekend to taste the best from the Champagne region. Theyd traveled the beautiful countryside in a limo, drinking chilled champagne and eating strawberries dipped in chocolate.


Only last week, they had eaten at a Thai restaurant, and shed raved about the food. Hed offered to take her to Bangkok for real Thai food. She had laughed at that and accused him of teasing her. He told her he wasnt kidding and, the next day, hed handed her two first-class tickets for Bangkok. She couldnt afford to take the time off work, but it was the thought that counted.


Zanus was just the right age for herold enough to have ditched all the immaturity younger men carried, yet not old enough to start collecting Social Security. He was tall with a good build. He had black hair, with enough gray frost to make it interesting. His eyes were dark and melting, his skin bronze. He dressed impeccably; the finest suits, the best tailors, the most expensive shoes. Even his blue jeans, when he wore blue jeans, came from Neiman Marcus. He was thoughtful, brought her little presents, nothing embarrassing or extravagant, but everything suited to her taste.


So far there were only two drawbacks to Andreas Zanus. The first was that she didnt love him. She knew she should be in love with him, because he was the sort of man any woman would fall in love with, but she wasnt there yet.


The second was that he was a client. Hed been assigned to her by her manager, Mr. Freeman. Zanus had actually requested her, in fact. He had told Mr. Freeman hed been talking to some of her other clients and he liked what hed heard about her. Shed already made a hefty bonus off her work for Zanus, and shed been silently thanking Freeman for this for weeks. If Freeman knew she was dating her client, it wouldnt look good. But there were lots of inappropriate relationships going on at work. As long as hers didnt become gossip or do anything to interrupt her earnings, she would be fine.


That was the part that scared her and maybe that was why she hadnt let herself fall in love with him. If this affair went sour and she lost him as both a lover and a client, she might lose her job. All Zanus had to do was make a complaint about her, maybe claim she was trading sex for business or some such thing. Her ethics would be questioned. She would be finished. Her reputation on the floor would be compromised and the other traders would make it unbearable for her to work.


There was no such thing as privacy at the Merc, where men outnumbered the women one hundred to two. The guys all knew Rachel was single, and they all firmly believed the sole reason she worked at the Merc was to meet and marry a wealthy trader. She couldnt blame them for thinking that way, since some of the women who worked there were looking for rich husbands.


Not Rachel. She had her own money, good friends, a great job, and her family. Rachel had grown up in Evanston, north of the city. Her family was well off, and had been for generations. Her parents were retired now and rarely home. They were currently cruising around the world on the Queen Elizabeth 2. Her mother sent postcards to Rachel from all of their exotic ports of call.


The last one had been Curacao. Mom had written that it was the place to be if you liked to drink different flavors of the liquor made from bitter oranges for which the island was famous, but other than that, there wasnt much to say for it. Though theyd gone to the Caribbean to bask in the sun, the sun in Curacao was too hot. The shop keepers were too friendly, she didnt trust them. All of which meant her mother was having a great time. Mom loved to complain. And the person she complained about most and loved the most and understood the least was her daughter.


Rachel loved her parents, even if they didnt understand her fascination with trading or finance. Rachel had an MBA from the University of Chicago, and they had never understood her reasoning behind her chosen major, economics. Why did she want to work in someplace called the pit? Why did she have to work in a place where fat, smelly brokers stepped on you or pinched your butt to try to distract you or yelled obscenities at you? Why couldnt she be a real estate agent like Paul and Irmas daughter, Mitzy? No one ever stepped on Mitzy.


They also didnt understand why she wasnt married yet. Rachel was an only child, and her mother was desperate to see Rachel wed and pregnant. (Mitzy was married with two darling little girls and another on the way.) Of course the unspoken understanding was that Rachel would give up trading once she found a husband to take care of her and settle down. Rachel had nothing against getting married or children. She did have something against getting married and having babies this very minute and she certainly had a problem with giving up her career and letting a man take care of heri.e., control her.


Rachel planned to do it allhave her career, have a husband, and have kids. There were no boundaries for women anymore. But she didnt want to rush into anything with anyone. She valued clarity and what was clear for her right now was work. Rachel concentrated on her work, concentrated on being the fastest, most accurate, most sought-after broker on the floor.


Some of the men in the































































































































OEBPS/MSRCover.png
He will risk his immortal soul
to save the world... and the woman he loves.

WARRIOR
ANGEL

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

MARGARET AND LIZZ

WEIS





OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





