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		Sister Abigail Woodward sat nervously in St. Mary of the Angels Cathedral in Chicago.

		Six years of waiting. Finally, I have my chance.

		Abigail had never known a time when she had not wanted to be a nun. From the time she was a little girl, the thought of giving her life to the church had been all she desired. Throughout her high school years, while her classmates had been busy with boys or shopping or sports, she had been preparing herself for a life of service.

		Her parents, conservative Catholics with a history of family members who were priests or nuns or missionaries, had been happy for her. Not enough people, they felt, took their duties to the church seriously. Too many men and women ignored that small, still voice inside them that called them to a lifetime of sacrifice. So when Abigail Margaret Woodward announced, at the tender age of seven, that she wanted to be a nun, they did everything in her power to encourage her.

		After graduating high school, she attended Loyola University in Chicago, combining her studies with her novitiate. The gentle rhythms of the school soothed her, as did the company of several young women like herself who were undergoing religious instruction, while at the same time pursuing their college degrees. She would rather have skipped college entirely and entered the sisterhood as quickly as time allowed, but her mother had been firm on that point.

		“No one is questioning your calling, Abigail,” Nora Anne Woodward had said. “But your father and I saw too many of our classmates enter religious orders in a fire of passion, only to have it burn out in a few years. We don’t want you to be a bitter old lady, trapped because you don’t know how to do anything else. If you find you’ve made a mistake, you’ll have something to fall back on.”

		And, truly, her mother had been right. In college, surrounded by teachers who nurtured her abilities, she had found her true calling. Not just for the church, but for scholarship and research. After never showing any great aptitude for it before, she had thrown herself into the study of ancient languages, becoming fluent in Latin and Greek, and even gaining a smattering of Aramaic, all the better to research ancient scripture and to try to reconcile some of the frustratingly opaque texts that were the foundations of her religion.

		She smiled quietly to herself. Most people, if they thought about it at all, simply assumed that the books of the bible had been written by Jesus and the apostles. But that was far from the truth. The bible was a hodgepodge, much of it taken from ancient Hebrew texts. The New Testament itself was a collection of gospels, most of them written decades or more after the death of Christ, and letters from the apostles to early Christian communities, many by St. Paul. To add to the confusion, the bible itself had not been translated into English for centuries. Her brothers had started to cover their ears when she began to expound on how the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John could be proven to be written by different people, at different times, with different educational backgrounds, based on linguistic evidence alone.

		Which was why, she thought with a small sigh, she was kicking her heels in a musty office when she should be outside in the good Lord’s sunshine. It was a gorgeous September day in Chicago, and anyone with a lick of sense was enjoying one of the last truly summer-like days they could expect to get before winter clamped down on the area with jaws of steel. But she was waiting on an interview which would determine whether she might get her heart’s desire.

		Rome. She sighed wistfully at the thought. Every year, the diocese of Chicago sent several of its most promising priests and nuns to the Vatican. Her fingers itched at the thought of delving into its library, one of the most famous in the entire world. God above, the things she could learn there…

		“Ah! Sister Abigail!” A bespectacled face peered around a corner. “I’ve kept you waiting.”

		“It’s no trouble,” she said. She hesitated. “Are you Bishop Flanagan?”

		“In the flesh,” the older man chuckled. Dressed in worn slacks and a shapeless sweater, he resembled someone’s favorite old uncle, rather than a member of the ecclesiastical elite. He gestured to her. “Come into my office.”

		She entered the room. The shelves were lined with books, the scent of leather and paper hanging in the air like an old friend. The bishop pointed to a chair, and she took a seat, perching on the edge apprehensively. He sat behind a desk littered with files. A somewhat battered laptop sat in front of him, and books and manila folders were strewn on every flat surface in unsteady piles.

		“Well, now.” He peered over the tops of his spectacles at her. “You’re here about the position in Rome.”

		“Yes, Your Excellency.”

		He winced, holding up a hand. “Please. There’s no need to be formal. When I was a seminarian, I was called ‘hey, you.” I don’t think I’ve risen that high since. Call me Peter. Sir or bishop, if you must.”

		“Yes…sir.”

		He raised her brows at her, but let the matter go. “A year in Rome,” he mused, as if to himself, opening up a folder on his desk and peering at the contents through his glasses. “Your application is very impressive. And the people at Loyola speak very highly of you. Professor Carmichael says you are one of the best young minds he has seen in his classroom in years. ‘A born philologist,’ he says, ‘able to cut to the heart of a translation with a mind like a scalpel.’”

		She floundered, unsure of how to respond to such effusive praise. “Thank you. I enjoyed his classes very much.”

		“Philology. It has fallen out of fashion in the last few decades. Comparative linguistics combined with the study of languages and how they influence cultures.” He nodded approvingly. “I am certain you would do us proud, Sister Abigail. But still. A year in Rome? And you barely out of your novitiate?” He shook his head, frowning. “I will be honest with you. We do not like to send our young people abroad. The people who surround His Holiness are not always…as honorable as we might wish. As I am sure you know, power attracts the unscrupulous. And power corrupts. I’ve seen too many bright young minds come back with strange ideas about money and position and knowing the right people. Or even about which of their former friends they should un-know. It can take years to disabuse them of those notions. We are here to serve, not to be served.

		“So, no.” he smiled gently. “Not Rome. I think I have a better use for you.”

		She tried to hold up her head, despite the vast disappointment that filled her heart. “Yes?”

		“I have received a request. A request for you personally. It seems that word has reached beyond the campus at Loyola. Some people in high positions are aware that a hungry young mind has completed her novitiate and has taken full vows. A mind that belongs to one of the best young linguists in her generation.

		“The Abbess at the Convent of Saint Guinevere has asked for you. It seems she has come into possession of a document which she believes is of historical significance. A document she assures me is unique, but does not see fit to pass along to her bishop, let alone the Cardinal of the Archdiocese of Chicago” he grumbled. “To cut the matter short, she says it is an artifact which will shed light on the thinking of the ancient church in the first centuries of its existence. She is sure of its authenticity, but does not have anyone in the convent who has the necessary skill to serve as a translator.”

		“Couldn’t she send it here? I am sure that you have capable people who could do the work for her.”

		“Ah.” He smiled ruefully. “Well, this woman is of a very…determined…character, let us say. Stubborn, even. She tells me she will not send it to Chicago, as she wants a completely unbiased eye in charge of the translation. Your eye.”

		Abigail blinked. What an opportunity! To be in charge of translating something unknown? Something that could shed light on the early days of the church, and possibly unseat old, established doctrine? Anyone would jump at the chance!

		“Of course,” she said eagerly. “Where is the convent? When should I arrive?”

		“Ah.” The old eyes twinkled behind his glasses. “It’s in Peru.”

		“Peru? South America?” She gasped. A romantic image sprang unbidden to her eyes. Dusty, sun-drenched plazas, long siestas, mountains that reached toward the skies, and fog-filled canyons that echoed with the sounds of thundering waterfalls.

		“Um, no.” The little man gave an embarrassed little cough. “Not South America.”

		

		*****

		

		Peru, Illinois, Abigail thought sourly as she drove down Interstate 80. She resisted the urge to burst into bitter laughter. I ask to go to Europe, and instead I end up less than a hundred miles from where I grew up.

		She had been half-tempted to throw Bishop Flanagan’s offer back in his face. Let him find another donkey to do the translation work. If he didn’t think she was good enough to go to Rome, she obviously wasn’t good enough to work for the abbess at St. Guinevere, whoever she was.

		She sighed, banishing the unworthy thought. Flanagan’s argument had merit, however much she hated to admit it. She had seen what he had described in several of her classmates; people who thought that because they had been born to wealth, they were somehow better than other people. One of her friends had described it as the result of being a member of the ‘lucky sperm club.’ They couldn’t comprehend that their good fortune was simply good fortune, rather than God’s will.

		She turned off the interstate, slowly making her way through the small town, following the instructions from the app on her cell phone. She idly wondered how people a hundred years ago found their way around, without helpful things like GPS and turn-by-turn instructions to make their lives easier.

		At last, she found the right street, a seldom-used two-lane road on the southern outskirts of town. As the building hove into view, her eyes widened. She had been expecting a fairly large building. No cloister of nuns would be able to live in a simple house. Not with a dozen or more sisters living there. But this…

		This is ridiculous.

		She pulled into the freshly-tarred driveway, the asphalt a black so deep it seemed to soak up the rays of the sun. She got out of the car, staring, feeling as if she had been transported to another place. No. Another continent. And another time.

		It was almost a castle, if such a thing could be imagined in the bucolic environs of north-central Illinois. Just looking on it brought to mind men in frock coats and cravats, and women in ballgowns, wrapped in pastel colors. Warm golden sandstone met her astonished eyes, climbing towards the skies in a frontage that filled a full four stories. Green lawns, manicured so evenly she thought a weed would receive a mandatory death sentence, covered the space between the road and the steps that led up to the portico. Windows like welcoming eyes gleamed in the midday sunlight, and the wings of the building swept back on either side, embracing what had to be a private garden in the rear of the building.

		Her mind reeled. The sheer cost of maintaining a building so vast made her want to scream in outrage. How could the convent afford it? She checked the address, hoping that somehow she had made a mistake, and that the small, quiet sisterhood she had longed for could be found somewhere else.

		“It’s dreadful, isn’t it?” a voice asked, breaking her thoughts. Her head whipped around, to find a woman of about her mother’s age smiling at her kindly. She was dressed in a simple skirt and blouse, but wore them with the sort of understated elegance that told Abigail that she was used to much finer clothing. Her dark hair was caught in a ponytail that reached to the middle of her back, and her eyes were dark green. “I always take a good look to make sure there aren’t any vampires looming around the top.”

		“It’s very…big,” Abigail said weakly. That was an understatement, to say the least. The mansion looked more like a fortress out of the fantasy books her younger brother Micah was always reading. It made their family’s small house in Bellwood seem like a shack.

		“Big,” the woman agreed. “And old. And drafty. And impossible to heat in the winter. It was built about a hundred years ago by a timber baron from Wisconsin who decided to retire down here. Only God knows why. He left it to the church when he died. The convent moved in a few years later.” She smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Miriam Aaronson, the head of the convent here.”

		“Oh!” Abigail stepped forward respectfully. Miriam’s hand was warm and firm. “I beg your pardon. I thought the abbess would be someone-“ she cut herself off, flushing guiltily.

		“Older?” the woman asked, her lips curling in a smile.

		“Well,” Abigail floundered. “Yes.”

		The abbess shrugged. “God gives us our tests in his time, not ours. I confess I was surprised when I was chosen. But ours isn’t a large community.” She fixed Abigail with a keen eye. “And I’m guessing you’re Bishop Flanagan’s prodigy? Abigail Woodward?”

		God help me, I didn’t even tell her my name! She nodded, feeling like a slack-jawed idiot. “Yes.”

		“Good. We’ve been waiting for you. I am very interested in hearing your opinion on my acquisition.” She shifted the strap of her purse higher onto her shoulder and nodded at the building. “Let’s find you a room, then I’ll grab a couple of the other girls and they can help you move your things in.”

		

		*****

		

		“Here,” Miriam said, opening a door on the second floor. “Will this suit?”

		Abigail gasped in wonder and delight. The room was as big as the entire upper floor of the house she had grown up in, in a working-class suburb of Chicago. The bed was huge, swimming in pillows, with a dark blue comforter that looked sinfully soft and warm. To her left, windows looked out over a garden, where some late-blooming flowers, mostly day lilies, nodded their golden heads. On the right, doors led to what were obviously closets and a small private bath.

		She fell in love with it. Instantly. Completely. A tiny part of her heart leaped up and crowed happily. Mine. All mine!

		She quashed the unworthy thought. “It’s…it’s too big,” she said, casting her eyes down in what she hoped was a properly humble expression.

		“That’s what she said,” Miriam said, her eyes glinting wickedly. Abigail gaped at her as the meaning of her words struck home. “Oh, stop it. You look like a fish. We’re nuns, not saints. And if we can’t laugh a little, what is the point?

		“And everyone says that, the first time they see their room.” She shook her head. “God only knows how much this place cost to build. Old man Petersen obviously meant to entertain his guests in style. If there hadn’t been an endowment set aside for the upkeep, we could never afford to live here. The church would have sold it off to some dot-com billionaire years ago.”

		She shrugged, smiling. “But we can. And since it’s so nice, there’s no reason not to enjoy it.” She gestured at the gleaming hardwood floor, spotless and freshly waxed. “Just try to take care of it. We have a custodian, but we try to give the poor fellow as much help as we can. He’s nearly seventy, after all, and getting a little slow and stiff in the joints.” Her lips quirked. “He does a lot of work, but it takes him a lot of time to get it done.”

		“I can look after myself,” Abigail assured her.

		“Good.” The older woman nodded. “Some of the girls who come to us…” she sighed. “Well, I shouldn’t speak ill of my sisters in Christ. But they are used to other people doing what they are perfectly capable of doing themselves.”

		Footsteps sounded from the hallway, and a pair of heads poked in.

		“Ah, just what I needed!” Miriam said brightly. “Sister Olivia, Sister Jasmine, this is Sister Abigail, our newest member.”

		Abigail smiled, hoping to make a good impression. Olivia was an older woman, perhaps approaching sixty, with dark hair threaded with silver and alert brown eyes. Jasmine was an African-American woman, slightly younger than Olivia, with a figure that Abigail’s mother would have called ‘delightfully plump.’ Her round cheeks lifted in a smile of welcome.

		“Can you two help bring in Abigail’s things? She’s going to be staying with us for a time.”

		“I don’t notice that your arms are broke,” Jasmine said. “Why aren’t you helping?”

		Abigail caught her breath at the casual impertinence, but Miriam laughed. “I,” she said imperially, “have much more important things to do than to help move a mere sister into her new room.”

		“Such as?” Jasmine drawled.

		“Important. Things.” Tossing her head, she strode out the door.

		“Well, child, let’s get you moved in,” Jasmine sighed. She gave the door a long look. “I think I’m going to poison her dinner sometime soon,” she said, in a tone of careful deliberation. “Not much,” she hastened to add, as Abigail’s eyes went round with shock. “Just a little bit. That woman should know it’s a bad idea to mess with the cook.”

		“I can help,” Abigail said hurriedly.

		“Help you poison the abbess?” Olivia said, her eyes snapping with mirth. “My. You are ambitious. Usually it takes a couple of weeks for someone to work up the nerve.”

		“No, not that,” she said hurriedly. “I just…” she trailed off as the two other women began to laugh.

		“Relax,” Jasmine said, taking her arm and leading her out of the room. “And don’t pay attention to us. Miriam is the best leader this convent could ask for. All she asks is that we be our best.”

		“Be our best what?”

		“Be our best selves,” the dark-skinned woman said. She led them outside. “Miriam doesn’t let us get distracted by cliques or internal politics, the way some convents can.” She huffed out a disgusted breath. “Trust me. I’ve spent too much time in places like that to ever want to go back. We worship, of course. But you can’t spend every minute of every day glorifying the infinite glory and majesty of God. Not when there is work to do here on earth. So she finds out what you’re best at and has you do it. I’m the cook. Olivia takes care of the books.”

		“You’re the librarian?” Abigail opened her trunk.

		“No,” the older woman said, pulling out a suitcase. She nodded approvingly. “Good. You travel light. No, I take care of the financials for the convent. Miriam is the librarian.” She made a faintly disapproving sound. “Of course, if she spent less money on her musty old books, we might be in better shape.”

		“I haven’t noticed that we’ve had to sell off the silver yet, Olivia,” Jasmine said, amusement plain in her voice. “Besides, did you see how excited Miriam was when she came back from her trip overseas? I thought she’d burst. And now we’ve got this girl here, who’s supposed to be some sort of hot-shot translator.” She nodded at Abigail.

		She frowned uncomfortably as they hauled her suitcases up the steps to the second floor. She didn’t like being the center of attention. “I hope that the abbess isn’t expecting a miracle. I haven’t even seen whatever this thing is yet. For all I know, it could be a grocery list.”

		Olivia patted her arm in a motherly fashion. “Well, we’re in the business of miracles, aren’t we, sweetheart?” She set her box, filled with books, down on the floor with firm thump. Beside her, Olivia lowered her suitcase. “Is this all you brought?”

		“My parents will be bringing down my other things next weekend,” she said. “I figured this would be enough for the first week.”

		“Good thinking,” she said approvingly. She headed for the door. “Coming, Jazz?”

		The dark-skinned woman followed her, then turned at the doorway. “Dinner is at six, Sister. I expect to see you there.”

		“I will be,” she promised.

		

		*****

		

		She spent the next few hours putting her things away. The large closet seemed to swallow up her clothes, the small selection looking sad and lost in all the space. She promised herself that things would seem different when she had the rest of her belongings. She had never been a person who set a deep stock by her material possessions, but still, it was nice to feel that she had someplace to call home.

		She took a shower in the late afternoon, enjoying the unaccustomed luxury of having a private bathroom. When she was done, she took a moment to examine her reflection in the mirror. A pair of wide blue eyes looked out of the glass back at her, framed in a face with pale Irish skin, a gift of her mother’s side of the family. Her chocolate-brown hair fell in slow waves to below her shoulders.

		She dropped the towel to the floor, looking at the rest of the body. She had not inherited her mother’s height, which was a pity. She stood a mere five-three, and her delicately-boned frame made her seem even smaller. But her face was attractive, with pink lips and high cheekbones, and her body was sweetly curved. She cupped a breast with a small sigh, her fingers stroking the skin. Not as large as her younger sister Deirdre, but anything more than a c-cup would have looked ridiculous on her, anyway.

		She shivered as her nipple tightened, and reluctantly forced her fingers away. The young priest at St. Simeon’s, her church growing up, had been more progressive than her parents were altogether comfortable with. At the very least, he had not thundered from the pulpit about the sins of the flesh, which had been a pleasant change from the old priest, who had been obsessed with the subject. Too many times she had suffered through tirades about how the body could tempt the unwary soul into eternal damnation.

		Father Kowalski had poked gentle fun at the idea. “The body was made by God for the joy of his creatures, Abigail,” he had said, when she had stammeringly raised the subject. “All gifts can be abused, it is true. And the nature of man is to be sinful. But,” he shrugged, “I do not see the harm in denying yourself pleasure. To tell a young woman, or man,” he smiled, “that the act of self-gratification will lead to damnation does much more harm than good.”

		She nodded firmly to herself. Father Kowalski was a good man. When old Father Miller retired, he would lead the parish well.

		On her bed, her cell phone gave a muted beep of warning. She spun from the mirror, swearing lightly under her breath. It would not do to show up late for her first meal with her new sisters. There would be time enough for a long bout of self-gratification later tonight, before bed.

		

		*****

		

		“Hello. You’re new. What’s your name?”

		Abigail looked up from her tray in the long, low-ceilinged refectory. Around her, scattered among several tables, the other members of the convent ate, chattering cheerfully. There were perhaps twenty of them, and they ranged in age from Abigail’s own twenty-three years to a sour-faced old woman who looked to be eighty if she was a day.

		The woman standing in front of her was definitely closer to Abigail’s age, however. Dark-skinned, of obvious Hispanic heritage, she wore a light, dark blue sweater over a black skirt. Her face was sensual, with dark eyes that glinted in the muted evening light.

		“I’m Abigail Woodward,” she said, standing politely.

		“Consuela Ortega,” the other woman replied, setting down her tray opposite Abigail. She sat down, crossed herself, prayed briefly, and opened her eyes again. “Are you the new sister we’ve heard about? The one that Miriam sent away for?”

		Abigail grinned. “You make it sound like she ordered me off of Amazon.”

		Consuela laughed, showing white, even teeth, then dipped her fork into a plate of red beans and rice. “Mmm,” she said, taking a bite. “God help us if Jasmine ever retires. They might decide I should be the cook.” She shuddered delicately.

		“You don’t like to cook?”

		“It’s not that.” Her lips curled, showing a dimple in one cheek. “I’m just terrible at it. After a couple weeks everyone would be reduced to eating Hot Pockets and pop tarts. I’m worse than Merry is, and she could burn water.”

		“Worse than me at what?” another woman said, sitting down beside Consuela. Her face was rather thin, and had the sort of jutting nose and pointed chin that would have her labeled as handsome rather than attractive. She had curling red hair and sky-blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. “Have you been gossiping about me again, Connie?”

		“Is it gossiping if it’s the truth? I was just telling Sister Abigail what terrible cooks we both were.”

		“Guilty,” the new woman said, smiling slightly. She nodded at Abigail. “Meredith Adams. But people call me Merry.”

		“I’m Abigail. But my friends call me Abbie.”

		“Oh, yes. The scholar,” Merry said, taking a long sip of milk.

		“So what do you two do?” Abigail asked hurriedly. She was getting tired of being discussed as if she were a loaf of bread.

		“I work here,” Merry replied. “At the convent. I help take care of the grounds. The lawns, the gardens, all that. Occasionally I hire out as a freelancer to help design gardens. I studied landscape architecture in school.”

		Abigail nodded. “I saw some of the back gardens from my room. They’re lovely.”

		“Wait until spring, if you’re here that long,” Meredith replied. “I’ve got beds of tulips and crocuses planted. When they come up it looks like-“

		“Like God barfed up a bag of skittles all over the back yard,” Consuela put in, her eyes glinting wickedly. “Please don’t get her started,” she continued, as Merry gave her shoulder a playful shove. “She’ll go on about soils and weeds and flowers until you beg her to stop.”

		“You’re just jealous,” Meredith sniffed. “Besides, it’s more interesting than what you do.”

		“Says you,” Consuela said.

		“What do you do, Consuela?” Abigail asked, trying to change the subject. She couldn’t tell if there was ill will between the two other women, but there was certainly tension of some sort.

		“I work at the hospital in town,” she replied.

		“A nurse?”

		She shook her head, her black curls bouncing. “A physical therapist.”

		“And she’s very hands-on,” Meredith muttered, buttering a roll with quick swipes of her knife.

		The Hispanic girl gave a slow, lazy smile. “God tells us that all of our skills have value.” Her posture shifted subtly, and Abigail was suddenly very aware of how the woman’s impressive bosom strained at the buttons of her sweater. Was it just her imagination, or could she see the faint outlines of her nipples pressing into the cloth?

		“You know,” Consuela said quietly, “I happen to have a nice bottle of scented oil in my room. And a warmer. And a massage table. If you’re feeling tense, I could give you a rubdown.” Her hand stole over the table and laid itself gently on Abigail’s. For just a second, her thumb played over the knuckles of her fingers, and she had to suppress a shiver.

		“God save us,” Meredith said, her voice somewhere between resigned and irritated. “Could you give the poor girl a little space? She doesn’t need you hitting on her during her first meal, Connie.”

		“No better time to find out if she’s interested or not,” The dark-skinned girl said, her expression showing no sign of embarrassment.

		Abigail pulled her hand away, her face flaming. “No, thank you,” she said, hoping her voice wasn’t as unsteady as she felt. She wasn’t a doe-eyed innocent by any means, but she had been thrown completely off-balance by Consuela’s open invitation. And also by Merry’s faintly bitter attitude. It was clear that she was well-aware of the Latina girl’s…appetites.

		“Don’t let Connie get under your skin,” the redhead was saying. She slanted a look her way, which the other girl regally ignored. “She’s incorrigible, but if you draw the line, she’ll stay on her side of it.”

		“And if you decide to cross the line, I’ll be here waiting.” She turned her dark eyes to Meredith. “How about you, mi amiga? In the mood for some fun tonight?”

		“No, thank you,” the other woman said shortly. Her pale cheeks were stained with a flush. “And keep your hands to yourself,” she added, looking down to where Consuela’s hand had been approaching hers.

		The Latina sighed. “I’m sorry. But all I see all day are wrinkly old men and women. It would be nice to touch someone I found attractive. Just for a change. Even when they give me a man or a woman close to my age, they’re so beat up and injured from auto accidents or cancer treatment or other things. No one ever thinks about what I need.”

		“Maybe it’s because they know you’re a bride of Christ, and they don’t want to get on his bad side,” Merry said tartly.

		“Well, if Jesus is my novio, he’s been sadly neglectful in his husbandly duties,” the other woman shot back, her voice heated by some unnamable emotion. She lifted her milk glass, draining it, then set it down harshly on her tray, the sharp sound echoing throughout the room. Conversations stopped and heads swiveled their way. “I didn’t ask for this,” she grated through clenched teeth. Her eyes were wet. “Why do all of you judge me?”

		She rose and walked quickly away, her tray held in her hands. Abigail forced herself not to stare as the young woman walked out of the room.

		“Trouble, ladies?” Her head jerked up to find Miriam standing near them.

		She shot a panicked look at Merry, but the red-haired woman was already answering. “Nothing new, Miriam. Just Consuela again.”

		The abbess shook her head, her eyes distant. “Poor girl. It’s hard on her.”

		“Does she not…have a vocation?” Abigail asked tentatively. She didn’t approve of gossiping, but Connie’s pain had been clear for all to see.

		Miriam shook her head, her eyes sad. “It’s not my place to say, Sister.” She cocked her head. “But if you ask her, she might tell you. And Consuela could use a friend. A true friend.

		“But not tonight. We’ve seen this before. There are many ways a conversation with her could end right now. And not many of them are good.

		“But to cut to the chase, Sister, I was hoping you could start on your translation work tomorrow. Are you all settled in?”

		“Yes.”

		“Good. Then come by my office tomorrow morning. Around nine. I’ll show you what I have and you can get to work.” A corner of her mouth curled in a secret smile. “I think you’ll be very interested.”

		

		*****

		

		Later that night, a knock sounded on the door to Miriam’s private rooms.

		“Come in,” she called, closing her laptop and leaning back in her chair.

		Consuela entered, holding a cup and saucer, and closed the door behind her.

		“Good evening, Consuela,” she said.

		“Good evening, abbess,” she said, her eyes lowered modestly. “I thought you might like a cup of tea.”

		“Of course. Please. Bring it here.”

		The Latina woman set it on her desk, and she took a long sip, sighing appreciatively. Dark, hot, and sweet. Just the way she liked it. It sluiced the weariness of the day out of her bones, leaving her feeling bright and alert.

		She looked up, to see Consuela still standing nearby, her hands laced together nervously at her waist, as if to hide their trembling. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Sister?”

		“Yes.”

		“And what would that be?”

		“You know.” The younger woman’s voice was tight and hoarse with need. “Please.”

		A tiny smile curled her lips, even as her pulse began to pound more quickly. “Very well.” She spun her chair. “Come here, child.”

		With a frantic moan, Consuela sat in her lap, her fingers threading through her hair. She tipped her face up, and the Latina woman’s head descended, her mouth open, catching her lips in a blazing kiss, her tongue invading her mouth in desperate need.

		She began to unbutton her sweater, her fingers quick and nimble. When it was hanging open, she reached around Connie’s back, and undid the clasp of her bra with practiced ease. It sprang open, her large breasts tumbling into her hands, warm and dark, with long thick nipples that were already achingly erect. She kissed the soft curves, her tongue lovingly licking the hot flesh, as she felt Consuela grind her cleft into her thigh, sweeping her sensitive lips up and down her leg with long strokes.

		“God, I need it,” Connie whimpered. Her free hand dipped below the waistband of her skirt, seeking out what was hidden there. Her mouth licked the sensitive skin of Miriam’s neck, making her shiver in pleasure. A sudden shaking told her that Consuela had reached her goal, and the strokes of her groin on her thigh grew even more frantic. She took a pebbled nipple into her mouth, suckling gently, and was rewarded by a harsh groan.

		With a muffled whimper, Consuela came, her body shaking with the pent-up force of her climax. Her arms wrapped around Miriam, clinging to her desperately as her body released weeks of tension in one ecstatic burst. The older woman stroked her softly, speaking soft words of comfort. When it was done, she looked up. Her eyes were wet with unshed tears.

		“Better?” she asked.

		Consuela shook her head. Despite her climax, her expression was bitter. “Imagine running a marathon. And when you are done, someone gives you a cup of water. But only one. I am grateful,” she said, running a finger down Miriam’s arm. “Truly. But it isn’t enough.”

		“What do you think of our newest guest?” she asked, changing the subject.

		“Little Miss Snowflake?” Consuela’s lip curled in disdain. “I thought she was going to have a heart attack right there at the table when she finally figured out what I was talking about. She’s the sort who fell in love with the idea of Jesus as her bridegroom, waiting in heaven for her. I’ll bet you anything you like that the only person who has ever touched her sweet little pucha is herself. And not often enough, either.”

		“Be kind, Consuela.” Her hands continued to roam the warm skin of her back, trying to keep her relaxed, trying to keep that terrible tension from returning. “It’s her first day in a convent. She thought by now she would be overseas, and she’s been exiled to a tiny community in the middle of the boonies. Just like someone else I know.” She kissed her warm breast, her tongue drawing loving patterns on her skin, and felt Consuela sigh above her. “She will need a friend. Friends.”

		“I don’t want her for a friend. I want her-“

		“For a lover?” Her voice was teasing.

		“Yes! God in heaven above, didn’t you see her? Those eyes and that skin, so pale.” Her hips began to shift restlessly on her thigh again, slowly grinding as her arousal reasserted itself. “And her tetas! The second I saw her I wanted to taste them!”

		“Gently,” she cautioned. “As you said, she’s an innocent. If you come on too strong, you’ll frighten her away. And we need her.”

		In fact, no one beside Miriam knew just how badly the convent needed Abigail. It had taken years for her plan to come together. She would not, she told herself, let it fall apart due to the uncontrollable (but very welcome) libido of one of her sisters.

		“All right,” Consuela sighed. She stood, smoothing the front of her skirt. She looked down at Miriam, her eyes still hungry. “Come to bed with me?” she invited.

		She shook her head regretfully. “I can’t. Too many prying eyes around. People will notice that you came in here and never went back to your room. Most of the older sisters are willing to ignore your little liaisons with people like Meredith. But if it becomes known that the abbess and one of her sisters are in a sexual relationship, my authority will vanish like snow in July.”

		The younger woman sighed. “All right.” She walked towards the door. Even now, Miriam’s fingers twitched as she watched the lovely sway of her hips. A night with Consuela in her bed seemed worth the price she might pay.

		Control, she chastised herself, as the door closed softly behind the younger woman. This is not about you. But for all of us.

		And if I am right, it will be so worth it.

		

		*****

		

		Abigail awoke the next morning in her new bedroom to the sound of birds singing outside her window. She threw back the covers and wandered across the room, yawning sleepily. In the garden below, small birds were bouncing from the stone-flagged patio to bird-feeders hanging from low-lying branches, and then to the higher reaches of the small trees that bordered the flower gardens, chirping cheerfully. As she watched, a hummingbird swept in, its beak darting to a feeder full of sugar water that hung suspended from one of the trees. It hovered for a moment, its feathers glinting like jewels in the morning sun. A few tendrils of mist were hanging around low spots in the ground, but it promised to be a gorgeous day.

		An hour later, having used the shower and eaten a quick breakfast in the common room, she presented herself at Miriam’s office, a dark-paneled room in the heart of the house. The older woman smiled at her over a pair of wire-rimmed eyeglasses, even as her fingers continued busily typing on her laptop. She sat down at a chair near the window which overlooked the same gardens as her bedroom, waiting patiently.

		After a few minutes, Miriam sighed and pushed back her chair. “They say that e-mail has made the paperwork easier,” she commented ruefully, smiling at Abigail. “But I think it just makes it worse. It multiplies.” She rose to her feet, stretching her hands over her head. “All right, then. Let’s show you what I’ve found, and you can tell me what you think.”

		She led her down several wide hallways, then turned to a heavy wooden door. “The library,” she said, pushing the door open. A high-ceilinged room met her eyes. Bookshelves stretched a full two stories up to the roof, where dark wooden timbers crisscrossed in a complex pattern. The floor was wood, but covered with warm rugs in bright colors that shone in the muted light.

		“My own little empire,” the abbess said, with a small smile.

		“It’s lovely,” Abigail replied truthfully. Several small tables were scattered amid the large room, with comfortable armchairs placed along the walls. She could imagine coming down here on a winter day and spending long hours curled up in a cozy corner with a good book. Or several of them. “But where’s this document? Surely you don’t keep it in the stacks?”

		“Indeed no.” Miriam crossed the room to where a small door stood, almost hidden between two bookcases. Taking a key-ring out of her pocket, she unlocked it. “This is the cage. Where our rare books are kept. It’s fire-proof and climate-controlled.”

		The room was tiny, barely large enough for the two women to be in at the same time. The inner side of the door was covered with steel, as were the walls, a stark contrast to the rest of the library. Three walls were lined with books, with narrow metal grates protecting them. Miriam unlocked one and pulled it open, reaching high to pull down a short, thick tube from the top shelf. She cradled it carefully in her arms as she relocked the cage and the tiny closet.

		“This is it,” she said, setting it down gently on a table in the middle of the room. “It’s from Damascus. In Syria. An old friend told me that the convent where it was stored was about to be abandoned due to the civil war there, and that if I wanted to save it from looters, I would have to move quickly. You won’t believe what I had to go through to get it out of there.” Her lips pinched disapprovingly. “The cost of smuggling is going up. And the bribes are outrageous these days.

		“Go on, then. This is the reason you’re here. I want to hear what you have to say.”

		Abigail approached the tube carefully. It was about the length of her forearm, but much thicker, sealed with a metal cap. She unscrewed it, setting it aside. Inside she could see a pair of wooden handles.

		Her breath shortened. Already she had a good idea what this was. Moving as quickly as she dared, she pulled the handles. They slid easily into her hand. In seconds she was holding a bound scroll, wrapped in heavy cloth, tied with brittle leather laces.

		Keenly aware of Miriam’s intent gaze, she untied the laces, setting them aside. With trembling fingers, she unwrapped the scroll. The handles were dark, worn with age. The material of the scroll itself seemed to be vellum, fine calfskin leather that had been treated to become a writing surface.

		Barely breathing, she eased the handles apart, unrolling the first few inches of the scroll. Spidery writing, faded with age, met her eyes. The words were Greek, but she interpreted them automatically.

		Impossible.

		She snapped upright, angered that she had been taken in by such a cheap trick. “Is this your idea of a joke?” she snapped.

		Unfazed, Miriam raised an inquiring eyebrow. “What seems to be the problem?”

		“This cannot possibly be genuine.”

		“Why not?”

		She pointed a shaking finger at the first line. “’The Testament of Mary of Magdala?’ Seriously? You expect me to believe that you have discovered a lost gospel, written by Mary Magdalene herself?” She wrapped the laces around her hands, trying to control her anger. “If I tried to foist this off on someone, I’d be laughed out of town, then probably expelled from the order. It’s obviously a forgery. I hope you didn’t pay too much for it.”

		Miriam rested a hip against a neighboring table. “Why can’t it be genuine? I’ve had the age verified.” She pointed to a pair of sharp cuts at the upper portion of the scroll, which contrasted to the feathery edges elsewhere, signs that it had been much handled over the years. “The radio-carbon dating was very clear. Nineteen hundred years, plus or minus two hundred. That puts us right in the ballpark.”

		Abigail hesitated a moment. “Still. That proves nothing. It was common practice in those days to scrape hides clean and reuse them. Just because the parchment itself is nearly two thousand years old doesn’t mean the writing is. It could have been added any time in the last couple of hundred years. Or even more recently. Forgers are getting better and better every year.”

		Miriam shook her head. “I thought of that, as well, and had it analyzed. Old writing leaves traces below the surface which can show up on deep scans, like an MRI. There was nothing.” Her finger tapped the table authoritatively. “It might be a forgery. But it is certainly the first writing on this object.”

		Her voice gentled. “No one is asking you to vouch for the authenticity, sister. All I want from you is an honest translation.” Her face darkened. “I needed a woman to do it. If I gave it to Flanagan up in Chicago, he’d send it to one of his experts. A man, of course. And every word would be colored by a man’s way of thinking. And it would be even worse if I sent it to Rome. Half of the papal establishment would like to ignore that women even exist. They’d dismiss it as a forgery or a hoax outright. Or simply bury it in the Vatican Library and we’d never hear of it again.”

		Abigail hesitated. Miriam’s words made sense.

		“If it is a forgery, I’ll be the one held up for public ridicule,” Miriam said quietly, her words echoing her own thoughts. “Not you. And if it is genuine…”

		If it is genuine, this will be the sort of coup that most academics spend their whole lives dreaming of.

		“It’s going to be an honest translation,” she stated abruptly. “I won’t lie. Not for you. Not for anyone. My reputation is going to hang on this.”

		“Sister Abigail, I would expect nothing less.”

		

		*****

		

		A week later, Abigail sat in the common room, picking over her dinner.

		“What the matter, chica?” Consuela asked, sitting down at the table. “You’re looking kind of tired. Is Miriam cracking the whip on you?” She smirked, revealing her dimple. “Most men have to pay extra for that.”

		She smiled wanly. Over the past several days she had begun to grow used to the Latina girl’s outrageous attitude and risqué sense of humor. She had begun to suspect that it was a mask, and that despite her words and occasional sense of barely-controlled fury, there was a profoundly decent person inside. “Just tired, I guess,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “Translation work is never easy, and this…” she trailed off, shaking her head. “It’s the toughest thing I’ve ever done.”

		“Why?” Consuela asked curiously. Her dark eyes were intent with interest.

		Abigail leaned back. As she did, Merry sat down beside her. “I love Taco Tuesday,” she announced, lifting a shell brimming with meat and cheese to her mouth. “Mmm,” she said, biting down deeply.

		“Quiet,” Consuela ordered. “ Abbie was going to explain translating to me.”

		“Well,” Abigail floundered, searching for the right words, “it’s different than what I’m used to. This is Greek, which is what most educated people in the Roman province of Judea used for writing back then. But this isn’t the Greek of Plato or Eritosthenes or Sappho.

		“Imagine…imagine that you’re from Russia. You’re trained to speak English in school. Or for your job. The language you speak every day at home or with your friends has no relationship to English, since English is a Germanic language and Russian is Slavic. But you learn enough to get by.

		“And then someone sends you a book written by someone in backwoods Kentucky a couple of hundred years ago and asks you to translate it. Someone who has a ridiculous accent, can barely spell, has no idea about proper grammar, and uses words you don’t even know.” She stabbed a tomato with her fork. “That’s what this is like. I’m translating the words of someone who spoke Aramaic but was barely literate in Greek into English, hoping that I’m not missing all sorts of important theological points in the process.”

		“Is it making any sense?” Meredith asked curiously. “I mean, if you can’t talk about it, it’s cool. But I think it’s really interesting. God, if it is really is the actual words of Mary Magdalene!” She suddenly giggled. “The Pope would absolutely crap!”

		Abigail laughed, her headache lessening in the presence of her friends. “If these are the words of Mary Magdalene, opinion about her is going to change, that’s for sure.”

		“How?” Consuela asked.

		“Well, for one thing, she doesn’t talk about Jesus like he is the son of God,” she said, with a wry grin. “She talks about him like he’s a not-terribly-bright dog. It kind of reminds me of how my sister talks about her boyfriend.” And she wasn’t even going to think about the theological repercussions of that little insight, thank you very much.

		“Well, he was a man,” Merry said slowly.

		“Right. Take the miracle at Cana.”

		“The one where Jesus turned the water into wine?”

		“Yeah. That one. Mary says that the reason Jesus did it was because he was half-tanked already and didn’t feel like going to the market for more booze. So he turned a couple of ewers of water into some good red wine instead. Just like any frat boy at a party would turn water into Natural Light if he could.”

		Consuela laughed out loud. “Where did you hear about what frat boys do?”

		She sniffed. “I’m not completely ignorant, ‘suela. I have three brothers. Three Irish brothers.”

		“What else does Mary say about Jesus?” Merry asked.

		“Well, he raised Lazarus from the dead because he owed him money,” Abbie admitted.

		“No way!” The red-haired girl hid her laughing mouth behind an upraised hand. “Seriously?”

		“That’s what it says on the scroll.” She blushed. In fact, the words, as closely as she could translate them without losing the original feel, had been along the lines of, “Get up, you lazy bastard! You owe me twenty denarii, and you’re not getting out of it by dying!”

		To her surprise, Consuela was frowning. “Do you think Miriam will let everyone know what we have here?” she asked, her voice unaccustomedly serious. “It’s not very…dignified…for Jesus to sound like some frat-bro headed for spring break.”

		She shook her head. “It’s not like that, mostly.” Her fingers twisted as she tried to find the right words. “Imagine you’re the son of God.”

		“No thanks,” Consuela interrupted. “I have enough trouble being my father’s daughter without having to deal with that kind of crap.”

		“What do you mean, Abbie?” Merry asked, leaning forward.

		“I mean that most of the time, Jesus sounds like he was being driven gradually insane,” Abbie said shortly. God, the pain had filtered through the writing on the scroll, even through two intervening millennia. She raked the other two women with her gaze. “The other gospels touch on it. Like in the Garden of Gethsemane. But think. Jesus knows he’s the son of God. He knows what’s going to happen. Betrayal. Crucifiction. Death.

		“How could that not drive any sane person right to the edge? By the end, Mary sounds like he was holding on by his fingertips. Death was actually a release.”

		“Careful, Abigail,” came a warm, amused voice from above. She looked up. Miriam was smiling down at her, her own tray laden with tacos. “The Church doesn’t approve of mere nuns indulging in theology. It might give you ideas.”

		“If God doesn’t want me to think, he shouldn’t have given me a brain,” she returned hotly, then blushed. “I’m sorry.” Her fist clenched on the table. “The story is just getting to me. The way Mary makes it sound, you know it’s inevitable, you know it’s going to end badly. And Jesus and Mary and the rest feel so…so…”

		“Human?” Miriam suggested quietly. “That’s what she would want, I think, Sister,” she said. She blinked, her eyes focusing on something only she could see. “We spend so much time on Jesus as God, and not enough on Jesus as human.

		“But he was. He lived with us. He knew our hopes, or dreams, our desires. He was spirit made flesh.

		“Which is why the people in Rome don’t like to think about it. You make Jesus human and you make him fallible. Short-tempered. Easily angered. Then you might even have a Jesus who understood humans. Who was quicker to forgive than to condemn…”

		Her voice trailed off and she shook her head. “See what happens when you start to think about theology?” she asked. Her lips twisted strangely. She seemed to put off her odd mood, looking down at Abigail. “How much more do you have to go?”

		“I’m about three-quarters of the way through it,” she said. “I’ve finished the crucifiction and the resurrection.” She shook her head. “There wasn’t much new there, to be honest. The last part seems to be advice from Mary to women in religious communities.” She glanced around with a small smile. “Like ours, I suppose.”

		“Well, women were often leaders in the early church,” Consuela said. “Before they were written out of history.” She frowned as the rest of the small group looked at her in surprise. “What? It’s common knowledge. Are you shocked that a Latina from the barrio knows something?”

		“Gently, Sister,” Miriam said soothingly.

		“Right,” Merry said. “We all know you’re smart, ‘suela. You just never seemed interested in that kind of thing before.”

		Consuela grunted, seemingly mollified. “You and your tacos,” she grumbled. “One day I’ll take you home and show you what real Mexican cooking is like. My mother-“ she cut herself off, as she did any time the conversation swung around to home or family.

		“So when do you think you’ll be done, Abbie?” Merry asked.

		She pursed her lips. “It’s not much. The biggest problem is getting the…getting the feel of it right. I don’t want to rush it and miss something important.”

		

		*****

		

		God, I wish I’d missed something important, she thought three nights later.

		She stared blankly at the legal pad in front of her, then at her laptop, which held a word-for-word translation of the scroll. For a mad minute she wanted to crush her hard drive, burn her notes, and throw the scroll down the deepest, darkest hole she could find.

		This is going to set the world on fire. And I’m going to be right in the middle of it. Maybe I can run away. To one of those convents where they shave you bald and you have to take a vow of silence. Her lips twitched in a mirthless smile.

		“Abbie!” a voice shattered the quiet of the library as the door swung open.

		Twisting in her chair, she could see the forms of Merry and Consuela outlined in the light of the hall. “Why are you hiding in here, girl? It’s Friday night. Time to party!”

		A muffled giggle burst from the Latina girl’s lips, and as she drew closer, Abigail realized she was dressed in a full nun’s habit, complete with headpiece and wimple. But the fit of the habit seemed to be subtly altered, so that it drew attention towards her lush body, rather than diverting it away. It was cinched tight about the waist, and the black cloth was molded to her large breasts. In one hand she held a wine bottle, already uncorked. From the other a trio of glasses dangled, their rims chiming together as she walked across the room.

		From behind her, Merry gave a long-suffering sigh. “Watch out, Abbie. She’s going to try to get you drunk and have her wicked way with you.”

		“I am not!” the dark-skinned girl protested indignantly. “If she was drunk, she wouldn’t be any fun.” Her eyelid shivered down in a wink as she set the glasses down on the table and began to pour. Red wine flowed, dark in the low light. “I just want her…relaxed. And maybe open to exploring something new.”

		She smiled and shook her head. “You’re impossible.” She gave her habit a pointed glance. “What’s with that?”

		“This old thing?” Her lips curled in a dark smile. “Oh, I wear it to the hospital every once in a while. Just so everyone there remembers I’m a bride of Christ, and therefore off limits.”

		“Or to make all the poor men think about what she looks like under the habit,” Merry put in, shaking her head. “Really, Consuela. You shouldn’t tease them like that.”

		“I only do it for their own good,” she replied piously, lowering her eyes. “Some of the younger men need something to look forward to. To live for. Especially the cancer patients, who are going through chemo. They’re tired, they’re weak, they’re sick. If a woman shows up and makes them think about what she looks like with her clothes off, what’s the harm in that? I can’t make them well. But maybe I can help take their minds off the nightmare and remind them that there is more to life than pain.”

		She passed Abbie a glass, and Merry a second, keeping the third for herself, and took a long, slow sip. “So, are you done, sister mine?” She nodded towards the tube, where the scroll lay hidden. “What does Mary Magdalene have to say?”

		

	
		“It’s…” she trailed off, unable to speak. “It’s going to make people’s heads explode,” she finally murmured, and took a quick gulp of wine herself. The drink blazed a fiery trail down to her stomach, where it warmed her agreeably.

		“How?” Merry asked, her red hair bouncing as she sat down.

		She gave a mirthless laugh. “Well, either Mary was completely out of her mind at the last, or else…”

		“Or else what?”

		“Or else God didn’t mean for priests and nuns to be celibate.”

		“What?” Her head jerked around, to where Consuela was staring at her. Her eyes were blazing. “Mary says that nuns and priests could…could have lovers? Marry?”

		“Well…” she stuttered, taken aback by Consuela’s ferocious focus on her face. “Not…not exactly.”

		“Then what? Exactly?”

		She set her head down on the table. God, this was insane! She muttered to the wood, but loud enough so her friends could hear. “Mary says that God created angels whose purpose were to be the…the sexual partners of men and women who devoted their lives to Him. As kind of a reward for their faith.”

		She raised her head, meeting the staring eyes of Merry and Consuela, who looked stunned. “She says that He knew that people weren’t meant to be celibate. And why not? He created them. Go forth, be fruitful, and multiply. It’s against their nature to not want to spread their seed.” She took another drink. “Besides that, it’s cruel.”

		“Well, that almost makes sense,” Meredith said judiciously. “A lot of other religions have priests that can marry. Even the rabbis in Judaism.”

		“But an angel? For sex?” she protested. “No. No way. I don’t believe it.” She waved her hands in frustration. “Why not just say that priests and monks and nuns could…could get married and boink to their heart’s content? Why make this so…so damned complicated?” She slammed her palms down on the table in frustration, the empty slap echoing through the library “Heck, it would be bad enough if this damned thing sanctioned marriage. Rome would have a foaming fit, but at least it could be debated.”

		“By master debaters,” Meredith said, grinning.

		“But this?” She leaned back in her chair disgustedly. “People will take it as proof that the whole thing is a forgery. Or at best, the ravings of a madwoman. None of it will be taken seriously.

		“And there’s so much in there that’s important. Real insights into Jesus. But it’ll all be thrown out because of this…this bullshit.”

		“Unless it isn’t bullshit,” a low voice murmured. She looked up, meeting Consuela’s dark eyes.

		“We all know that the medieval church did everything it could to marginalize women. To hide their contributions in its earliest days. What if this is just one more example? That they hid the knowledge on purpose? I mean, what better way,” she snarled, her voice growing savage, “to keep people under your control than to make one of the most beautiful acts one that is full of fear and shame? So that nuns and priests would grow old and bitter, cut off from one of the most basic of human activities?

		“And I’ll bet the self-righteous bastards made sure they didn’t miss out on the fun. Think of it. Beautiful angels to take to bed every night. But none for the women, of course. None for the nuns. Just for the priests and monks. The men get all the benefits and the women wither.”

		Abbie opened her mouth to reply, but then paused, struck by a sudden insight. “Like you?” she asked quietly.

		Tears welled up in her friend’s eyes, trickling down over her cheeks. “Like me,” she whispered.

		A long silence filled the room. When Consuela began to speak, it was in a low murmur.

		“My father…my father’s name is Hector Ortega.” When Abbie and Meredith traded looks of blank incomprehension, she hissed quietly between her teeth. “You middle-class Anglos. You never see anything until it hits you between the eyes. On the streets, he is known as El Jefe.”

		That name did a ring a bell, though it was indistinct and muffled by time and distance. “He’s…he’s some sort of gangster, isn’t he?” Abbie asked, then kicked herself.

		Consuela’s lips twisted bitterly. “Yes. Not drugs. Papa never touched those. Too easy to start sampling your own product, he always thought. And the fights for territory could be ferocious. He stuck to what he called victimless crimes. Gambling. Prostitution. I heard him tell my mother once that he never employed a prostitute who wasn’t willing.

		“And God, didn’t the money roll in. He had a finger in every pie in Chicago. Every illegal cock-fight, every gambling ring, every escort agency paid him a little cut, as a price for being allowed to do business there.

		“Of course, I didn’t know anything about that. Not at first. I grew up with money all around me, in a beautiful home, with everything I could ever ask for. It was like I was the princess in a fairy tale. The best toys, the best schools, everything.”

		She sighed wistfully. “I lost my virginity to my father’s driver when I was sixteen years old. He was a beautiful boy, with the mocha skin and wonderful hands. I thought I was in love.

		“But then the fairy-tale ended.

		“The day after I graduated from the oh-so-exclusive women’s academy my father’s money paid for, he called me into his office. And he told me I was going to be a nun.

		“I laughed at first. I was sure he was making one of his little jokes. A nun? Me? It was ridiculous. I was always devout, but to do that? No.

		“But he holds to the old ways. His family is full of superstitions. And one of them is that you can bribe the gods. Or God. So I became his sacrifice. My future was given to the church to make sure that his luck would hold and that the federales or a rival didn’t pull his house down around his ears.” Her fist clenched, her nails cutting deep into her palm. “So my whole life was destroyed. For his pride and ambition.

		“I love sex. It’s so much fun. And for the last four years, I’ve had nobody. I’ve had to get by on the kindness of my sisters, who have been more generous than I deserved.” She laid her hand on Merry’s wrist. For once, the redhead didn’t pull away. From the shining gleam in her eyes, full of pity, it was clear that Consuela’s story was as new to her as it was to Abigail. “But unless I want to break my vows, I had resigned myself to never being with a man again.”

		“But now, Abbie!” The dark-haired girl’s face was lit with a hectic energy. “If you’re right, if Mary is right, the answer to our prayers is right here! Sex sanctioned by Jesus himself, and with an angel of the Lord! Think of it!”

		“I’ve been thinking of it,” she replied shortly. “I’ve been thinking about it all evening. Ever since I finished.”

		“Well? How do we do it? How do we summon our hot sexy angel love-slave?”

		“Oh, come on, Consuela.” She tried to make her voice sound cool and logical. But her heart was hammering and her palms were damp with sweat. “Do you really believe that we can say the magic words and an angel will suddenly appear, ready to service you…” she stammered, blushing so hard she thought her skin would catch fire, “service you sexually?”

		“Do you really believe that Jesus rose from the dead? That our sins are forgiven through confession? That Jonah was swallowed by a whale and survived?”

		“The bible doesn’t say whale. It says a great fish,” she protested, knowing instinctively it was a feeble attempt to change the subject.

		Consuela scowled. “Whatever. Do you believe, Abigail?”

		“Of course I do!”

		“Then why is this any stranger than that? Why is one story believable and the other preposterous?”

		“Because…” Because the world doesn’t work that way anymore, the sudden thought came.

		And she was ashamed. Ashamed at her lack of faith. Was it all a façade? Something made up of soap bubbles and cobwebs, ready to fall apart at the slightest shock?

		Her eyes narrowed, and she made her decision. She lifted her wineglass, draining it dry, and set it back firmly on the table.

		“All right. Why not?”

		

		*****

		

		The scroll came easily to her hands. After days of work, she was able to find the section without trying.

		“Here.” Her finger glided over the words.

		“I can’t read Greek,” Consuela protested. Beside her, Meredith shook her head in confusion.

		She passed the red-headed girl her notes. “There. Where I’ve put the text into brackets.”

		Merry took the legal pad. “You have beautiful handwriting,” she commented, pushing a lock of hair behind one ear. She squinted in the dim light. “Okay. Here we go.

		“’And I say to you, my sisters, that thou shalt not cleave to any man born of this world. For man is sinful. But you have put that aside, as a man puts aside his soiled clothing at the end of the day. Thou shalt wear a new garment, holy and pure.

		“’And as a woman must come to heaven, so will heaven come to you. For those of you who have forsaken this world in His name, He shall provide to you that which you have forsaken. Thou shall want for nothing. Neither bread. Nor wine. Nor that which is sweeter than bread or wine, but the union of man and woman.

		“’He has made thee a gift. Angels shall come to you, as thou desire them. And in your bed they will clasp you close, and give you comfort.’”

		She put down the pad. “That’s it.”

		“Aside from the list of names,” Abigail said, pointing at a section of the scroll.

		“What’s up with all the thees and thous?” Consuela asked. “You sound like a Lutheran. One of the really conservative ones.”

		Abbie smiled. “I always liked the King James Bible. The old-timey language made it seem more…impressive, somehow. Don’t tell my mom, though. She might have a stroke right on the spot if she thought I was going Protestant.”

		“List of names?” Meredith prompted.

		“Right.” Abbie pointed at the list. “If I’m right, this is a list of the names of the angels who…who were…who were…”

		“Who were created to slake the lusts of nuns who were a bit randy?” the Latina asked, her eyes dancing.

		She cursed her fair skin, which made her blush obvious. “Yeah.”

		“Hmmm.” Consuela pulled the pad away, perusing the list. “I wish we could see what they looked like,” she fretted.

		“What? Like E-bay? Or one of those sites on the internet? The ones everyone pretends we don’t look at?” Meredith asked.

		Abigail glanced over at her friend, surprised. On short acquaintance, Merry had not struck her as the sort of person who might go trolling on the danker, seedier parts of the internet in search of an illicit thrill. It was beyond rude to inquire into another’s vocation, unless the topic had been broached like Consuela did. But she would have bet cash money that Merry’s was as strong as her own. To have her glibly refer to adult websites gave her more insight into her character than she was really comfortable with.

		“That would be nice,” Consuela said with a throaty laugh. She ran her fingers over a line of text. “If as soon as we touched the name we got a hologram of the angel, floating in midair, like some sci-fi movie.”

		“Well, you’re out of luck there,” she said.

		“So how do we do it?” Consuela asked, her voice becoming impatient. “God, would it be asking too much for instructions?”

		“No reason to have them,” Merry said. “The men wouldn’t even bother to read them.”

		Consuela giggled, in the middle of taking a sip of wine. She turned away, gasping and laughing. When she finally recovered, her dark skin was flushed.

		“Faith,” Abigail said quietly. Her word fell into the stillness of the library like a stone into a pond, and faint echoes like ripples came back to her ears. “Three of us, acting in faith. Three is a number of power. It always has been. Think of the old, pagan religions, and their triune goddesses. We even have it in Christianity. The Holy Trinity. Three days between the death of Jesus and his resurrection. The three holy objects in the Arc of the Covenant.”

		“Right,” Consuela said, nodding her head soberly. “A whip, a gun, and a leather hat.”

		“You goof,” Merry said, shoving her shoulder. “This isn’t Indiana Jones. This is serious.”

		“And right here,” Abigail said, ignoring the interruption, “we have three women. Three people were enough to begin a congregation, back in the old days. I think…it should be enough tonight.”

		She reached out her hands. One to Meredith, on her left. The other to Consuela, on her right. “Are you sure about this?” she asked, as their hands clasped. “Really sure?”

		Consuela nodded, her eyes shining with wine or amusement or some combination of the two. Meredith simply shrugged, reaching out until her fingers twined with Consuela’s.

		“Belial,” she whispered, choosing a name at random from the scroll. The sound carried from her lips, waking faint echoes in the dark library. “Three maidens desire your presence. Three women hunger for your touch. Three who have lived without a man summon you, in the name of our Lord Himself.”

		She stopped. In the silence which followed, her skin flushed hotly. She let go of Merry and Consuela’s hands, feeling enormously stupid.

		“Well,” a strong male voice said from directly behind her, making her jump. “It’s about fucking time.”

		

		*****

		

		Long, long after, when Abigail and her sisters had a chance to discuss the events of those first frantic days after Belial entered their lives, she was surprised to discover that Merry and Consuela had much different impressions of the angel who eventually became their lover.

		For Abigail, he appeared as an athletic young man, perhaps a year or two older than himself. His eyes were an entrancing dark green, the color of oak leaves in the morning, and his hair was a rich, chocolate brown. He was well-muscled without being overly bulky, but the six-pack he had at his abdomen, visible through the unbuttoned shirt he wore with casual ease, made her mouth grow dry.

		But for Consuela, he appeared in a completely different form. A dark-haired, dark-skinned man of her own nationality met her hungry gaze, his face infused with a roguish charm. He had a cleft chin, high cheekbones, and his cheeks were stubbled with the faintest hint of a beard. He was dressed in tight-fitting jeans, so snug she felt she could read the minted dates of the coins in his pockets, if he had any, and a black t-shirt covered by a black leather jacket. His hair was coal-black, swept back from his temples, and his eyes were faintly predatory.

		And when Meredith told them of her first sight of Belial, she spoke of a man in the prime of life, much older than the man who appeared to Abbie and Consuela. Blond and of average height, he had laugh lines at the corners of his mouth and around his eyes, which crinkled appealingly when he smiled, which was often.

		But whether he appeared as a Latino bad-boy, a comforting older man, or a green-eyed seducer, their reaction was the same. All three women thought Belial was the most incredibly good-looking man they had seen in their lives. Abigail swallowed through a desert-dry throat, her eyes wide as his sheer physical presence hit her like a hammer-blow. Inside her modest blouse, her nipples tightened, surging erect against her will. Her heart pounded, the sound ringing like a drumbeat in her ears and at the junction of her thighs, and she felt the tidal surge of desire quicken her loins.

		“God damn,” the women sighed, in ragged chorus.

		“Wo bin Ich?” he asked, his voice dazed and confused. One hand strayed out to support itself against a nearby table.

		“What was that? German?” Meredith asked, blinking.

		The angel stared at them, his mouth working. “English,” he said, his voice sounding unused and rusty. “But not British. Or Irish. Or Scottish.” He closed his eyes. “Please tell me I’m in Canada.”

		“No,” Abbie said, taking a small step forward. “You’re in the Convent of St. Guinevere, in Peru, Illinois.”

		“Illinois.” He seemed to sway on his feet, groaning. “In the United States of America.” He cast his eyes upward. “God in heaven, what did I do to deserve this?”

		“Hey!” Meredith said, bristling. She set her hands on her hips, staring up at the angel. A small woman, she looked like a terrier confronting a wolf. “America is very nice.”

		“As long as you’re white and wealthy,” the angel responded, and Abbie heard Consuela give a grunt of dark amusement.

		“My name,” she said, stepping forward, cutting off the impending argument before it could begin, “is Sister Abigail Woodward. This is Sister Meredith Adams,” she continued, gesturing towards the redhead, who gave a grudging nod, “And Sister Consuela Ortega.” She hesitated, unsure of how to go on.

		“And you’re an angel. And your name is Belial,” Consuela said. Her eyes drank in the tall, lithe form of the angel greedily.

		“Yes.” He looked around their little group. He shook his head. “Well. This is a surprise. My brothers and sisters and I all believed that the knowledge about us had been completely suppressed. It has been decades since any of us were summoned.” He sighed darkly. “And it has been centuries since I was summoned.”

		“Wow.” Consuela stepped forward boldly, drawing attention to herself. Her eyes were fixed on Belial’s groin, where an impressive bulge could be seen inside his tight jeans. “You must be really…” she stopped, stammering, and even in the dim light Abbie could see her skin darken as she flushed. Shameless Consuela, who thought nothing of trying to seduce a sister nun in the middle of the convent, blushed scarlet.

		“Centuries?” Abigail asked.

		“Brandenburg,” Belial said. His face was bleak. “Frankfurt. I was banished from the convent I had called my home for nearly fifty years when the Swedes came.”

		A connection clicked home in her mind. Brandenburg was a state in Germany. “The Thirty Years War,” she said quietly.

		Belial nodded. When he looked up, his expression was frozen in hopeless anguish. “They sent me away. They knew what the armies were doing when towns fell. Knew that the convent would be burned down, that they could be raped and murdered, and that no one would lift a finger in their defense.

		“I wanted to stay. I wanted to protect them. But they sent me back to heaven, even as I begged them not to. She said…Sister Olga said that if I stayed, I would be hunted down. If word got out, the Protestants would claim the nuns were consorting with demons. And that we would all be burned at the stake.”

		“Couldn’t you have…prevented that?” Meredith’s voice was timid.

		Belial laughed wildly. “Of course I could! I could have laid their entire pathetic army waste, if I were allowed. But I was not. God holds us all on a close leash these days. The days when he would send Uriel out to slay thousands of the firstborn are long gone. Why use angels to destroy crops and towns and whole nations when humans are so much better at it?”

		Silence fell over the room. In the sudden quiet, Consuela moved decisively. Taking up her glass and the half-full bottle of wine, she poured for their guest and set the glass in front of him.

		“I think,” she said, “that you need a drink.”

		The angel reached out a hand that shook slightly. “I never expected to be called back,” he said, essaying a sip. His brows rose in startled approval, and he took a longer drink. When he set the glass down, a bead of wine clung to one of his lips. Abbie was struck by a sudden desire to lick it off, and to see what those ruby lips tasted like. Belial hung his head. “My brothers and sisters...the last of us were sent back to heaven over a century ago. We assumed the knowledge to summon us had been completely stamped out.” He heaved a sigh, which did interesting things to his well-muscled chest. At her side, she felt Meredith sigh in appreciation. “How did you do it?”

		All eyes turned to Abbie. “My abbess came back from Damascus with an old scroll,” she waved a hand at the table behind her, where the object in question lay.” I translated it.”

		“Damascus…” Belial mused, his eyes shadowed. He took another drink, his long, clever fingers playing with the stem of the wine glass. “Yes, I could see that. It was one of the first places where Jesus’ teachings took hold. And it had been a center for learning for centuries even before that. They knew how to keep secrets. And how to hide them.”

		He cocked a keen eye in their direction. “I’m surprised that she got the knowledge to you. But I’m even more surprised that she found out about it in the first place.

		“Well,” he said, climbing to his feet. “Who’s going to be first?”

		“The first what?” Meredith stammered.

		Belial put his head to one side. “Surely, Meredith, you summoned me for a reason?” As he spoke, a strange note entered his voice. Warm and rich, it woke a bloom of heat in Abbie’s belly, and the tiny hairs on her forearm stirred as her skin broke out in goose pimples. His entire stance changed. One moment, there had been a handsome young man. Now, he was overwhelmingly male, virile, and her nostrils flared as she caught the subtle hint of his scent. The smell did wonderful things to the back of her brain, and she found herself suddenly entertaining fantasies where the other girls were gone, and she was alone in the room with the angel.

		“I…I don’t know,” Merry stammered. She looked at Abbie and Consuela for support. “I…I didn’t think-“

		“Didn’t think I was real? Or didn’t think I would actually appear when you summoned me?”

		“We didn’t think about the next step,” Abbie put in firmly. Obviously, this angel would need stepping on. He reminded her uncomfortably of some of her younger cousins. Give them an inch, and they’d take a mile.

		The important thing, she had learned after one particularly disastrous baby-sitting episode, was to make clear who was in charge from the get-go.

		“It’s late, and I’m sure you’re tired,” she said, overriding whatever Consuela was about to say. The Latina woman gave her a razor-edged glare, but she let it bounce off her. They did not need Belial to think that they were divided. The angel would surely find a way to capitalize on that. “Why don’t we find you someplace to sleep? The morning will be soon enough to be making any decisions. It’s not as if you’re going anywhere, is it?”

		Belial shrugged, his eyes hooded. “No. Not really.”

		“Good. I’m glad that’s settled.” She made a show of putting the scroll away and tidying up the library. Slowly, the other two women followed suit.

		“Meredith,” she said, as they turned off the lights, “You’ve been here longer than anyone else. Where can we hide him?”

		

		*****

		

		“You’re putting me in the attic?” Belial’s voice was taut with outrage.

		Merry shrugged helplessly. “It’s the best spot. And it’s not really an attic,” she protested, flipping on the light. The small, cluttered room came into view around them. On the fourth floor, and only reachable by a narrow stairway, it sat at one corner of the building, with nothing on either side, almost like the turret in a castle. “It’s private. And very comfy. There’s a bathroom for you,” she said, a hopeful smile on her narrow face, “and no one will come up here to bother you. Sister Cunnegunda has the same spot on the opposite side of the building. She says she likes the privacy.”

		“And because she’s a miserable old bat,” Consuela muttered, just loud enough to hear. “Should have been pensioned off to a retirement home twenty years ago, if you ask me.”

		Belial looked at them, his arms folded on his chest. “You three…” he grumbled. “You are absolute ass at this. Back when such things were done properly, my summoning would have been followed by a feast of welcome, and the most comely maidens in the convent would have been there to welcome me. They would have enjoined me to come to their beds, and I would have had first choice to taste their bounty.

		“And you give me…this.” His lips curled in distaste. “No food. Mediocre wine. You talk to me as if you were my equals. A musty, dusty hole of a room.” He sneered at the bed, with its narrow, twin-sized mattress. “With no suitable place to perform my art.”

		“Your art?”

		“Lovemaking, you simpleton,” he bit out. Merry flushed at the mocking tone. “I am one of the foremost lovers in the entire Celestial City. I was created for that very purpose. And after nearly four hundred years of celibacy, I am insulted with this shabby display.” He raised his chin. “I refuse this…insult.”

		Abigail nodded. “I see your point. Obviously, we have made a grievous error.”

		Belial nodded, his eyes glinting in triumph. “I am glad to see you are coming to your senses.”

		“Indeed.” She heaved a sigh. “Well, there’s nothing more to be said. If you’re not happy, we can banish you back to Heaven. It’s too bad. But I don’t think we will ever summon you back here. And why would we be inclined to try? I am sure there are many other angels who would welcome the opportunity.

		“Come on, sisters. There are lots of other names on the scroll. I am sure one of the others will be much more cooperative. And appreciative.” She gave a tight smile. “Better looking, too, maybe.”

		Beside her, Consuela’s breath hitched. But before she could protest, her hand clamped down on her wrist in warning. Catching Merry’s eye, she began to turn away.

		“No. Wait!”

		The three women halted. But guided by some female instinct, none of them turned. They stood, stock-still, waiting.

		“I might have been…hasty.” The grudging words sounded as if they were being dragged out of the angel by brute force. “You cannot be expected to know the proper way to greet an angel of the Lord. This will serve.” A long pause. “For now.”

		Meredith was the first to turn to face Belial. “You are quite incredibly rude,” she snapped, the freckles standing out on her pale face like specks of red ink on paper. “Stay here until morning. We’ll decide what to do with you then. If we want to keep you here at all.”

		“You dare-“

		“I certainly do.” Her color was high, and twin spots of red showed on her cheekbones. “If your sole purpose was to insult us, I don’t think you could have done any better, angel. We might have invoked you. But don’t forget. You answered our summons. We brought you here. But the plane ticket is round-trip. We can send your sorry ass back, if we don’t like how you behave.”

		With three long strides, she reached the door. With a jerk, she pulled it open, and the other two women followed, though Consuela turned back, her gaze meeting Belial’s, something unspoken passing between them.

		“Pompous, egotistical, self-satisfied asshole,” Merry snarled, as she stomped down the stairs. The other two women followed.

		“What?” Abbie said, sounding lost in the events of the night.

		“I know his type,” Merry answered, jerking open the door to the third floor. She paused in the doorway. “He thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Literally.” Her face pulled into a simpering mockery of Belial. “’Look at me! I’m hot and offering you guilt-free sex! Just cater to my every whim, and everything will be fine! But if you don’t do everything exactly the way I want to, I’ll be a whiny little bitch.’ Well, fuck that shit,” she said. “He’s here for us. Not the other way around. And did you hear what he said about how he was banished back to heaven from Germany or the Holy Roman Empire or wherever the heck he was the last time he was here on Earth? We own his ass. If we don’t like the way he’s acting - poof! Back to heaven with you, jerkface! We can summon another angel. Male or female,” she said, with a look at Consuela.

		“Wow,” Abbie said, impressed. Merry had always been so quiet, so self-effacing, that her sudden fury had caught her by surprise. But it was obvious that her mind had shuffled through the possibilities of their situation much quicker than either her or Consuela. “So what do you think we should do?”

		“Make sure this guy realizes he is here only because we allow it,” Meredith replied immediately. “We summoned him. We can send him back. If he doesn’t keep us happy…” she made a dismissive motion with her fingertips. “There were a lot of other names on that scroll, weren’t there, Abbie?”

		Consuela laughed, the sound bubbling up through her throat. “So fierce, little sister,” she said, her eyes merry. She waggled her brows at the smaller woman.”’Back to heaven, jerkface?’ Really?”

		Meredith raised her chin, somehow managing to look down her nose at a woman who was a good three inches taller than she was. “Exactly.”

		

		*****

		

		Later that night, alone in her room, Consuela hummed happily to herself, and prepared to summon an angel to her bed.

		She smiled quietly as she removed her clothes and folded them away. Let Meredith hold herself apart, trying to convince herself that it was only to prove they had the upper hand over Belial. And Abigail was so afraid of her own desires that the thought of actually taking the sexy angel as a lover had not even dared to cross her mind.

		But she knew what she wanted. From the moment he had appeared in front of them in the library, she knew this moment was destined to be. She dabbed perfume in the hollow of her throat, then between her breasts, trying to ignore the hot, urgent ache in her loins.

		She shook her head, her hair whispering about her bare shoulders. No. She would control herself. It simply would not do for Belial to find her on the bed with her fingers jammed wrist-deep into her pussy, no matter how horny he made her.

		But oh, his body was sweet, his eyes mysteries. Her fingers twitched, and before she knew it, one had slipped into her crevice, her body shuddering as she imagined his hands exploring her-

		“I know what you need,” a voice whispered.

		She spun in place, her heart hammering in her chest. Belial stood a few steps away, his presence filling the room like a warm campfire on a cold winter’s night.

		“How did you find me?” she heard herself asking inanely, and cursed under her breath.

		He raised an elegant eyebrow. “Really? With your desire calling to me? You might as well have been shouting my name at the top of your lungs.” His eyes drifted down to her bare chest. “Quite impressive lungs, though.”

		She colored at the compliment. “Thank you. Well,” she said briskly. “At least this will save a lot of tedious beating around the bush. Especially,” she said, her lip curling, when it is my bush I want you to beat.”

		“Indeed?” he asked, his luscious lips, the color of ripe cherries, curling in turn. He glanced at her shaved pussy. “I see no bush here. Do…” his voice became suddenly hesitant. “Do all women do as you in these times?”

		“No.” Consuela realized suddenly that twenty-first century customs must be as confusing to the angel as the customs of seventeenth century Bohemia would have been to her. Or Bavaria. Or Brandenburg. Or wherever he had come from. She didn’t care right now. And she would bet her father’s fortune that Belial had no idea how to deal with women who had grown up in an era where gender equality was taken as a given. “Some do not shave at all. Others trim their hair as it pleases them, or shave it into patterns. Narrow strips or little tufts. One girl I know even shaved hers into a star.” She tossed her head, and let her hand drift down her stomach, drawing his eyes to her cleft. She could feel her lips, hot and swollen, throbbing for his touch. “I prefer simplicity.”

		He nodded slowly. “I…see.” His eyes were fiery with banked passion as he drank her in, and she shivered under his attention. So a hawk might look in the sky, she thought, gazing at a rabbit far below. “Are you ready?”

		“God, am I,” she said with controlled ferocity. “I haven’t had a man between my legs for over four years.”

		“Try going without a woman for nearly four centuries,” Belial retorted. “Don’t complain to me about a little dry spell when I’ve been wandering in the desert for longer than your little nation has existed.”

		“Well. I’m here now. And you’re here.” She blinked. “But...someone might hear us.”

		He smiled crookedly. “Please allow me some credit. Even in the stone walls of the convents I am used to, sound carried. And many of the nuns spurned my arms, and did not wish to hear the cries of their sister’s joy. This room was warded by my power as soon as I entered. No sound will penetrate to the rooms outside.”

		“Oh. Good.” She swallowed, suddenly aware of the immense step she was about to take. “Um. Well. I guess we have wasted enough time, haven’t we?”

		“I would say so, Consuela Ortega.” She shivered as his voice caressed her name.

		She took a step towards him. Then another. He stayed still, his hands loose at his sides. With a final step, she was inside the reach of his arms. She lifted a hand, setting it on his chest.

		“Will it hurt?” Her voice trembled.

		“Hurt?” He shook his head, his face troubled. “Never. I am forbidden.” A wicked gleam escaped his eyes, and her breath hitched. “Unless you ask me to.”

		“Let’s put that on the back-burner for a bit,” she said. She laid her head on his chest, feeling the rapid drum of his heart under her cheek. She sighed as Belial set his hands on her hips. His thumbs began to stroke the skin of her belly.

		So long. It has been so long. She reached around to Belial’s back, letting her hands feel, for the first time in ages, the strong muscles of a virile man. She made a frustrated noise in the back of her throat. “This would be far nicer if you weren’t wearing all these clothes,” she suggested.

		“I’m not,” his voice rumbled down at her, and she stepped back, her eyes wide with shock. Where once clothing had covered the angel, dark skin now met her gaze. Her eyes instinctively dropped to his groin. An erect cock rose hard and high and proud from a closely-cropped nest of black hair. Her fingers twitched with the desire to cradle it in her palms. Long and just thick enough to give her pause, it bounced in time with Belial’s heartbeat. His balls were drawn up tight, the sac of his scrotum seemingly filled to bursting with his angelic seed.

		She wanted him. Fiercely. Passionately. Unreservedly. She had to fight down the desire to simply drop to the floor on her hands and knees, spread her legs, and allow Bealial to fill her with his angelic cock. Instead, she cuddled close to him, her lips dropping tiny kisses on the lightly-haired skin of his chest.

		“That’s a clever trick,” she said quietly. “Can you teach me how to do it?”

		“No,” he replied, then gasped as her tongue found the dark circle of his nipple. She licked it, smiling to herself as it drew up in a tiny nub. Further down, she felt the head of his cock brush against the skin of her stomach. She closed her eyes and reached down with one hand, her fingers circling the shaft.

		They both groaned at the same time. Consuela slowly pumped his iron-hard phallus, reveling in the feel of velvet-soft skin over the steely core. Instinctively, she ran her thumb over the spongy tip, smiling secretly to herself as Belial shuddered in pleasure.

		“You’re no nun. You’re a witch. A wicked temptress.”

		“I am as God made me,” she answered serenely. “If He does not like what I am, He can come down and say it to my face.

		“But perhaps we should carry on this conversation somewhere more appropriate? Like the bed?”

		“Wonderful,” he groaned, and before she could utter more than a faint squeak of surprise, he had lifted her bodily and carried her over to the hopelessly archaic four-poster bed which took up a good portion of her bedroom. Dumping her on the soft white coverlet, he hung poised over her, his eyes hot with desire.

		But even now, he did not take his pleasure upon her. Instead, he gazed at her, marveling, as if she were the answer to a prayer he had long since despaired of having granted. His hand, when it reached out to touch her cheek, was shaking.

		“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “I had…I had almost given up hope. We all had. And now…there might be reason enough to go on.”

		She shook her head. She did not want to be distracted by the needs of angelic beings, or even of God in heaven. There was only her, and Belial, and the need which drove them both.

		“Shut up,” she commanded, “and kiss me.”

		The angel did.

		It was a firestorm. A hurricane. He played her like an instrument, pulling sacred music from her body. His lips and tongue toyed with hers, so incredibly skilled all she could do was shudder, and gasp, and try to match him. Not even Paolo, her first and best lover, had roused her so easily, so skillfully.

		She opened her mouth, and his tongue slipped inside. Not a rampaging invader, but as a welcome friend. It ran along the underside of her upper lip, finding the spot which made her shiver, then met her own tongue, the tips brushing in greeting. At the same time, his hands found her breasts, his long, clever fingers lifting them, his thumbs rubbing over her nipples, bringing them surging to turgid fullness in mere instants.

		She groaned into his mouth, her hands lacing behind his neck, keeping him imprisoned in her embrace. When he dropped his head, his mouth searching for her breasts, she closed her eyes. Her mouth trembled, her breath coming in harsh, rapid pants as his hot lips dotted kisses along the curve of her collarbone, his tongue bathing her as he swept lower, towards her sternum. When he finally began to explore the curves of her tits, she thought she would scream in frustration. He avoided her nipples, drawn up hard and tight, but instead lavished his attention to the undersides of her mounds, every kiss, every tongue-lick filled with tenderness and desire.

		“Please,” she breathed, her voice sounding harsh and raspy in her ears. “My nips. Suck on them.”

		“Oh?” He lifted his head. His eyes were dark and mysterious. “Say ‘please.’”

		“Please,” she gasped. Right now she didn’t give a good damn about Merry’s theories about how they should control the angel. All she knew was that her tits were on fire, and she wanted his mouth on them.

		In answer to her desire, he smiled and opened his mouth wide. It descended on her breast, surrounding the nipple in a hot wet heat that drew a keening moan from her lips. He stroked the turgid bud with his tongue, the faint rasp only serving to fan her passion higher, then drew on it, tugging the swollen, throbbing nipple in a rhythm that caused bolts of pleasure to lance down to her pussy, flooding her sheath with wetness.

		“Oh, God…” she groaned, her head lolling back on the pillows. “Thank you. Thank you.”

		“Yes,” Belial replied, murmuring around a mouthful of her breast. “It has been so long.” He shifted, moving to her other breast, and repeated his lovely attentions. The mounting pleasure made Consuela writhe in ecstatic abandonment, her hips rising, eager to capture the angel’s lovely cock between her nether lips.

		But it was not the hardness of his manhood she felt at her gates. Instead, his fingers parted her lips with delicate skill, a finger slowly slipping inside. Carefully, it explored her sheath, twisting and turning in a way that was incredibly intimate. Meanwhile, his thumb came to rest on the bud of her clitoris, the pad just barely grazing the most sensitive part of her body.

		She threw her head back, her thighs clutching at his hand, trapping him. “What are you doing?”

		“Measuring you.”

		“What?” She regained enough sense to lift her head and stare at him. “Measuring me? What are you talking about?”

		“All women are different,” he replied. His finger curled inside her, stroking her inner walls. The sensation made her fall limply back to the mattress. “I would be a poor lover indeed if I didn’t make sure that my…phallus…was sufficient for the task. And I will be damned to the Pit itself before I cause you pain, gentle Consuela. I will not have you hurt because you are too eager to take in what you cannot.

		“Watch.” Before her astonished eyes, his cock narrowed slightly, growing less thick. She lifted her face to Belial’s, hoping her disappointment was not written all over it.

		“It would have hurt you, dearest.” Before she could protest, he had covered her with his body, his muscled chest pushing her down into the mattress. “Just a little. But I was created to give women pleasure. Not pain.”

		They kissed again, but Consuela couldn’t control herself any longer. The combination of Belial’s skilled hands, his own sheer physical beauty, and his concern for her had her nearly weeping in frustrated longing. She lifted her hips, her slick cleft finding the rigid staff of the angel’s phallus. Groaning, she ran it up and down, coating him with her juices. Every stroke reached higher, until the tip of his cock was poised at her gate.

		Belial drew his face away until he could look into her eyes. “This is the last chance,” he said softly. “Are you certain of your choice, Consuela? If you go through with this, you will never be with a human man again. Only me.” His lips twisted with wry humor. “And with my brothers or sisters, should desire drive you to their arms.”

		“I think,” she replied, her voice shaking only a little, “that I can learn to live with that.” She spread her legs wide, her hands reaching down to cup the taut muscles of the angel’s ass. “I don’t want anyone else. Ever. Come on, Belial. Fuck me! I’m tired of waiting. Fill me up with your beautiful cock!”

		He paused, making her bite her lip. In the tension, her mind whirled frantically. Would he leave? She had seen the dark side of his personality earlier. And what must it be like, to be completely dependent on humans for sexual release? Her heart gave a pang of sympathy.

		But in the next moment she felt him enter her, his hips surging forward, his cock piercing her body as he entered her in one long thrust. Not even glancing down to be sure of his aim, he slid into her with a surety which was astounding. She closed her eyes, reveling in the long-forgotten sensation of being filled.

		So right. This is so right. Whatever steps Belial had taken to make sure he was right for her, it seemed he had succeeded. As he finished his initial thrust, the hair at his groin flush with her loins, she marveled at how well they fit together. As if we were made for each other. Or as if he made himself perfect for me. His rod filled her, caressing her inner walls with wonderful thoroughness. But there was not the slightest bit of discomfort, even after being without a male partner for so many empty months, when her only release had been with her vibrator, her own fingers, or with furtive liaisons with Merry or Miriam.

		She surprised herself, overcome by emotion. Tears threatened to spill over her eyelids, and she drew Belial’s head down, kissing him fiercely. Her thighs rose, trapping him inside the cradle of her body, and she rocked on the bed, raising her hungry pussy against his wonderful manhood, demanding more.

		“Don’t just lie there,” she groaned, her back arching off the bed. “Fuck it!”

		He kissed her mouth, then her breasts. And in answer to her increasingly desperate demands, he began to do what she asked, his hips beginning to pump, withdrawing from her greedy sex, then pushing back in. His elbows were braced on either side of her chest, and for the first time, she got the sense that the angel’s incredible self-control was beginning to crack, as his head darted back and forth between her womanly mounds until her nipples were coated with his heavenly saliva, gleaming in the dim light of the room.

		He rose above her again, changing the angle of his thrusts. As he did, she became aware of a wonderful feeling on her clit. She looked down, between their bodies, and saw that Belial’s shaft was grazing her pearl on every stroke. The sensation was incredible, and she felt her thighs begin to tremble.

		“Oh,” she gasped. Her orgasm was approaching, and she wanted Belial to share her joy. She reached down, pulling him into her, demanding he fuck her quicker, harder. “I’m almost there!” She could feel the muscles in her stomach, in her pussy, tightening as her climax barreled down at her. “Come with me, baby,” she panted, and oh, God, his hands were everywhere, on her tits, pulling her nipples; on her ass, squeezing hard; on her face, and she sucked on his fingertips as he kissed the lobe of her ear, his breath hot on her neck, and the feeling of his teeth gently nipping on her tender lobe sent her careening over the edge, and she screamed her ecstasy at the ceiling as her muscles quaked in the strongest orgasm of her life. And then she screamed again, her joy redoubled, as she felt the hot spurts of his angelic come hitting the walls of her vagina, as Belial joined her in orgasm.

		

		*****

		

		“Wow,” she said, some time later, when her head finished doing its impression of a merry-go-round and she could focus her eyes. She was lying with her head pillowed on Belial’s chest, his arm curled around her shoulders. One of her legs was thrown over his, and she could feel the sticky lips of her groin nestled against his hip. “I guess you were telling us the truth when you told us what a good lover you were.”

		The angel’s lips curled. “I suppose it was an…adequate effort. But I have been out of practice.” He heaved a deep sigh, his chest rising and falling under her cheek. “Four centuries of celibacy is a long time. Even for one of our kind. Especially for one of our kind.”

		“Celibacy?” She turned her head, meeting his eyes. “But what about…all the other angels? Don’t they have sex?”

		“Oh, of course they do. My kin are a randy bunch. And, truth be told, sometimes there is little else to do in the Celestial City.” A low chuckle escaped his mouth, and she realized that this was the first time she had heard the angel actually sound happy. “God doesn’t use us for smiting much these days. Though I could give Him a list, if He ever asked.

		“But no. No sex for me. Or my brothers and sisters. When the Son of God returned to us, and He declared that some of us would be put aside for the pleasure of those humans who gave their lives to him, we were set apart from others of our kind. They…do not find us desirable. Not anymore. And neither do we find them attractive. Our desire is now only for mortals.”

		There was a long silence. Consuela felt that Belial was struggling to put something into words, and kept quiet. At last, he said, “You will find your own desires changed as well, gentle Consuela.”

		“What?”

		“You have mated with an angel.” His warm hand clasped hers, where is lay on his groin. “Do you think you would remain unaffected? Look into your mind. Can you tell me that a mortal, a human, will ever fan the flames of your passion again?”

		She frowned, considering, as she pictured her various lovers in her mind. To her gentle shock, none of them moved her. Not Paolo, with his rakish grin and loving fingers. Not Eli, with his athlete’s grace. Not even Edward, with whom she had carried on a tempestuous affair for nearly a year before she was sent to the convent.

		Almost panicking, she cast her thoughts to Meredith and Abigail, and was rewarded with a quick jolt of desire. “Merry and Abbie,” she whispered quietly. “I still want them.”

		“Well, of course you do,” he said reasonably. “They were a part of my summoning. And they will share in our joy together, once they have had some time to cast aside their fear.”

		“Mmmm,” she said, cuddling close to him. She growled deep in her throat as his hand drifted lower, squeezing her buttock. “I suppose,” she murmured softly, her hand closing over his cock, “that having my own personal incubus at my disposal is a small price to pay.”

		His hand closed over her wrist with startling swiftness. She was astonished to see him forcing her hand away.

		“Never call me that,” he grated through clenched teeth. His eyes were cold as ice. “Ever.”

		“What?”

		“I am not an incubus. I am an angel. There is a world of difference between the two.”

		“I don’t understand.”

		He stared at her, his eyes gradually softening. “No, you don’t, do you?” He uttered a mirthless chuckle. “No one teaches anyone anything worth knowing these days, it appears.

		“Incubi,” he said, his voice growing stern, “and their sisters the succubi, are the children of angels who were banished to Earth, who mingled their seed with mortals in the first days after the War in Heaven.

		“Lily-livered, limp-wristed pansies,” he said venomously. “Who were they to question the will of God? What gave them the right to refuse to take up arms against the Forsaken? If anyone had asked me, they would have been cast into the Pit along with the rest.”

		Consuela realized she was staring at Belial with her mouth hanging open. “What are you talking about?”

		Belial sighed. “In the early days, when humans were slowly getting hold of some advanced concepts, like writing and farming, there was a group of angels who rebelled against God. They resented the gifts he had given to humans. Free will. The chance to sire children, blood of their blood. An entire world to shape as they saw fit.

		“When the war started, there were a group of angels who refused to fight. They did not rebel, but they did not aid us, either. When the war ended, and the rebellious angels, the Forsaken, were cast down into the Pit, God had mercy on them. Rather than being damned like the Forsaken, they were exiled to Earth as punishment.

		“We call them the Fallen. But some of them mated with humans and sired children with them. When God found out, he set a curse on them. They were given immortality, like their heavenly parents. And desire for humans likewise.

		“But they could never bear children of their own. Though,” he said, his mouth twisting bitterly, “it seems that a few of them have even found a way around that little obstacle. But they were also given a task. As long as they should live, they were to hunt down those who escaped the Pit. Demons and demon-spawn never stopped hating humans. And when they get loose, they can do terrible things.”

		“Oh.” Consuela could understand why Belial did not want to be associated with those who had, in his mind, betrayed God. “I’m sorry. I didn’t understand.”

		“I know.” His arm pulled her closer, his tension disappearing. “Besides, I’m better than an incubus. You won’t have to worry about me leaving in the middle of the night to go chop some demon into kindling.”

		“Modest, too,” she said, smiling, as she kissed him. Under her fingers, she could feel his shaft beginning to harden again.

		“Modesty is for those who have something to be modest about,” he retorted. With an effortless move of his arms, he lifted her astride him, her knees straddling his hips. She gave a muffled squeak as she felt his cock probing at her entrance yet again, the sensation causing a surge of wetness to flood her sheath.

		God help us, she thought, even as Belial cupped her breasts in his hands, his fingers expertly brining her nipples erect. He really does think he’s God’s gift to women. Are all the rest of the angels as bad as he is?

		She moaned as she sank down, Belial’s rod sliding inside her once more.

		Or are they as good?

		

		*****

		

		In the darkest depths of the night, Miriam Aaronson, head of the Convent of St. Guinevere, woke suddenly. Her eyes snapped open, knowing instinctively that she was no longer alone.

		“Tell me,” a deep voice said, out of the shadows at the foot of her bed. “Do they know what game you’re playing, Miriam?”

		“Ah.” She smiled slightly. “So they did it, didn’t they? They summoned one of you. Which is it? Phanuel? Zephon? Darda? Lasciel?

		“Lasciel is a woman,” the voice corrected her. “My name,” it continued, colored by a hint of truculence, “is Belial.”

		“The Unchained One.” She translated the name automatically. “Who was it? No, let me guess,” she smiled, her mind flipping through possibilities. “Abigail. Only she could have read the scroll. Consuela. Only she would have dared suggest it. And where those two are, Meredith would follow.”

		“Yes. Do you know what my presence is going to do here?” In the shadows, she saw a hint of motion. “Do you have any idea? The last time I was summoned, the convent was wracked with jealousy. The women who refused me did not hesitate to accuse my lovers with being in league with the Adversary. Witchcraft, demons, sin and hatred. Some of them barely escaped the stake.

		“And now you open up that basket of snakes again! Do you really think my presence can remain a secret?”

		“No.” She settled back in her pillows.

		The silence became taut with tension. “Then I ask again, abbess. What game are you playing?”

		She sat upright. “I am not playing a game, angel,” she snapped, keeping her voice low. “I am in deadly earnest.

		“For nearly two thousand years, women have been shunted aside in this church. We can be saints, if we are safely dead. Or we can be teachers or nurses, if we keep our mouths shut and behave ourselves, and don’t make any trouble for our superiors.” Her voice dripped scorn.

		“But we can never lead. Never guide the path of this great tottering edifice called the Holy Roman Catholic Church.” Passion throbbed from ever word as she spoke, finally giving vent to over twenty years of frustration. “Well, no longer. Those dried up old men in Rome won’t be able to ignore this, or wish it away.” The flat of her hand hit the mattress in emphasis. “I have the Gospel of Mary Magdalene in my hands. And proof that God did not mean for nuns to be celibate. And letters from Mary of Magdala to some of the first churches in Christendom, praising women as their leaders.”

		“Female priests. Is this what this all about?”

		“No. That is merely the beginning. Some day. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. Maybe not even before I stand in front of God himself in judgment, but someday, women will be the equals of men in the church to which I have devoted my life.

		“Maybe then, we can become the light that shines over the world, as we were meant to be.”

		“But…but they’ll find out about me! About all of us!” She couldn’t tell whether the note in Belial’s voice was hope or despair.

		“Perhaps they will.” She tried to keep her voice gentle. How could a being who had last visited Earth when printing presses were just getting up a good head of steam adjust to world of electronic communication? “Lies fester in the dark. It is best to tell the truth. But think. Even Jesus himself spoke in parables. It will be simple enough to suggest that Mary’s words were meant to tell priests and nuns what was waiting for them in heaven. Heck,” she said with a chuckle. “Maybe it will help in bringing in new postulants. There are never enough good priests around. Or nuns.

		“And meanwhile, we spread the word secretly, to those we trust. I am sure that some of your brothers and sisters wouldn’t mind a visit to Earth, would they? After all, God created them for this very purpose.”

		“I think you’re insane,” the voice said flatly. “And that this all comes crashing down around your ears in rubble.

		“But while I’m here, I’m going to enjoy myself.” The voice took on an oddly wheedling tone. “I don’t suppose you’d like to enjoy the…fruits…of your efforts?”

		She smiled in the dark, trying to hide the way her blood heated at the suggestion. “Don’t tell me one of the other girls hasn’t tripped you yet.”

		“Of course not. Consuela invited me to her bed before I had been here an hour.” The voice was unmistakably smug. “She is sleeping soundly tonight, thanks to me. But I am always ready to explore new…possibilities.”

		She shivered, surprised at her own reaction. “No,” she said, then cleared her throat. “No,” she repeated. “Three women summoned you. I think it is only fair that they be the first to sample your charms.”

		“As you wish.” There was a sense of withdrawal. On the other side of the room, the door closed softly. For the barest instant, a tall form was outlined in the faint light of the hallway outside. A broad sweep of shoulder, a long length of lean leg, the curve of a buttock, and then it disappeared.

		She turned over, the vast bed suddenly seeming cold and empty. Breathing deeply, she tried to settle her emotions.

		Soon, Miriam, she promised herself.

		Soon.

		

		The story of the Nuns of St. Guinevere will continue in

		

		“The Nun’s Corruption”
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