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            PROLOGUE


            
              
            


            Atlantis


            
              
            

          


          
            “DO YOU FEEL IT, BOY? Do you feel the mist preparing?”


            Darius en Kragin squeezed his eyes tightly closed, his tutor’s words echoing in his mind. Did he feel it? Gods, yes. Even though he was only eight seasons, he felt it. Felt his skin prickle with cold, felt the sickening wave of acid in his throat as the mist enveloped him. He even felt his veins quicken with a deceptively sweet, swirling essence that was not his own.


            Fighting the urge to bolt up the cavern steps and into the palace above, he tensed his muscles and fisted his hands at his sides.


            I must stay. I must do this.


            Slowly Darius forced his eyelids to open. He released a pent-up breath as his gaze locked with Javar’s. His tutor stood shrouded by the thickening, ghostlike haze, the bleak walls of the cave at his back.


            “This is what you will feel each time the mist summons you, for this means a traveler is nearby,” Javar said. “Never stray far from this place. You may live above with the others, but you must always return here when called.”


            “I do not like it here.” His voice shook. “The cold weakens me.”


            “Other dragons are weakened by cold, but not you. Not any longer. The mist will become a part of you, the coldness your most beloved companion. Now listen,” he commanded softly. “Listen closely.”


            At first Darius heard nothing. Then he began to register the sound of a low, tapering whistle—a sound that reverberated in his ears like the moans of the dying. Wind, he assured himself. Merely wind. The turbulent breeze rounded every corner of the doomed enclosure, drawing closer. Closer still. His nostrils filled with the scent of desperation, destruction and loneliness as he braced himself for impact.


            When it finally came upon him, it was not the battering force he expected, but a mockingly gentle caress against his body. The jeweled medallion at his neck hummed to life, burning the dragon tattoo etched into his flesh only that morning.


            He crushed his lips together to silence a deep groan of uncertainty.


            His tutor sucked in a reverent breath and splayed his arms wide. “This is what you will live for, boy. This will be your purpose. You will kill for this.”


            “I do not want my purpose to stem from the deaths of others,” Darius said, the words tumbling from his mouth unbidden.


            Javar stilled, a fiery anger kindling in the depths of his ice-blue eyes, eyes so unlike Darius’s own—unlike every dragon’s. All dragons but Javar possessed golden eyes. “You are to be a Guardian of the Mist, a king to the warriors here,” Javar said. “You should be grateful I chose you among all the others for this task.”


            Darius swallowed. Grateful? Yes, he should have been grateful. Instead he felt oddly…lost. Alone. So alone and unsure. Was this what he truly wanted? Was this the life he craved for himself? His gaze skimmed his surroundings. A few broken chairs were scattered across the dirt and twig-laden ground. The walls were black and bare. There was no warmth, only cold, biting reality and the lingering shadow of hopelessness. To become Guardian meant pledging his existence, his very soul to this cave.


            Gaze narrowed, Javar closed the distance between them, his boots harmonizing with the drip, drip of water. His lips pulled in a tight scowl, and he gripped Darius’s shoulders painfully. “Your mother and father were slaughtered. Your sisters were raped and their throats slit. Had the last Guardian done his duty, your family would still be with you.”


            Pain cut through Darius so intensely he nearly clawed out his eyes to blacken the hated images hovering before them. His graceful mother twisted and bent, lying in a crimson river of her own blood. The bone-deep gashes in his father’s back. His three sisters…His chin trembled, and he blinked away the stinging tears in his eyes. He would not cry. Not now. Not ever.


            Mere days ago, he had returned from hunting and found his family dead. He had not cried then. Nor had he shed a tear when the invaders who plundered his family were slaughtered in retribution. To cry was to show weakness. He squared his shoulders and raised his chin.


            “That’s right,” Javar said, watching him with a glint of pride. “Deny your tears and keep the hurt inside you. Use it against those who hope to enter our land. Kill them with it, for they only mean us harm.”


            “I want to do as you say. I do.” He glanced away. “But—”


            “Killing travelers is your obligation,” Javar interrupted. “Killing them is your privilege.”


            “What of innocent women and children who mistakenly stumble through?” The thought of destroying such purity, like that of his sisters, made him loathe the monster Javar was asking him to become—though not enough to halt this course he had set for himself. To protect his friends, he would do whatever was asked of him. They were all he had left. “May I set them free on the surface?”


            “You may not.”


            “What harm can children do our people?”


            “They will carry the knowledge of the mist with them, ever able to lead an army through.” Javar shook him once, twice. “Do you understand now? Do you understand what you must do and why you must do it?”


            “Yes,” he replied softly. He stared down at a thin, cerulean rivulet that trickled past his boots, his gaze following the gentleness and serenity of the water. Oh, that he possessed the same serenity inside himself. “I understand.”


            “You are too tender, boy.” With a sigh, Javar released him. “If you do not erect stronger defenses inside yourself, your emotions will be the death of you and all those you still hold dear.”


            Darius gulped back the hard lump in his throat. “Then help me, Javar. Help me rid myself of my emotions so that I might do these deeds.”


            “As I told you before, you have only to bury your pain deep inside you, somewhere no one can ever hope to reach it—not even yourself.”


            That sounded so easy. Yet, how did one bury such tormenting grief? Such devastating memories? How did one battle the horrendous agony? He would do anything, anything at all, to find peace.


            “How?” he asked his tutor.


            “You will discover that answer on your own. Much sooner than you think.”


            Magic and power began swirling more intently around them, undulating, begging for some type of release. The air expanded, coagulated, leaving a heady fragrance of darkness and danger. A surge of energy ricocheted across the walls like a bolt of lightning, then erupted in a colorful array of liquid sparks.


            Darius stilled as horror, dread and yes, anticipation sliced a path through him.


            “A traveler will enter soon,” Javar said, already tense and eager.


            With shaky fingers, Darius gripped the hilt of his sword.


            “They always experience disorientation at first emergence. You must use that to your advantage and destroy them the moment they exit.”


            Could he? “I’m not ready. I cannot—”


            “You are and you will,” Javar said, a steely edge to his tone. “There are two portals, the one you are to guard here and the one I guard on the other side of the city. I am not asking you to do anything I would not—and have not done—myself.”


            In the next instant, a tall man stepped from the mists. His eyes were squeezed shut, his face pale, and his clothing disheveled. His hair was thick and silvered, and his tanned skin was lined with deep wrinkles. He had the look of a scholar, not of war or evil.


            Still trembling, Darius unsheathed his weapon. He almost doubled over from the sheer force of his conflicting emotions. A part of him continued to scream to run away, to refuse this task, but he forced himself to remain. He would do this because Javar was right. Travelers were the enemy, no matter who they were, no matter what their purpose.


            No matter their appearance.


            “Do it, Darius,” Javar growled. “Do it now.”


            The traveler’s eyelids jolted open. Their gazes suddenly clashed together, dragon gold against human green. Resolve against fear. Life against death.


            Darius raised his blade, paused only a moment—stop, run, do not—then struck. Blood splattered his bare chest and forearms like poisoned rain. A gargled gasp parted the man’s lips, then slowly, so slowly, his lifeless body sank to the ground.


            For several long, agonizing moments, Darius stood frozen by the fruit of his actions. What have I done? What have I done! He dropped the sword, distantly hearing a clang as the metal thudded into the dirt.


            He hunched over and vomited.


            Surprisingly, as he emptied his stomach, he lost the agony inside him. He lost his regret and sadness. Frigid ice enclosed his chest and what was left of his soul. He welcomed and embraced the numbness until he felt only a strange void. All of his heartache—gone. All of his suffering—gone.


            I have done my duty.


            “I am proud of you, boy.” Javar slapped his shoulder in a rare show of affection. “You are ready to take your vows as Guardian.”


            As Darius’s shaking ceased, he straightened and wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. “Yes,” he said starkly, determinedly, craving more of this detachment. “I am ready.”


            “Do it, then.”


            Without pausing for thought, he sank to his knees. “In this place I will dwell, destroying the surface dwellers who pass through the mist. This I vow upon my life. This I vow upon my death.” As he spoke the words, they mystically appeared on his chest and back, black and red symbols that stretched from one shoulder to the other and glowed with inner fire. “I exist for no other purpose. I am Guardian of the Mist.”


            Javar held his stare for a long while, then nodded with satisfaction. “Your eyes have changed color to mirror the mist. The two of you are one. This is good, boy. This is good.”
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            Three hundred years later


            
              
            

          


          
            “HE DOESN’T LAUGH.”


            “He never yells.”


            “When Grayley accidentally stabbed Darius’s thigh with a six-pronged razor, our leader didn’t even blink.”


            “I’d say all he needs is a few good hours of bed sport, but I’m not even sure he knows what his cock is for.”


            The latter was met with a round of rumbling male chuckles.


            Darius en Kragin stepped inside the spacious dining hall, his gaze methodically cataloging his surroundings. The ebony floors gleamed clean and black, the perfect contrast for the dragon-carved ivory walls. Along the windows, gauzy drapes whisped delicately. Crystal ceilings towered above, reflecting the tranquillity of seawater that enclosed their great city.


            He moved toward the long, rectangular dining table. The tantalizing aroma of sweetmeats and fruit should have wafted to his nostrils, but over the years his sense of smell, taste and color had deteriorated. He smelled only ash, tasted nothing more than air, and saw only black-and-white. He’d willed those senses away. Better, easier to exist in a void. Only sometimes did he wish otherwise.


            One warrior caught sight of him and quickly alerted the others. Silence clamped tight fingers around the chamber. Every male present whipped his focus to his food, as if roasted fowl had suddenly become the most fascinating thing the gods had ever created. The jovial air visibly darkened.


            True to his men’s words, Darius claimed his seat at the head of the table without a smile or a scowl. Only after he’d consumed his third goblet of wine did his men resume their conversation, though they wisely chose a different subject. This time they spoke of the women they had pleasured and the wars they had won. Exaggerated tales, all. One warrior even went so far as to claim he’d gratified four women at the same time while successfully storming his enemy’s gate. For a nymph, that was possible. A dragon? No.


            Darius had heard the same stories a thousand times before. He swallowed a mouthful of tasteless meat and asked the warrior beside him, “Any news?”


            Brand, his first in command, leveled him a grim smile and shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” His light hair hung around his face in thick war braids, and he hooked several behind his ears. “The vampires are acting strangely. They’re leaving the Outer City and assembling here in the Inner City.”


            “They rarely come here. Have they given no indication of why?”


            “It cannot be good for us, whatever the reason,” Madox said, jumping into the conversation. “I say we kill those that venture too close to our home.” He was the tallest dragon in residence and always ready for combat. He perched at the end of the table, his elbows flat on the surface, both hands filled with meat. “We are ten times stronger and more skilled than they are.”


            “We need to obliterate the entire race,” the warrior on his left supplied. Renard was the kind of man others wanted to guard their backs in battle. He fought with a determination matched by few, was fiercely loyal and had studied the anatomy of every species in Atlantis so he knew exactly where to strike each to create the most damage. And the most pain.


            Years ago, Renard and his wife had been captured by a group of vampires. He’d been chained to a wall, forced to watch as his wife was raped and drained. When he escaped, he brutally destroyed every creature responsible, but that had not lessened his heartache. He was a different man than he’d been, no longer full of laughter and forgiveness. What Darius hated most was that a rogue group of dragons had mimicked the tale, doing the same thing to the vampire king, who had not been responsible for Renard’s tragedy, but who now blamed Darius for it. Thus, a war erupted between their races.


            “Perhaps we can petition Zeus for their extinction,” Brand replied.


            “The gods have long since forgotten us,” Renard said with a shrug. “Besides, Zeus is like Cronus in so many ways. He might agree, but do we really want him to? We are all creations of the Titans, even those we loathe. If Zeus annihilates one race, what is to stop him from wiping out others?”


            Brand gulped back the last of his wine, his eyes fierce. “Then we will not ask him. We will simply strike.”


            “The time has come for us to declare war,” Madox growled in agreement.


            The word “war” elicited smiles across the expanse of the room.


            “I agree that the vampires need to be eliminated. They create chaos and for that alone they deserve to die.” Darius met each warrior’s stare, one at a time, holding it until the other man looked away. “But there is a time for war and a time for strategy. Now is the time for strategy. I will send a patrol into the Inner City and learn the vampires’ purpose. Soon we will know the best course of action.”


            “But—” one warrior began.


            He cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Our ancestors waged the last war with the vampires, and while we might have won, our losses were too great. Families were torn asunder and blood bathed the land. We will have patience in this situation. My men will not jump hastily into any skirmish.”


            A disappointed silence slithered from every man present, wrapping around the table, then climbing up the walls. He wasn’t sure if they were considering his words, or revolt.


            “What do you care, Darius, if families are destroyed? I’d think a heartless bastard like you would welcome the violence.” The dry statement came from across the table, where Tagart reclined in his seat. “Aren’t you eager to spill more blood? No matter that the blood is vampire rather than human?”


            A sea of angry growls grew in volume, and several warriors whipped to face Darius, staring at him with expectation, as if they waited for him to coldly slay the warrior who had voiced what they had all been thinking. Tagart merely laughed, daring anyone to act against him.


            Do they truly consider me heartless? Darius wondered. Heartless enough to execute his own kind for something so trivial as a verbal insult? He was a killer, yes, but not heartless.


            A heartless man felt nothing, and he felt some emotions. Mild though they were. He simply knew how to control what he felt, knew how to bury it deep inside himself. That was the way he preferred his life. Intense emotions birthed turmoil, and turmoil birthed soul-wrenching pain. Soul-wrenching pain birthed memories…His fingers tightened around his fork, and he forced himself to relax.


            He would rather feel nothing than relive the agony of his past—the same agony that could very well become his present if he allowed a single memory to take root and sprout its poisonous branches.


            “My family is Atlantis,” he finally said, his voice disturbingly calm. “I will do what I must to protect her. If that means waiting before declaring war and angering every one of my men, then so be it.”


            Realizing Darius could not be provoked, Tagart shrugged and returned his attention to his meal.


            “You are right, my friend.” Grinning broadly, Brand slapped his shoulder. “War is only fun if we emerge the victor. We heed your advice to wait most readily.”


            “Kiss his ass any harder,” Tagart muttered, “and your lips will chap.”


            Brand quickly lost his grin, and the medallion hanging from his neck began to glow. “What did you say?” he demanded quietly.


            “Are your ears as feeble as the rest of you?” Tagart pushed to his feet, leaving his palms planted firmly on the glossy tabletop. The two men glared at each other from across the distance, a charged stillness sparking between them. “I said, kiss his ass any harder, and your lips will chap.”


            With a growl, Brand launched himself over the table, knocking dishes and food to the ground in his haste to attack Tagart. In midspring, reptilian scales grew upon his skin and narrow, incandescent wings sprouted from his back, ripping his shirt and pants in half, transforming him from man to beast. Fire spewed from his mouth, charring the surface of everything in its path.


            The same transformation overtook Tagart, and the two beasts grappled to the ebony floor in a dangerous tangle of claws, teeth and fury.


            Dragon warriors were able to change into true dragons whenever they desired, though the transformation happened of its own volition whenever raging emotions gripped them. Darius himself had not experienced a change, impromptu or otherwise, since he discovered his family slaughtered over three hundred years ago. To be honest, Darius suspected his dragon form was somehow lost.


            Tagart snarled when Brand threw him into the nearest wall, cracking the priceless ivory. He quickly recovered by whipping Brand’s face with his serrated tail, leaving a jagged and bleeding wound. Their infuriated snarls echoed as deep and sharp as any blade. A torrent of flame erupted, followed quickly by an infuriated hiss. Over and over they bit and lashed out at each other, separated, circled, then clashed together again.


            Every warrior save Darius leapt to his feet in a frenzy of excitement, hurriedly taking bets on who would win. “Eight gold drachmas on Brand,” Grayley proclaimed.


            “Ten on Tagart,” Brittan shouted.


            “Twenty if they both kill each other,” Zaeven called excitedly.


            “Enough,” Darius said, his tone even, controlled.


            The two combatants jumped apart as if he’d screamed the command, both panting and facing each other like penned animals, ready to attack again at any moment.


            “Sit,” Darius said in that same easy tone.


            Rather than obey this time, they growled gutturally at each other. Not so the rest. They sat. While they might wish to continue cheering and taking bets, Darius was their leader, their king, and they knew better than to defy him.


            “I did not exclude you from the command,” he said to Tagart and Brand, adding only slightly to his volume. “You will calm yourselves and sit.”


            Both men leveled narrowed gazes on him. He arched a harsh brow and motioned with his fingers a gesture that clearly said, “Come and get me. Just don’t expect to live afterward.”


            Minutes passed in suspended silence until finally, the panting warriors assumed human form. Their wings recoiled, tucking tightly into the slits on their backs; their scales faded, leaving naked skin. Because Darius kept spare clothing in each room of the palace, they were able to grab a pair of pants from the wall hooks. Partially dressed now, they righted their chairs and eased down.


            “I will not have discord in my palace,” Darius told them.


            Brand wiped the blood from his cheek and flicked Tagart a narrowed glare. In return, Tagart bared his sharp teeth and released a cutting growl.


            They were already on the verge of morphing again, Darius realized.


            He worked a finger over his stubbled chin. Never had he been more thankful that he was a man of great patience, yet never had he been more displeased with the system he had fashioned. His dragons were divided into four units. One unit patrolled the Outer City, while another patrolled the Inner. The third was allowed to roam free, pleasuring women, losing themselves in wine or whatever other vice they desired. The last had to stay here, training. Every four weeks, the units rotated.


            These men had been here two days—a mere two days—and already they were restless. If he did not think of something to distract them, they might very well kill each other before their required time elapsed.


            “What think you of a tournament of sword skill?” he asked determinedly.


            Indifferent, some men shrugged. A few moaned, “Not again.”


            “No,” Renard said with a shake of his dark head, “you always win. And besides that, there is no prize.”


            “What would you like to do, then?”


            “Women,” one of the men shouted. “Bring us some women.”


            Darius frowned. “You know I do not allow females inside the palace. They pose too much of a distraction, causing too many hostilities between you. And not the easy hostilities of a few moments ago.”


            Regretful groans greeted his words.


            “I have an idea.” Brand faced him, a slow smile curling his lips, eclipsing all other emotions. “Allow me to propose a new contest. Not of physical strength, but one of cunning and wits.”


            Instantly every head perked up. Even Tagart lost his wrathful glare as interest lit his eyes.


            A contest of wits sounded innocent enough. Darius nodded and waved his hand for Brand to continue.


            Brand’s smile grew wider. “The contest is simple. The first man to make Darius lose his temper, wins.”


            “I do not—” Darius began, but Madox spoke over him, his rough voice laden with excitement.


            “And just what does the winner gain?”


            “The satisfaction of besting us all,” Brand replied. “And a beating from Darius, I’m sure.” He offered them a languid shrug and leaned back in the velvet cushions of his chair. He propped his ankles on the tabletop. “But I swear by the gods every bruise will be worth it.”


            Eight sets of eyes swung in Darius’s direction and locked on him with unnerving interest. Weighing options. Speculating. “I do not—” he began again, but just like before he was silenced.


            “I like the sound of this,” Tagart interjected. “Count me in.”


            “Me, too.”


            “And me, as well.”


            Before another man could so easily ignore him, Darius uttered one word. Simple, but effective. “No.” He swallowed a tasteless bite of fowl, then continued with the rest of his meal. “Now, tell me more of the vampires’ doings.”


            “What about making him smile?” Facing Brand, Madox shoved eagerly to his feet and leaned over the table. “Does that count? It’s a show of emotion and as rare as his temper.”


            “Absolutely.” Brand nodded. “But there must be a witness to the deed, or no winner can be declared.”


            One by one, each man uttered, “Agreed.”


            “I will hear no more talk of this.” When had he lost control of this conversation? Of his men? “I—” Darius snapped his mouth closed. His blood was quickening with darkness and danger, and the hairs at the base of his neck were rising.


            The mist prepared for a traveler.


            Resignation rushed through him and on the heels of that was cold determination. He eased up, his chair skidding slightly behind him.


            Every voice tapered to silence. Every expression became curious.


            “I must go,” he said, the words flat, hollow. “We will discuss a tournament of sword skill when I return.”


            He attempted to stride from the room, but Tagart leapt up and over the table and swiveled in front of him. “Does the mist call you?” the warrior asked, casually leaning one arm against the door frame and blocking the only exit.


            Darius gave him no outward reaction. But then, when did he ever? “Step out of my way.”


            Tagart arched an insolent brow. “Make me.”


            Someone snickered behind him.


            With or without his approval, it seemed the game had already begun. This wasn’t like his men. They must be more bored than he’d thought.


            Darius easily lifted Tagart by his shoulders and tossed the stunned man aside, slamming him into the far wall. He thudded to the floor in a gasping heap. Without facing the others, Darius asked, “Anyone else?”


            “Me,” came an unhesitant and unrepentant reply. A blur of black leather and silver knives, Madox rushed to stand at his side, watching him intently, gauging his reaction. “I want to stop you. Does that make you angry? Make you want to scream and rail at me?”


            An unholy light entered Tagart’s eyes as he scrambled to his feet. He curled his fingers around the hilt of a nearby sword and stalked to Darius, his motions slow and deliberate. Never once pausing to consider the stupidity of his actions, he pointed the razor-sharp tip of the blade at Darius’s neck.


            “Would you show fear if I vowed to kill you?” the infuriated man spat.


            “That’s taking things too far,” Brand growled, joining the growing group around him.


            A drop of blood slithered down Darius’s throat. The nick should have stung, but he felt nothing, not a single sensation. Only that ever-present detachment.


            No one realized his intentions. One moment Darius stood still, seemingly accepting of Tagart’s assault, but the next he had his own sword unsheathed and directed at Tagart’s neck. The man’s eyes widened.


            “Put your weapon away,” Darius told him, “or I will kill you where you stand. I care not whether I live or die, but you, I think, care greatly for your own life.”


            One second dragged into two before a narrow-eyed Tagart lowered his sword.


            Darius lowered his own weapon; his features remained stony. “Finish your meal, all of you, then retire to the practice arena. You will exercise until you have not the strength to stand. That’s an order.”


            He strode from the chamber quite aware he had not given his men the reaction they craved.


            


            DARIUS DESCENDED the cave steps four at a time. Ready to finish the deed and resume his meal in private, he removed his shirt and tossed the black fabric into a far corner. The medallion he wore, as well as the tattoos on his chest, glowed like tiny pinpricks of flame, waiting for him to fulfill his vow.


            Expression blank, mind clear, he tightened his clasp on his sword, positioned himself to the left of the mist…and he waited.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO


            
              
            

          


          
            GRACE CARLYLE ALWAYS hoped she’d die from intense pleasure while having sex with her husband. Well, she wasn’t married, and she’d never had sex, but she was still going to die.


            And not from intense pleasure.


            From heat exhaustion? Maybe.


            From hunger? Possibly.


            From her own stupidity? Absolutely.


            She was lost and alone in the freaking Amazon jungle.


            As she strode past tangled green vines and towering trees, beads of sweat trickled down her chest and back. Small shards of light seeped from the leafy canopy above, providing hazy visibility. Barely adequate, but appreciated. The smells of rotting vegetation, old rain and flowers mingled together, forming a conflicting fragrance of sweet and sour. She wrinkled her nose.


            “All I wanted was a little excitement,” she muttered. “Instead I end up broke, lost, and trapped in this bug-infested sauna.”


            To complete her descent into hell, she expected the sky to open and pour out a deluge of rain at any moment.


            The only good thing about her current circumstances was that all this hiking and sweating might actually help her lose a few pounds from her too-curvy figure. Not that losing weight did her any good here. Except, perhaps, in the newspapers.


            
              
                
                  New Yorker found dead in Amazon


                  A shame. She was hot!

                

              


              
                
              

            


            Scowling, she swatted a mosquito trying to drink her arm dry—even though she’d applied several layers of ucuru oil to prevent such bites. Where the hell was Alex? She should have run into her brother by now. Or, at the very least, stumbled upon a tour group. Or even blundered upon an indigenous tribe.


            If only she hadn’t taken an extended leave of absence from AirTravel, she’d be soaring through the air, relaxed and listening to the hypnotic hum of a jet engine.


            “I’d be in an air-conditioned G-IV,” she said, slashing her hand like a machete through the thick, green foliage. “I’d be sipping vanilla Coke.” Another slash. “I’d be listening to my coworkers discuss stiletto heels, expensive dates and mind-shattering orgasms.”


            And I’d still be miserable, she thought, wishing I were anywhere else.


            She stopped abruptly and closed her eyes. I just want to be happy. Is that too much to ask?


            Obviously.


            So often lately she battled a sense of discontent, a desire to experience so much more. Her mother had tried to warn her what such discontent would bring her. “You’re going to get yourself in trouble,” she’d admonished. But had Grace listened? Noooo. Instead she’d followed her aunt Sophie’s lovely bit of wisdom. Aunt Sophie, for God’s sake! The woman who wore leopard print spandex and cavorted with mailmen and strippers. “I know you’ve done some exciting things, Gracie honey,” Sophie had said, “but that’s not really living. Something’s missing from your life and if you don’t find it, you’ll end up a shriveled old prune like your mom.”


            Something was missing from Grace’s life. She knew that, and in an effort to find that mysterious “something,” she’d tried speed dating, Internet dating and singles bars. When those failed, she decided to give night school a try. Not to meet men, but to learn. Not that the cosmetology classes had done her any good. The best stylists in the world couldn’t tame her wild red curls. After that, she’d tried race-car driving and step class. She’d even gotten her belly button pierced. Nothing helped.


            What would it take to make her feel whole, complete?


            “Not this jungle, that’s for sure,” she grumbled, jolting back into motion. “Someone please tell me,” she said to the heavens, “why satisfaction always dances so quickly out of my reach. I’m dying to know.”


            Traveling the world had always been her dream, and becoming a flight attendant for a private charter had seemed like the perfect job for her. She hadn’t realized she would become an airborne waitress, jaunting from hotel to hotel, never actually enjoying the state/country/hellhole she found herself in. Sure, she’d scaled mountains, surfed the ocean waves and jumped from a plane, but the joy of those adventures never remained and like everything else she’d tried, they always left her feeling more unsatisfied than before.


            That’s why she had come here, to try something new. Something with a bit more danger. Her brother was an employee of Argonauts, a mythoarchaeological company that had recently discovered the crude glider constructed by Daedalus of Athens—a discovery that rocked the scientific and mythological communities. Alex spent his days and nights delving deep into the world’s myths, proving or disproving them.


            With such a fulfilling job, he didn’t have to worry about becoming a shriveled old prune. Not like me, she lamented.


            Wiping the sweat from her brow, Grace increased her pace. About a week ago, Alex had shipped her a package containing his journal and a gorgeous necklace with two dangling, intertwined dragon heads. No note of explanation accompanied the gifts. Knowing he was in Brazil and looking for a portal that led into the lost city of Atlantis she’d decided to join him, leaving a message on his cell phone with details of her flight.


            With a sigh, she fingered the dragon chain hanging at her neck. When Alex failed to pick her up at the airport, she should have returned home. “But nooo,” she said with deep self-loathing, suddenly more aware of her dry, cotton mouth. “I hired a local guide and tried to find him. ‘Sí, senhorina,’” she mimicked the guide. “‘Of course, senhorina. Anything at all, senhorina.’”


            “Bastard,” she muttered.


            Today, two miserable days into her trek, her kind, considerate, I-only-want-to-help-you guide had stolen her backpack and abandoned her here. Now she had no food, no water, no tent. She did, however, have a weapon. A weapon she had used to shoot that bastard in the ass as he ran away. The memory caused her lips to curl in a slow smile, and she lovingly patted the revolver resting in the waist of her dirty canvas pants.


            Her smile didn’t last long, however, as the midday heat continued to pound against her. In all her wildest dreams, her need for fulfillment had never ended like this. She’d envisioned laughter and—


            Something hard slammed into her head and jostled her forward. She yelped, her heart pounding in her chest as she rubbed her now throbbing temple and skimmed her gaze over the ground, searching for the source of her pain.


            Oh, thank you, thank you, she mentally cried when she spied the rosy-colored fruit. Mouth watering, she studied the delicious-looking juice seeping from the smashed remains. Was it poisonous? And did she care if it was? She licked her lips. No, she didn’t care. Death by poison was preferable to walking away from this unexpected treasure.


            Just as she reached down to scoop up what she could, another missile crashed into her back.


            She gasped and jerked upright.


            Spinning, she sent her narrowed gaze through the trees. About ten yards away and fifteen feet up she discovered a small, hairy monkey holding a piece of fruit in each hand. Her jaw dropped open in disbelief. Was he…smiling?


            He swung back both of his arms and launched each piece at her. She was too stunned to move and simply watched as they splattered against her pants, stinging her thighs with their impact. Laughing, proud of himself, the monkey jumped up and down and waved his limbs wildly through the air.


            She knew what he was thinking: ha, ha, there’s nothing you can do about it. This was too much. Robbed, abandoned, then assaulted by a primate who should pitch for the Yankees. Scowling, at her wit’s end, she picked up the fruit, claimed two mouthwatering bites, paused, claimed two more bites, then launched what was left. She nailed her target in the ear. He lost his smile.


            “Nothing I can do about it, huh? Well, take that, you rotten fuzz ball.”


            Her victory was short-lived. In the next instant, fruit sailed at her from every direction. Monkeys littered the trees! Realizing she was outnumbered and outgunned, Grace grabbed what fruit she could, ducked behind a tree, jumped over a swarm of fire ants and ran. Ran without knowing what direction she traveled. Ran until she was certain her lungs would collapse from exertion.


            When she finally slowed her pace, she sucked in a breath, then bit into her bounty. Sucked in another breath, then bit into the fruit again, continually alternating between the two. As the sweet juices ran down her throat, she moaned in surrender.


            Life is good, she thought.


            Until another hour passed. By then her body forgot that she’d had any nourishment, and lethargy beat rough fists inside her, causing her feet to drag. Her bones were liquefying, and her mouth felt dryer than sand. But she kept walking, each step creating a mantra in her brain. Find. Alex. Find. Alex. Find. Alex. He was out here somewhere, looking for that silly portal, perhaps blithely unaware of her presence. Why couldn’t he have been at the coordinates his journal had claimed he’d be? Where the hell was he?


            Unfortunately the deeper she roamed through the jungle the more lost and alone she became. The trees and liana thickened, as did the darkness. At least the scent of rot evaporated, leaving only a luscious trace of wild heliconias and dewy orchids. If she didn’t find shelter soon, she would collapse wherever she found herself, helpless against nature. Though her vaccinations were up-to-date, she hated snakes and insects more than hunger and fatigue.


            Several yards, a tapir and two capybaras later, she had made no progress that she could see. Her arms and legs were so heavy they felt like steel clubs. Not knowing what else to do, she sank to the ground. As she lay there, she heard the gentle song of the insects and the—Her eardrums perked. The peaceful trickle of water? She blinked, listening more intently. Yes, she realized with excitement. She was actually hearing the glorious swoosh of water.


            Get up, she commanded herself. Get up, get up, get up!


            Using every bit of strength she possessed, she pushed to her hands and knees and crawled into a thick tangle of vegetation. Forest life pulsed vibrantly around her, mocking her weakness. Brilliant, damp green leaves parted and the ground became wetter and wetter until becoming completely submerged by an underground spring. The clear, turquoise water smelled clean and refreshing.


            Shaking with the force of her need, she cupped her hands together, scooped up the cool, heavenly liquid and drank deeply. Her parched lips welcomed every wet, delicious drop…until her chest began to burn, hotter and hotter, like she was swallowing molten lava. Except, the sensation came from the outside of her body, not the inside.


            The heat became unbearable, and she shrieked. Jolting up, her gaze locked on to the twin dragon heads dangling from the silver chain around her neck. Both sets of ruby eyes were glowing a bright, eerie red.


            She tried to jerk the thing over her head but was suddenly propelled forward by an invisible force. Arms flailing, she broke past an amazingly thick wall of flora. Light gave way to muted dark as she was dragged, grunting and fighting, several yards. Finally, she stilled, and the medallion cooled against her chest.


            Her eyes grew impossibly round as she studied her new surroundings. She had entered some sort of cave. Drip. Drip. Droplets of water beat against the rocky floor. A cool, welcoming breeze kissed her face as relief nearly buckled her knees. The tranquil ambiance flowed into her, helping to calm her racing heart and labored breathing.


            “All I need now is the powdered eggs, canned beans and coffee that were in my pack and I’ll die happy.”


            Too exhausted to care what might be inside, waiting for a tasty human to appear, she scrambled deeper inside the passage and down a steep incline. The ceiling constricted and lowered, until she had to crouch and kneel. How long she crawled, she didn’t know. Minutes? Hours? She only knew she needed to find a smooth, dry surface so that she could sleep. Gradually a ribbon of light appeared. The welcome beam snaked around the corner like a summoning finger. She followed.


            And found Paradise.


            Light crowned a small, iridescent pool of…water? The dappled ice-blue liquid seemed thicker than water, almost like a clear, transparent gel. Instead of lying on the ground, however, the pool hung upright at a slight angle, much like a portrait on a wall. Yet there was no wall to support it.


            Why wasn’t it spilling over? she wondered dazedly. Her foggy brain couldn’t quite sort through the bizarre information. Balmy tendrils of mist enveloped the entire haven. A few ethereal strands reached the cavern top, swirling, circling, then gently dipping back down.


            She uttered a nervous laugh, and the sound echoed all around her.


            Grace reached out carefully, meaning only to touch and examine the strange substance. At the moment of contact, a violent jolt exploded within her, and she felt as if her entire being was sucked into a vacuum, pulling her, tugging her in every direction.


            The world crumbled, breaking around her piece by fragile, needed piece, until finally ceasing to exist. Terror unfurled and consumed her. She was falling slowly, falling down. Her arms reached out, desperate for a solid anchor, yet no tangible object greeted her palms.


            That’s when the screams began. High-pitched, disharmonized, like a thousand screeching children running all around her. She covered her ears to block the sound. She needed the noise to stop, had to make it stop. But the screams only grew louder. More intense.


            “Help me!” she cried.


            Stars burst like fireworks at her side, spinning her round and round. Spinning her up and down. Waves of nausea churned inside her stomach, and she tried valiantly to regain any sense of time or place.


            Suddenly everything quieted.


            Her feet touched a hard surface; she swayed but didn’t fall. The nausea slowly receded. Cautiously she shifted her feet, ascertaining that she truly stood on a stable foundation.


            In. Out. Relieved, she drew in a breath and slowly let it out. In. Out. When her head cleared, she cracked open her eyelids. A haze of dew still rose from the small pool like strands of pale, glistening ivy composed entirely of fairy dust. The beautiful sight was spoiled only by the stark contours of the gloomy cavern—a cavern that was different from the one she’d first entered.


            Her brows furrowed. Here, the rocky walls were covered with strange, colorful markings, like liquid gold upon forgotten ash. And…was that splattered blood? Shuddering, she tore her gaze away. The floor was damp, burdened with odd-shaped twigs, rocks and straw. Several crudely carved chairs pushed against the far corner.


            Instead of miserable humidity, she inhaled air as cold as winter ice. Air that possessed a sickeningly metallic bite. The walls were taller, wider. And when she’d first entered, the dappled pool had been on the right side, not on the left.


            How had her surroundings changed so drastically and quickly without her moving a step? She shivered. What was going on? This couldn’t be a dream or a hallucination. The sights and smells were too real, too frightening. Had she died? No, no. This certainly wasn’t heaven, and it was too cold to be hell.


            So what had happened?


            Before her mind could form an answer, a twig snapped.


            Grace’s chin whipped to the side, and she found herself staring up into cold, ice-blue eyes that swirled in startling precision with the mist. She sucked in an awed breath. The owner of those extraordinary eyes was the most ferociously masculine man she’d ever seen. A scar slashed from his left eyebrow all the way to his chin. His cheekbones were sharp, his jaw square. The only softness to his face was his gloriously lush mouth that somehow gave him the hypnotic beauty of a fallen angel.


            He stood in front of her, at least six foot five and pure, raw muscle. He was shirtless, his stomach cut into several perfect rows of strength. A six-pack, she mused, the first she’d ever seen in real life. Shards of mist fell around him like glittery drops of rain, leaving glistening beads of moisture on his bronzed, tattooed chest.


            Those tattoos were glowing, but more than that, they appeared alive. A fierce dragon spread crimson wings and seemed to be flying straight out of his skin, like a 3-D image come to dazzling life. The dragon’s tail dipped low, past the waist of the black leather pants. Around its body were black symbols that boasted curling slashes and jagged points. These stretched the length of his collarbone and around the biceps.


            The man himself proved more barbarous than his tattoos. He held a long, menacing sword.


            A wave of fear swept through her, but that didn’t stop her from staring. He was utterly savage. Fascinatingly sensual. He reminded her of a caged, wild animal. Ready to strike. Ready to consume. Danger radiated from his every pore, from the dark rim of his crystalline, predator eyes, to the blades strapped to his boots.


            With a flick of his wrist, he twirled the sword around his head.


            She inched backward. Surely he didn’t mean to use that thing. My God, he was lifting it higher as if he really did mean to…“Whoa, there.” She managed a shaky laugh. “Put that away before you hurt someone.” Namely me.


            He gave the lethal weapon another twirl, brandishing the sharp silver with strong, sure hands. His washboard abs rippled as he moved closer to her. Not a trace of emotion touched his expression. Not anger, fear, or mischievousness, offering her no clue as to why he felt the need to practice sword-slicing techniques in front of her.


            He stared at her. She stared back, and told herself it was because she was too afraid to look away.


            “I mean you no harm,” she managed to croak out. Time dragged when he didn’t respond.


            Before her horror-filled eyes, his sword began to slice downward, aimed straight for her throat. He was going to kill her! On instinct, she swiped her gun from the waist of her pants. Her breath snagged in her throat, burning like acid as she squeezed the trigger. Click, click, click.


            Nothing happened.


            Shit. Shit! The cylinder was empty. She must have used all of her bullets on her bastard of a guide. The gun shook in her hand, and terror wrapped around her with the chill of a wintry storm. Her gaze scanned the cave, searching for a way out. The mist was the only exit, but the savage warrior’s big, strong body now blocked it.


            “Please,” she whispered, not knowing what else to do or say.


            Either the man didn’t hear her, or he didn’t care what she said. His sharp, deadly sword continued to inch closer and closer to her neck.


            She squeezed her eyelids tightly shut.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            DARIUS UTTERED a fierce curse and allowed his sword to pass just in front of the woman, never actually touching her. The action danced a delicate breeze through the red tendrils of her hair. The fact that he could see the actual color, a tempest of carmine that tumbled around her shoulders, startled him enough that he hesitated to destroy the possessor of such brilliance.


            He fought past his shock and gripped his weapon at his side, trying to prepare his limbs to wreak destruction. Trying to force icy determination through his veins and push away any thoughts of mercy or sorrow. He knew what he had to do. Strike. Destroy.


            That was his oath.


            But her hair…His eyes basked in their first intake of color in over three hundred years. His fingers itched to touch. His senses longed to explore. He should have hated it. He’d wanted his senses barren. Hadn’t he? But he’d looked at her, thought of the family he’d once loved, and his determination had cracked. That crack had been all his senses needed to activate.


            Kill, his mind demanded. Act!


            His teeth gnashed together, and his shoulders tightened. His tutor’s voice echoed through him. “Killing travelers is your obligation. Killing them is your privilege.”


            There were times, like now, he loathed the tasks he performed, but never once had he hesitated to do what was needed. He’d simply continued on, assassination after assassination, knowing there was no other alternative for him. His dragon life force had long since overpowered his mortal side. There was a conscience living inside him, yes, but it was shriveled and decayed from lack of use.


            So why was he hesitating now, with this traveler?


            He studied her. Freckles dotted every inch of her skin, and streaks of dirt marred her jaw. Her nose was small and elfin, her lashes thick, sooty, and so long they cast spiky shadows on her cheeks. Slowly she opened her eyes, and he sucked in a heated breath. Her eyes were green and flecked with ribbons of blue, each color dusted with determination and fear. These new colors mesmerized him, enchanted him. Made his every protective instinct surface. Worse…


            It shouldn’t have—gods, it shouldn’t have—but desire coiled inside him, powerful coils that refused to loosen their grip.


            When the woman realized his sword tip pointed to the ground, she crouched down ever so slightly, clutching an oddly shaped metal object. He could only assume she was in attack position. She was frightened, true, but to survive she would fight him with all of her strength.


            Could he really destroy such bravery?


            Yes. He must.


            He would.


            Mayhap he truly was the heartless beast Tagart had called him. No, surely not, he thought in the next instant. The very actions that made him evil made him a keeper of the peace and provided safety for all residing in Atlantis.


            There could be no other way.


            Yet looking at this newest intruder, really looking at her, he felt like a beast. Her features were so guileless, so angelic, sparks of some unfamiliar emotion crackled within him. Concern? Regret? Shame?


            A combination of all three?


            The sensation was so new, he had trouble identifying exactly what it was. What made this traveler so different from the others that he hesitated—and, gods forbid, felt desire? The fact that she resembled a delicate fairy queen? Or the fact that she was everything he’d always secretly wanted—beauty, gentleness and joy—but knew he could never have?


            Unbidden, his gaze drank in the rest of her. She was not tall, but had a regal bearing that gave her an air of height. Her skin was smudged with grime and sweat that did nothing to detract. Her clothing fit her rounded curves to perfection and paid her beauty proper homage.


            More unwelcome sensations pulsed through him, unnamable sensations. Hated sensations. He should feel nothing; he should remain detached. But he felt; and he wasn’t. He yearned to trace his fingertips all over her, to immerse himself in her softness, to bask in her colorful brilliance. He yearned to taste, yes, actually taste her entire body and drive away the flavor of nothingness.


            “No,” he said, more for his benefit than her own. “No.”


            He must destroy her.


            She had broken the law of the mist.


            All those years ago a Guardian had failed to accomplish his duty, had failed to protect Atlantis, and in turn brought about the deaths of many people—people Darius had loved. He could not, would not allow even this fairy queen to survive.


            Knowing this, Darius still remained in place, unmoving. His cold, hard logic warred against his primitive, male appetite. If only the woman would glance away…but seconds turned to minutes, and her gaze remained fixed on him, studying. Perhaps even appreciating.


            Desperate to escape the mental hold she had on him, he demanded, “Turn your gaze, woman.”


            Slowly, so slowly, she shook her head, whisking red tendrils around her temples. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand what you’re saying.”


            Even her voice was innocent, soft and lyrical, a caress of his senses. Yet he had no idea what she had said.


            “Damn this,” he muttered. “And damn me.”


            The corners of his lips twitched in a scowl. He commanded himself to remain indifferent to her even while he sheathed his sword and closed the distance between them. There was no reason to do what he was about to do, but he could not stop himself. His actions were no longer controlled by his mind, but by some force he didn’t understand or want to acknowledge.


            She gasped at his approach. “What are you doing?”


            He pressed her back, crowding her until she met the rock-lined wall; she kept the metal object directed at him, the silly thing clicking over and over again. Did she truly expect to protect herself from a dragon warrior with such a useless object? He easily pried it from her fingers and tossed it behind his shoulder. Unbeaten, she lashed out, kicking and hitting and scratching like a wild demon.


            He secured her by the wrists, pinning them above her head. “Cease,” he said. When she continued to squirm, he sighed and waited for her to tire. Only a few minutes passed before her movements slowed, then halted altogether.


            “You’ll go to prison for this,” she said, dragging in breath after breath.


            Her warm exhalations caressed his chest, their intoxicating sweetness a tangible entity that prodded his memory, another gentle reminder of the family he couldn’t quite banish from his mind. He almost jerked away from her, but the scent of fear and orchids enveloped him, a sensual declaration of her appeal. He’d smelled nothing but ash for so long; he couldn’t help but luxuriate in this new fragrance. Inhaling deeply, he pressed against her, brushing her body with his, closing all hint of separation. The need to touch her, any part of her, refused to leave him.


            She shivered. From the cold? he wondered. Or from a turbulent desire similar to his own? Her nipples were pebbled against his ribs, erotically abrading, and as he watched her nibble her soft bottom lip, the arousal he felt for her became a storm. A desperate, wild storm. A storm so intense it was like a supernatural entity. His dragon’s blood flowed to his cock like a freshly sprung river, hot and consuming.


            His lips curled into a self-disparaging smile. The moment he realized he was actually smiling, he frowned. How his men would have laughed to crown this dainty creature the winner of their wager. Yet he couldn’t seem to make himself care. By the gods, he’d never felt anything so perfect, so right.


            His captive blinked up, and their gazes collided. Had white-hot sparks of awareness visibly enveloped them at that moment he would not have been surprised.


            This woman is your enemy, he reminded himself, gritting his teeth and shifting his hips so that his erection remained a safe distance away.


            “The mind is open, the ears will hear,” he bit out. “Understand we do, apart or near. My words are yours—your words are mine. This I speak. This I bind. From this moment, through all of time.”


            Still watching her, he said, “Do you understand my words now?”


            “Yes. I—I do.” Her eyes widened, darkening with renewed flecks of alarm. Her mouth opened and closed several times as she struggled to form a coherent rejoinder. “How?” was all she could manage. Her voice was strained. Then, she added more strongly, “How?”


            “I cast a spell of comprehension over your mind.”


            “Spell? No, no. That’s not possible.” She shook her head. “I speak three languages, and I had to work hard to learn every one of them. What did you do to me? What did you do to my brain?”


            “I have already explained that to you.”


            “Don’t tell me the truth, then.” She laughed, the sound emerging desperate rather than humorous. “None of this matters, anyway. Tomorrow morning I’ll wake up and discover this was all a horrible nightmare.”


            No, she wouldn’t, he thought, hating himself more at that moment than ever before. Tomorrow’s dawning she would not wake at all. “You should not have come here, woman,” he said. “Do you care nothing for your life?”


            “Is that a threat?” She fought against his hold. “Let me go.”


            “Cease your struggles. Your actions merely press your body deeper into mine.”


            She immediately stilled.


            “Who are you?” he demanded.


            “I’m an American citizen, and I know my rights. You can’t keep me here against my will.”


            “I can do anything I like.”


            All color drained from her face because there was no denying the truth of his words.


            To prolong her demise like this is cruel, his mind shouted. Close your eyes and strike.


            Once again his mind and body acted as separate entities. He found himself releasing her and stepping backward. She leapt away from him as if he were a bloodsucking vampire or a hideously misshapen Formorian.


            He focused all of his might on her destruction, looking anywhere except her enigmatic, sea-colored eyes, thinking of anything except her fierce, admirable spirit. Her shirt was torn and gaped down the middle, revealing the hint of two perfect breasts encased in pale pink lace. Another spark of desire flared inside him. Until his gaze locked on the two sets of rubied eyes that hung in the valley of her breasts.


            His breath snagged as he studied the ornament more intently. Surely that was not…could not be…


            But it was.


            A frown cemented his features, and his fingers fisted so tightly his bones almost snapped. How had this woman come to possess such a sacred talisman? The gods awarded every dragon warrior a Ra-Dracus, a Dragon’s Fire, upon reaching manhood, and a warrior never removed his gift, not for any reason save death. The markings etched at the base of this one were familiar to him, but he could not recall exactly to whom it belonged.


            Not this woman, that much he knew. She was not a dragon, nor was she a child of Atlantis.


            His frown deepened. Ironically the very oath that commanded him to harm her also compelled him to keep her alive until she explained how and why she had the medallion. Reaching out, he attempted to remove it from her neck. She slapped his palm and scampered backward.


            “Wh-what are you doing?” she demanded.


            “Give me the medallion.”


            She didn’t cower at his hard tone as most would have done. Nor did she jump to obey. No, she returned his gaze with unflinching courage. Or stupidity. She remained firmly in place now, hands at her side.


            “Don’t come any closer,” she told him.


            “You wear the mark of a dragon,” he continued. “And you, woman, are no dragon. Give me the medallion.”


            “The only thing I’ll give you is an ass-kicking, you rotten thief. Stay back.”


            He leveled her with a resolute gaze. She was defensive and fearful. Not a good combination when trying to obtain answers. He almost sighed. “I am called Darius,” he said. “Does that ease your fears?”


            “No, no it doesn’t.” Contrary to her words, her muscles relaxed slightly. “My brother gave me this necklace. It’s my only link to him these days, and I’m not giving it up.”


            Darius worried a hand down his face. “What is your name?”


            “Why do you want to know?”


            “What is your name?” he repeated. “Do not forget who holds the sword.”


            “Grace Carlyle,” she reluctantly supplied.


            “Where is your brother now, Grace Carlyle?” Her name floated easily from his tongue. Too easily. “I wish to speak with him.”


            “I don’t know where he is.”


            And she did not like that she did not know, he realized, studying the worry in her eyes. “No matter,” he said. “The medallion does not belong to him, either. It belongs to a dragon, and I will have it back.”


            She studied him for a long, silent moment, then offered him a sunny if brittle smile. “You’re right. You can have it. I just need a moment to take it off.” She raised her arms as if she meant to do as she’d claimed—take it off. But in the next instant, she darted forward until she stood poised at the mist’s entrance. His arm snaked out and jerked her back into the hard circle of his body. She gasped on impact.


            Had his reflexes not been so quick, he would have lost her.


            “You dare defy me?” he said, perplexed. As leader of this palace, he was used to having his every command obeyed. Well, before today and his army’s game. That this woman opposed him was shocking, yet somehow added to her appeal. She was not a warrior and had no defense against him.


            “Let me go!”


            He held steady. “Struggling is pointless and merely delays what must be done.”


            “What must be done?” Instead of calming, she beat her pointy little elbows into his stomach. “What the hell must be done?”


            He whirled her around and used one of his hands as a shackle, locking her against him, chest to chest, hardness to softness.


            “Be still!” he shouted. Then blinked. Shouted? Yes, he’d actually raised his voice.


            Amazingly enough, she stilled. Her breath came shallow and fast. Amid the growing quiet, he began to hear the beat of her heart, a staccato rhythm that reverberated in his ears. Their gazes narrowed on each other and looking away proved impossible. Minutes ticked by unnoticed.


            “Please,” she at last whispered, and he wasn’t sure if she was asking him to release her or hold her more tightly.


            He used his free hand to smooth up the velvety soft expanse of her neck, then gently flick her hair out of the way. The heat of her beckoned him to linger, and he fought the urge to glide his hands across her every feminine peak and hollow, from the plumpness of her breasts, to the slight roundness of her stomach. From the exotic slope of her legs, to the hot wetness of her center.


            Was she the kind of woman who could accept and return his animal passion? Or would she find him more than she could handle?


            The thought jarred him, and he gave a brutal shake of his head to dislodge it. Whether she could handle him or not didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to bed this woman.


            And yet…


            He easily imagined Grace naked and in his bed, her body splayed for his view. Her arms open and waiting for him. She would smile slowly, seductively, and he would inch his way atop her, graze his tongue over every curve and hollow, enjoy her as he’d never enjoyed another—or let her enjoy him—until they both collapsed.


            The fantasy caused his desire to intermingle with tenderness, each sensation sparking off the other as they raced through him.


            Desire he could tolerate. Tenderness he could not.


            For years he’d tried to suppress his physical needs, but he’d learned that was impossible. So he’d begun to allow himself the occasional woman, taking them hard and fast, then leaving them quickly afterward. He didn’t kiss, didn’t savor. Just took them with utter detachment, an easily forgettable coupling.


            He needed that same detachment now, which meant he needed to ignore Grace’s appeal. With that firmly rooted in his mind, he hurriedly unhooked the chain’s clasp from around her neck, though he was careful not to bruise her.


            “Give that back,” she demanded, pulling against his hold. “It’s mine.”


            “No. It is mine.”


            Her expression turned venomous.


            Without removing his gaze from her, Darius secured the medallion around his own neck, causing it to clang against the other Ra-Dracus. “I have many questions for you, and I expect you to answer every one,” he told her. “If you utter a single untruth, you will regret it. Is that clear?”


            A strangled breath slipped past her lips.


            “Do you understand?” he reiterated.


            Wide-eyed, she nodded slowly.


            “Then we will begin. You told me you want to give the medallion back to your brother. Why? What does he plan to do with it?”


            “I—I don’t know.”


            Did she lie? The angelic cast of her features suggested no untruth had ever passed from her lips. Thinking of her lips brought his gaze to them. They were plump lips. Lips made for a man’s pleasure. He ran his hand down his face, unsure what to believe, but knowing he should not imagine those lips slipping up and down his shaft, her red hair spilling over his thighs.


            “Where did he acquire it?” Darius ground out.


            “I don’t know,” she said hollowly.


            “From who did he acquire it?”


            “His boss.”


            His boss…Darius’s jaw ticked. That meant there were more surface dwellers involved. “How long has the chain been in your possession?”


            She closed her eyes for a moment, silently counting the days. “A little over a week.”


            “Do you know what it is? Or what it does?”


            “It does nothing,” she said, her brow furrowed. “It’s just a necklace. A piece of jewelry.”


            He regarded her intently, studying, gauging. “How, then, did you find the mist?”


            She pushed out a breath. “I don’t know, okay. I was walking around that damn jungle. I was hot and tired and hungry. I discovered an underground spring, stumbled upon the cave and crawled inside.”


            “Did anyone enter the cave with you?”


            “No.”


            “Are you certain?”


            She glared up at him, daring him to do what he would. “Yes, damn it. I’m certain. I was alone out there.”


            “If you have lied…” He allowed his threat to hang in the air unsaid.


            “I told you the truth,” she snapped.


            Had she? He honestly didn’t know. He only knew that he wanted to believe every word she uttered. He was too captivated by her beauty. Too entranced by her scent. He should kill her here and now, finally, but still he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her. Not yet. Not until he’d had time and distance to put her in proper perspective.


            I’m a fool, he thought. Darius grabbed her by the waist and hoisted her over his shoulder. She began kicking immediately, and her nails raked down his back.


            “Put me down, you Neanderthalic bastard!” Her shrieks echoed in his ears. “I answered your questions. You have to let me go.”


            “Perhaps a little time in my chamber will make those answers of yours improve. Surely you can do better than “I don’t know.”


            “Improve? Improve! If I’d given you different answers, I would have been lying.”


            “We shall see.”


            He strode up the cave stairs and into the palace above. She continued to squirm and kick, and he continued to hold her firmly with his arms. He was careful to avoid his men as he carried her to his chamber. Once there, he tossed her atop the velvet covered mattress and tied her flailing arms and legs to the posts. Seeing her splayed on his bed made him sweat and ache. Made him rock-hard. Gods, he couldn’t deal with her now, not when she looked so…eatable. Without another glance in her direction, he turned and strode into the hall. The door closed behind him of its own accord.


            Sooner or later, the woman would have to die…by his own hand.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR


            
              
            

          


          
            ALONE IN THE ROOM, Grace tugged and squirmed until she freed her wrists. She untied the knots at her ankles and jerked upright. Alex had tied her up many times when they’d been children, so escaping seemed like child’s play. Besides that, her captor had not tied the knots that tight. As if he’d been afraid to hurt her. She dragged in a shaky breath as her gaze darted throughout the spacious interior, taking in every detail. Other than the gloriously soft bed she sprawled upon, a tiered ivory chest was the only other furnishing. Colors…so many colors glistened from the jagged walls like rainbow shards trapped in onyx. There was a cream and marble hearth, unlit and pristine. The only exit was a door with no handle.


            Where the hell am I? she wondered, panic rising.


            Fear and adrenaline pounded furiously through her blood. A man who could afford this type of luxury could afford an impregnable security system. She fisted her hands on the sapphire velvet coverlet as another thought invaded her mind. A man who could afford this type of luxury could afford to kidnap and torture an innocent woman with no consequences.


            Shooting to her feet, she tried to fight past her fear. I’ll be okay. I’ll be okay. She just needed to find a way out of here. Before he returned. She raced to the door, clawing at the tiny seam. When that didn’t work, she pushed, trying to force the doors to split down the middle. The thick ivory remained firmly in place, refusing to budge even a little. She expelled a frustrated screech. She should have expected no different. Like he’d make escape that easy.


            What was she going to do?


            There were no windows to crawl through. And the ceiling…she glanced upward and gasped. The ceiling was comprised of layered crystal prisms, the source of the room’s light. A thin crack stretched across the middle from one end to the other, giving way to a spectacular view of swirling, turquoise liquid. Yet the liquid didn’t drip through. Fish and other sea creatures—those were not mermaids, she assured herself—swam playfully through the water.


            I’m underwater. Underwater! She banged her fists against the door. “Let me out of here, damn you!”


            No response was forthcoming.


            “This is illegal. If you don’t let me out, you’ll be arrested. I swear you will. You’ll go to prison and be forced to have intimate relations with a man named Butch. Let. Me. Out.”


            Again, no response. Her punches slowed, then stopped altogether. She rested her cheek against the coolness of the door. Where the hell am I? she wondered once more.


            Something tugged at her memory…something she had read. A book or a magazine, or…Alex’s journal! she realized. The bottom dropped from her stomach, and she squeezed her eyes shut as the full implication hit her. Her brother had written about a doorway from earth to Atlantis, a portal surrounded by mist. Her mouth formed an O as a section of his text invaded her mind, clicking in place like the piece of a puzzle. Atlantis was not the home of an extraordinary race of people, but of horrible creatures found only in nightmares, a place the gods had hidden their greatest mistakes.


            Her knees weakened and her stomach clenched. Turning, placing her back to the door, she sank to the cold, hard ground. It was true. She had traveled through the mist. She was in Atlantis. With horrible creatures even the gods feared.


            Let this be a dream, a dream I’ll awaken from any moment. I promise I won’t complain about anything ever again. I’ll be content.


            If the gods heard her, they ignored her.


            Wait, she thought, shaking her head. She didn’t believe in ancient Greek gods.


            I have to get out of here. She’d wanted danger and fulfillment, yes, but not this. Never this. En route to Brazil, she’d imagined how intrepid she would feel helping Alex, how accomplished she would feel proving or disproving such a well-loved myth.


            Well, she’d just proved it—and she felt anything but accomplished.


            “Atlantis,” she whispered brokenly, staring over at the bed. The comforter appeared quilted from glass, yet she knew exactly how soft it was. She was in Atlantis, home of minotaurs, Formorians, werewolves and vampires. And so many more creatures her brother hadn’t been able to name them all. Her stomach gave another painful clench.


            Just what type of creature was her captor?


            She searched her memory. Minotaurs were half bull and half human. While he may have acted like a bull, he had not possessed the physical characteristics of one. Formorians were one-armed and one-legged creatures. Again, he didn’t qualify. Could he be a werewolf or a vampire? Yet neither of those seemed right, either.


            With his dragon tattoos, he seemed more like, well, a dragon. Could that be right? Didn’t dragons have scales, a tail and wings? Perhaps he was the only human here. Or perhaps he was a male nymph, a creature so sexual, so potent and virile, he could not be released into human society. That certainly explained her hopelessly powerful reaction to him.


            “Darius,” she said, rolling his name across her tongue.


            She shivered twice, once in fear and once in something she didn’t want to name, as his image filled her mind. He was a man of contradictions. With his swirling, ice-blue eyes, harsh, demanding tone and rock-solid muscles, he personified everything cold and callous, everything incapable of offering warmth. And yet, when he touched her, she’d felt molten lava run through her veins.


            The man reeked of danger, resembling a warrior who lived with no laws but his own. Like the deliciously tantalizing warriors she read about in romance novels. This was no novel, however. This man was real. Raw and primal. Purely masculine. When he spoke, his voice resonated a dark, barely leashed power reminiscent of midnight tempests and exotic, foreign lands. Despite everything, she had been drawn to him in the cave.


            Despite everything, she was still drawn to him.


            Never, in all of her twenty-four years, had a man stirred such sensuous awareness inside her. That this man did, a man who had threatened her—several times—blew her mind. He’d even tried to slice her in half with that monstrous sword of his. But he didn’t hurt you, her mind whispered. Not once. His touch had been so gentle…almost reverent. At times, she’d thought his gaze was pleading with her to touch him in return.


            “You need your head examined, young lady, if you actually find that man attractive.” Her mother’s stern voice reverberated in her mind. “Tattoos, swords. Not to mention the beastly way he carried you over his shoulder. Why, I was horrified.”


            Then her aunt Sophie piped in, “Now, Gracie baby, don’t listen to your mother. She hasn’t had a man in years. You should offer him a little some-some. Does Darius have a single, older brother?”


            “I truly do need my head examined,” she muttered. Her relatives were taking residence inside her mind, dispensing bits of advice whenever they wanted.


            A wave of homesickness hit her in a way she hadn’t experienced since her first week of summer camp all those years ago. Her mother might be reserved and exacting from years of caring for Grace’s sickly father, but she loved and missed her. Her aunt loved her, too, and would have hugged her tight.


            She drew her arms around her stomach, trying to mask the hollowness. Where had Darius gone? How long before he returned?


            What did he plan to do with her?


            Nothing good, that much she suspected.


            The air here was warmer than in the cave, but the cold refused to leave her, and she trembled. Her gaze flicked up the jagged walls, to the ceiling. Climbing up might earn her scratched and bloody palms, injuries she’d willingly endure if the crystal ceiling opened wide enough for her to slip through and swim to safety.


            She eased to her feet, her legs shaky. First she needed sustenance or she’d collapse—and then she’d never escape.


            On top of the dresser was what looked to be a bowl of fruit and a flagon of wine. Drawing in a deep breath of sea-kissed air, she approached. Her mouth watered as she reached out and palmed an apple. Without giving herself time to contemplate the likelihood of poison, she quickly ate—more like inhaled, she thought—the delicious fruit. Then another. And another. Between bites, she sipped the sweet red wine straight from the flagon.


            By the time she stepped to the edge of the wall, she felt stronger, more in control. She gripped two small ledges and hoisted herself up, balancing her feet on the sharp ebony. Up, up she scaled. She’d once climbed the Devil’s Thumb in Alaska—not her favorite memory since she’d frozen her butt off—but at least she knew how to climb properly. She dared a peek down, gulped, and thought lovingly of the harness she had used on Devil’s Thumb.


            She reached the top, and her palms were indeed bruised and raw, throbbing. Using all of her might, she pushed and clawed at the crystal. “Come on,” she said. “Open for me. Please open for me.” Hope curdled in her stomach as the damn thing remained firmly closed. Near tears, she maneuvered her way down to the lowest outcropping and hopped to the floor.


            She shoved her hair out of her face and took stock of her options. There weren’t many since she was stuck in this room. She could passively accept whatever Darius had planned for her, or she could fight him.


            No deliberation was required. “I’ll fight,” she said, resolved.


            By whatever means necessary, she had to get home, had to find and warn her brother about the dangers of the mist—if it wasn’t too late already. An image of Alex popped into her mind. His dark red hair artfully arranged around his pale face; his body lying motionless in a coffin.


            She pressed her lips together, refusing to consider the possibility a moment longer. Alex was alive and well. He was. How else would he have sent her his journal and the medallion? Stamps were not sold in the afterlife.


            Her gaze scanned the room again, this time looking for a weapon. There were no knickknacks. No logs in the hearth. The only item that might work was the bowl holding the fruit, but Grace wasn’t sure how much damage she could do to Darius’s fat (okay, sexy) head with a surprisingly flexible bowl.


            Disappointment swam through her. What the hell could she do to escape? Make a trip cord of the sheets? She blinked. Hey, that wasn’t a bad idea. She raced over to the bed. When she lifted the silky linen, her palms ached sharply.


            Despite the pain, she tied each end on either side of the sliding doors. Darius might look indomitable, but he was as vulnerable to mishap as everyone else. Even the myths of old spoke of every creature, be they human or god, as being fallible. Or in this case, fallable.


            Though she lived in New York now, Grace had grown up in a little town in South Carolina, a place known for its friendliness and politeness to strangers. She’d been taught to never purposely hurt another human being. Yet she couldn’t stop a slow smile of anticipation as she studied the sheet.


            Darius was about to take a tumble.


            Literally.


            


            DARIUS STALKED into the dining hall. He paused only a moment when he realized he no longer saw colors, but once again saw merely black-and-white. He inhaled a disappointed breath. When he realized he smelled nothing, he stilled. Even his newly developed sense of smell had deserted him.


            Until now, he hadn’t realized just how much he missed those things.


            This was Grace’s doing, of course. In her presence, his defenses had crumbled and his senses had come alive. Now that there was distance between them, he had reverted to his old ways. What kind of power did she wield that she could so control his perceptions? A muscle ticked in his jaw.


            Thankfully his men had not waited for his return. They had already adjourned to the training arena as he’d ordered. Though they were several rooms over the sounds of their grunts and groans filled the air.


            Lips drawn tight, Darius moved to the immense wall of windows at the back of the room. He gripped the ledge above his head and leaned forward. As high upon the cliffs as this palace sat, he was granted a spectacular view of the city below. The Inner City. Where creatures were able to relax and intermingle. Even vampires, though he did not spy the masses his men had encountered.


            Crowds of Sirens, centaurs, cyclops, griffins, and female dragons ventured from shops and strolled the streets as merchants peddled their wares. Several female nymphs frolicked in a nearby waterfall. How happy they appeared, how carefree.


            He craved that same peace for himself.


            With a growl, he pushed himself from the ledge and paced to the edge of the table, where he gripped the end with so much force the fire resistant wood-stone snapped. He had to get himself under control before he approached the woman—Grace—again. There were too many emotions churning inside him: desire, tenderness, fury.


            He stabbed and pounded at the tenderness; he kicked and shoved at the desire. They proved most resilient, hanging on to him with a viselike grip. The lushness of her beauty could charm the strongest of warriors from his vows.


            By the gods, if he experienced these sensations simply from holding her wrists, from gazing into her vibrant eyes, what would he feel if he actually palmed her full, lush breasts? What would he feel if he actually parted her luscious thighs and sank the thickness of his erection inside her? His tormented moan became a roar and echoed from the crystal above. Were he ever to have that woman naked and under him—he might perish from an overload of sensation.


            He almost laughed. He, a bloodthirsty warrior who was thought to possess no heart and had felt nothing more than detached acceptance for three hundred years, was agonizing over one small woman. If only he hadn’t smelled her sweetness, a subtle fragrance of flowers and sunshine. If only he hadn’t caressed the silkiness of her skin.


            If only he didn’t want more.


            What was it about her that defeated centuries of safeguards? he wondered. If he figured out the answer to that, he could easily resist her.


            Fight, man. Fight against her enchantment. Where is your legendary discipline?


            With an almost brutal slash, he jerked a shirt from one of the wall hooks. He pulled the black material over his head, covering both of the medallions he wore. The etchings at the bottom of the one Grace had worn flashed before his mind, and in a sudden burst of clarity he placed the stolen medallion with its owner. Javar, his former tutor.


            Darius frowned. How had Javar lost such a precious treasure? Did Grace’s brother wield some strange power that allowed him to slip through the mist, fight Javar and win the sacred chain? Surely not, for Javar would have come to Darius for aid—if he still lived, his mind added.


            Darius had spoken to his former tutor by messenger only a month ago. All had seemed well. But he knew better than anyone that a life could change in the space of a single heartbeat.


            “You have to do something, Darius,” Brand growled, flying into the room. The long length of his opalescent wings stretched to fill the doorway. Without a pause in their glide, his clawed feet smoothly touched the ground. He began striding closer. His sharp, lethal fangs were bared in an ominous scowl, a beacon of white against his scales.


            Darius gave his friend a hard stare, careful to withdraw all emotion from his features. By word or deed, he refused to let any of his men know just how precariously he clung to his control. They would ask questions, questions he did not want to answer. Questions he honestly had no answers for.


            “I will not speak with you until you calm down,” he said. He crossed his arms over the width of his chest and waited.


            Brand drew in a deep breath, then another, and very slowly his dragon form receded, revealing a bronzed chest and human features. His fangs retracted. The cut on his cheek had already healed, a courtesy of his regenerative blood. Darius fingered the scar on his own cheek. He’d acquired the injury from the nymph king years ago during battle and he’d never understood why he’d been left with such a mark.


            “You have to do something,” Brand repeated more calmly. He claimed the only clothes left on the hooks and tugged them on. “We’re ready to kill each other.”


            Darius had met Brand not long after he’d moved into the palace. They’d both been young, barely more than hatchlings, and both their families had been slain during the human raid. From the beginning, he and Brand had shared a bond. Brand had always laughed and talked with him, made sure he was invited to participate in every dragon activity. While Darius had declined—even then he had kept himself a strict mental distance from others—he’d found companionship with Brand, found someone to listen to and trust.


            “Blame your silly game,” Darius said with a slight growl, reminded of the previous antics, “not me.”


            The corners of Brand’s lips suddenly stretched to full capacity. “Emotions from you already? I’ll take that to mean you want my head on a platter.”


            “Your head will do…to start.” Forcing himself to appear relaxed, he clasped a chair and eased down backward. He rested his forearms against the velvet-trimmed back. “What caused you to transform this time?”


            “Boredom and monotony,” came his friend’s dry tone. “We tried to begin the first round of a tournament, but couldn’t stop fighting long enough. We’re on the verge of complete madness.”


            “You deserve to be driven mad after the chaos you caused earlier.”


            Brand’s smile renewed. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, Darius. You should be thanking me, not threatening me.”


            He scowled.


            Brows arched, Brand said, “Don’t tell me I’m about to win the wager. Not when there is no one here to witness my victory.”


            His scowl intensified. “Other than the game, what can I do to help ease this boredom?”


            “Will you reconsider bringing us women?”


            “No,” he quickly answered. Grace’s lovely face glimmered in his mind, and his lower abdomen contracted tightly. There would be no more women in his palace. Not when such a tiny one as Grace caused this type of reaction in him.


            Brand did not seem to notice his disconcertment. “Then let us play our game. Let us try to make you laugh.”


            “Or rage?”


            “Yes, even that. It is long past time someone broke through your barriers.”


            He shook his head. Someone already had, and he hated it. “I’m sorry, but my answer remains the same.”


            “Every year I watch you grow a little more distant. A little more cold. The game is more for your benefit than it is for ours.”


            With the fluidity inherent to all dragons, Darius shifted to his feet, causing the chair to glide forward. He did not need this now, not when he struggled so fiercely for control. One grin and he might crumble. One tear and he might fall. One scream and his deepest agonies might be unleashed. Oh, yes. He knew if ever the day came that he lost total control, he would be destroyed in a maelstrom of emotion.


            “I am this way for a reason, Brand. Were I to open a door to my emotions, I would not be able to do my duty. Is that something you truly desire?”


            Brand tangled a hand roughly through his braids. “You are my friend. While I understand the importance of what you do, I also wish you to find contentment. And to do so, something needs to change in your life.”


            “No,” he said firmly. When Grace had stepped through that portal, his life had changed irrevocably—and not for the better. No, he needed no more change. “I happen to embrace monotony.”


            Realizing that argument held no sway, Brand changed his tactics. “The men are different from you, then. I am different. We need something to occupy our minds.”


            “My answer is still no.”


            “We need excitement and challenge,” Brand persisted. “We yearn to discover what the vampires are up to, and yet we are forced to stay here and train.”


            “No.”


            “No, no, no. How I weary of the word.”


            “Yet you must make peace with it, for it is the only one I can offer you.”


            Brand stepped to the table, casually running his finger over the surface. “I hate to threaten you, and you know I would not do so if I felt there were any other way,” he added quickly. “But if you do not allow us something, Darius, chaos will reign supreme in your home. We will continue to fight at the least provocation. We will continue to disrupt the meals. We will continue—”


            “You have made your point.” Darius saw the truth to his friend’s words and sighed. If he did not relent in some way, he would know no peace. “Tell the men I will allow them to finish their wager, if they swear a blood oath to stay away from my chambers.” His eyes narrowed and locked on to Brand. “But mark my words. If one—just one man—approaches my private rooms without my express permission, he will spend the next month chained to the bastion.”


            Brand’s chin tilted to the side, and his golden gaze became piercing. Silence thickened around them as curiosity tightened his features. Darius had never barred anyone from his chambers before. His men had always been welcome to come to him with their troubles. That he withdrew that welcome now must seem odd.


            He offered no explanation.


            Wisely Brand asked no questions. He nodded. “Agreed,” he said, giving Darius a friendly slap on the shoulder. “I believe you will see a remarkable change in everyone.”


            Yes, but would the change be for the better? “Before you reenter the training arena,” Darius said, “send a messenger to Javar’s holding. I desire a meeting.”


            “Consider it done.” With a happy swagger to his step, Brand strode from the room as quickly as he had entered.


            Alone once more, Darius allowed his gaze to focus on the staircase and climb upward toward his rooms. An insidious need to touch Grace’s silky skin wove a tangled web through his body, just as potent as if she were sitting in his lap.


            Brand had spoken of the men going mad, but it was Darius himself who was in danger of madness. He pushed a hand through his hair. Leaving Grace had not helped him in any way; the image of her atop his bed refused to leave his mind. He realized he was as calm as he would ever be where that woman was concerned. Which meant not calm at all. Best to deal with her now, before his craving for her increased.


            Stroking the two medallions he wore, he followed the path his gaze had taken until he stood poised at the doorway. She would give him the answers he wanted, he thought determinedly, and he would act as a Guardian. Not a man, not a beast. But a Guardian.


            Resolved, he released the medallions and the doors opened.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            NO HINGES SQUEAKED. In fact, not a single sound emerged. Yet one moment the bedroom doors were closed and the next, the two panels were sliding open.


            Grace stood to the left, unseen and hidden by the shadows cast by the thick ivory. When Darius stepped past her, his feet tangled in the sheet—aka trip cord.


            He propelled forward with a grunt.


            The moment he hit the ground, Grace jumped onto his back, using it as a springboard, and raced into the hall. Her head whipped from side to side as she searched for the right direction. Neither appeared better than the other, so she ran. She didn’t get far before strong male hands latched on to her forearms and jerked her to a halt. Suddenly she was heaved onto Darius’s shoulder, too shocked to protest as she was carried back to his room. Once there, he slid her down his body. She stilled, feeling the buttery softness of his shirt and the heat of his skin past her clothes. Their bodies were so close she even felt the ripple of his muscles.


            Without releasing her, he somehow caused the doors to slam together, blocking her only exit. She watched, her gaze widening. Breath froze in her lungs as failure loomed around her. No. No! In a mere two seconds, he’d snatched away her best chance for freedom.


            “You will not be leaving this place,” he said without a hint of anger, only determination. And regret? “Why are you not in my bed, woman?”


            Overwhelmed by her failure, she whispered, “What do you plan to do with me?”


            Silence.


            “What do you plan to do with me?” she cried.


            “I know what I should do,” he said, his voice now a low growl that vibrated with anger, “but I do not yet know what I will do.”


            “I have friends,” she said. “Family. They’ll never rest until they find me. Hurting me will only earn you their wrath.”


            There was a concentrated hesitation, then, “And what if I do not hurt you?” he asked so softly she barely heard him. “What if I only offer you pleasure?”


            Had the callused surface of his palms not brushed her forearms, she might have been frightened by his words. Now she was oddly enthralled. Every fantasy she’d ever created rushed through her mind. Naked, writhing bodies—on the floor, against a wall, inside an airplane. Her cheeks fused with heat. What if I only offer you pleasure? She didn’t answer him. Couldn’t.


            He answered for her. “No matter what I offer you, there is nothing you or anyone else can do about it.” His voice hardened, losing its sensual edge. “You are in my home, in my personal chambers, and I will do whatever I want. No matter what you say.”


            With such a dire warning ringing in her ears, she snapped from whatever spell he’d woven and called upon her terrorist training from flight school. SING, she inwardly chanted. Solar plexus, instep, nose, groin. Spinning, she elbowed him in the solar plexus, then slammed her foot into his instep. She swung back around and shoved her fist into his cold, unemotional face. Her knuckles collided with his cheek instead of his nose, and she cried out in pain.


            He didn’t flinch. He didn’t even bother to grab her wrist to prevent her from doing it again.


            So she did.


            She drew back her other arm and let it fly. On impact, she experienced a repeat of the first punch. Throbbing pain for her, smug amusement for him. No, not amusement, she realized. The blue of his eyes was too cold and hollow to hold any type of emotion.


            He arched a brow. “Fighting me will only cause you hurt.”


            Her gaze slitted, incredulous, clashing with his. After everything she’d endured these past two days, Grace’s temper and frustration erupted full force. “What about you?” She jerked her knee up, hard and fast, gaining a direct hit between his legs. Groin: the last section of her training.


            A slight breath whooshed from his lips as he hunched over and squeezed his eyes shut.


            She raced to the door and began clawing at the seam. “Open, damn you,” she railed at the exit. “Please. Just open.”


            “You do not look capable of such a deed,” Darius said, his voice strained. “But I will not underestimate you again.”


            She never heard him move, but suddenly he was there, his arms braced next to her temples, his hot breath on her neck. She didn’t try to fight him this time. What good would that do? He’d already proved he did not react (much) to physical pain.


            “Please,” she said. “Just let me go.” Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. From fear, she assured herself, not from the sensual strength of his body so close to her own.


            “I cannot.”


            “Yes, you can.” She twisted, facing him, and shoved him backward. The impact, though slight, caused him to trip once more on the sheet. He took her down with him and when he hit, he rolled them over and pinned her.


            Automatically she reached up to push him away from her. But her fingers caught in his shirt, causing the neckline to gape. Both of the medallions he wore sprang free and one of them plopped against her nose. She gasped. Which one belonged to Alex? The one with the glowing eyes?


            What did it matter? she thought then. She’d come here with a medallion, and she was leaving with one.


            Determination thudded like a drum inside her chest. To distract him, she screamed with all the power her lungs allowed. She flailed her legs and wrapped her sore hands around his neck, as if she meant to choke him. She hurriedly worked one of the clasps, and when she felt it unlatch, she jerked her hands down and shoved the chain into her pocket. She gave another ear-piercing scream to cover her satisfaction.


            “Calm down,” he said, his features pinched.


            “Bite me.” She screamed again.


            When she quieted, he said, “I would be most upset if you damaged my ears.”


            Upset? He would be most upset. Not infuriated, not lost in a rage. Simply mildly upset. Somehow, with this man, that seemed all the more frightening than out-of-control fury. With a deep, shuddering breath, she relaxed into the floor. After all, she had what she wanted, and fighting him did nothing more than press their bodies together, as he was fond of reminding her.


            His brows winged up, and he blinked, broadcasting his shock at her easy compliance.


            “That easily?” he asked, suspicious.


            “I know when I’m beaten.”


            Darius used her stillness to his advantage and allowed more of his muscled weight to settle atop her. He braced her wrists above her head—something he obviously liked to do, since it was the third time he’d done it to her—causing her back to arch and her breasts to lift for his view.


            “You wish for me to bite you?” he asked, dead serious.


            Briefly she experienced confusion. Then she realized what he meant. Oh, my God. She had told him to bite her. Something dark and hot twisted in her stomach, something she had no business feeling for this man. An image of his straight white teeth sinking into her body and taking a little nibble filled her line of vision. Erotic and sexual; except…


            If he were a vampire, she’d just given him an open invitation to make her his next meal.


            “I didn’t mean it literally,” she managed to squeak out. “It’s just a figure of speech.” With barely a pause, she added, “Please. Get off me.” He smelled so good, so masculine, like the sun, the earth and the sea, and she was sucking in great gulps of that scent as if it were the key to her survival. He was beyond dangerous. “Please,” she said again.


            “Too much do I like where I am.”


            Those words echoed in her mind with such clarity her body offered a reply: I like where you are, too. She ran her teeth over her bottom lip. How did he do this? How did he make her feel strangely captivated and oddly entranced, yet fearful at the same time? He was quite possibly a bloodsucking vampire. He was also so sexy he made her mouth water. Made her ache in places she’d thought dead from disuse. Made her crave and fantasize and hunger.


            Get a hold of yourself, Grace. Only an idiot would lust after a man of questionable origins and even more questionable motives.


            What did he want from her? She studied his face, but found no hint of his intentions. His features were completely blank. Her gaze probed deeper, taking in the scar that slashed down his cheek, raised and puckered, interrupting the flow of his dark eyebrows. This close, she noticed the slant to his nose, as if it had been broken one too many times.


            He was darkly seductive. Dangerous, her mind repeated.


            That’s it, she realized reproachfully. That’s why I’m so attracted to him. I’m a danger junkie.


            “What did you do to your hands, woman?” he suddenly demanded. His features were no longer blank, but projected a fierceness that was beyond intimidating.


            “If I tell you,” she said, faltering in the face of that severity, “will you let me go?”


            His eyes narrowed, and he brought one of her palms to his mouth. Heated lips seared her flesh before the tip of his tongue flicked out, licking and laving the wounds. Electric currents raced through her arm, and she almost experienced an orgasm right then and there.


            “Why are you doing that?” she asked on a breathless moan. Whatever the reason, his actions were utterly suggestive, endearingly sweet, and she gasped at the deliciousness of it. “Stop.” But even as she spoke, she prayed he didn’t heed her command. Her skin was growing increasingly warm, her nerve-endings increasingly sensitive. A drugging languor floated through her, and God help her, she wanted that tongue to delve further, to explore deeper territory.


            “My saliva will heal you,” he said, his voice still fierce. But it was a different kind of fierce. More strained, more heated, less angry. “What did you do to your hands?” he asked again.


            “I climbed the walls.”


            He paused. “Why would you do such a thing?”


            “I was trying to escape.”


            “Foolish,” he muttered. One of his knees wedged between the juncture of her thighs. The ache in her belly intensified as their legs intertwined.


            He exchanged one hand for the other, swirling his tongue along the peaks and hollows, making her aware of all sorts of erotic things. The way his eyes flickered from ice-blue to golden-brown. The way his soft, silky hair fell over his shoulders and tickled her skin.


            If he planned to hurt or kill her, surely he wouldn’t concern himself with her comfort like this. Surely he would not—


            He sucked one of her fingers into his mouth. She moaned and gasped his name. He whorled his tongue around the base. This time, she moaned incoherently and arched up, meshing her nipples into his chest and creating a delicious friction.


            “That is better,” he said roughly.


            Her eyelids fluttered open. His expression taut, he held her hands up for her view. Not a single blemish appeared on the healthy, pink skin.


            “But—but—” Confusion overshadowed her pleasure. How was that possible? How was any of this possible? “I don’t know what to say.”


            “Then say nothing.”


            He could have left her sore and bruised, a punishment for trying to escape, but he hadn’t. She didn’t understand this man. “Thank you,” she said softly.


            He nodded, the action stiff. “You are welcome.”


            “Will you let me up now?” she asked, dreading—anticipating?—his response.


            “No.” He placed her left palm at her side, but held firm to the right. His fingers continued to caress and trace every line, as if he couldn’t stand to break contact. “What did your brother plan to do with the medallion?”


            Briefly she considered lying, anything to stop the flood of conflicting desires running rampant. Then, just as briefly, she considered not answering him at all. She knew instinctively, however, that he would not tolerate either from her and that would merely prolong their contact. So she found herself saying, “We’ve been over this before, and I still don’t know. Maybe he wanted to sell it on eBay. Maybe he wanted to keep it for himself, for his private collection.”


            Darius’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. Explain to me this eBay.”


            As she expounded on the concept of the online auction, he glowered furiously.


            “Why would he do such a thing?” Darius asked, genuinely perplexed. “Selling such an item to a stranger is the epitome of foolishness.”


            “Where I’m from, people need money to survive. And one way to make money is to sell our possessions.”


            “We need money here, too, yet we would never barter our most prized possessions. Is your brother too lazy to work for his dinner?”


            “I’ll have you know he works very hard. And I didn’t say he was going to sell it. Only that he might. He’s an auction addict.”


            Darius expelled a sigh and finally released her hand, bracing his palms on either side of her head. “If you mean to confuse me, you are doing a fine job. Why would your brother give you the medallion if he had any desire to sell it?”


            “I don’t know,” she said. “Why do you care?”


            In stalwart silence, he watched her, looked past her, then watched her again, his dark thoughts churning behind his eyes. Instead of answering her, he said, “You claim to know nothing, Grace, yet you found the mist. You traveled through. You must know something more, something you haven’t told me.”


            “I know I didn’t mean to enter your domain.” The faintness of her voice drifted between them. “I know I don’t want to be hurt. And I know I want to go home. I just want to go home.”


            When his features hardened dangerously, she replayed her words through her mind. What could she have possibly said to have such an ominous effect on him?


            “Why?” he demanded, the single word lashing from him.


            She crinkled her forehead and gazed up at him. “Now you are confusing me.”


            “Is there a man waiting for you?”


            “No.” What did that have to do with anything? Unless…surely he wasn’t jealous. The prospect amazed her. She was not the kind of woman to inspire any kind of strong emotion in a man. Not lightning-hot lust and certainly not jealousy. “I miss my mom and my aunt, Darius. I miss my brother and my apartment. My furniture. My dad made all of it before he died.”


            Darius relaxed. “You asked me why I care about the medallion. I do so for my home,” he said. “I will do anything to protect it, just as you will do anything to return to yours.”


            “How can my owning the medallion hurt your home?” she asked. “I don’t understand.”


            “Nor do you need to,” he replied. “Where is your brother now?”


            Her eyes narrowed, and her chin raised in another show of defiance. “I wouldn’t tell you even if I knew.”


            “I respect your loyalty, and even admire it, but it is to your benefit to tell me whether he traveled through the mist or not.”


            “I told you this before. I don’t know.”


            “This is getting us nowhere,” he said. “What does he look like?”


            Pure stubbornness melded the blue and green of her eyes together, creating a churning sea of turquoise. Her lips pursed. Darius could tell she had no plans to answer him.


            “This way I can know if I have already killed him,” he prompted, though he wasn’t sure he would recognize any of his victims if he ever saw them again. Killing was second nature to him, and he barely glanced at them anymore.


            “Already—Killed him?” She uttered a strangled gasp. “He’s a little over six foot. Red hair. Green eyes.”


            Since Darius had not seen colors before Grace, the description she’d just given meant nothing. “Does he have any distinguishing marks?”


            “I—I—” As she struggled to form her reply, a tremor raked her spine and vibrated into him. Her eyes filled with tears. A lone droplet trickled onto her cheek.


            His arm muscles constricted as he fought the need to wipe the moisture away. He watched it glide slowly and fall onto her collarbone. Her skin was pale, he noticed, too pale.


            The woman was deathly afraid.


            The clamor of his conscience—something he’d thought long expired—filled his head. He’d threatened this woman, locked her inside a strange room, and fought her to the ground, yet she had retained her fierce spirit. The concept of her brother’s death was breaking her as nothing else had been able.


            There was a good chance, a very good chance, he had killed her brother. How would she react then? Would those sea-eyes of hers regard him with hatred? Would she vow to spill his blood in vengeance?


            “Does he have any distinguishing marks?” Darius asked her again, almost fearing her reply.


            “He wears glasses.” Her lips and chin trembled. “They’re wire-rimmed because he thinks they make him look dig-dignified.”


            “I know not what these glasses are. Explain.”


            “Cl-clear, round o-orbs for the eyes.” Her trembling had increased so much she had trouble forming her words.


            He pushed out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. “A man wearing glasses has not entered the mist.” He knew this because he would have found the glasses after the head rolled to the ground—and he hadn’t. “Your brother is safe.” He didn’t mention there was a chance Alex could have entered the other portal. Javar’s portal.


            Grace began to cry in great sobbing howls of relief. “I hadn’t wanted to think of the possibility…and when you said…I was so afraid.”


            Perhaps he should have left her alone just then, but the relief radiating from her acted as an invisible shackle. He couldn’t move, didn’t want to move. He was jealous that she felt this strongly for another man, no matter that the man was her brother. More than the jealousy, however, he felt possessive. And more than the possessiveness, he felt the need to comfort. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and surround her with his strength, his scent. Wanted her branded by him.


            How foolish, he thought darkly.


            The love she possessed for her brother was the same he had felt for his sisters. He would have fought to the death to protect them. He would have…His lips curled in a snarl, and he banished that line of thought to a hidden corner of his mind.


            Grace pressed her lips together but another sob burst free.


            “Stop that, woman,” he said more harshly than he’d intended. “I forbid you to cry.”


            She cried harder. Big fat tears rolled down her cheeks, stopping at her chin, then splashing onto her neck. Red splotches branched from the corners of her eyes and spread to her temples.


            Hours passed—surely these long, torturous moments could not be mere minutes—until she at last heeded his order and quieted. Shuddering with each breath, she closed her eyes. Her long, dark lashes cast shadowed spikes over the too-red bloom of her cheeks. He held his silence, allowing her this time to gather her composure. If she began crying again, he didn’t know what he’d do.


            “Is there…anything I can do to help you?” he asked, the words stilted. How long since he’d offered comfort to anyone? He couldn’t recall, and wasn’t even sure why he’d offered now.


            Her eyelids fluttered open. There was no accusation in the watery depths of her gaze. No fear. Only pitying curiosity. “Have you been forced to hurt many people?” she asked. “To save your home, I mean?”


            At first, he didn’t answer her. He liked that she wanted to believe the best in him, but his honor demanded he warn her, not lock her in delusions about a man he’d never been. Nor would ever be. “Save your pity, Grace. You fool yourself if you think I have ever been forced to do anything. I make my own choices and act of my own free will. Always.”


            “That doesn’t answer my question,” she persisted.


            He shrugged.


            “There are alternatives. You could talk to people, communicate.”


            She was trying to save him, he realized with no small amount of shock. She knew nothing about him, not his rationale, not his past, not even his beliefs, yet she was trying to save his soul. How…extraordinary.


            Women either feared him or wanted him, daring to take a beast into their beds; they never offered him more than that. He’d never wanted more. With Grace, he found himself desirous of all she had to give. She called to the deepest needs inside him. Needs he hadn’t even realized he possessed.


            Admitting such profound desire, even to himself, was dangerous. Except, he suddenly didn’t care. Everything but this moment, this woman, this need, seemed utterly insignificant. It didn’t matter that she had passed through the mist. It didn’t matter that he had an oath to fulfill.


            It didn’t matter.


            He dropped his gaze to her lips. They were so exotic, so wonderfully inviting. His own ached for hers, a soft press or a tumultuous crush. He’d never kissed before, hadn’t cared to try, but right now the need to consume—and to be consumed—by that heady meeting of lips proved stronger than any force he’d ever encountered.


            He gave her one warning. Only one. “Stand up or I will kiss you,” he told her roughly.


            Her mouth dropped opened. “Get off me so I can stand!”


            He rose, and she quickly followed. They stood there, two adversaries caught in a frozen moment. The withdrawal of her body from his hadn’t lessened his need, however. “I’m going to kiss you,” he said. He meant to prepare her, but the words emerged more of a warning.


            “You said you wouldn’t if I stood,” she gasped.


            “I changed my mind,” he said.


            “You can’t. Absolutely not.”


            “Yes.”


            Her gaze darted from his mouth to his eyes, and she licked her lips just the way he wanted to lick them. When she dragged her gaze up again, he met her stare, holding her captive in the crackling embers of his own. Her pupils dilated, black nearly overshadowing the brilliant turquoise hue.


            He recaptured her in his arms and dragged her back down to the floor. “Will you give me your mouth?” he asked.


            A sizzling pause.


            I want this, Grace realized dazedly. I want him to kiss me. Whether the fire of his desire had simply burned into her, or the desire was all her own, she wanted to taste him.


            Their gazes locked and she sucked in a breath. Such desire. Blistering. Had there ever been a man who had looked at her, Grace Carlyle, like this? With such longing in his eyes, as if she was a great treasure to be savored?


            The outside world receded, and she saw only this sexy man. Knew only the need to give him something of herself—and take something of him. He was living, breathing sexual gratification, she mused, and more dangerous than a loaded gun, yet as gentle and tender as a bed of clouds. I truly am a danger junkie, she thought, loving the contradictions of him. Was he a brute or a lamb—and which did she crave more?


            “I shouldn’t want to kiss you,” she breathed.


            “But you do.”


            “Yes.”


            “Yes,” Darius repeated. Needing no more encouragement, he brushed his lips against hers once, twice. She immediately opened, and his tongue swept inside. She moaned. He moaned. Her arms glided up his chest and locked around his neck. He instinctively deepened the kiss, slipping and sliding and nipping at her mouth just the way he’d imagined. Just the way he wanted, uncaring if he were doing it right.


            Their tongues thrust and withdrew, slowly at first, then growing in intensity, becoming as uncivilized as a midnight storm. Becoming wild. Becoming the kind of kiss he’d secretly dreamed of, the kind of kiss that caused the strongest of men to lose all sense of self—and be glad for the loss. Her legs relaxed around him, beckoning him closer, and he fitted himself into her every hollow, hard where she was soft.


            “Darius,” she said on a raspy pant.


            Hearing his name on her lips was sheer bliss.


            “Darius,” she repeated. “Tastes good.”


            “Good,” he whispered brokenly.


            Caught in the same storm, she boldly rubbed herself against the hardness of his erection. Rubbed herself against all of him. Surprise mingled with arousal in her expression, as if she couldn’t believe what she was doing but was helpless to stop. “This can’t be real,” she said. “I mean, you feel too good. So good.”


            “And you taste like—” Darius plunged his tongue deeper inside her mouth. Yes, he tasted her. Truly tasted her. She was sweet and tangy all at once, unfailingly warm. Flavored as delicately as aged wine. Had he ever sampled anything so delicious? “Ambrosia,” he said. “You taste like ambrosia.”


            He buried one hand in her hair, luxuriating in the softness. His other hand traveled down her shoulder, down the slope of her breast, her ribs and over her thigh. She quivered, tightening her legs around his waist. He brought his hand back up and did it all over again. She purred low in her throat.


            He wondered what she looked like just then, and wanted to see her eyes as he took his time with her, as he pleasured her in a way he’d never done with another woman. The concept of watching her, seeing her take her pleasure, was as foreign as his desire to taste her, but the need was there. He tore himself away from her mouth, breaking the kiss—surely the most difficult task he’d ever performed—and lifted slightly.


            His exhalations came shallow and fast, and as he gazed down at her, his jaw clenched. Her eyes were closed, her swollen lips parted. The fiery red of her tresses was an erotically tousled mass around her face. Her cheeks glowed a rosy-pink, and the freckles on her nose seemed darker, more exotic.


            She wanted him as desperately as he wanted her. His shaft hardened dangerously with the knowledge. She probably felt the same hopeless fascination and undeniable tug that he did. A tug he didn’t understand. His soul was too black, hers too light. They should despise each other. They should have desired distance.


            He should have desired her death.


            He didn’t.


            She slowly opened her eyes. The delicate tip of her tongue darted out and traced her lips, leaving a glistening trail of moisture. How soft and fragile she was. How utterly beautiful.


            “I’m not ready for you to stop,” she said with a seductive smile.


            He didn’t respond. Couldn’t. His vocal cords suddenly seized as something constricted in his chest, something arctic and scorching at the same time. Affection. I should not have kissed her. He jerked up and onto his knees, straddling her hips.


            How could he have allowed something like this to happen, knowing he had to destroy her?


            He was the one who deserved death.


            “Darius?” she said questioningly.


            Guilt perched heavily on his shoulders, but he fought past it. He always fought past it. He could not allow even guilt in his life if he hoped to survive.


            As he continued to watch her, her expression turned to confusion and she gingerly lifted to her elbows. Those long, red curls cascaded down her shoulders in sensual disarray, touching her in all the places he yearned to touch. Her shirt gaped open over one creamy shoulder.


            Silence thickened between them. Smiling bitterly, he wet the tips of two fingers and traced the lushness of her lips, letting the healing qualities of his saliva ease the puffiness and erase the evidence of his possession. She surprised him by sucking his fingers into her mouth just as he’d done to her earlier. Feeling the hot tip of her tongue caused his every muscle to bunch in expectation. He hissed in a breath and tugged his fingers away.


            “Darius?” she said, her confusion growing.


            He’d come here to question her, but the moment he’d seen her, touched her, tasted her, those questions had fled. Yes, he’d managed to ask her one or two, but the need to capture a glimmer of her innocent flavor had been so fierce he’d soon forgotten his purpose.


            He’d forgotten Javar. He’d forgotten Atlantis.


            He would not forget again.


            If only he could prove her duplicitous, he could kill her now without a qualm, then rip her image from his mind. As it was, he wasn’t sure he could force himself to even chip one of her pink oval-shaped nails. The thought unnerved him, battered against him, and filled him with the urge to howl at the gods. Failure to act against her would mean breaking his vow and surrendering his honor. But hurting her would mean obliterating the last shreds of his humanity.


            Gods, what was he going to do?


            He felt shredded as he lunged to his feet. A cold sweat popped on to his brow, and it required all of his strength to spin and stalk to the door. There, he paused. “Do not attempt to escape again,” he said, not glancing back at her. If he faced her, he might lose the strength required to leave her. “You will not like what happens if you do.”


            “Where are you going? When will you be back?”


            “Remember what I said.” The thick ivory opened for him, and he stepped into his bathing room. Then the door sealed automatically, not emitting a single noise as it blocked her dangerous beauty from his view.


            Grace sat where she was, shaking with…hurt? He’d wanted her, hadn’t he? If so, why had he left her reeling from the intensity of his kiss?


            Why had he left her at all?


            He’d walked blithely away, almost callously, as if they’d done nothing more than discuss their least favorite disease. She laughed humorlessly.


            Had he merely toyed with her? While she panted and ached for him, while she bathed in the decadence, the wildness and the exquisite need, had he merely sought to control her? To gain the answers he seemed to think she possessed?


            Perhaps it was best that he’d left, she thought furiously. He was a confessed assassin, but if he’d stayed, she would have stripped herself naked, stripped him naked, then made love to him right here on the floor.


            For that one moment in his arms, she’d finally felt whole and she hadn’t wanted the feeling to end.


            This hunger he awakened inside her…it was too intense to be real, but too real to be denied.


            Beneath his cold, untouchable mask, she’d thought she had seen a fire blazing inside him, a tender fire that licked sweetly rather than devoured needlessly. When he’d gazed down at her so carnally and said, “I want to kiss you,” she’d been so sure the fire was there, simmering under the surface of his skin.


            Her long repressed hormones cried out whenever he was near, assuring her that any intimate contact with him would be wild and wicked. The kind she’d fantasized about for years now. The kind she read about in romance novels, then lay in bed, wishing a man was beside her.


            Enough! You need to find a way out of here. Forget about Darius and his kisses.


            Though her body protested something so sacrilegious, forgetting such an earth-shattering experience, Grace pushed the kiss to the back of her mind then dug the medallion from her pocket and anchored it around her neck, where it belonged. Ha! Take that, Darius.


            She vaulted to her feet and spun in a circle, hoping that by searching the chamber this second time, she’d find a way out. A hidden latch, a sensor, something. When she saw only the same jagged walls, with no break in the pattern, she cursed under her breath. How did Darius enter and exit without so much as a word or touch?


            Magic, most likely.


            She blinked in surprise at the ease with which she entertained such a concept. Magic. Yesterday she would have committed anyone who claimed magic spells were real to a psych ward. Now, she knew better. She could speak a language she’d never learned.


            Not possessing any magic of her own, she decided to ram into the door with her shoulder. She prayed she didn’t break a bone as she girded herself for impact.


            One breath, two. She rushed forward.


            She never hit.


            The door slid right open.


            She nearly tripped over her own feet but managed to slow her momentum. When she stopped, she glared over at the door. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear it was alive and purposefully tormenting her. There had been no reason for it to open this time. No reason except the medallion…Her eyes widened and she fingered the warm, ridged alloy at her neck. Of course. It had to be some sort of passkey, like a motion detector. That explained why Darius hadn’t wanted her to have it.


            I can escape, she thought excitedly. She surveyed her new surroundings. She wasn’t in the hallway she’d expected. She was in some type of bathing room. There was a lavender chaise longue piled high with beaded, satin pillows; a large glistening pool rested inside a stone ledge. Towering, twisted columns. Multiple layers of sheer fabric hung from the ceiling. A decorator’s dream.


            In each of the three corners was an archway leading off somewhere. Grace debated which direction to take. Sucking in a deep breath, she raced through the center route. Her legs ate up the distance as she pumped her arms. The walls consisted of one jewel stacked upon another. From ruby to sapphire, topaz to emerald, the gems were interspersed with weblike gold filigree.


            There were enough riches in this one little hallway to feed an entire country. Even the least avaricious of people would have trouble resisting such allure. That was exactly what Darius guarded against, she realized, the greed of modern day society. Exactly why he killed.


            With all of this obvious wealth, she expected servants or guards, but she remained alone as she ran and ran and ran. A light at the end of the hallway caught her eye—and no, she didn’t miss the irony of that. Huffing from exertion, she headed straight into the light. She may not have an exciting life to get back to, but at least she had a life. She had her mother, her aunt Sophie and Alex. Here she had only fear.


            And Darius’s kisses.


            She scowled, not liking the heady thrill she received from the remembrance of his lips against hers, of his tongue invading her mouth oh, so sweetly. Of his body pressing into hers.


            Lost yet again in the memory of such a soul-searing kiss, she didn’t hear the frenzied male voices until it was too late. A table of weapons whizzed past before Grace spurted to a halt. Sand flicked around her ankles. Her mouth dropped open, as did the pit of her stomach.


            Oh, my God.


            She’d escaped Darius only to throw herself at six other warriors just like him.
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            GRACE STOOD at the edge of a huge arena of white stone and marble that resembled a restored Roman coliseum. Only the ceiling marred the illusion, boasting the same sea-covered crystal dome that comprised the rest of the…building? Castle?


            Wide and long, the arena spanned the length of a football field. The air was scented with sweat and dirt, courtesy of the six men brandishing swords and basically trying to annihilate each other. Their grunts and groans blended with the cringe-worthy clang of metal. They had yet to notice her.


            Her heart thudded in her chest, and she whipped around, intent on running back down the corridor. When she spied yet another warrior, this one just entering the far end, she scooted to the side, out of sight. Had he seen her? She didn’t know; she only knew the nearest exit was blocked. The nearest exit was blocked!


            “Calm down,” she whispered. She’d wait two minutes. Surely the hallway would be clear by then; surely for such a short amount of time she could stay right here and remain unnoticed. Then she’d escape. Simple. Easy.


            Please let it be simple and easy.


            “Who taught you to fight, Kendrick?” one man snarled. He was the tallest man present, with broad shoulders and ropelike muscles. His pale hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and the long length of it slapped his cheek as he shoved his opponent to the ground. “Your sister?”


            The one called Kendrick jumped to his feet, sword raised in front of him. He wore the same black leather pants and black shirt as the others. He was obviously the youngest. “Perhaps it was your sister,” he growled. “After I tumbled her, of course.”


            Grace’s jaw dropped as green scales momentarily appeared on the first man’s face. When she blinked, they were gone.


            The tall blonde sheathed his sword and held out his hands. He motioned for Kendrick to approach him. “If I actually had a sister, I would kill you where you stand. Since I do not, I’m merely going to beat you senseless.”


            A man stepped between the two combatants. He had brown hair and surprisingly sad features. He was unarmed. “That’s enough,” he said. “We are friends here. Not enemies.”


            “Shut up, Renard.” A boy only slightly older than Kendrick jumped into the argument. He pointed the tip of his sword at the sad one’s chest. Wet strands of brown hair clung to his temples and framed the dragon tattoo that stretched up from his jawline. “It’s time you and all the other lucifaeres learned you’re not infallible.”


            Renard’s golden eyes narrowed. “Remove the weapon, little hatchling, or I will gut you where you stand.”


            The “little hatchling’s” face paled, and he did as commanded.


            Grace inched backward a step. Breathe, she commanded herself. Just keep breathing. They were going to kill each other. Good news: If they were dead, they couldn’t stop her from escaping.


            “Smart move,” another male said. This one had strawberry-blond hair and a breathtakingly beautiful face, which thoroughly contrasted with the fact that he was polishing a two-pronged hatchet. Dry amusement gleamed in his golden eyes. “Renard has killed men for less. I guess it helps that he knows exactly where to cut them, where to make them bleed and suffer for days at a time before finally, mercifully dying.”


            At his words, cold sweat beaded on Grace’s forehead. She managed another inch backward.


            “He’s only trying to scare you,” one of the younger boys gritted out. “Don’t listen to him.”


            “I hope you kill each other.” The heated phrase came from a black-haired warrior who slammed his weapon into the ground. “Gods know I’m tired of listening to all of your whining.”


            “Whining?” someone said. “That’s rich coming from you, Tagart.”


            Kendrick chose that moment to launch himself at the large blonde. With a howl, the two men fell to the ground, fists flying. Every other man present paused only a moment before throwing himself into the fray. Oddly enough, every one of them seemed to be smiling.


            Grace cast a quick glance to the hall. Empty. Relief threatened to topple her. She kept her eyes on the combatants and moved another inch backward…then another…then another.


            And backed herself right into the table of weapons.


            In a sudden symphony of disharmony, the different metals clanged together and tottered to the floor.


            Then…silence.


            All six men stopped, whirled and faced her. In the space of a few seconds, their bloody and bruised expressions registered shock, then happiness, then wicked hunger. Her breath snagged in her throat. She scrambled behind the table, specks of dirt flying about her shoes. A thin piece of wood would not stop these men, she knew, but she garnered a little courage with a barrier between them. She tried to lift a blade but it was too heavy.


            A solid wall suddenly crowded her from behind. A very much alive, solid wall.


            “Like to play with a man’s sword, do you?”


            Strong male arms wound around her waist—and they weren’t Darius’s. This man’s skin was darker, his hands not quite as thick. But more than that, he didn’t cause the same wave of arousal that Darius stirred in her. This man’s embrace caused only fear.


            “Remove your hands this instant,” she said calmly, mentally applauding herself. “Otherwise you’ll regret it.”


            “Regret it, or keep loving it?”


            “Who do you have there, Brand?” one of the warriors asked.


            “Give me a moment to find out,” her captor answered. His rough voice drew closer to her ear, becoming a suggestive rumble. “What are you doing here, hmm?” he asked. “Women are not allowed in this palace, much less the training arena.”


            She gulped. “I—I—Darius is—”


            He tensed against her. “Darius sent you?”


            “Yes,” she answered, praying such an admission would scare the man into freeing her. “Yes, he did.”


            A chuckle rumbled from him. “So he heeded my advice, after all. To keep us from teasing him, our leader sent us a whore. I never expected that. What’s more, I never expected him to act so quickly.”


            Her mind only registered one portion of his speech. A whore? Whore! If they thought she was paid to have sex with them, they’d most likely see any resistance on her part as a game. She shuddered.


            “Excited already, little whore?” He chuckled again. “Me, too.”


            Applying the same technique she’d used on Darius, she jabbed her foot atop her captor’s instep, then rammed her elbow into his stomach. He umphed and loosened his hold. She twisted, jerked back her fist and let it fly. Her knuckles collided with his jaw. On impact, his chin snapped to the side, whipping his sandy-colored braids across his cheek. He howled and released her.


            Free now, she attempted to run. The other warriors had already encircled her, however, halting any progress. Her heart stopped beating. Their bloodlust seemed to have deserted them entirely—leaving only lust.


            One of them pointed at Brand. “I guess she doesn’t like you, Brand.” He laughed.


            “I’m willing to bet she’ll like me.”


            “None of us like you, Madox. Why would she?”


            “Why don’t you send her over here to me? I know how to treat a woman.”


            “Yes, but do you know how to eat one?”


            They erupted in laughter.


            Eat her? Good God. They were cannibals. They wanted her to whore for them and then become their evening snack. Worse and worse. A tremor shook her, trekking down her spine, then spreading over the rest of her body. Death by human banquet. No, thank you.


            Brand, the one who had grabbed her, rubbed his jaw and smiled at her with genuine amusement. “Did you bring any friends, little whore? I do not think I want to share you with the others.”


            As he spoke, “the others” began tightening the circle around her. She felt like a slab of beef at a barbecue for the starving. Literally. All they needed to make the meal complete was a knife, a fork and an extra large bottle of easy-squeeze ketchup.


            “I want her first,” the warrior with the thickest shoulders said.


            “You can’t have her first. You owe me a favor, and I’m collecting. She’s mine. You can have her when I’m done.”


            “Both of you can shut up,” the most beautiful of the group said—the one who’d polished his hatchet. “I have a feeling the little whore will want me first. Women like this face of mine.”


            “No, I don’t and no, you can’t have me first,” Grace announced. “No one can have me. I am not a whore!”


            The man with the tattoo on his jaw grinned at her suggestively. “If you don’t want to be our bedmate, you can be our meal.”


            She gasped, moving in circles to avoid their outstretched hands. Threaten them, scare them. “I taste sour,” she rushed out. “I’ve been known to cause major heartburn.”


            Their grins widened.


            “Acid reflux is serious. It can cause cancer of the esophagus. It can erode your stomach lining!”


            Closer, closer they came.


            “I belong to Darius!” she rushed out next, grasping at any frenzied thought her mind produced.


            Each of them ground to a halt.


            “What did you say?” Brand asked, giving her a blistering frown.


            She gulped. Perhaps claiming Darius as her lover hadn’t been such a good idea. He could have a wife—why did she suddenly want to destroy something?—and these men could be said wife’s brothers. “I, uh, said I belong to Darius?” The words flowed out as more of a question than a statement.


            “That’s impossible.” Brand’s frown became a vehement scowl, and his gaze bored into her, inspecting, taking her measure for a different scale than he’d previously used. “Our king would not claim a woman such as you for his own.”


            King? A woman such as her? Did they think she was good enough to eat for dinner, good enough to whore for them, but not good enough to belong to their precious leader, Darius? Well, that offended her on every level.


            She couldn’t be any more irrational, she knew, and blamed her overwrought emotions. They’d run the gamut today and were no longer hers to command. She’d always been emotional, but usually controlled her impulses.


            “Is he married?” she demanded.


            “No.”


            “Then yes,” she said, not taking the time to analyze her relief, “he would welcome a woman such as me. In fact, he’s expecting me back. I’d better be going. You know how upset he gets when someone’s late.” Nervous laugh.


            Brand didn’t let her pass. He continued to study her with unnerving intensity. What was he searching for? And what did he see?


            Suddenly he grinned, a grin that spread and lit his entire face. He was extremely handsome, but he wasn’t Darius. “I believe she speaks the truth, men,” he said. “Look at the love mark on her neck.”


            Quick as a snap, Grace brought her hand up to her neck. Her cheeks warmed. Had Darius given her a hickey? She was struck first by shock, then by an unexpected, unwanted and ridiculous surge of pleasure. She’d never had a hickey before.


            What’s wrong with me? Jolting into motion, Grace shoved her way past Brand, past the others. They let her go without protest. She sprinted down the hallway, fully expecting them to follow. She heard no footsteps, and a quick glance behind her showed she was alone. When she reached the fork inside the bathing area, she trudged around the opening on the left. A salty breeze hit her in the face. She prayed she’d made the right decision this time.


            She hadn’t.


            At the end, she found herself in a large dining hall. Darius was there, sitting at an enormous table, his eyes focused on the far wall of windows as if he were in deep thought. A heavy air of sadness enveloped him. He looked so lost and alone. Grace felt herself freezing, felt her muscles locking in place.


            He must have sensed her, or smelled her, or something, because his gaze abruptly leveled on her, widening with puzzlement, then narrowing with ire. “Grace.”


            “Stay where you are,” she said.


            He growled low in his throat and sprang up, a panther ready to strike. And like a panther, he leapt over the table, coming straight toward her. She glanced around wildly. A side-table rested next to her, decorated with a multitude of breakable items. She swiped them to the ground, causing vases and bowls to shatter and sprinkle glass in every direction. Perhaps that would slow him, perhaps not. Either way, she pivoted on her heel and bolted.


            Arms pumping frantically, shoes thumping into the ebony, she snaked the corner and rushed through the final hallway. She didn’t have to glance back to know Darius was closing in on her. His footsteps resonated in her ears. His fury bored intense, determined flames into her back.


            At the end of the corridor, she spied a downward spiraling staircase. She quickened her speed. How close was she to victory? How close to failure?


            “Get back here, Grace,” he called.


            Her only response was the shallowness of her breathing.


            “I’ll come after you. I’ll not rest until I find you.”


            “I’m tired of your threats,” she growled, throwing the words over her shoulder.


            “No more threatening,” he promised.


            “Doesn’t matter.” Faster and faster, she pounded down the stairs.


            “You don’t understand.”


            At the bottom of the last step, she spied the opening to a cave. And there, just ahead, the mist swirled, calling to her, beckoning. Home, her mind shouted. Almost home.


            “Grace!”


            With one backward glance in his direction, she hurled herself into the fog.


            Instantly her world spun out of control, and she lost the solid anchor beneath her feet. Dizziness assaulted her; nausea churned arduously in her stomach. Round and round she plunged and spun, so jerkily, so erratically the dragon medallion tore from her neck. Screeching, she reached out and tried to scoop the chain into her hands.


            “Nooo,” she cried when it danced out of reach. But in the next instant, she forgot all about the necklace. Stars winked in every direction, so bright and blinding she squeezed her eyelids closed. Grace flailed her arms and legs; she was more scared this time than before. What if she landed in a place more terrifying than the last? What if she didn’t land at all, but remained in this enigmatic pit of nonexistence?


            Loud screams resounded, piercing her ears, but one stood out from the others: a deep male voice that continually bellowed her name.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            ONCE SHE REGAINED her sense of stability, Grace crawled through the cave. Warm, humid air brushed her skin, thawing her inside and out. Following flashes of light, she soon emerged from the rocky exit. Familiar sounds of the Amazon welcomed her: the screech of howler monkeys, the incessant drone of insects, the hurried rush of a river. Utterly relieved, she jackknifed to her feet. Her knees almost gave out, but she forced herself to move forward, to put distance between this world and the other.


            As she ran, the backdrop of sounds tapered to quiet. Sunlight faded, leaving a horrendous darkness. Then, rain burst from the sky, pelting and soaking her. Under the weight of the water and darkness, she was forced to seek shelter beneath a nearby bush. Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up.


            Finally the rain ended and she popped up, once again dashing through the forest. Gnarled tree limbs reached out, clawing at her face, slapping at her arms and legs, splashing remaining raindrops into her eyes. She wiped them away and kept moving, never breaking stride.


            Shards of sunlight gradually returned, winking in and out between clouds and foliage, illuminating a treacherous path of trees, dirt and rocks. Twigs snapped beneath her boots. Every few steps she tossed a fearful glance over her shoulder. Looking, always looking, fearing the worst.


            I’ll come after you, Darius had said. I’ll not rest until I find you.


            She shot another look over her shoulder…and slammed into a male chest. Grace flew backward, landing on her back with a thump. The man she hit was barely taller than she was and flew backward, as well, remaining supine, gasping for breath. She came up swinging. She’d escaped a horde of warriors, and she wasn’t going to be captured or assaulted now.


            “Whoa, there,” another man said, stepping over his fallen comrade and holding up his dirt-smudged, empty palms. Droplets of water sprinkled from his baseball cap. “Calm down. We won’t hurt you.”


            English. He was speaking English. Like the man lying on the jungle floor, this one was of average height with brown hair, brown eyes and tanned skin. He was thin, not corded with muscles and he wore a beige canvas shirt. The Argonaut logo was stitched over the left breast, an ancient ship with two spears erected on either side. The name Jason perched above the ship.


            Jason of the Argonauts, she thought with a humorless, inward laugh.


            Alex worked for Argonauts. She rolled the name Jason through her mind, wondering if Alex had ever spoken of him, but she found no reference. It didn’t matter. He worked with her brother and that was good enough.


            The cavalry is here.


            “Thank God,” she breathed.


            “Get up, Mitch,” Jason said to the fallen man. “The woman isn’t hurt, and it doesn’t speak well of you if you are.” To her he offered a canteen of water. “Take a drink. Slowly. You look like you need it.”


            She grabbed the canteen eagerly and gulped down all that her stomach could hold. The coolness. The sweetness. Nothing had ever tasted so good. Except for Darius, her mind whispered. Tasting him was an experience with no equal.


            “Slow down,” Jason said, reaching for the flask. “You’ll make yourself sick.”


            She wanted to snarl and snap at him, but allowed him to reclaim his property. Water dribbled down her chin, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. “Thank you,” she panted. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”


            “Wait a minute,” he said, closing the distance between them. He grasped her wrist and placed two fingers over her pulse. “First we need to know who you are and what you’re doing here. Besides that, you’re clearly nearing exhaustion. You need to rest.”


            “I’ll rest later. Explain about myself later.” She hadn’t seen Darius exit the mist, hadn’t heard him, but she wasn’t taking any chances. He could kill both of these men with a mere snap of his fingers.


            Jason must have caught her desperation, because she watched with widening eyes as he withdrew a 9mm Glock. Alex always carried a weapon when he went on expeditions, so the sight of it shouldn’t have bothered her, but it did.


            “Is there someone after you?” He didn’t spare her a glance. He was too busy scanning the wooded area behind her.


            “I don’t know,” she answered, gaze darting through the trees. What she wouldn’t do for her own weapon right now. “I don’t know.”


            “How can you not know?” he demanded. Then he softened his tone, and added, “Clearly you’re spooked. If you were being followed, what would we be dealing with? A tribesman? An animal?”


            “Tr-tribesman.” Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “Is there anyone out there?”


            “Not that I can see. Robert,” he shouted, gaze boring into the trees.


            “Yeah,” came a distant, rough voice. She couldn’t see the one who had uttered the response and figured he was hidden in the thick stumps and leaves.


            “Robert is one of our guards,” Jason explained to her. To Robert he called, “See any natives out there?”


            “No, sir.”


            “You sure?”


            “One hundred percent.”


            After Jason put on the gun’s safety, he anchored the weapon in the waist of his jeans. “No one’s after you,” he told Grace. “You can relax.”


            “But—”


            “Even if there were someone out there, we’ve got scouts all around us and they’d never make it anywhere near you.”


            So Darius hadn’t followed her. Why hadn’t Darius followed her? The question echoed through her mind, plaguing her, confusing her. “You’re sure there’s not a large, half-dressed man out there?” she asked. “With a sword?”


            “A sword?” Dark intensity filled Jason’s eyes, and he studied her. His body seemed to loom around her, bigger than she’d thought. “A man with a sword was chasing you?”


            “Sword, spear, they’re all the same, right?” she lied, not sure why she did so.


            Jason relaxed. “No one’s out there but my men,” he said confidently. “The tribes out here won’t bother us.”


            This didn’t make sense. Darius had been so intent on catching her. Why hadn’t he followed her? She was torn between fear and—surely not—disappointment.


            Her thoughts scattered as a wave of dizziness swept through her. She swayed and scrubbed a hand across her forehead.


            “How long have you been out here?” Jason asked. He wrapped a parka around her shoulders. “You might have been bitten by a diseased mosquito. You’re shaky and flushed, and I’m willing to bet you’ve got a fever.”


            Malaria? He thought she had malaria? She laughed humorlessly, fighting the knot twisting her stomach. She was tired and weak, but she knew she didn’t have malaria. Before flying into Brazil, she’d taken medication to prevent the illness.


            “I’m not sick,” she said.


            “Then why—You’re scared of us,” he said. He grinned. “You don’t have anything to fear from us. Like you, we’re Americans. Hardly dangerous.”


            Another wave of dizziness overtook her. She clutched the parka closer to her chest, drawing on its warmth as she recovered her equilibrium. “You work for Argonauts, right?” she asked weakly.


            “That’s right,” he said, losing his smile. “How did you know?”


            “My brother works there, too. Alex Carlyle. Is he here with you?”


            “Alex?” came another male voice. “Alex Carlyle?”


            Grace turned her attention to…what was his name? Mitch, she recalled. “Yes.”


            “You’re Alex’s sister?” Mitch asked.


            “That’s right. Where is he?”


            Mitch was older than Jason, with salt and pepper hair and slightly weathered features. Lines of tension branched from his eyes. “Why are you here?” he asked.


            “Answer me first. Where’s my brother?”


            The two men exchanged a glance, and Mitch shifted uncomfortably on his feet. When she returned her attention to Jason, he arched one of his brows. He appeared calm and casual, but there was a speculative gleam in his eyes.


            “Do you have any identification?” he asked.


            She blinked at him and spread her arms wide. “Do I look like I have identification?”


            His gaze roamed over her, lingering on her breasts and thighs, barely visible under the camouflage slicker. “No,” he said. “You don’t.”


            Unease stole through her. She was a lone woman, days away from civilization, in the company of men she didn’t know. They’re Argonauts, she reminded herself. They work with Alex. You’re fine. Hands shaky, she pushed wet hair back from her face. “Where’s my brother?”


            Mitch sighed and wiped a trickle of rain from his brow. “To be honest, we don’t know. That’s why we’re here. We want to find him.”


            “Have you seen him?” Jason asked.


            Disappointed, worried, Grace rubbed her eyes. Clouds were beginning to fill her vision. “No. I haven’t,” she said. “I haven’t heard from him in a while.”


            “Is that why you’re here? Looking for him?”


            She nodded, then pressed her fingertips to her temple. The simple action had caused a sharp, unabating ache. What was wrong with her? Even as she wondered, the pain in her temples knifed to her abdomen. She moaned. The next thing she knew, she was hunched over vomiting, every fiber of her being clenched in rebellion.


            Jason and Mitch leapt away from her as if she were nuclear waste. When she at last finished, she wiped her mouth with her palm and closed her eyes. Mitch skirted around and handed her another canteen of water. He remained a safe distance away.


            “Are you all right?” he asked.


            Stomach still churning, she sipped. “No. Yes,” she answered. “I don’t know.” Where the hell was her brother? “Were you part of Alex’s team?”


            “No, but we do work with him. Unfortunately, like you, we haven’t heard from him in a while. He simply stopped checking in.” Jason paused. “What’s your name?”


            “Grace. Did you just arrive in Brazil?”


            “A couple of days ago.”


            She hated her next question, but she had to ask. “Do you suspect foul play?”


            “Not yet,” Mitch answered. He cleared his throat. “We found one of Alex’s men. He was dehydrated pretty badly, but said Alex had left him to follow another lead. The man’s at our boat now, hooked to an IV.”


            “Where did this other lead take him?” she asked.


            “We don’t know.” His gaze skidded away from her. “Do you know what Alex was looking for? His teammate babbled about, uh, Atlantis.”


            “Atlantis?” She feigned surprise. Yes, this man worked with Alex. Judging by his words, however, he hadn’t known Alex’s agenda. That meant her brother hadn’t wanted him to know, and Grace wasn’t going to be the one to tell him. Besides, how did she explain something so unbelievable? “I thought he was trying to prove the legend about the female warriors. You know, the Amazons.”


            He nodded, satisfied with that. “How long have you been out here?”


            “Since Monday.” Two miserable days that felt like an eternity.


            “Last Monday?” Jason asked, rejoining the conversation. “You’ve survived out here—on your own—for seven days?”


            “Seven days? No, I’ve only been here for two.”


            “Today is Monday, June 12.”


            Holding back her gasp, Grace counted the days. She’d entered the jungle on the fifth. She’d spent two days wandering through the interior of the rain forest before traveling through the mist. Today should be the seventh. “You said today is the twelfth?” she asked him.


            “That’s right.”


            My God, she’d lost five days. How was that possible? What if—No. She immediately cut off the thought.


            The possibility continued to flood her, however.


            She pushed out a breath. If it weren’t for those missing days, she wouldn’t entertain the idea at all. But…what if everything she’d just endured was merely a figment of her imagination? Like a mirage in a desert? What were the chances of there being a man who could teach her a new language with a magic spell? Or lick her wounds and heal her?


            Or kiss her and make her want to weep from the beauty of it?


            Unconsciously she reached for the medallion at her neck. Her fingers met only skin and cotton, and she frowned. She’d lost it in the mist. Hadn’t she? She just didn’t know, because in all actuality she could have lost it anywhere in this godforsaken jungle.


            Her confusion grew, the truth dancing just beyond her grasp. Later, she decided. She’d worry about sorting truth from fiction later. After she’d had a shower and eaten a good meal.


            There was no way to explain her suspicions to these men without sounding totally and completely insane, so she didn’t even try. “Yes, last Monday,” she said weakly.


            “And you’ve been alone the entire time?” Jason asked skeptically.


            “No, I had a guide. He abandoned me.”


            That seemed to pacify him, and he relaxed his stance. “Did you see Alex at all?” He patted her shoulder in a gesture meant to comfort her.


            She pretended to stumble backward a step, dislodging his hand. She didn’t want to be patronized or coddled. She just wanted to find Alex. When she’d first entered the Amazon, she hadn’t worried about him, hadn’t worried that he might be lost or hurt somewhere. Or worse. He was smart and resourceful, and had traversed jungles like this before, so she’d just assumed he was not in any real danger.


            “I wish I had seen him,” she said. “I’m concerned about him.”


            “Do you know anywhere he might have gone?” Mitch asked. “Anything about that lead?”


            “No. Wouldn’t his teammate know?”


            “Not necessarily.” Jason sighed, a pronounced sigh that revealed a hint of too-white teeth. “All right,” he said. “I need to stay here and continue searching, but I’m going to have Patrick—that’s another member of our crew—”


            Patrick stepped from the shadows in a swath of camouflage, holding a semiautomatic. A startled jolt sped through her at the sight of the man and his gun. He ignored her upset and tipped his chin to her by way of introduction.


            “He won’t hurt you,” Jason continued. “I’m going to have Patrick get you to our boat. It’s loaded with medical supplies. I want you hooked to an IV ASAP.”


            “No,” she said after a moment’s thought. Alex might still be in the jungle, alone and hungry. He might need her; he’d always been there for her, through the years of their father’s cancer, and she wanted to be there for him. “I’ll stay with you and help you look for him.”


            “I’m afraid that’s impossible.”


            “Why?”


            “If you’re hurt, or worse, it’s my ass in a sling. Let Patrick take you to the boat,” he cajoled. “It’s docked on the river and not far from here, about an hour’s hike.”


            He didn’t want her help here, fine. It would be better to spread out the search, anyway. “I’ll go into town and—”


            “You’re two days from civilization. You’d never make it alone. And I’m not sending any of my men into town right now. I need them here.”


            “Then I’ll stay here. I can help,” she said stubbornly. She would not be thwarted.


            “To be honest, you’d be more of a hindrance. You’re clearly near collapse, and we’d waste precious time having to carry you.”


            Though she didn’t like it, she understood his logic. Without strength and energy, she would be a burden. Still, helplessness bombarded her because she desperately wanted to do something to aid her brother. Perhaps she’d question the man on the boat, the one who had spent time with him.


            She gave Mitch and Jason a barely perceptible nod. “I’ll go to the boat.”


            “Thank you,” Jason said.


            “We’ll keep you apprised of our progress,” Mitch added. “I promise.”


            “If you haven’t found him in a day or two,” she warned, “I’m coming back in here.”


            Jason lifted his shoulders in a casual shrug. “I’ll give you a piece of advice, Grace. Go home when you’ve regained your strength. Alex may already be there, worried about you.”


            Her back straightened, and she leveled him with a frown. “What do you mean?”


            “If he’s anything like me and his lead fell through, first place he’d go was home. To regroup, see his loved ones.”


            That made sense. “Anyone check to see if he bought a plane ticket?”


            “We have people at the airport now, searching, but don’t have any answers yet,” Mitch said, shifting on his feet. “Because this is the last place he was seen, we’re to stay here and search until the office hears from him.”


            Could Alex be home? The concept was so welcome after everything she’d been through that she latched on to it with a vengeance. She turned to Patrick. “I’m ready. Take me to the boat.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT


            
              
            

          


          
            ONCE AGAIN seeing only black-and-white, Darius flattened his palms above his head, against the rocky cavern wall. He stared into the swirling mist. She’d escaped. Grace had actually escaped. Everything inside him urged him to vault into her world and hunt her down. Now. However, his reasons were not what they should have been. It was the beast inside him that craved her nearness—not the Guardian.


            Teeth gnashing together, he remained in place. No matter his desires, entering the surface world was not an option. Not until he appointed a temporary Guardian. Darius uttered a brutal curse into the mist, hating that he must wait. Yet beneath his impatience was an undeniable pang of relief. Grace would live a while longer, and he would see her again, no matter where she went, no matter how many days passed.


            He dropped one of his hands and clasped his medallion from beneath his shirt. When he felt only one, he stilled. Frowning, he reached inside his pocket, encountering only the buttery soft glide of leather. His breath became as chilled and frosted as the mist, and dark fury pounded through him. Not only had Grace escaped him, and quite easily, too, but she had also stolen the Ra-Dracus. His hands fisted so tightly his bones threatened to grind to powder.


            The woman had to be found. Soon.


            With one last glance at the mist, he stole out of the doomed cave and up into the palace. Seven of his warriors were waiting for him in the dining hall.


            They stood united, each of their arms crossed, each of their legs braced apart. The stance for war. In the center was Brand. His lips were thinned in displeasure, and his brow was stern. There was a mischievous gleam in his eyes that didn’t quite match the rest of his expression.


            “Do you have something to tell us, Darius?” his first in command said.


            Darius paused midstep, then he, too, assumed a prebattle position. His men had never waylaid him like this, and he cursed himself for allowing their game. “No,” he said. “I have nothing to tell you.”


            “Well, I have something to tell you,” Zaeven growled.


            Madox placed a warning hand on the young dragon’s shoulder. “That tone will get you nothing but a beating.”


            Zaeven mashed his lips together in silence.


            “I do not have time to play your silly game right now.”


            “Game?” Renard said, exasperated. “You think we’re playing a game?”


            “What else would you be doing here if not trying to win your wager? I told you to stay inside the practice arena for the rest of the day. That is where I expect you to be.” Darius pivoted and strode toward the hallway.


            “We know about the woman,” Tagart called, stepping forward. A scowl marred the clean lines of his features.


            Darius paused abruptly and spun to face them. He schooled his features to reveal only mild curiosity. “Which woman is that?” he asked with false casualness.


            “You mean there is more than one?” Zaeven jumped in front of Tagart. His features lost their steely edge.


            “Shut up,” Brand told the boy. He refocused on Darius. His next words lashed out as sharply as a sword. “I’ll ask you again. Do you have anything to tell us?”


            “No.” Darius’s tone was absolute.


            Tagart’s scowl darkened with a flash of scales. “How is it fair that you are allowed to have a woman here and we are not?”


            Brittan leaned against the far wall. He crossed his feet at the ankles and grinned with wry humor. The infuriating man found amusement in every situation. “I say we share the woman like the nice little fire lizards we are.”


            “There is no woman,” Darius announced.


            Their protests erupted immediately. “We saw her, Darius.”


            “Brand touched her.”


            “We even fought over who would have her first.”


            Silence. Thick, cold silence.


            Very slowly, very evenly, Darius roamed his gaze over every man present. “What do you mean Brand touched her?”


            The question elicited different reactions. Brittan chuckled. The younger dragons paled, and Madox and Renard shook their heads. Tagart stormed from the room, muttering, “I’ve had enough of this.”


            Brand—the gods curse him—rolled his eyes.


            “You’re missing the point,” Brand said. “For years we have followed your orders and your rules without dispute. You said women were not allowed, and so we have always forgone pleasures of the flesh while residing in the palace. For us to discover that you have a whore hidden in your chambers for your own personal use makes a mockery of your rules.”


            “She is not a whore,” he growled. Instead of offering an explanation, he repeated his previous question. “What did they mean you touched her?”


            His friend pushed out an exasperated sigh and threw up his hands. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”


            “Did you touch her?”


            “She backed into a table, and I helped right her. Now will you concentrate?”


            Darius relaxed…until Madox muttered, “Yes, but did you have to ‘help’ her for so long, Brand?”


            With surprise his lips thinned.


            With disbelief his jaw tightened.


            With fury his nostrils heated with sparks of fire.


            Darius recognized the emotions and did not even try to mute them. All three hammered through him, hot and hungry, nearly consuming him. He didn’t want any man save himself touching Grace. Ever. He didn’t stop to examine the absurdity of his possessiveness. He just knew it was there. He didn’t like it, but it was there all the same.


            “Did you hurt her?” he demanded.


            “No,” Brand said, recrossing his arms over his chest. “Of course not. I’m insulted that you even have to ask.”


            “You will not touch her again. Not any of you. Do you understand?” His piercing gaze circled the group.


            Each man wore his own expression of shock during the ensuing silence. Then, as if a dam had broken, they hurdled rapid-fire questions at him.


            “What is she to you? She wore your mark on her neck.”


            “Where is she?”


            “What’s her name?”


            “How long has she been here?”


            “When can we see her again?”


            He ground his teeth together.


            “You have to tell us something,” Madox snapped.


            Or there will be a revolt, rang in the air unsaid.


            Darius tilted his head to the left, felt the bones pop, then tilted his head to the right, felt the bones pop. Control. He needed control. “She only just arrived,” he said, offering them a bit of information to pacify them. He liked and respected all of his men. They’d been together for hundreds of years, but right now they were nearly more than his precarious discipline could withstand. “She has already left.”


            Several moans of disappointment harmonized, from the deep baritones of the elders, to the crackling timbres of the young.


            “Can you bring her back?” Zaeven asked eagerly. “I liked her. I’ve never seen hair that color before.”


            “She will not be returning, no.” A sharp pang of disappointment caught him off guard. He wanted to see her again—and he would-but he wasn’t supposed to desire her here, in his home, lighting the room with her very presence. He wasn’t supposed to look forward to their encounter, to sparring with her or touching her. Neither was he supposed to mourn her loss.


            It wasn’t the woman herself he wanted, he assured himself. Merely her ability to regenerate his senses. Senses he’d once fought to destroy.


            “There has to be a way we can bring her back,” Zaeven said.


            They didn’t know that she was a traveler and must die, and he didn’t tell them. They had never understood his oath, so how could he explain this most loathsome task of all?


            “Brand,” he barked. “I need to speak with you privately.”


            “We aren’t finished with this conversation.” A muscle ticked in Madox’s temple. “You have not yet explained your actions.”


            “Nor will I. The woman was not my lover and was not here to see to my personal pleasure. That is all you need to know.” He pivoted on his heel. “This way, Brand.”


            Without another word or even a backward glance to ensure his friend followed, Darius strode to his chambers. He sank stiffly onto the outer lounge and jerked his hands behind his head.


            How had his life become so chaotic in only a few short hours? His men were near revolt. A woman had bested him—not once but twice. And though he’d had sufficient time, he had failed to do his duty. His hands curled into fists.


            Now he had to leave all that he knew and travel to the surface.


            He despised chaos, despised change, yet the moment he’d encountered Grace he’d all but welcomed both with open arms.


            Brand stepped inside and stopped when he reached the edge of the bathing pool. Darius knew that if he could see colors right now, Brand’s eyes would be a deep, dark gold filled with bafflement. “What is going on?” his friend asked. “You are acting so unlike yourself.”


            “I need your help.”


            “Then it is yours.”


            “I must journey to the surface and—”


            “What!” Brand’s exclamation rang in his ears, followed quickly by a heavy pause. “Please repeat what you just said. I’m sure I misheard.”


            “Your hearing is excellent. I must journey to the surface.”


            Brand frowned. “Leaving Atlantis is forbidden. You know the gods bound us to this place. If we leave, we weaken and die.”


            “I will not be gone more than a single day.”


            “And if that is too long?”


            “I would go still. There has been a…slight complication. The woman was my prisoner. She escaped.” The confession tasted foul in his mouth. “I must find her.”


            Brand absorbed that information and shook his head. “Do you mean you let her go?”


            “No.”


            “Surely she did not escape on her own.”


            “Yes, she did.” His jaw clenched.


            “So you did not let her go?” Brand persisted, obviously stymied by the concept of his leader’s failure. “She managed to outwit you?”


            “How many ways would you have me say it? I locked her up, but she found a way out.” Because she slipped the medallion from my neck when I was distracted by the feel of her body under mine, he silently added.


            Slowly Brand grinned. “That is amazing. I’m willing to bet that woman is like a wild demon in bed and—” His words ground to a halt when he noticed Darius’s thunderous glower. He cleared his throat. “Why did you have her locked away?”


            “She is a traveler.”


            His grin faded, and his eyes lost all sparks of merriment. “She must die. Even a woman can lead an army to us.”


            “I know.” Darius sighed.


            Brand’s tone became stark. “What do you need me to do?”


            “Guard the mist while I am gone.”


            “But I am not truly a Guardian. The coldness of the cave will weaken me.”


            “Only temporarily.” Darius sent his gaze to the domed ceiling. The seawater that encompassed their great city churned as fiercely as his need to see Grace. The temptress, the tormentor. The innocent, the guilty. Just what was she? Waves crashed turbulently against the crystal, swishing and swirling, driving away all sea life. Just as quickly as one wave appeared, another took its place, leaving a splattering of foam on each individual prism. Was this an omen, perhaps, of his coming days? Days of storms and turmoil?


            He heaved another sigh. “What say you, Brand? Will you remain in the cave and destroy any human who passes through the portal, be they man or woman, adult or child?”


            With only a brief hesitation, Brand nodded. “I will guard the mist while you are gone. You have my word of honor.”


            “Thank you.” He trusted Brand completely with this task. Only a man who had lost loved ones to a traveler truly understood the importance of the Guardian. Brand would let no one through.


            Brand inclined his head in acknowledgment. “What am I to tell the others?”


            “The truth. Or nothing at all. That is up to you.”


            “Very well. I will leave you now so that you may prepare for your journey.”


            Darius nodded and wondered if there was any way to actually prepare himself for another encounter with Grace.


            


            THE MESSENGER he sent to Javar’s holding returned as the sounds of the day began to fade. Darius was submerged from the waist down in his bathing pool, gazing out at the breathtaking view of ocean beyond the window he’d bared only an hour ago. Its viewing had become a nightly ritual, granting him some measure of tranquillity. He motioned for the young dragon to share his news.


            Standing at the edge of the pool and shifting nervously from foot to foot, Grayley said, “I’m sorry, but I was unable to deliver your message. Does that,” he gulped, “make you want to yell at me?”


            Darius’s eyes narrowed, and his hand stilled over the warmth of the water. “Did you purposely act against my orders merely to win your game?”


            “No, no,” the boy rushed out, game forgotten. “I swear. The guards refused my entrance.”


            “Guards? What guards?”


            “The guards who told me to leave. The guards who said I was not wanted there.”


            “And Javar?”


            “Refused to speak with me, as well.”


            “Did he tell you this himself?”


            “No. The guards informed me of his refusal.”


            Darius frowned. This made no sense. Why would Javar refuse a messenger entrance? That was their usual way of communication, and neither of them had ever refused the other. Besides, why would a dragon refuse another dragon?


            “There is something else,” the dragon said, hesitating. “The guards…they were wholly human and carried strange metal objects like weapons.”


            Human. Strange metal objects…He jolted to his feet, sloshing water over the rim of the pool, then stalked naked to his desk and withdrew a sheet of paper and writing ink. He gave both to Grayley. “Draw the weapon for me.”


            What the young warrior drew appeared larger than what Grace had carried, yet was roughly the same design. Darius absorbed that information, mulled it over, then came to a decision. “Gather my men in the dining hall. After that, I wish you to find the unit on patrol in the Outer City. Vorik is acting as leader. Tell him I want him and the others surrounding Javar’s palace, unseen, detaining any who enter or leave.”


            “As you command.” The young dragon bowed and rushed to do as he was bid.


            Darius dried himself with the nearest robe before jerking on a pair of pants. What a mess this was becoming. He’d thought Javar alive, and had hoped his tutor had merely lost his medallion. Now that seemed implausible.


            What were humans doing inside his tutor’s palace? Humans. Plural. More than one. Perhaps an army. Frustrated, Darius shoved a hand through his hair. Grace’s arrival was no coincidence. The answer lay with her and her brother. He was sure of it. Finding her, he realized, was no longer a luxury. Finding her was a necessity.


            His warriors awaited him inside the dining hall. They sat at the table, silent, unsure of his intentions. He positioned himself at the head. Before they could think to begin their game, he said, “You wanted something to do, and now I am giving it to you. I want you to prepare for war.”


            “War?” they all gasped, though there was an undercurrent of excitement in every voice.


            “You are letting us declare war upon the vampires?” Madox asked.


            “No. Humans have overtaken Javar’s palace, and they carry strange weapons. I do not yet know if they have killed the dragons inside, nor do I know what they are planning. But I have sent Grayley to the Outer City where he is to inform Vorik’s unit to surround the palace. Tomorrow’s eve, you will join them.”


            “Tomorrow?” Madox pounded a fist into the table. “We should act today. Now. This instant. If there is a chance the dragons are alive, we must do what we can to save them.”


            Darius arched a brow. “What good are you to them if you are dead? We do not know what kind of weapons these humans wield. We do not know how to protect ourselves from them.”


            “He’s right,” Renard said, leaning forward. “We must discover what these weapons do.”


            “I will be traveling to the surface,” Darius said. “I will learn what I can.”


            “The surface?” Zaeven gasped.


            “You cannot,” Madox growled.


            “Lucky bastard,” Brittan said with a wry smile.


            “Go now,” Darius told them. “Sharpen your weapons and prepare your minds. Brand, your new duties will begin immediately.”


            His friend opened his mouth to question him, but changed his mind. He nodded in understanding.


            Chairs skidded as they rushed to obey; then the shuffle of their footsteps sounded.


            Darius shut himself in his personal chambers. With Brand now guarding the mist, he closed his eyes and pictured Javar’s palace. Within seconds, he stood inside the very walls he imagined. Except, these walls were barren, devoid of any type of jewel or decoration. He frowned.


            A billowing mist stretched to the prismed ceiling, and as he floated into the next room, he noticed what looked to be ice crystals scattered across the floor. Those crystals produced the mist. He bent down and smoothed his palm over a few shards, wishing he could hold them in his hand and feel their coolness. Why weren’t they melting? His frown deepened, and he straightened. Unlike the emptiness of the first room, human men abounded in this one. No one saw him, for he was like the mist. There, but not there. Able to observe, but unable to touch.


            Some of the occupants were striding in and out, holding weapons just as Grayley described. Attached to their backs were strange, round containers with a single tube that stretched from the top. The men who weren’t holding weapons were holding spikes crafted by Hephaestus himself. They jammed those spikes into the wall and pried at the jewels. Where had these humans acquired tools of the gods?


            Had he been a man who allowed emotions to rule him, Darius would have morphed into dragon form. Prongs of fury simmered to life just beneath his skin. He watched a female vampire glide casually inside the room and lick her lips as her gaze caressed the humans. A trickle of blood fell from her chin, testament of a recent feeding. She stopped to speak with a human.


            “Tell your leader we’ve done all that was required of us,” she said in the human language, trailing a finger over his now pale cheek. “We are ready for our reward.”


            The man shifted nervously, but nodded. “We’re almost ready to venture further.”


            “Do not take too long. We might decide to turn our appetites to you.” With one last lick of her lips, which sent the man rearing backward in fear, she left as casually as she’d entered. Her white gown flowed behind her in sensuous waves.


            Darius watched in shock. Vampires and humans aiding one another? Inconceivable. Perplexed, he moved his gaze over the rest of the chamber. Sections of the walls and floor were blackened from fire. In a far corner lay the broken, dead body of a dragon. Veran, one of Javar’s fiercest soldiers. A white film covered him from head to toe. He bore several injuries, yet there was no blood around him.


            What type of weapon could destroy such a strong creature? Vampires were strong, yes. Humans were resourceful, yes. But that wasn’t enough to capture an entire dragon palace. His fury increased. Darius found himself reaching for one of the humans, intent on curling his fingers around the bastard’s vulnerable neck, but his hands drifted through the man like mist.


            Now more than before he knew he could not send his own army here until he learned just how to combat these men and their weapons.


            Darius searched the rest of the palace. He did not find a sign of Javar or any more of his men. Had the rest met the same fate as Veran? Or had they merely abandoned this place? Left unsure, he whisked himself back inside his own chamber. Answers. He wanted answers. Answers he suspected lay with Grace. If he hoped to gain what he wanted from her, he needed to be focused, distant. Utterly unfeeling.


            Heartless.


            He only wished he did not feel so alive each time he thought of her. So vital.


            Well, he would remove the sight of her from his mind. All of that glorious hair tumbling down her shoulders. Eyes more vibrant than the sea. He would even remove the sound of her voice from his ears. That sweet voice entreating him to continue their kiss.


            Instead of forcing her from his thoughts, he only managed to strengthen her hold.


            He easily saw himself carrying her to his bed, laying her down and stripping the clothes from her body. He imagined himself parting her sweet thighs, luxuriating in the softness of her skin, then sliding deeply inside her. He could see her head thrashing from side to side. Could almost hear her moans of rapture.


            Desire became a heady essence in his veins, and his cock strained to an unbearable thickness. He growled from the pain of it. Jaw clenched, he removed the medallion from his neck and held it in his palm. “Show me Grace Carlyle,” he commanded.


            The twin dragons glowed incandescent with energy. Power whirled inside them, mighty, burgeoning, and when it became too much for them to bear, blood-red beams shot from their eyes, creating a circle of light. Inside the light, air crackled and thickened.


            Grace’s image formed in the center.


            In that instant, his senses came to life. He still didn’t understand how a simple glance at her could undo centuries of safeguards. She lay in a small bed, and he studied her. Her eyes were closed; her cheeks were pale, making the freckles scattered across her dirt-smudged nose and forehead appear darker. Her carmine curls were wound atop her head, all but a few loose tendrils framing her temples.


            She wore the same dirty shirt, and some sort of small, clear tube protruded from her arm, partially covered by the thin white sheet draping her from the chest down. Two male humans approached her bed.


            Darius scowled as his possessiveness resurfaced.


            “Looks like the morphine is working,” the man with dark hair said, his voice a smooth baritone.


            “Not just morphine. I gave her three different sedatives. She’ll be out for hours.”


            “What are we going to do with her?”


            “Whatever she wants us to do.” He chuckled. “We’re to play the gracious host.”


            “We should just kill her and be done with it.”


            “We don’t need the attention her disappearance would bring—not when her brother is already missing.”


            “She won’t stop searching for Alex. That much is obvious.”


            “She can search all she wants. She’ll never find him.”


            The dark-headed one reached out and trailed his fingers over Grace’s cheek. She didn’t awaken, but mumbled something unintelligible under her breath. “She’s pretty,” he said.


            A low, menacing snarl rose in Darius’s throat.


            “She’s too fat,” the other said.


            “Not fat, just not anorexic. She’s soft in all the right places.”


            “Well, keep your hands to yourself. Women know when their bodies have been used, and we don’t need her bitching about it. The boss wouldn’t like it.” With a disgusted shake of his head, he added, “Come on. We’ve got work to do.”


            The two humans walked away—which saved their lives. Grace’s image began to fade. With much regret Darius hung the chain back around his neck.


            Soon. Soon he would be with her again.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE


            
              
            

          


          
            “HOME,” Grace sighed as she tossed her keys and purse on the small table beside her front door. She padded to her bedroom, the sound of honking cars filling her ears. Sunlight burst directly into her line of vision from the open blinds, too bright, too cheery.


            She was not in a good mood.


            She’d spent the past week with the Argonauts. While they had been perfectly solicitous of her, they had failed to find any clue as to her brother’s whereabouts. Neither had she. Every day she’d called his cell phone. Every day she’d called his apartment. He never answered. She’d had no luck tracking down what flight he’d taken out of Brazil. If he’d taken one. The federal police had been no help.


            She finally caught the red-eye and here she was, though she didn’t know what she was going to do. File a missing person’s report here like she’d done there? Hire a P.I.? Uttering another sigh, she picked up the cordless phone perched on the edge of her desk. Three new voice mails, all of them from her mom. Grace dialed her brother’s number. One ring, two. Three, four, five. The answering machine picked up.


            She called his cell. Straight to voice mail.


            She hung up and punched in her mother’s number.


            “Hello,” her mom answered.


            “Hey, Mom.”


            “Grace Elizabeth Carlyle. My caller ID says you’re calling from home.” Accusation layered her voice.


            Grace pictured her sitting at the kitchen counter, one hand on her hip while she glared at the red checkered curtains hanging over the window.


            “I flew home last night.”


            “I didn’t realize Brazil had yet to embrace modern technology.”


            “What are you talking about?”


            “Phones, Grace. I didn’t realize there were no phones in Brazil.”


            She rolled her eyes. “I left you messages.” She had purposely called when her mom wouldn’t answer.


            Ignoring her, her mom said, “Not once did I get to talk to my only daughter. Not once. You know how your aunt worries.”


            “Is that Gracie?” a second female said in the background. Her “worried” aunt Sophie was probably standing over her mom’s shoulder, grinning from ear to ear.


            The two sisters had lived together for the last five years. They were polar opposites, but managed to complement each other in a strange sort of way. Her mom was schedule-oriented and thrived on fixing other people’s problems. Sophie was a free spirit who caused problems.


            “Yes, it’s Grace,” her mom said. “She’s calling to tell us she’s alive and well and not being held hostage in the jungle like you feared.”


            “Like I feared?” Sophie laughed. “Ha!”


            “How are you feeling, Mom?” Her mom’s health had been dismal lately. Weight loss. Fatigue. They didn’t know exactly what the cause was.


            “Fine. Just fine.”


            “Let me talk to her,” Sophie said. Slight pause, crackling static, then, “Did you get lucky?”


            “I don’t want to hear this,” her mom groaned in the background.


            Automatically Grace opened her mouth to say yes, she’d made out with a sexy, tattooed warrior and had nearly given him everything a woman could possibly give a man. Then she clamped her mouth closed. Dreams, or mirages, or whatever Darius had been, did not count in Sophie’s estimation.


            Over the past week, she’d mulled over her experience in Atlantis. She always came back to the same conclusion. None of it had been real. Couldn’t possibly have been real.


            “No,” she said, careful to keep the disappointment from her voice. “I didn’t.”


            “Did you wear the outfit I bought for you?”


            The leopard-print spandex skirt with matching low-cut, too tight shirt? “I didn’t have a chance.”


            “Men go crazy for that sort of thing, Gracie honey. They’re like fish. You have to hook them with the proper bait, then reel them in.”


            Her mom reclaimed the phone with a muttered, “I will not allow you to give my daughter lessons on seduction.” Then to Grace she said, “How’s Alex doing? Is he eating enough? He never eats enough when he goes on these expeditions of his.”


            With each word, dread uncurled inside of Grace. “So you haven’t talked to him?” she asked, hoping her fear and uncertainty were masked. “He hasn’t called you?”


            “Well, no,” her mother said. “Is he back? He’s back, isn’t he, and just didn’t call?”


            “No, I just—” Just what? Don’t know if he’s eating enough because no one’s heard from him in several weeks?


            “What’s going on, Grace?” Worry tinged her mom’s tone. “You took this trip specifically to see your brother. Why don’t you know how he is?”


            “Does this have anything to do with the man who called us?” Sophie asked, her voice clear enough that Grace knew she was still standing over her mom’s shoulder.


            “What man?” she demanded. “When?”


            “Someone called for Alex about a week ago,” her mom said. “Asked if we’d heard from him, if we knew where he was. Grace, what’s going on? You’re worrying me.”


            To tell the truth, or not tell the truth…She loved her mom and hated to cause her any worry. Yet, as Alex’s mother, Gretchen had a right to know that her son was missing. The worry might make her sicker, though. She’d tell her, Grace decided then, but not now, and not over the phone. She’d wait a few days and see if she learned anything new. No reason to cause her mom anxiety until absolutely necessary.


            “You know how Alex likes those doughnuts,” she said, evading. And not lying. “I can say with one hundred percent surety that he’s not eating right.” He never did.


            “So he’s okay?” her mom asked, relieved.


            “I’d tell you if anything was wrong, wouldn’t I?” Again, evading and not lying, since she’d posed the words as a question.


            “You’ve always told the truth,” her mom said proudly, then tsked under her tongue. “I swear, your brother is a walking advertisement for heart disease. Maybe I’ll send him some soy muffins. I can FedEx them. Does FedEx deliver to Brazil?”


            “Not in the heart of the jungle.”


            “I’ll send him a Cindy Crawford workout DVD,” Sophie called.


            “I doubt his tent has an electrical outlet.”


            “He has to go to his hotel room sometime,” her mom said.


            Grace rubbed her temple. “I hate to do this, but I’ve got to let you go.”


            “What! Why? You haven’t told me about your trip. Did you do any shopping? Did you visit with the natives? I hear they walk around…” She paused and uttered a scandalized gasp, “Naked.”


            “Unfortunately I didn’t see them. Which is too bad, since I’d promised to take pictures for Aunt Sophie.”


            “Speaking of Sophie, she’s wondering if you brought her a souvenir.”


            “I was not,” her aunt said.


            “I’ll come by in a few days and give you all the details. Promise.”


            “But—”


            “Bye. Love you.” Grace gently placed the receiver in its cradle and cringed. Oh, she was going to be punished for that one. A never-ending lecture, followed by a reminder every time her mother needed a favor. “Do you remember the time you hung up on me? I cried for days.”


            Rolling her eyes, Grace punched in one last number. Her friend Meg was head of reservations for a major airline, so she had Meg check all databases for Alex’s name. He wasn’t listed, but that didn’t mean anything. He could have flown private.


            Not about to give up, Grace stuffed her keys, wallet and a can of Mace into her favorite backpack. She caught a subway to the Upper East Side. She needed to find her brother, or at least find proof that he was okay. He’d always been there for her as a child. He was the one who bandaged her cuts and bruises. He was the one who held and comforted her when their dad died. They both traveled extensively, but they always managed to make time for each other.


            Please, please let Alex be home, she inwardly recited, a mantra in rhythm to the rocking of the car against the rails. If he was home, they could spend the rest of the day together. Maybe have dinner at Joe Shanghai in Chinatown, a favorite restaurant of theirs.


            Soon she was strolling past the security desk at Alex’s apartment building. He’d lived in the ritzy building only a short time. Despite her few visits, the doorman must have recognized her because he let her pass without a hitch. After a short elevator ride, she found herself knocking on Alex’s door. When he didn’t answer, she used her key and let herself inside. Only three steps in, she paused with a gasp. Papers were scattered across the thick, wool carpet.


            Either someone had broken in, or her brother the neat freak had left in a hurry. “Alex,” she called, remaining in the foyer.


            No response.


            “Alex,” she called again, this time louder, more desperate.


            Not even the shuffle of footsteps or the hum of a fan greeted her.


            Though she knew she shouldn’t, knew she should call for help first, Grace withdrew her Mace, holding the can out as she inspected every inch of the spacious apartment. Her need to know Alex’s whereabouts completely obliterated any sense of caution.


            There was no intruder lying in wait for her, but there was no sign of her brother, either. She walked to the living room and lifted a framed photograph of her and Alex, smiling and standing in Central Park, the sun glistening around them. Her aunt had taken the picture several months ago when they’d all decided to jog around the park. Two minutes into their run, Sophie had panted that she was too tired to continue. So they’d taken a break and snapped the picture. The memory made her ache.


            Disheartened, Grace locked up and leaned her back against the door. She had no idea what to do next or—A man strolled past. “Excuse me,” she called, an idea forming. She flashed him a quick, I’m-a-sweet-Southern-girl smile that proclaimed you-can-tell-me-anything. She only hoped it worked. “You live in this building, right?”


            He nodded wearily. “Why?”


            “Do you know Alex Carlyle?”


            “Yes.” Again, he asked, “Why?”


            “He’s my brother. I’m looking for him and was wondering if you’d seen him.”


            Her words relaxed him, and he gave her a half smile. He even held out his hand to shake. “You’re Grace,” he said. “The picture Alex has of you in his office is of a little girl. I thought you were younger.”


            “At the office?” Grace asked. “You work for Argonauts?”


            “Nearly everyone here does. They own the building.” He paused, his smile fading to a frown. “Unfortunately I haven’t seen your brother in weeks. He hasn’t been home, or even to work.”


            “Do you know anyone he might have contacted?”


            “Well, Melva in 402 has been picking up his mail…I saw her this morning. She’s rent controlled,” he whispered, as if it were a shameful secret. “Argonauts can’t get rid of her. Not legally at least.”


            Grace gave him her biggest, brightest smile. “Thank you,” she said, taking off. Her first break. Another elevator ride and she was hammering on Melva’s door.


            “Coming. I’m coming,” a craggy voice called. Moments later, the door swung open. Melva was thin, wrinkled and wrapped in a fluffy white bathrobe. She held herself up with a walker. The only difference between her and every other great-grandma across the country was that she wore a diamond choker and sapphire earrings.


            “Can I help you?” she asked, her rough voice testament to years of smoking.


            “I’m Grace Carlyle. I’m looking for my brother and wondered if he’d contacted you recently.”


            Melva’s wrinkled gaze studied her. “Sister, eh? That slyboots never mentioned a sister. I’ll have to see some ID.”


            Grace slid a photo ID from her wallet and allowed Melva to glance at the picture. The old woman nodded in satisfaction. “I haven’t seen Alex for a while now. I have his mail, though. It’s been piling up in his box. He asked me to collect it for him, but I was under the impression he would return last week.”


            “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I’d like to take his mail with me.”


            “Give me a second. I’m still recovering from hip surgery and it takes me a bit longer to get around.” She slowly turned, her diamonds twinkling in the light, and disappeared beyond the foyer. When she returned, she wore a fanny pack stuffed with different sized and colored envelopes. “Here you go.” She braced one hand on the walker and handed Grace the letters with the other.


            “Thank you so much.” Grace quickly riffled through the contents. When nothing jumped out at her, she crammed them in her backpack. She’d go through them more thoroughly when she returned home. “Do you need help getting back inside?”


            “Oh, no.” Melva waved her off. “I’ll be fine.”


            Spirits buoyed, Grace bounded outside. But her good mood didn’t last. All too soon she felt an ominous gaze slicing into her back, observant, penetrating. The sensation unnerved her, and she glanced over her shoulder. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. After everything that had happened with Alex, however, she didn’t try to convince herself that her imagination was playing games. She increased her pace and slipped one hand inside her backpack, wrapping her fingers around her Mace.


            Instead of going straight home, she stopped in a coffee shop, a souvenir shop and a bakery, trying to lose herself in the crowds. By the time she felt safe, the sun was beginning its descent. She reached her apartment building as darkness fell completely. She gathered her own mail, then bolted herself inside her little efficiency. What have I gotten myself into? she wondered, securing all of the window locks. A thirst for danger seemed so silly now.


            Exhausted both mentally and physically, she tossed her backpack onto her nightstand and sank into the chair at her desk. She booted up her computer and checked her e-mail. When she saw one was from Alex’s return address, dated yesterday morning, she broke into a huge smile and eagerly pressed Open.


            
              
                
                  Hey Grace,


                  I’m fine. I’ve got a lead elsewhere and had to follow it. Sorry for the note, but there wasn’t time to call. I’ll probably be out of touch for a while.


                  Love, Alex

                

              


              
                
              

            


            As she read, her smile faded. She should have been relieved by the note. This was, after all, what she’d wanted. Contact with Alex. But if there’d been no time to call, how had there been time to type a note?


            With that question floating in her mind, she stripped to her tank and panties, poured herself a glass of wine and sprawled across her bed. She meticulously sorted through Alex’s mail. Junk mostly, with a few cards and bills thrown into the mix. She checked her own. Her eyes widened then subsequently narrowed when she came to a postcard from her dad. Her dad! A man who had died many years ago after a long battle with lymphoma. Confused, she shook her head and read it again.


            
              
                
                  Gracie Lacie,


                  Can’t come to see you as planned. I’ve been detained. I’ll contact you. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.


                  Yours, Dad

                

              


              
                
              

            


            This was Alex’s handwriting and had to be some sort of code. But what did it mean, other than someone had sent her a false e-mail? Perhaps the same person who had “detained” Alex. Why had he been detained? And for how long?


            Where was he now?


            She studied the postmark. Sent from Florida, one week ago. A lot could have happened in a week. Alex said not to worry about him, but she couldn’t help herself. She was worried. None of this made sense. Why Florida? The lead? Should she travel there?


            Well, she certainly couldn’t go tonight. She wouldn’t do anyone any good in this condition. Moonlight had settled comfortably inside her bedroom, and the scent of unlit apple cinnamon candles filled the air, exhausting her further. Grace drew in a shaky breath and set the mail aside. She closed her eyes and leaned against the mountain of pillows behind her, wondering what to do next. If only Darius were here…


            He’s not real, she reminded herself. Unbidden, his image floated to the forefront of her mind. With his harshly angled face, he radiated rawness and sheer male virility.


            She should have known the moment she first saw him that he was a figment of her deepest fantasies. Real men were nothing like him. Real men lacked the savageness, the fierceness and didn’t taste like fire, passion and excitement when they kissed her.


            Real men didn’t chase her down and threaten to hurt her, then tenderly caress her in the next heartbeat of time.


            A shiver of remembrance swept through her, until she recalled one last fact about him. Real men didn’t blithely admit to being an assassin.


            His confession had startled her, made her feel unexpected sorrow for him because even though he’d claimed he made his own choices, that he was never forced to kill, she’d glimpsed flickers of agonizing despair in his eyes. She’d glimpsed endless torment. And at that moment, his eyes had been without any shred of hope.


            No man should be without hope.


            Grace rolled to her side, taking a pillow with her. Forget about Darius and get some rest. Nothing mattered but Alex. Perhaps the key to finding him would come to her after a good night’s sleep.


            But how could she have known that key would come in a six foot five, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound package?

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN


            
              
            

          


          
            DARIUS STOOD at the edge of the bed, staring down at Grace.


            She was surrounded by a multitude of colors. A pink satin sheet beneath her, a waterfall of red curls around her shoulders and an emerald blanket draped over her. The sight was intoxicating. She looked more relaxed than she had in his vision. Sleeping peacefully, languidly, her expression was soft and innocent. The moment he’d first seen her, his only thoughts had been of joining her. How he longed to reach out and stroke the pale delicacy of her skin. How he longed to comb his fingers into the silky cloud of her hair.


            Perhaps he should fulfill his oath here and now, he mused, simply to end this strange fascination he had with her. But he knew he wouldn’t. He was too much a man of strategy. He liked all facts before him, and much still remained a mystery. He needed to know more about these surface dwellers and their weapons. Only then would his army be able to storm Javar’s palace and conquer everyone inside.


            Darius had spent several hours searching for Grace, following magical wafts from the spell of understanding. Since no Atlantean could survive outside of Atlantis for long, he should have been filled with a sense of urgency now that he’d found her.


            He wasn’t.


            He lingered.


            His breath ragged, Darius continued to drink in the sight of his tormentor. She wore a thin white shirt, leaving her shoulders bare and glistening in the moonlight. Leaving her full breasts clearly outlined. Her nipples formed shadowed circles he longed to trace with his tongue. He watched the rise and fall of her chest, watched the life that radiated from her. The longer he studied her, the more starved and desperate he felt for her. What would her heartbeat feel like under his palms? Steady and gentle? Or hurried and erratic? His blood sang with vitality, rushing to his cock and hardening him painfully.


            I do not want to hurt this woman, he thought. I want to relish every moment in her presence. He shook his head against such dishonorable thoughts.


            He had lived so long by his oath of death and destruction that he knew not what to make of these newly acquired desires—desires that had not muted with the distance between them.


            Desires such as these could drive a man from his chosen path, push him and beat him down until he collapsed from regret.


            Grace muttered something under her breath, then gently, delightfully moaned. What did she dream of? He would be lying if he denied that he wished her to dream of him. She fascinated him in so many ways. Her resourcefulness. Her bravery in challenging him as few men had ever dared. Her defiance.


            What would she do if he lay down beside her on the bed? If he stripped the clothes from her body and tasted every inch of her honey-smooth skin—lingering, savoring, sinking deeply into the hot moistness between her thighs? Sliding, slipping, slowly pumping?


            He tore his gaze from her. Gird yourself against her. Distance yourself from the situation. Stay sane. Sure. This woman posed a greater threat than any army. She had plunged through the mist and completely destroyed his sense of order. She had violated his innermost thoughts, ignored his commands and lured him to dishonor with her beauty.


            And yet she still lived. Perhaps he should bed her, forget her like his other lovers.


            Yes. Take her like you took the others: primitive, savage and quick. A fine plan. But…With this woman, Darius desired something slow and easy. Something gentle. Like their kiss.


            If he didn’t lure his mind away from her, he would do something foolish.


            As he observed the rest of the room, he saw floral curtains hanging over both windows, each a symphony of colors. Pink, yellow, blue, purple…A rainbow. A mirror consumed one wall, while flowers and vines were painted on another. Green leaves and purple grapes bloomed in feigned sunlight. Grace was a woman who enjoyed the sensuality of life. Things he, too, enjoyed of late.


            Grace, Grace, Grace. His mind chanted her name. If he could have one more taste of her, perhaps he could forget her without bedding her. A bedding would be too intimate, he decided. A kiss would be enough to satisfy him, but not enough to ruin him.


            Liar. The last kiss left you raw. You can allow nothing. Still. He found himself approaching the side of the bed. Compelled by a force greater than himself, he leaned down and inhaled her exotic fragrance. His eyes closed as he relished the carnal sweetness of her. Lost in her dreams, she instinctively tried to mold herself against him.


            He knew, though, that if she’d awoken just then she would have fought him. If she fought him, he would cave. Not knowing what else to do, he uttered a temporary peace spell that would keep her relaxed for the first few moments after she woke.


            When he finished, he straightened. “Grace,” he said softly. “Awaken.” He would question her. Nothing more.


            “Hmm,” she muttered. Her eyes remained blissfully closed as she shifted, causing the pale pink and emerald linens enfolding her to wrinkle and bunch.


            “Grace,” he said again. “We must talk.”


            Slowly her eyelids fluttered open. She offered him a drowsy sweet smile. “Darius?” she asked breathlessly.


            At the sound of his name on her lips, his mouth went dry, and he found himself unable to reply.


            “You’re here.” Her smile widening, she stretched her arms over her head and purred low in her throat. “Am I dreaming?” She considered her words, and her brow wrinkled. “This doesn’t feel like a dream.”


            “No dream,” he said, the words ragged. The color of her eyes was far more beautiful than any other color he’d ever encountered.


            “So you’re real?” she asked, not the least afraid of him.


            He nodded, knowing the peace spell was responsible for her languor. It was irrational, he knew, but he wished he himself had caused such a reception, not his powers.


            “What are you doing here?”


            “I have more questions for you.”


            “I’m glad you came,” she said.


            “I need the medallion, Grace. Where is it?”


            She watched him for a long, slumberous moment, then eased up and wound her arms around his neck, crushing her breasts into his chest. She tugged him closer until they were nose to nose. “Questions later,” she said. “Kiss now.”


            His nostrils flared at her demand—but not in anger. A traitorous fire licked through him. He’d meant to relax her, not arouse her. Gods, he’d cast the peace spell to avoid touching her, yet here she was demanding that he do so! “Release me,” he said softly, knowing he could pull himself away if only he could find the will.


            “I don’t want to.” Her fingers toyed with the hair at the base of his neck, and her eyes beseeched him. “Every night I’ve dreamt of our kiss. It’s the only thing I’ve ever done that made me feel complete, and I want more.” She frowned slightly. “I don’t know why I just told you that. I—Why am I not afraid of you?”


            I deserve a beating, he berated himself, but he lowered his head anyway. Her admission lured him as surely as a chain around his neck. He was helpless against her allure. Any moment the aura of peace around her would wither, and she would jerk away from him. Until then…“Open,” he told her. And he didn’t care what type of man this made him. Dishonorable, so be it.


            She immediately obeyed. His tongue swept inside, swirling and searching. His rough moan blended with her airy sigh. She was a mélange of flavors: warm, delicious, mesmerizing. It was a taste he’d experienced only once before, the first time they kissed. He wanted to experience that sweetness again and again.


            She clutched at his shirt, then kneaded his neck, opening herself up, silently demanding he hold nothing back. He was humbled that she responded to him so openly, so uninhibitedly and so quickly. A deep-seated yearning to let her goodness seep into him blossomed and heightened. How desperately he wanted to press deeply inside her, over and over, and take her in every position imaginable until this hunger for her vanished.


            He eased himself on top of her, allowing them both to lie in her bed as he’d imagined doing moments before. He gently rolled them to their sides. Had she been coaxing him to his death, he gladly would have followed. The full lushness of her breasts cushioned his chest. Besides the thin shirt, she wore a small patch of lace between her thighs. She was the most erotic little creature, and he resented the minimal barriers preventing complete skin to skin contact.


            She settled one leg over his waist, cradling him intimately, and he sank deeper into the apex of her legs. He hissed in a breath at the exquisite pleasure. He knew he should shove her away, knew he should begin the questioning. He did not have much time, for he already felt the weakening effects of leaving Atlantis.


            But he could not stop. Was helpless. Desperate for her.


            He had to have this woman.


            His lust for her was dangerous, forbidden, but time slipped outside of reality, and Darius allowed himself to feel instead of think. As he did so, the very things he’d always despised became his greatest allies. Tenderness. Passion. Greed. Warm, female flesh tantalized him. Her sweet, feminine scent drugged him. Smooth and perfect. A sheen of sweat covered his brow.


            As if she read his mind and discerned his needs, she sucked on his tongue, nibbled on his lips, and slanted her mouth for greater penetration. She taught him the way of it, consuming him bit by enticing bit. And he let her do it. He would have begged her to continue if necessary.


            He trailed one hand over her body, tracing the velvety texture of her skin, first along the column of her spine, then over the roundness of her bottom. She moaned, and he slid his fingers between her legs, allowing them to travel up and over her panties, her moist heat, then under her shirt.


            “I love the feel of your hands,” she gasped when his fingertips grazed her nipple. He circled the hard bud with the tip of his finger. “So good.”


            She’d said as much to him before and still he relished the words. They made his every nerve dance and clamor to please her. He licked her neck and rubbed against her, nestling his erection in the pulsing heart of her desire. Their gasps blended, his strained, hers hoarse. Which only made it clear they both needed more.


            “I want you naked,” he said raggedly.


            “Yes, yes.”


            Impatient to see her, he tore the folds of her shirt in two. She didn’t flinch from his action; instead she arched her back, offering herself to him. Silently telling him to do with her what he would. Her breasts sprang free, revealing two rosy nipples, both pebbled and wanting. In the moonlight, her slightly rounded stomach glowed like fresh cream, and a small, silver jewel winked from her navel. He paused and fingered the stone.


            “What is this?” he asked.


            She wet her lips. “A belly-button ring.”


            He’d never heard of such a thing, but praise be the gods for its creation. The eroticism of seeing a jewel nestled in the hollow of her stomach nearly felled him. His muscles taut, he bent his head and flicked his tongue over the little bud. She gasped and shivered. His body jerked in response.


            “I shouldn’t have done it,” she said, gripping his shoulders, urging him on with the sting of her nails. “I’m not skinny enough.”


            “You are the most beautiful sight I have ever beheld.”


            Her heavy-lidded gaze met his. She opened her mouth to protest, then cupped his jaw and compelled his lips to hers. He slanted his chin, taking more of her, sinking into her. As his fingertips continued to caress the jewel, he trailed kisses along her shoulder and neck, then moved to her breasts. Biting her lip, moaning, she bowed toward him, letting him suck her nipples deeply, hungrily. He wanted to taste all of her at the same time: her stomach, her nipples, the core of her.


            “Darius?” she said, her tone thick and drugged with arousal.


            “Hmm?” Though his body urged him to finish what they’d started, he continued to savor. Continued to feast on her.


            “I want to possess you, body and soul.”


            He stilled, gazing down at her and thinking he must have misheard. No woman had ever said such a thing to him before. Perhaps he’d left them too quickly. Or perhaps they’d been as unconcerned with him as he was with them. “Tell me what you wish to do to me.” His voice emerged hoarse, choked.


            “I want to give you pleasure.” Her eyes were like turquoise flames. “So much pleasure.”


            “How?”


            “By kissing you like you’re kissing me. By touching you like you’re touching me.”


            “Where?” He couldn’t stop the questions. He needed the words.


            “Everywhere.”


            “Here?” He skimmed his hand inside her panties, felt the softness of her hair, and dove two fingers inside her silky wetness.


            “God, yes!” she screamed. Her eyes closed, and she moved her hips with his fingers. She moaned, “That feels…that makes me…Ohmygod.”


            “Do you want to touch me like this, sweet Grace. Between my legs?”


            “Yes. Oh, yes.” Grace uttered a ragged exhalation and coasted her hands under his shirt and across the bold, black tattoos on his chest. The tips of his nipples speared into her palms as a deep thrum of pleasure rocked her entire body.


            His fingers were stretching her, but oh, Lord, the pleasure. Darius’s thumb found and circled her clitoris. Lost in the magic of sensation, she gripped his forearms and let herself be swept away. So close…almost there.


            “Seeing you like this,” he whispered, “touching you like this gives me more pleasure than I deserve.”


            He crushed his lips to hers in a deep, openmouthed kiss that stole the breath from her lungs. He was kissing her the way a man kissed a woman right before sinking into her body. Kissing her the way she needed to be kissed. Her knees squeezed his waist, and she gripped his butt in her hands. His fingers never stopped working her.


            “I want so badly to make you mine,” he said through gritted teeth.


            Something hot and wild exploded inside her just then, not allowing either of them to go slowly. He wanted to make her his woman, but she needed him to do it. She fisted her hands in his hair, holding him captive while she deepened the kiss. Other men had kissed her, but this was the first time she ever experienced a kiss with her entire body. This was the first time a man had ever made her feel as if she were his entire world.


            His thick erection pulsed against her thigh and the need to have it inside her, a part of her, consumed her heart and soul. “You’re so thick and hard. I want you, Darius,” she told him, the words coming from a secret place within her. The most honest part of herself, a part she couldn’t deny, though she knew she should. “I do. Make love to me.”


            “I—” A hint of reason swept into Darius’s consciousness. He couldn’t make love to this woman. To do so and then to destroy her would be more vile than anything he’d ever done in the past.


            She ran the tip of her tongue over his neck, up his chin, and placed little nips along the column of his jaw. “I want to do this with you every night. Just…” Kiss. “Like…” Nibble. “This.”


            Every night. The one thing he couldn’t give her. He had a duty to fulfill. Touching and tasting this woman was not part of it, much as he wished otherwise. Mired in guilt, he broke all contact, tearing himself away from her and jumping off the bed. He stood, staring down at her, fighting for control. And losing. Her taste was still in his mouth.


            Her cheeks were flushed like the barest rose. Moonlight caught the moisture on her lips, making them glisten, beckoning him to sample them once more. Getting near her again was pure folly, he thought with self-disgust. Yet every instinct he possessed screamed that she was his. That she belonged to him and was his sole reason for living. Her conquest—no, her surrender—would be his greatest victory.


            But even as he entertained the wild thoughts, he denied them.


            Javar had fallen to a woman. Many years ago, his former tutor had taken a female dragon as his bride. She had softened Javar, made him lax in his duties. He became less cautious with the mist, no longer so quick to kill. That laxness had most likely earned him death. Or worse. Even now Javar might be imprisoned somewhere, being tortured for his knowledge and authority over the mist.


            Darius could not allow the same for himself. Softening would mean the destruction of Atlantis.


            Irritation raged through him—for what he couldn’t have, for what he shouldn’t want. How could the merest touch of Grace’s lips and body reduce him to a fire-lizard focused solely on sensation? And how did just being with her let him glimpse everything missing from his life? Warmth. Love. An escape from the darkness.


            Allowing himself to know the sweet joy of being in her arms, in her body, could destroy everything he’d striven so adamantly to build. She was life and light, and he was death and shadows. Joining their bodies would be more folly than simply allowing her to live with knowledge of the mist.


            “We must stop,” he said, the words ripped from him. He summoned all of his strength, all of his resolve.


            “No. No stopping.” She sat up slowly, a frown marring her features. Her eyes were still heavy-lidded from sleep, still relaxed from the peace spell, and she blinked. “I want you to make love to me. I need you to make love to me. I’m close. So close to climax.”


            “Cover yourself,” he said, the words even harsher than before. If she didn’t, he might beg her to strip completely.


            The front of her shirt gaped open, revealing those perfect curves. When she didn’t rush to obey, he leaned down and gripped her shirt, careful not to brush her skin. He was pushed past his endurance already, and one more touch…Whether his will was weakened because of his distance with Atlantis or because of Grace herself, he didn’t know. Sweat ran down his brow as he tied the ripped hem together, partially covering her breasts, yet leaving a tempting amount of cleavage.


            “What are you doing?” she asked, staring down at his hands, seeing the same image he saw. His darkness against her paleness. His strength against her femininity.


            He pulled away, not responding.


            Grace blinked. Shook her head. Heady passion still held her in its wondrous fog. She ached. God, she ached. At first she’d told herself Darius was nothing more than another figment of her imagination, but she’d known the truth. She knew it now. He was real, and he was here.


            He promised he’d come after her and he had.


            A shiver raked her spine. How she’d ever convinced herself those few hours with him in Atlantis had been nothing more than her water-deprived imagination, she didn’t know. And it didn’t matter now. It didn’t matter why he’d come. All that mattered was that he was here and he wanted her, too.


            Grace’s gaze traveled the length of Darius’s body. He wore the same black leather pants as before. Instead of being shirtless, however, he wore a black T-shirt that showcased every muscle, every ridge of sinew.


            As she watched him, the peaceful lassitude woven so delightfully into her blood began to fade. The corners of her lips turned down as a lone beam of moonlight struck Darius’s face, making the golden-brown of his eyes gleam. She paused. Golden? Before, in Atlantis, his eyes had been blue. Ice-blue and as cold as the color implied. Now they were a warm, golden-brown and hinted at untold pleasure, but also an inner pain so staggering she was amazed he hadn’t buckled under the burden of it.


            His features tightened, and his eyes lightened. Lightened until that cold, crystalline gaze was back in place. How odd, she thought, shaking her head.


            “There is much we need to discuss, Grace,” he said. The rough edge of his voice sliced through her musings. “When you finish covering yourself, we will begin.”


            Here she was, offering herself to him despite everything, yet he didn’t want any part of her. The rejection hurt deeply.


            She must have hesitated too long, because he added, “Do it. Now.” His jaw clenched.


            Unease dripped past every other emotion working through her, withering her relaxation a bit more. This was the man who had threatened to hurt her. This was the man who had chased her and locked her away. This was not the man who’d held her tenderly, who’d kissed her so passionately.


            “Darius?” she said with a wisp of uncertainty.


            “Use the sheet,” he said.


            “Darius,” she repeated, ignoring his dictate.


            He flicked his gaze to the ceiling, as if praying for divine intervention. “Yes, Grace?”


            “What’s going on?” It was a silly question, yet she could think of nothing else to say.


            “I told you I would come for you, and so I have.”


            She swallowed. “Why?”


            Before she had time to blink, he unsheathed a small blade from the waist of his pants and held the razor-sharp tip at her neck. The contact was light, not enough to draw blood, but enough to sting all the same. She gasped and whimpered, the sounds blending and echoing off the walls.


            Darius arched a brow. “We are going to have a chat, you and I.”


            “You didn’t travel all this way to talk,” she said. And he hadn’t traveled here to make love to her, either. What exactly did he want from her?


            “For now conversation is all I require of you.” His blade stayed suspended in the air for another fraction of a second before he slid it back into its sheath. “Do not forget how dangerous I am.”


            Yes, he was dangerous. And if now was for conversation, what was later for?


            Fighting a cold sweat and a timorous shake, Grace scrambled up. Her sheet and comforter whisked to the floor in a tangle at her feet. Darius remained in place, as if he feared nothing she could do. Determined, she reached into the backpack on her nightstand, knocking down the empty wineglass in her haste.


            She withdrew her Mace and without any hesitation, sprayed him in the eyes. While his roar reverberated in her ears, she bolted out the bedroom door.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            EVERYTHING HAPPENED within seconds.


            One moment she was racing through her living room, the next Darius tackled her from behind. He slammed into her, propelling her facedown. They landed on top of her couch, and the impact squeezed every molecule of oxygen from her lungs. As she struggled to breathe, he flipped her over and locked her wrists above her head. Still a favorite position of his, obviously. She didn’t have time to panic.


            “My soul belongs to you, and yours belongs to me,” he chanted, his voice strange, hypnotic. His gaze clashed with hers, ice-blue calculation with turquoise uncertainty. The rims of his eyes were red and swollen, but as she watched, all hint of the toxic spray vanished.


            “What are you doing?” she gasped, growing increasingly light-headed.


            “Bound we shall be,” he continued, “from this moon to another, then set free.”


            Her blood whirled inside her veins as a strange, dark and oddly compelling essence invaded her. Dark, so dark. Scattered thoughts flashed through her, motionless images in black-and-white—images of a child’s terror, hurt, and search for a love never found. Images of desolation and an ultimate withdrawal from emotion.


            The child was Darius.


            She was poised on the periphery of a vision, gazing down at a bloody massacre. Men, women and children were lying motionless in pools of their own blood. The boy—Darius—knelt over one of the children. A little girl. Long black hair formed an inky river around her face and shoulders, blending with the blood dripping from her neck. She wore a sapphire-colored dress that was bunched around her waist. Her eyes were closed, but there was a promise of beauty in every line of her softly rounded features.


            Gently Darius fitted the hem of the dress around her ankles, covering her exposed flesh. He remained kneeling and gazed up to the crystal dome. He slammed a fist into the dirt and howled, the sound more animal than human, more tortured than any child should ever have to endure.


            Grace wanted to sob. She found herself reaching out, hoping to wrap the boy in her arms. But even as she moved, she was whisked back to reality. Darius still hovered above her.


            “What did you do to me?” she cried.


            He didn’t answer right away. His eyes were closed, as if he were lost in a vision of his own. When he finally opened his eyelids, he said, “I have bound us together.” He looked smug. “For one day, you must remain in my presence. There will be no more escaping.”


            “That isn’t possible.”


            “Isn’t it? Can you not speak my language? Did I not travel here—Gracie Lacie?” he added softly.


            She gasped. “How do you know that name?”


            “Your father called you that.”


            “Yes, but how do you know?”


            “I saw inside your mind,” he said simply. He pushed to his feet, and she scooted backward to the edge of the couch. “Go to your room and dress,” he said. “Wear something that covers you from neck to toe. We have much to discuss and not a lot of time.”


            “I’m not moving.”


            His gaze slitted. “Then I will change you myself.”


            With that threat ringing in her ears, Grace jumped up and scurried around him. When she reached her bedroom, she quickly shut and locked the door, then raced to the nearest window. She unlatched the fastener, raised the glass and attempted to throw one leg over.


            An invisible wall stopped any movement outside.


            Nearly screeching with frustration, she kicked and pounded at the wall but couldn’t break past it. Finally, panting, she gave up. How dare Darius do this! she seethed. What had he said? A binding spell. How dare he cast a binding spell, locking her within his grasp.


            A hard knock sounded at her door. “You have five minutes to dress, and then I am coming in.”


            He’d do it, too, she thought. Even if he had to kick in the door. Even if he had to take the apartment building apart brick by brick. With a humorless chuckle, she leaned against the ledge and rested her head on the wooden frame.


            How had such a lost little boy grown into such an uncompromising man?


            She didn’t want to believe those flashes of his life were real, but he’d known her father’s nickname for her. And she hadn’t shared that information with anyone. Darius’s childhood, those things she’d seen, had happened. She didn’t like knowing he’d once had a family. She didn’t like knowing about the pain he had endured at their deaths. Knowing made her long to comfort him, to protect him. To stay with him.


            “I don’t want to change while you’re inside my house,” she called. “I don’t trust you.”


            “That matters not. You will do as I have commanded.”


            Or he’d do it for her, she mentally finished. Grace dragged her feet to her dresser and tore off her ripped tank. She quickly jerked on her largest, plainest turtleneck sweater and a pair of plain gray sweatpants. He didn’t want to see her skin, and she didn’t want to show it to him. Glowering, she donned socks and tennis shoes—better to kick him with.


            When she was completely dressed, she paused. What do I do now? She would go out there, Grace decided, and she would be civilized. She would answer his questions honestly. Afterward, he would leave her, just as he’d found her. The boy he’d been would allow nothing less. She hoped. He’d certainly had the opportunity to hurt her: while she slept, while they kissed. A shiver of remembrance trickled through her, and she scowled. How could she still desire him?


            Gathering her scattered wits, she unlocked the door and pulled it open. Darius towered a few feet away, his shoulder propped on the opposite wall. His expression was as cold and merciless as ever; his eyes could have been chipped from an Alaskan glacier.


            “Much better,” he said, eyeing her clothing.


            “Let’s go into the living room,” she said. She didn’t want a bed anywhere near them. Without waiting for his reply, she swept around him. She settled on the recliner—so he couldn’t sit next to her—and said the first thing that popped into her mind. “Are you going to eat me?”


            “What?” he half growled, half gasped. He settled onto the couch, as far away from her as possible.


            Was he just as leery of her as she was of him? The thought shouldn’t have bothered her, but it did. She had done nothing, by word or deed, to earn his dislike.


            “Your friends,” she said. “They’re cannibals and wanted to eat me.” She shuddered at the memory.


            His lips curled in what could either have been amusement or fury. “They will never do so. That I can promise you.” He schooled his features until they were as blank as a brand-new chalkboard. “Where is the medallion, Grace?”


            Uh-oh. Confession time. “I, uh, lost it.”


            “What?” he roared, jolting to his feet.


            “I lost it?” she offered more as a question than a statement.


            He sank back into his seat and rubbed a hand down his face. “Explain.”


            “While I was inside the mist the second time, it ripped from my neck.” She shrugged. “I tried to get it back, but failed.”


            His gaze pierced her with its intensity. “If you are saying this in an attempt to keep the medallion for yourself, I will—”


            “Search my home if you want,” she interjected defensively.


            He massaged his temple with two fingers and continued to stare over at her. Then he nodded as though he’d just come to a monumental decision. “We are going to take a small trip, Grace.”


            “I don’t think so.”


            “We’re going to the cave. We will not stay long.”


            Heat drained from her face and hands, leaving her cold and pale. Did he hope to send her back into Atlantis? To lock her up? To either kill/torture/molest her—okay, the last one appealed to her in a way it shouldn’t have—in his own surroundings?


            “Do not think to protest,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “I must go, therefore you must go. We are bound together.”


            “Atlantis is—”


            “Not where I’m taking you. I wish only to visit the cave.”


            She relaxed, soothed by the ring of truth in his tone. Another trip to Brazil might actually be beneficial, she realized, remembering the postcard Alex had sent her. She could take his picture with her, something she hadn’t had last time, and walk through town, asking people if they had seen him. Because maybe, just maybe, whatever lead he’d found, whatever he’d done in Florida had directed him back to Brazil. God knows that’s where the portal resided and that portal was what Alex was looking for.


            “If I go with you,” she said, purposely omitting her change of desires, “will you help me find my brother?”


            “You do not know where he is?”


            “No. And I’ve looked. His coworkers haven’t seen him. He hasn’t been home. He hasn’t even called our mother, and he usually does. Someone sent me an e-mail supposedly from him, but I know it wasn’t because I found a postcard Alex had written telling me he was in trouble. This entire situation is a mess! The only people who know I’m looking for him are his coworkers, but they’re looking for him, too, so I don’t know why they’d want to stop me. I just want my brother safe.”


            A flash of guilt stole through Darius’s eyes. “I cannot stay here long, but you have my word of honor that while I am here, I will help you find him.”


            “Thank you,” she told him softly. Why the guilt, though?


            He stood and held out his hand, palm up.


            “We’re leaving now?”


            “Now.”


            “But I need to call the airline. I need to—”


            “You need only take my hand.”


            Blinking up at him in confusion, she swallowed, then forced herself to stand. “Give me just…” She rushed to her storage closet. “One…” She withdrew a photo album. “Second.” She peeled Alex’s picture from the slot, folded it and shoved it into her pocket. She raced back to Darius and, with a half smile, placed her hand in his. “I’m ready.”


            “Close your eyes.” The deep baritone of his voice was hypnotic.


            “Why?”


            “Just do what I say.”


            “First tell me why.”


            He frowned. “What I’m about to do can be jolting.”


            “There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” She closed her eyelids, total darkness encompassing her. A full minute ticked by and nothing happened. What was going on? “Can I look now?”


            “Not yet.” His voice was strained, and his hand clenched around hers. “I do not have full use of my powers, so the trip is taking longer than usual.”


            Trip? And why didn’t he have full use of his powers?


            “You may look now,” he said a moment later.


            His dilemma forgotten, she fluttered open her eyelids and gasped. Bleak, rocky walls surrounded her. Water dripped in a constant procession, the sound ghostly. A thick, smoky mist billowed around them, cold and dreary, dusting everything it touched with chill. She was suddenly grateful for her sweatpants.


            The only light came from Darius. Even through his shirt, his tattoos glowed bright enough to light a football stadium.


            “How did you do that?” she asked, awed. “How did you bring us here so quickly, without walking a single step?”


            “I am a child of the gods,” he said, as if that explained everything. “Do not move from that spot.”


            Since that suited her desires perfectly, she nodded. She wasn’t going near the mist.


            His eyes scanning, searching, he stalked around the cavern, his muscles rippling beneath his clothes with every movement. She easily recalled how all that strength and sinew felt beneath her fingertips. Her mouth watered, and she shifted from one foot to the other. No matter what this man did, he oozed danger and excitement; it seeped from his every pore. He was far too menacing, far too unpredictable, and far too powerful. He’d promised to help her while he was with her, and she believed he would.


            If anyone could find Alex, it was this man.


            He tried to lift a large branch out of his way, but his hands ghosted through it. As she watched, her eyes widened. She turned toward the wall and ran her own hand over the jagged surface. Shockingly her fingers disappeared inside the rock. “We’re ghosts,” she croaked out, spinning to face Darius.


            “Only while we are here,” he assured her.


            Knowing she was not a permanent phantom eased her worry, and she relaxed. She was used to new experiences. Most times she went out of her way to have them. But with Darius, things just sort of happened—weird things she could not possibly prepare for. He was excitement personified.


            “Are you looking for the medallion?” she asked when he continued his search.


            A long silence fell between them. Obviously he didn’t want to answer.


            “Well?” she persisted.


            “I must find it.”


            What was it about that chain? Even she had fought to possess it, had felt its strange, unquestionable draw. “You want it, Alex wanted it and someone once tried to steal it from him. Other than unlocking your bedroom door, what makes that thing so valuable?”


            “Dragon medallions are handcrafted by Hephaestus, the blacksmith of the gods, and each one holds a special power for its owner, like time travel or invisibility. What’s more, it unlocks doors to every room in every dragon palace—as you saw for yourself,” he added dryly.


            “If I’d known it offered special powers, I might have held on to it more tightly,” she said. Time travel. How cool was that? “My favorite novels are time travels, and I’ve always thought it would be cool to visit the Middle Ages.”


            “If you had known of the medallion’s powers, you would not have lived long enough to travel through time.”


            Well, that certainly put things in perspective, didn’t it? “I guess that means I shouldn’t ask what yours can do.”


            “No, you should not. You and other surface dwellers should not even know the medallions exist.”


            She sighed. “Alex found an ancient text, the Book of Ra-Dracus. That’s how he knew about them. That’s how he knew about the portal into Atlantis.”


            Darius’s chin whipped up and he faced her; his eyes narrowed. “I have never heard of this book. What else did it say?”


            “He didn’t mention much, but did say the book told of ways to defeat the creatures inside. Alex gave no mention of specifics, though. I’m sorry.”


            “I must see that book.” I must destroy it, echoed unsaid.


            “Shortly after he found it,” she said, lifting her arms in a helpless gesture, “someone stole it from him.”


            Darius rubbed his neck as he knelt before a muddy mound. “Atlanteans are dangerous beings, stronger than your people and far more deadly. Why those on the surface continually try to invade our land is beyond me. Those who do always die. Every time.”


            “I didn’t,” she reminded him softly.


            His head snapped in her direction for a second time. Silence. Then, “No,” he finally said, “you didn’t.” He continued to stare at her, and she shifted uncomfortably. His attention wavered between her mouth and her curves. If his eyes became any more heated, her clothing would be incinerated, panties and all. “Where did your brother find the book?”


            “Greece. The temple of Erinys,” she said, snapping her fingers as the name popped into place.


            “Erinys, the punisher of the unfaithful.” His brow furrowed. “A minor goddess. I do not understand why she or her followers would possess such a book, a book that tells of ways to defeat us.”


            “Maybe she wanted to punish those in Atlantis,” Grace offered.


            His nostrils flared. “We are not, nor have we ever been, unfaithful to anyone.”


            O-kay. Sore topic. And one she wouldn’t bring up again. “I’m sure you weren’t, big guy,” she said, hoping to placate him.


            “We do not attempt to conquer the surface. We serve our gods faithfully. We do nothing to earn ourselves punishment.”


            “Well, now, that’s not exactly true.” Even though she’d just promised herself she wouldn’t bring this up again, she found herself saying, “You obviously did something. Your entire city was cast into the sea.”


            “We existed. That is why we were hidden in the sea. The way I understand it is we were never meant to be created, yet Zeus cut off his father’s—” he paused “—manhood, causing Cronus’s blood to splatter upon the earth. He meant to create man, but we were the first to form. Though he was—is—our brother, Zeus feared what we could do, so he banished us from the land he viewed as his playground. We were not unfaithful.”


            “You were created by the blood of a god?” she asked, beyond curious about him.


            “No,” he answered. “My parents conceived me through the more traditional manner. My ancestors were the ones created by a god’s blood.” His lips pressed together firmly, stubbornly, and she knew he’d say no more on the subject.


            His parents were dead, she remembered from her vision, and she ached for him. Ached because he’d been the one to find them. Ached because they’d been murdered in ways so cruel she cringed from the thoughts. She knew how devastating losing a loved one was. He’d lost everyone close to him in one fatal swoop.


            “Your brother,” Darius said, effectively changing the subject. “You said he’s been missing for several weeks.”


            The mention of Alex served as a cold reminder of why she was here. “He hasn’t been home, hasn’t called, and that isn’t like him.”


            “And there were men chasing him through the jungle, trying to obtain the medallion from him?”


            “There could have been, yes. The theft attempt I mentioned was from before.”


            “Perhaps you should tell me everything that happened before and after you escaped me.”


            She told him what she knew, leaving out no detail.


            “These men,” he said, “the Argonauts who found you in the jungle. Would they harm your brother if they knew of the medallion?”


            “I would hope not, but…”


            Darius pursed his lips as he wondered just how many were involved in this tangled web of mystery—which was becoming more complicated every time Grace opened her mouth. “I wish to find and speak with them.” He pushed to his feet. “The medallion is not here,” he growled. “I have searched every inch of the cave.”


            “I didn’t lie to you,” she assured him. “I lost it in the mist.”


            He jerked a hand through his hair. Once again he was left unsure whether to believe Grace. Her motives seemed pure, the protection of her brother; yet her claim of losing the medallion seemed too convenient.


            As he stood there, warring within himself, his heated tattoos illuminated a dark object, glinting in the corner of his eye. He’d seen the object during his search, but had ignored it. Now he bent down and studied it. Grace’s weapon, he realized. The same sort of weapon the human guards carried at Javar’s palace. He must have tossed it through the mist.


            “Why did you carry this?” he asked her. His fingers drifted through the metal.


            “The gun?” She closed the distance between them and knelt beside him. Her heady essence wrapped around him.


            “A gun,” he echoed. “Why did you carry this?” he asked again.


            “To protect myself. I bought it from a peddler in Manaus.”


            “What does it do?” His voice was solemn, deep. “As I recall, you tried to wound me with it, but nothing happened.”


            “The cylinder wasn’t loaded. If the cylinder had been loaded, bullets would have shot out when I pulled the trigger and slammed into you, causing injury. Maybe even death.”


            Intrigued, he eyed the gun with new expectations. A complicated piece of weaponry, to be sure. The coil, the thin shaft. “I would like to see this in action.”


            “I just bet you would,” she muttered.


            He flicked her a glance. “If I make it so that you can hold this weapon, will you show me how to work it?”


            “I don’t have any bullets,” she said.


            “Get some.”


            “Where? We’re not exactly in the bustling heart of a city, with eager merchants hawking their wares.”


            “Later, then. When we return to your home. You can obtain these bullets and show me how this weapon works.”


            “All right,” she said. Though Grace wasn’t sure she wanted him to handle a loaded gun. Nor was she sure she wanted to take him to a gun range. “But how are we going to get it home? We can’t even pick it up.”


            He turned back to the gun, letting his hands hover over the top, and closed his eyes. One minute melted into another. Lines of strain bracketed his mouth, and his bronze skin paled. Grace didn’t utter a sound, didn’t move. She didn’t know what he was doing, but she was loath to interrupt.


            Finally, he let out a breath and opened his eyes. He scooped his hand under the gun and lifted. Instead of sinking past an immaterial palm, the gun remained cradled.


            “How did you do that?” Awe laced her voice. She took the weapon and tucked it in the drawstring waist of her sweats.


            He ignored her question. “Come,” he said, stalking to the entrance. “I wish to find these Argonauts.”


            “They have guns of their own,” she warned him. “I saw them.”


            The dire warning didn’t cause him a moment’s concern, though his gaze gleamed with a tiny flicker of pleasure that she sought to offer it. “They will not even know we are here. We are like ghosts, remember?”


            They were forced to crawl on their hands and knees until they reached the cave’s entrance. Grace loved the way her knees glided through every rock and twig, but wondered why Darius didn’t do his instant transfer thingy. They reached the end, and she eased to her feet. The heat and humidity of the Amazon threatened to roast her, and she was no longer so thankful for her sweats. Familiar scents drifted to her nostrils: dewy foliage, orchids, and recent rain.


            “How does one protect oneself from a gun?” Darius asked, ushering her beyond a flourishing green bush.


            “Kevlar vests. That’s what the police use, anyway.”


            His expression turned pensive. “I would like some of these vests.”


            “Maybe we can order you some on the Internet. I’ll do a search—”


            Her body tingled in strange rippling waves, and she gasped. A piece of fruit had sailed through her and smashed into a tree. Laughter drifted to her ears, not human, but amused all the same. Two more missiles sailed through her as Darius whipped around. He launched himself at her, tossing her to the ground. His weight crushed her.


            “How have you been spotted, woman?” he demanded.


            “Those damn monkeys!” She glared up at him, blaming him for her trials, slowly becoming aware of the perfect fit of their bodies and the warm, seductive scent of him. “You said no one would know we were here.”


            “Monkeys are responsible?” His lips compressed, and if she weren’t mistaken, amusement twinkled in his golden eyes. She paused. Golden again? The only time they’d been golden like this was right after he kissed her. What made them change? “Animals can see what the human eye cannot,” he said.


            “Are you laughing at me?”


            “Perhaps.”


            “What I want to know is why he didn’t throw anything at you.”


            “My guess is that he knew I would have him for my next meal if he did so.”


            She liked this side of Darius, playful and teasing.


            Grace smiled.


            His gaze veered to her lips, and heat suddenly seared his eyes. All traces of merriment fled from his expression. Her own smile faded. Memories of the last time he’d lain on top of her licked through her mind. And just like that, she wanted him again. The knowledge angered her. How could she desire this man?


            She must have moved, must have arched her hips, because Darius hissed a torrent of air between his teeth. His muscles were tense, and he was leaning toward her. Closer, closer still.


            In one swift motion, he jerked to his feet.


            “Up,” he commanded, his tone inexorable. “You’re wasting time.”


            Wasting time? Wasting time! Her? Irritated, Grace stood and anchored her hands on her hips. “It’s going to be nothing but good times with you. I can tell.”


            Darius led her around for the next hour. The heat obviously agreed with him. While he looked as refreshed and vibrant as if he’d just stepped from a yoga class, dirt glued itself to her clothes and body. Even her hair was weighted down and wilted. She was a ghost. Wasn’t she supposed to stay clean and untouched by the elements?


            “I hate this place,” she muttered. Already she was tired and thirsty. And cranky. “I need a coconut smoothie.”


            The man responsible for her distress finally halted. “There are no Argonauts here.”


            No shit, Sherlock. Yes, definitely cranky. “I’m telling you, they were here.”


            “I believe you,” he assured her, as if that had never been in question. “Their footprints are everywhere.” He scanned the trees. “Do you know the names of the men who helped you?”


            “Yes. Jason and Mitch. And Patrick,” she added.


            “I need their surnames, too.”


            “Sorry.” She shook her head. “They didn’t offer, and at the time I didn’t care to ask.”


            Darius fought a wave of disappointment. He’d hoped to find the men, question them and finally gain at least some of the answers he sought. The sooner he finished this, the sooner he could reclaim Javar’s palace—and the sooner his life returned to normal. No more chaos. No more unquenchable desires.


            No more Grace.


            His lips lifted in a scowl. She was quickly propelling him to the brink of madness. The way she moved, sultry, swaying. The way she spoke, challenging, lilting. The way she watched him with hunger in her eyes—hunger she couldn’t quite hide.


            She didn’t want to want him, but want him she did. Very much.


            And he wanted her right back—alarmingly so.


            After he’d uttered the binding spell, he’d seen inside her mind and knew she ran from her own desires. Knew her brother, Alex, did the same. They’d watched their father slowly deteriorate, then quickly die. Grace had loved her father for the kind, gentle man he’d been, but watching him fade had been so painful she’d retreated to fantasy, imagining herself anywhere but home. Imagining herself in all kinds of exhilarating situations. A crime fighter of unequalled strength. A lady pirate who sailed the high seas. A siren who lured men to her bed and pleasured them into unconsciousness. The last intrigued him most.


            She craved excitement and passion and all the things she’d created in her dreams, but so far life had offered her none of those things. Nothing managed to live up to her expectations. She’d known one disappointing adventure after another…until she stumbled through the mist. Then she’d finally found the exhilaration she had always craved.


            How could he consider ending her life, when she was only just now beginning to experience her dreams? The question plagued him because he knew the answer; he simply could not accept it. Though he might want her to live, he would fulfill his oath.


            Darius sighed. He was wasting time here, time that he didn’t have to spare. His powers were already weakening. He wasn’t sure how much longer he had before he weakened completely.


            “Let us journey back to your home,” he told Grace. He didn’t wait for her response, he simply wrapped his fingers around her wrist.


            “Wait. I want to head into town and ask around about Alex,” she said. “That’s why I brought his pic—” Before she could finish her sentence, he pictured her home and those very walls materialized around them.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE


            
              
            

          


          
            THE NEW YORK MORNING announced its presence by shooting rays of sunlight through Grace’s living room windows. Cars honked outside; the people above her stomped across their apartment, shaking her ceiling.


            “You have got to stop popping me in and out of places. I’m this close—” she told Darius, pinching her thumb and finger together “—to having a heart attack. And besides that, I wasn’t ready to leave,” she snapped. “I wanted you to take me into town so I could show Alex’s picture around and ask if anyone had seen him.”


            “I did not deem it necessary,” he said, releasing her. His face was pale and those lines of tension were back.


            He did not deem it necessary, she silently mimicked. What about what she deemed necessary? Scowling, she padded to the kitchen, placed her gun inside a drawer and poured herself a tall glass of ice water. She drained every drop. Only after she’d consumed three more glasses did she offer Darius a drink.


            “Have you anything other than water? Something with flavor?”


            “I could make lemonade.” Not that he deserved it.


            “That will suffice.”


            She withdrew several lemons from the refrigerator, beat them against the counter to release the most juice, then sliced a hole in the top of each. She squeezed the tangy liquid into a glass and added sugar substitute—she did not keep real sugar anywhere near her—and water. She slid the drink across the counter.


            Having watched her mix the contents with a leery eye, he lifted the glass and sipped tentatively. She knew the exact moment the sweet-and-sour flavors blended into his taste buds, knew the exact moment he wanted to howl with pleasure. His strong fingers gripped the cup, curling around the glass with surprising gentleness; his eyelids grew heavy, causing his inky lashes to dip over the sensuous planes of his cheekbones.


            As he swallowed, his throat moved. A wicked shiver dripped along her spine, and she had the sudden urge to lick him there. I’m turned on by a man’s trachea. How pathetic am I?


            “Surely that is ambrosia,” he said. Thankfully his color had returned. He reluctantly set his empty glass on the countertop.


            “I don’t mind making more if you’re—”


            “I would like more,” he rushed out.


            If he reacted like this to lemonade, how would he react to chocolate? Spontaneous orgasm? Maybe she had a Hershey bar hidden somewhere…


            He consumed two more glasses of lemonade in quick succession. He requested a third, but she’d run out of lemons. His disappointment was palpable, but he shrugged it off.


            Watching her with heated eyes, he licked the last drop from the cup rim. “You asked me earlier what power my medallion possessed. I will show you now,” he said. “First I will need your brother’s surname.”


            “Carlyle. Like mine.”


            He arched a brow. “Is that common here? To share names?”


            “Yes. You didn’t share the same name as your family members?”


            “No. Why should we have? We are each individuals and our names are our own.”


            “How do you show your family relationship, then?”


            “House affiliation. My family was House of Py.” Darius removed his medallion, and as he held it in his open palm, it glowed a brighter, eerier red. “Show me Alex Carlyle,” he said to the dragon heads.


            Four beams of crimson sprayed from both sets of eyes. They formed a circle in the air, and the beams grew wider by the second. Grace watched with fascination as the air began to crystallize.


            “What’s happening?” she whispered.


            Alex’s image appeared in the center of the circle, and all questions were forgotten. Her jaw dropped open in shock. Dirt, sweat and bruises covered her brother from head to toe, and as she took in his appearance, her blood ran cold. He was pallid, his skin so pale she could see the faint tracings of his veins. He wore only a pair of ripped, stained jeans. His eyes were closed, and he huddled on a muddy floor. Tremors raked him. From cold? From fever? Or fear? The room was sparsely furnished with a small bed and a chipped wooden nightstand.


            With one hand she covered her mouth and with the other she reached out, hoping to smooth his brow, hoping to reassure him that she was here. Just like in the cave, her fingers drifted through like a mirage. Feeling helpless, she dropped her hands to her sides. “Alex,” she said shakily. “Where are you?”


            “He cannot hear you,” Darius said.


            “Alex,” she said again, determined to gain his attention in any way necessary. How long since he’d last eaten? What had put those bruises on his skin? What had made him so pale? She bit back a deep moan of distress.


            “Do you recognize this place?” Darius asked.


            “No.” Lips trembling, gaze never straying, she shook her head. “Do you?”


            “No,” he sighed.


            “It’s a motel room, I think. Find him,” she beseeched, watching in horror as her brother rolled to his side, revealing two bloody puncture wounds on his neck. Vampire? From Atlantis? Had he made it inside? “You said you would.”


            “I only wish it were that easy, Grace.”


            At last she switched her attention, flashing Darius an accusing glare. “You found me.”


            “We were connected through the spell of understanding. I simply followed my own magic. I have had no contact with your brother, nor does anything bind me to him.”


            Alex’s image began to waver just as a woman approached him. She was the most beautiful woman Grace had ever seen. Where Alex was long and lean, the woman was small and delicate with flowing silvery-blond hair. Pixie features, porcelain skin. She crouched beside him and gently shook his shoulders.


            “Who is that?” Grace demanded sharply.


            Darius narrowed his focus. “That is Teira,” he said, an undercurrent of incredulity in his tone. “Javar’s wife.”


            “I don’t care whose wife she is, as long as she leaves my brother alone. Is she cruel? Will she hurt him? What’s she doing to him?”


            Just as quickly as it appeared, the image faded completely.


            “Bring them back,” Grace commanded.


            “The medallion shows me a vision for only a small period of time, and never the same person more than once.”


            No. No! She controlled the urge to stomp her foot, to whimper. To cry. “Take me to Alex.”


            “I wish that I could, but I do not know the surface.”


            “You said you found me because we’re connected. I can give you one of Alex’s belongings. Or a photograph of him.” Nearing a point of desperation, she jerked out the photo of Alex from her pocket and wrapped Darius’s fingers around the folded edges. “You can connect with this and find him.”


            “That is not how my powers work, Grace.” There was no emotion to him now. He’d reverted to his indifferent, unperturbed self, the part of him she so longed to shatter. Blue eyes hard and cold, he set the photo aside.


            A single tear slowly ran down her cheek. “You have to help me.” Gripping the fabric of his shirt, she said, “He’s sick. I don’t know how long he’s gone without food or water. I don’t know what that woman planned to do to him.”


            “Teira will not hurt him. She is ever gentle and caring.”


            “He needs me.”


            “I have given you my word that I will help you find him while I am here. Do not doubt me.”


            “I don’t doubt that you’ll help me, Darius,” she said brokenly. Hollowly. She stared up at him with watery eyes. “I just wonder if we’ll get to him in time.”


            At that moment, Darius knew she meant Atlantis no harm. Knew she only wanted her brother safe and whole. Her emotions were too raw. Real. He hated himself for it because he could not let that change his purpose. He might loathe the man he’d become, the man he willingly was—a killer and a user—but that changed nothing.


            When Grace learned that he was helping her only to destroy Alex, as well as Grace herself…


            Tensing, he forced his mind on the matter at hand. Why was Teira with a human? Where were they being held? Their cell was a surface dwelling, yet Alex had been bitten by a vampire—a fact Darius wouldn’t tell Grace.


            The female dragon’s presence added a new complication. Was she prisoner or captor? A loving woman who possessed a sweet nature and giving heart, she would not make a good captor. Yet Javar would never allow his wife to be taken. Unless he were dead.


            That Darius once again found himself back to that line of thought unsettled him. He had, perhaps, another day here before he must return, yet he was no closer to answers than he had been when he first arrived. Instead the mystery had sprouted new, twisted limbs.


            “The key is the medallion,” he said. “I must figure out which human has the most to gain by possessing it.”


            “Not necessarily a human.” With a shuddering sigh, Grace sank onto a stool. “Any of the creatures in Atlantis could use it to sneak inside your home and steal your valuables. For God’s sake, you own jewels of every kind and size.”


            That’s exactly what those humans had been doing inside Javar’s palace, stealing, using the gods’ tools to pry out the jewels. “Atlanteans must only ask and we share. There is no reason to steal.”


            “There is, too, a reason. Pure greediness. And I know for a fact that the emotion is inherent to all races, gods and humans alike. All of our myths and legends expound upon such things.”


            Now he sighed. “Humans are responsible this time.” He thought back to the messenger’s words and the gun the boy had drawn. “Humans are even now inside my friend’s home, wielding guns and the gods only know what other weapons.”


            “Could the humans be working with this friend?”


            “Never.” He would not consider the possibility. “Javar loathes humans as I do. He would never aid one.”


            She averted her gaze from him, shielding her expression. Several seconds ticked until she said, “Do you loathe all humans?” A trace of hurt leaked into her voice.


            “Not all,” he admitted reluctantly. He liked one tiny female more than was wise. A female with silky red curls and softly rounded curves. With lush breasts and high-tipped nipples.


            A female he craved in his bed more with every moment that passed.


            “Well, then,” she said, straightening her back, pretending she had not a care. “We’ll concentrate on humans. I’m willing to bet the same humans who are inside that palace are the ones Alex wrote about. The ones who tried to steal his medallion. The ones who did steal his book.”


            “Wrote?” he lashed out, concentrating on that one word. He could not allow any written record of his home. He already had the Book of Ra-Dracus to contend with. “You said he told you.”


            “He did. In his journal. He kept a log of his search for the mist. Would you like to read it?”


            “Where is it?” he asked sharply.


            “I’ll show you.” She walked from the kitchen, and Darius followed close on her heels. She led him down a small, narrow hallway laden with the calming scent of chamomile. They entered her bedchamber and it took only one glance at the bed for his stomach to tighten. She stopped at the desk and held up a can for his view. “This looks like an ordinary hairspray can, right?”


            “Of course,” he said, though he had no idea what hairspray was.


            “Well, it’s not.” With quick, precise motions, she untwisted the end and out popped a key. Her lush, pink lips lifted in a half smile, revealing the hint of straight white teeth.


            His stomach didn’t tighten this time, but reached up and devoured his throat.


            How could one woman possess so much beauty?


            With a graceful flick of her fingers, she hooked tendrils of hair behind her ears. She bent down and inserted the key underneath the desk. “My father was too sick to hold a job—that’s why we moved from South Carolina to New York, so he could be close to Sloan-Kettering. Anyway, to pass the time and make money in the process, he carved and sold furniture. He built this for me a long time ago.”


            “I am sorry for your loss.”


            “Thank you,” she said softly. “My dad built one for Alex, too, though his secret compartments are different. I think. We used to get into each other’s stuff, which made both of us furious. Alex would read my diary, and I would steal pictures of his friends. So my dad made us each a desk where we could successfully hide our treasures.”


            The melancholy in her voice remained long after her words faded away. Darius very nearly dropped to his knees and vowed never to hurt her or her brother if only she would smile again. He stayed the impulse, knowing such a promise was impossible to keep.


            Inside the secret drawer lay a thin, plain book bound by black leather. As Grace traced her fingertips over the surface, she caught her bottom lip with her teeth, slowly releasing it. She handed the book to him, retaining contact until the last possible second.


            He flipped through the pages, frowning at the unfamiliar script. While his spell of understanding gave him complete comprehension of Grace’s spoken language, it did not provide him with an understanding of the written. He’d never been concerned with others’ opinions of him, but he did not want Grace to perceive any weakness in him. He wanted her to see him as strong and capable, all that a woman could desire.


            He handed the journal back to her, saying, “Read it to me. Please.”


            Thankfully she made no comment, merely accepted the book and stood. “Let’s get comfortable in the living room.”


            Once there, Grace situated herself on the scarlet couch, and he eased beside her. Perhaps he should have chosen another chair, but he craved physical contact with her and saw no reason to deny himself. Not while he hungered for her scent in his nostrils. Hungered for her touch. Even this, as little as it was.


            His thigh brushed hers, and she sucked in a breath and tried to scoot away. Did she think to deny him this minor connection? After everything she’d already allowed? Only hours before, the woman had kissed him as if she couldn’t live without the taste of him in her mouth. She had let him suck on her nipples, had let him bury two fingers deep inside of her.


            He spread his knees, straightened the wide width of his shoulders, both actions consuming all of her space.


            “Do you have to sit so close?” she asked on a ragged breath.


            “Yes,” was his only reply.


            “Want to tell me why?”


            “No.”


            “I don’t like it,” she insisted, scooting from him for the second time.


            He moved closer. “Want to tell me why?” he parroted.


            “No,” she parroted right back, her expression stubborn.


            “Then you may begin reading.”


            She examined her cuticles and yawned prettily. Only the needy gleam in her eyes gave her away.


            “What are you doing?” he asked. “I do not have time to waste. Begin.”


            “I’m waiting.”


            He arched his brows. “For?”


            “For you to move.”


            Scowling, Darius stayed where he was for a long while. This was a minor battle of wills, yet he did not want to lose. Did he have any other choice, though? Teeth grinding together, he inched slightly away from her. As he moved, the sweet scent of her lessened and the heat she emanated faded. He wanted to howl.


            “That’s better.” She settled into the cushions and opened the book. Her fingers smoothed over the first page, and a look of sadness filled her expression. She began reading, despair reflected in her tone, as well.


            He leaned his head back, locked his hands under his neck and closed his eyes. Her melodious voice floated over him, as gentle as a caress. There was something so peaceful about listening to her, as if her voice, despite its melancholy, was a reflection of joy, laughter and love. As if all three were his for the taking, if only he would reach out and grasp them. But he knew they would never be his. Warriors like him were destined to roam life alone. It was the only way to preserve his sanity.


            A cold-blooded killer needed absolute withdrawal.


            Much too quickly, Grace closed the journal with a gentle flip of her wrist and glanced over at him. He worried two fingers over his jaw. “Tell me again where your brother stole the medallion.”


            “At a charity gala hosted by Argonauts.”


            Again Argonauts, Darius thought, his determination to speak with them increasing. Alex had stolen it, had almost had it stolen from him, and had been followed.


            He frowned as a thought occurred to him. “If you knew someone wanted the necklace,” he said to Grace, his voice growing harsher with each word, “why did you even go to Brazil?”


            “Did you not hear the last passage? Alex found the hint of danger exciting. And so—” she jutted out her chin in defiance “—did I.”


            He was furious as he leaned toward her, putting them nose to nose. Their breath mingled, swirling together and becoming a single essence. Exactly what he wanted for their bodies. That quickly he lost his fury in a haze of lust. His dragon’s blood roared to life, clamoring for her. Aching for her. Frenzied for her.


            “That would-be thief could have found him, could even be the one holding him. Tell me, do you still crave excitement?” he asked softly, menacingly. “Do not think to deny it because I know you do,” he added when she opened her mouth to protest. “I sense the need inside you. I sense it pulsing through your veins even now. Such a thing is dangerous for you, but…”


            Her throat constricted, and she gulped.


            Dismay whirled in the turquoise cauldron of her eyes, but he also saw hunger, a tempest of desire. She would never be happy with an ordinary life. She needed adventure, needed her deepest fantasies realized, and though it was irrational, he wanted to be the one to give her those things.


            His gaze swept to her lips. He found himself closing the rest of the distance, a heartbeat away from possessing her mouth with his own. She jackknifed to her feet, turning her back toward him, granting him a tantalizing view of her cascading curls.


            A lovely view to be sure, but not the one he craved.


            “I’m sorry.” Grace fingered her lips. Darius hadn’t kissed her, had only come within a whisper of her, but still her lips throbbed for him. Of all the things he’d done to her, of all the things he’d made her feel, she feared this the most…this seemingly unquenchable desire she had for him. This need for him, and only him. This consuming ache for his touch that made her forget the only thing she should care about. Her brother.


            But…


            The more time she spent in Darius’s presence, the more she saw past his cold, callous mask and into the heart of a vulnerable man. And that made her want him all the more. That scared her all the more. Such intense longing bordered on obsession. No man should have that much power over her. No man should be able to wrap sultry coils around her and consume her every thought.


            Most women dreamt of having such a strong, sensual man at their fingertips. A week ago, she would have been in their ranks, thinking there was nothing more a woman could want than a man who looked at her with undeniable hunger, as if there were no other woman who could make him feel that way. Right now, Grace felt too exposed, too vulnerable.


            “I’m not ready for this,” she said. “Not ready for you. Last night, and even in Atlantis, everything seemed surreal. This…doesn’t. This is real and in-your-face and can never be undone. I’m just not ready,” she said again. “More than that, the timing is horrible. My first concern has to be my brother’s welfare. Not my own…desires.”


            While she rattled off her list of reasons she shouldn’t bed him, Darius’s mind formed a list of all the reasons she should. And only one of them mattered. She’s mine, he thought. His instincts had tried to warn him, had actually screamed it was so when he last kissed her. This undeniable tug had been between them since the beginning, and it wasn’t going away. He admitted as much now. He wouldn’t forget his oath, but he would have this woman. Where she was concerned, he could fight his needs no longer.


            He would be doing himself a favor, he rationalized, if he took her and rid himself of this growing curiosity to know what being with her would be like.


            He wanted to rise and reach out to clasp her by the waist. He forced himself to remain in place, hands at his sides. He would take her, yes. But he would take her when it was she who was desperate for their loving. Not him. Beads of sweat popped onto his brow and dripped from his temples. He fisted his hands in the soft couch cushions.


            Needing a distraction, Darius stood and liberated the journal from between her fingers. She gasped at the sudden loss and spun to glare at him. As she watched, he tossed the little book into a bowl and ignited a fire—with his mouth. He was surprised when the fire quickly dwindled to nothing, and he frowned. The fire should have lasted much longer. His powers must be weaker than he’d realized.


            “Fire flew out of your mouth.” Grace gaped. “Fire really and truly flew out of your mouth.”


            “Yes.”


            “But fire flew out of your mouth.”


            “I did tell you I was a dragon.”


            “I just didn’t expect fire to fly out of your freaking mouth.” Grace struggled to form a proper response. Darius really was a dragon. The concept was laughable—or should have been. All of it should have been laughable. Atlantis, misty portals, the gods. Yet she’d skipped right along, accepting every fantastical experience tossed her way.


            But this…She expected her brain to shout it’s too much. I can’t accept another implausible happening. Surprisingly enough, her mind didn’t shout. Her mind welcomed.


            She toyed with the ends of her hair and expelled a breath. When she was a little girl, her father had read her a book every night. His favorite had been the story of a long ago prince who rescued a princess from a fierce dragon. Grace had never liked that story. She’d always wanted the dragon to defeat the puny prince so the princess could sail through the clouds on his back. Now a real, live dragon sat in her living room.


            “What else can you do?” she asked, her voice raspy.


            He merely lifted a brow, a wouldn’t-you-like-to-know glint in his eyes.


            “Well?” she demanded.


            “When you are prepared for the answer, perhaps I’ll tell you. Until then…” He shrugged.


            “Fine,” she huffed. “If you won’t tell me about your abilities, at least tell me why you destroyed my brother’s journal. I wanted to give it back to him.”


            “There can be no record of Atlantis.” As he spoke, the blue of his eyes swirled and churned with a life of its own, like the very mist he guarded. “I decided to either destroy the book or destroy you. Perhaps I made the wrong choice.”


            She preferred the other Darius, the honey-eyed Darius. The man who made her blood sing and her deepest fantasies cry for him. The man who twisted her into knots.


            “You will obtain the vests now,” he told her, crossing his arms over his chest.


            Her nose crinkled. “What vests?”


            “The ones you promised to buy for me in the cave. The ones that protect against guns.”


            That’s right. She had promised him. With a sigh, Grace loped down the hall and into her room. After she booted up the computer—with Darius standing over her the entire time, his hands on either side of her armrests, his chest pressing into her back—she found a site that specialized in guns and other equipment.


            “I like this thing,” he said. “This computer.”


            With him so near, she had trouble concentrating. “The vests are two-hundred-and-fifty dollars each,” she said, squirming in her seat. Maybe she should turn on the air conditioner. Her skin suddenly felt too tight for her body. “Do you still want to buy one?”


            “One? No. I wish to purchase twenty. For now.”


            “Twenty! Where will you get the money? I doubt you brought any with you.”


            “I will allow you to pay for them.”


            Of course he would. “You want extra large, I take it?” Doing this was probably going to place her on the FBI’s most-watched list. But Darius wanted the vests, and what Darius wanted, she would acquire for him. They were helping each other, after all.


            She placed the order and had to use both of her credit cards. She also requested overnight shipping for double the mailing expense. “They’ll arrive in the morning.”


            “I want to visit the Argonauts,” Darius said. “Afterward, we will purchase bullets and you will show me how to use them.”


            Such a dictator, she thought, and wondered, foolishly, if he’d be that demanding in bed. She stole a glance at the hard angles of his profile. Oh, yes. He’d be demanding and the knowledge made her shiver. With a gulp, she flipped off her computer and swiveled in her chair, dislodging his hands. “Do you think they know more than they told me?”


            “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”


            Which told her nothing. But she had her suspicions. They were not as innocent as they appeared. They couldn’t be, and she hated herself for not realizing it sooner. Worry had clouded her mind, she supposed, but that didn’t make it easier to take. “If we leave now, we can be there within the hour.”


            “Not quite yet.” He leaned down, replacing his palms on the arms of her chair. Her knees bumped his thighs as his gaze traveled all over her. Burning her. Devouring her in a way that should have been illegal. He saw past her clothes, she suspected breathlessly, and saw the hard pebbles of her nipples. “First,” he said, “you will bathe. Quickly,” he added.


            Blazing red heat stained her cheeks. “Are you saying I—” her mortification was so great she almost couldn’t finish her sentence “—stink?”


            “You have dirt smudges here.” He ran his fingertip over the side of her mouth. “And here.” That finger moved to her chin, and his nostrils flared. “While you are beautiful to me as you are, I thought you might wish to wash.”


            He thought she was beautiful? As she was? Grace nearly melted into her seat. Most men found her a little too plump, a little too red and freckly.


            She struggled to form defenses against him, and reminded herself that she wasn’t ready to handle such a dangerous man. “I won’t take long.” Her legs trembling, she pushed up and raced to the bathroom. She slammed the door shut.


            Just in case he entertained any notion of slipping inside, of stripping out of his clothes and getting into the tub with her, of letting the warm, wet water deluge their intertwined, naked bodies, she twisted the lock. She pressed her back against the cool wood, her breathing shallow.


            Damn if she didn’t pray Darius would burn the lock away.
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            ALEX CARLYLE was hot and cold at the same time.


            A single guard shoved him inside his newest prison. A single fucking guard because he was too weak to be any real threat. The drugs his captors were pumping through his system were hell on his body. They kept him compliant, groggy and dependent. Kept him uninterested in escape.


            Kept him stupid.


            Or maybe his weakness stemmed from low blood supply. Vampires were allowed to suck from his neck anytime they wanted, as long as they didn’t kill him. He almost wished they’d finish the job.


            For months he’d done nothing but breathe and live Atlantis. He had finally acquired the proof he’d wanted of its existence, but he no longer gave a damn.


            He shivered. The room was cold. So cold frost formed every time he breathed. Why, then, did his skin burn? He sank to the hard floor. Another tremor scratched down his spine like long, sharp fingernails.


            A woman was shoved into the cell. The only exit slid shut behind her.


            Alex closed his eyes, too tired to care. Within moments, small, delicate hands grasped his shoulders and gently shook him. His eyelids flickered open, and he found himself staring up into Teira’s beautiful, ethereal face.


            “You need me?” she said.


            He’d lost his glasses, but he didn’t need them to see that her pale brown eyes were alight with concern. She had the longest lashes he’d ever seen, as light as her waist-length hair. She claimed she was a prisoner, just like he was. The two of them had been “escorted” so many places he didn’t know where he was anymore.


            This newest cell was stripped bare, as if someone had recently scraped everything off the walls. “I’m fine,” he lied. “Where are we this time?”


            “My home.”


            Her home. He inwardly sighed. Somewhere in Atlantis, then. If she was telling the truth. He didn’t know yet if he could believe a word out of the woman’s gorgeous mouth.


            He didn’t know whom he could trust anymore.


            Lately he’d been swindled and double-crossed by everyone he encountered. Every member of his team had betrayed him, willingly giving away his location and his purpose for a few hundred dollars. The guide he’d hired to see him safely through the Amazon had been a paid mercenary. Now he had to contend with Teira.


            She was beautiful, exquisitely and guilelessly so, but beauty often hid a mountain of lies. And she was too concerned for him, too eager to learn about him. Perhaps she’d been sent to seduce the location of the medallion from him, he thought irritably. Why else lock her in a cell with him? He laughed humorlessly. Why else but to fuck the answer out of him.


            Well, the joke was on her. Teira wasn’t his type. He preferred women who wore too much makeup, and tight clothes over their even tighter, surgically enhanced bodies. He preferred women who screwed hard and left the same night without a qualm—if they didn’t speak to him in the meantime, even better.


            Women who looked like Teira terrified him. Instead of makeup and tight clothes, they wore an air of innocence, a marry-me-and-give-me-babies kind of wholesomeness that unnerved him.


            He’d spent too many years caring for his sick father, too afraid to leave the house in case he was needed. He stayed as far away from wholesome women as he could. Just the thought of being permanently grounded made him nauseous. His captors should have locked him up with a slutty-looking brunette. Then he might have talked.


            His jaw clenched. He never should have acquired that damn medallion.


            What had Grace done with it? And why the hell had he sent it to her? He hadn’t meant to involve her; he simply hadn’t realized the extent of the danger until it was too late. He didn’t know what he’d do if she were hurt. There were only three people he gave a shit about, and Grace was at the top of the list. His mom and Aunt Sophie claimed a close second and third.


            Teira gave him another gentle shake. Her fingers were like ice, and he noticed her teeth were chattering.


            “What do you want?” he barked.


            She flinched but didn’t back away. “You need me?” she asked again. Her soft voice floated over him, as lilting as a spring breeze. Her English wasn’t very good, but she’d managed to learn the basics—and quite quickly, too. How convenient.


            “I’m fine,” he repeated.


            “I help warm you.”


            “I don’t need your goddamn help. Go to your side of the cell and leave me alone.”


            Her innocent features dimmed as she scooted away.


            He fought a wave of disappointment. He would never tell her, would never admit it aloud, but he liked her nearness. Dirt might streak the smoothness of her skin, but she still smelled as exotic as a summer storm. The scent comforted him—but scared him, too. She was not his type, but he often found himself gazing at her, yearning to hold her, to touch her.


            As if she sensed his inner longings, she moved back to him and smoothed her trembling fingertips over his forehead, down his nose and along his jaw, her touch light. “Why will you not let me help?” she asked.


            He sighed, savoring her caress even while he knew he should make her stop. Cameras were probably hidden everywhere, and he didn’t want anyone to think he’d finally caved where this woman was concerned.


            “Do you have a syringe? Do you have whatever the hell they’re giving me?”


            “No.”


            “Then you can’t help me.”


            She began tracing strange symbols over his cheek. An intense concentration settled over her features.


            His tremors gradually slowed, and his coldness receded. His muscles relaxed.


            “Feel better?” she asked, a trace of weakness to the words.


            He managed to give her an indifferent frown and lift his shoulders in a shrug. What symbols had she drawn and what did they mean? And how in God’s name had they helped him? He was too stubborn to ask.


            “Why you not like me?” she whispered, biting her lower lip.


            “I like you just fine.” He wouldn’t admit that he would have died without her. His captors, the same men who had chased him through the jungle, then plucked him from one location to the other, had been brutal. He’d been beaten, drugged and nearly drained, and shuddered with each memory. Always Teira was there, waiting for him, comforting him. Holding him with her quiet strength and dignity.


            “Why do they have you locked in here?” he asked her, wishing immediately that he could snatch the words back. He didn’t want to watch her features cloud with deceit as she spun a web of lies. He knew why she was here. Didn’t he?


            Softly, gently, she lay beside him and wrapped one arm around his waist. The woman craved bodily contact like no one else he’d ever met, as if she’d been denied it most of her life. And he’d be lying if he said her little body didn’t feel good curled up next to him.


            “They kill my man and all of his army. I try to…what is the word?” Her brow scrunched as she searched her mind.


            He gazed deeply into her eyes. They were as devoid of duplicity as always. “Defeat them?”


            “Yes,” she said. “Defeat them. I try and defeat them.”


            Whether he believed her story or not, he didn’t like the thought of her being tied to another man. And he liked even less that he cared. “I didn’t know you were married.”


            She looked away from him, past him, over his shoulder. Sorrow and grief radiated from her, and when she next spoke, her pain was like a living thing. “The union end too quickly.”


            He found himself reaching out to her for the first time. He wrapped his fingers around her palm and gave a light squeeze. “Why did they kill him?”


            “To control the mist he guarded and steal his wealth. Even here, in this cell, they removed the jewels from the walls. I miss him,” she added softly.


            To control the mist he guarded…Alex had known she was from Atlantis, though he had failed to realize she was the wife of a Guardian. Or rather, former wife. God, he felt stupid. Of course she would be kept alive. She would know things about the mist that no one else knew.


            He studied Teira’s face with fresh eyes, taking in the elegant slope of her nose and the perfect curve of her pale brows. “How long has your—” Alex couldn’t bring himself to say husband “—has he been gone?”


            “Weeks now. So many weeks.” Reaching up, Teira traced the seam of his lips. “You help me escape?”


            Escape. How wonderful the word sounded. How terrifying. He’d lost track of time and didn’t even know how long he’d been imprisoned. A day? A year? At first, he’d tried numerous times to flee, but he’d always been unsuccessful.


            He rolled onto his back, and the action made his bones ache. He groaned. Teira wasted no time tucking her head into the hollow of his neck and placing her leg over his.


            “You are lonely like me,” she said. “I know you are.”


            She fit perfectly against him. Too perfectly. As if she’d been made specifically to match his body curve for curve. And he was lonely. He stared up at the flat ceiling. What was he going to do with this woman? Was she a heartless bitch who only wanted the medallion and was willing to sell her body to get it? Or was she as innocent as she appeared?


            “Tell me about you.”


            She’d made the same request a thousand times before. It wouldn’t hurt to give her some information about himself, he decided. Nothing important, just a tidbit or two. He wouldn’t mention Grace, of course. He didn’t dare. His love for his sister could be used against him, and that he wouldn’t allow.


            “I’m twenty-nine years old,” he told Teira. He placed his hands on her head and sifted his fingers through her hair. Not only did the strands look like pearly moonlight, they felt like it, too. “I’ve always had a passion for fast cars.” And even faster women, but he didn’t disclose that part. “I’ve never been married, and I don’t have children. I live in an apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan.”


            “Man-hat-tan,” she said, testing the word on her tongue. “Tell me more.”


            He didn’t mention the crime or the pollution but gave her the details he knew she craved. “No matter what time of day or night, crowds of people wander the streets as far as the eye can see. Buildings stretch up to the sky. Shops and bakeries never close. It’s a place where every desire can be indulged.”


            “My people rarely stray to the surface, but your Man-hat-tan sounds like a place we would enjoy.”


            “Tell me about your home.”


            Dreamy remembrance clouded her eyes, making the gold darken to chocolate. She snuggled deeper into his side. “We are inside a dragon palace, though you cannot tell by this cell. Outside, the sea flows all around. Flowers of every color bloom. There are many temples of worship,” she said, slipping into her native tongue, “but most of us have forgotten them because we ourselves have been forgotten.”


            “I’m sorry.” While he was coming to understand some of her language, he wasn’t close to fluent. “I only understood a little of what you said.”


            “I say I wish I could show you.”


            No, she’d said more than that, but he let it go. How wonderful it would be to trek through Atlantis. If he met the inhabitants, studied the homes, wandered the streets and inundated himself with the culture, he could write a book about his experiences. He could—Alex shuddered when he realized he was diving back into his old pattern of thought.


            “I wish I had the power to help you understand my language,” Teira said. “But my powers are not strong enough to cast such a spell.” She paused, traced her fingertips over his jaw. “Who is Grace?”


            Horrified, he leapt up and away from her as if she were the devil’s handmaiden come to claim him. He swayed as a wave of dizziness hit him, wincing as a sharp pain lanced through his temples. He stumbled to the pitcher of water in the corner and sipped. When he felt more steadied, he glared over at Teira. “Where did you hear that name?”


            She was trembling as she sat up and pulled her knees to her chest. “You said while you sleep.”


            “Don’t ever say her name again. Not ever. Understand?”


            “I am sorry. I never mean to upset you. I simply—”


            The door opened.


            Dirt flung in every direction as three men stalked inside. One carried a small table, one a chair and the third a platter of food. Soon a fourth man joined them, cradling a semiautomatic in his hands. He pointed the gun at Alex and grinned, daring him to move. Their arrival meant he’d have his drugs, so he was incapable of fear.


            Teira’s trembling increased. Every day these same men brought him food, a simple meal of bread, cheese and water. Every day they escorted Teira from the room, leaving him to eat alone. And every day she fought them, scratching and screaming. Alex had always assumed her resistance was an act, that they were taking her away to find out what she’d learned from him that day, but as he looked at her, really looked at her this time, he saw the signs of true terror. Her already pale skin became pallid, revealing the faint trace of veins beneath. Her eyes became impossibly round, and she pressed her lips together—to keep from whimpering?


            The table was placed in front of Alex. Hands now free, the guard who’d been holding it strode to Teira and clasped her firmly by the forearm. She didn’t protest as he wrenched her to her feet. She merely gazed over at Alex, silently pleading with him to help her.


            “Time for you to be by yourself for a while, sweetheart,” the man told her.


            Whether she worked for or against these people, Alex realized her fear was real. “Leave her alone,” he said. He latched on to her other arm, making her the rope in a vicious tug of war.


            One of the guards scowled and stalked to him. Something was slammed into Alex’s temple. His vision blurred. His knees buckled, and he went down. Hard. Teira cried out, tried to reach him, and Alex watched in growing horror as she was slapped across the face. Her head whipped to the side, and he caught the sight of blood on her lip.


            Fury consumed him. Hot, blinding fury, giving him strength where he should have had none. With a roar, he sprang up and tackled Teira’s tormentor. All three men flew at him, and he found himself subdued and pinned, helpless once again.


            “Alex,” Teira cried.


            Get up, his mind screamed. Help her. As he pushed to his feet, someone grabbed his arm. He experienced a sharp sting as a needle was shoved into his vein. Familiar warmth invaded him, calming, relaxing. The ache in his bones faded. His dry mouth flooded with moisture. When he was released, he sank to the ground, the will to fight completely deserting him.


            Teira was dragged away.


            He closed his eyes and let his mind float away to nothingness. Footsteps echoed in his ears, tapering to quiet as the rest of the men vacated the room. A new set of footsteps suddenly sounded, these coming closer and closer to him.


            “Enjoying the woman, are you?” a man asked, his voice familiar.


            Alex fought past the fog webbing his brain and blinked up. Hazel eyes peered down at him, the same hazel eyes that belonged to his boss, Jason Graves. Jason wore an aura of self-importance that was almost palpable. He also wore a dragon medallion around his neck.


            Alex’s eyes narrowed. He’d never considered the man a friend, but he’d been a dependable employer for the four years he’d worked for him. Betrayal washed over Alex, bitter and biting, as he realized just what this meant.


            He’d suspected this, but having actual evidence still managed to shock him. I never should have stolen the medallion, he thought again.


            “I’m nothing if not hospitable,” Jason said. His eyes gleamed bright with smug superiority.


            Shards of his fury renewed, sparking past the complacency of the drugs. If only his body had the strength to act. “What are you doing to Teira?” He shuddered at the answer that leapt into his mind, certain now that she wasn’t working with anyone, but was merely trying to survive. Just as he was.


            “Nothing she doesn’t enjoy, I assure you.”


            If he had a weapon, Alex would have committed murder just then. “Bring her back,” he growled. “Now.”


            “First, you and I are going to have a tête-à-tête.”


            The extent of his helplessness shone as brightly as a neon sign. He closed his eyes. “What is it exactly that you want from me, Jason?”


            “Call me Master,” his boss said. “Everyone here does.” He claimed the chair that had been set in front of the table and removed the lid from the platter of food.


            The scent of spicy meat and fresh fruits wafted in the air, making Alex’s mouth water. This wasn’t the bread and cheese he’d expected. But then, the meal wasn’t for him. How long since he’d last eaten anything that smelled so divine? he wondered. Then he laughed. What did he care? “How about I call you Bastard instead?” he said.


            “Do it and I will have you strangled with your own intestines,” Jason said easily, almost happily. “Afterward, I’ll have the same done to Teira.”


            “Master it is, then.” Bastard. Wincing, he pulled himself to a sitting position and crossed his arms over his chest.


            Jason swirled his fork in what looked to be pasta and said, “You have been stubborn, Alex, holding out on us.”


            A prickle of unease worked through him, and he fought to remain expressionless. “What do you mean?”


            “Your sister, Grace.” Casually Jason bit into his food. He closed his eyes and chewed slowly, savoring the taste. “The picture you have of her on your desk is of a ten-year-old girl.”


            Alex’s unease quickly mutated into terror, and the cold air seeped all the way into his marrow. “So what,” he said, striving for nonchalance.


            “A voluptuous, very mature Grace was found looking for you in the jungle. She’s pretty, your sister.” Jason licked creamy white sauce from the fork.


            Alex tried to spring up, tried to wrap his hands around Jason’s neck. His body refused to cooperate, however, and in midair, he simply collapsed back into a heap on the floor. “Where is she?” he panted. “Did you hurt her? Did you do anything to her?”


            “Of course not.” Jason’s tone actually held an element of affront. “What kind of man do you think I am?”


            “You really don’t want me to answer that, do you?” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Where is she?”


            “Don’t worry. We let her fly back to New York. She’s safe—for the moment. We left her an e-mail from you, saying you were okay, and for her sake, I hope she’s content with that.”


            His jaw clenched. “Leave her the hell alone.”


            “That depends on you, doesn’t it?” Jason placed his elbows on the table and leaned toward him. “Where’s my medallion, Alex?” he asked, his voice growing harder, harsher.


            “I told your men, I lost it. I don’t know where it is.”


            “I think that’s a lie,” Jason said smoothly. He held a pineapple slice between his fingers and sunk his teeth into it, causing the juices to run down his chin. He dabbed at the wetness with his napkin, mimicking a proper Southern gentleman—the kind of man he’d often teased Alex of being.


            “What do you want it for, anyway? You already have a new one.”


            “I want them all.”


            “Why? They aren’t crafted from gold or silver. They’re crafted from metal filigree. They’re a worthless decoration, nothing more.”


            They both knew he lied.


            Jason shrugged. “They offer the wearer power beyond comprehension, though we haven’t yet learned how to harness that power. In time,” he said with confidence. “In time. They also open every door in this palace, offering a banquet of riches. You could have been a part of this…I would have asked for your help eventually, but you chose to work against me.”


            “You think you can just blithely steal from these people and walk away unscathed?” He snorted. “They are children of the gods. I, at least, meant only to study them.”


            “No, you meant to expose them. Did you think that would have done them any good? Did you think the entire world could resist coming here and stealing the overabundance of treasures?” Now Jason was the one to snort. “To answer your question, no, I didn’t think I could blithely steal from them. I knew I could. Quite easily, too.”


            Alex shook his head at such blatant arrogance. “I suppose you’re going to tell me just how you did it. We can have ourselves a Bad Guy Confession Time.”


            A hard glint entered Jason’s eyes, but his need to brag far surpassed his anger. “Before entering the portal in Florida, I tossed in enough fentanyl gas to put a legion of men to sleep. Then I sent in my troops. Most were killed, but casualties of war are expected. The Guardian of the Mist might have been strong, but he couldn’t survive multiple rounds of firepower and he quickly bled out.”


            “What about his men? The Book of Ra-Dracus speaks of each Guardian possessing an army of dragons inside his palace.”


            “Ah, the Book of Ra-Dracus.” All arrogance, Jason lifted a jeweled goblet and sipped the contents. “Have I thanked you yet for the book’s acquisition? It changed my life.”


            “You stole it from me,” he accused, his eyes narrowed.


            “Of course. Just like you stole from me. The irony is beautiful, isn’t it?” Smiling smugly, Jason added, “You made the mistake of typing your notes into your computer. I keep tabs on all of my employees.”


            “You hack into their personal lives, you mean.”


            Jason shrugged. “When I realized exactly what you possessed, I knew I had to have it. So I paid someone to ‘acquire’ it for me.”


            “I stole the medallion from you, yes, but I always intended to give it back. I didn’t think you even knew what it was.”


            “Oh, I knew.” A soft rumble of laughter escaped. “I’m slowly emptying this palace of every jewel, every piece of gold, every fine fabric and selling them on the surface. How else do you think I afforded those new buildings? My designer clothes?” He paused, tilted his chin. “And I’ll do the same to the other dragon palace. But we digress. How did we kill the dragon army? The same way we found them. Ra-Dracus. We learned they are weakened by cold and bullets. Quick. Simple.”


            “You’re a monster,” Alex whispered, horrified by what Jason had done—and all he would do.


            “A monster? Hardly. Those that dwell in Atlantis are the monsters. In fact, let me tell you a little about Teira, the sweet Teira you so wish to protect. She’s a dragon. A changeling.” He studied Alex’s waning color and nodded with satisfaction. “I see you know what I am talking about.”


            “I read Ra-Dracus in its entirety.”


            “Then you know what happens when you infuriate a dragon? It transforms into a beast. A killer.”


            “If Teira is a dragon, why hasn’t she changed? Why hasn’t she freed herself?” He paused. “Why hasn’t she killed you?”


            “She has seen what our guns did to her people, and she fears us. Fear will keep the fiercest of creatures submissive.”


            “Or maybe that’s why you keep it so cold in here. To keep her weak because you are afraid of her.”


            Eyes narrowed, Jason said, “Dragons can go days, weeks without food. Then, suddenly, an intense craving comes over them. Do you know what they eat when this craving comes upon them, Alex?”


            He swallowed. He didn’t know, but he could guess.


            “They eat whatever is in sight,” Jason answered, leaning back in his chair. “And do you know what Teira will crave when the hunger hits her? You, Alex. You. She won’t have to change to dragon form. She’ll just start biting.”


            A wave of dizziness hit him as he shook his head in denial. “She wouldn’t hurt me.” He didn’t know when he’d started to think of Teira as his ally. He didn’t know when he’d lost his animosity toward her. He only knew that hers was the only kindness he’d known these last weeks.


            “You sound so confident. So stupid.” Jason laughed. “I know the nature of the beast, and I know beyond a doubt that when the time comes, she will feast on your body because you will be the only food in sight. She may not want to, she may hate herself for it, but she will do it.”


            “Why are you doing this? Why go to all this trouble? Kill me already and get it over with.”


            “Tell me where the medallion is, and I’ll let you go. We’ll forget this ever happened.”


            Liar, he almost shouted. Unless Jason meant to let him go with his head detached from his body.


            Lethargy began to weave through the dizziness, and he closed his eyes. “I don’t know where it is,” he said. His voice sounded far away, lost.


            “Need I remind you that I’m not above using your mother? Your aunt? Your sister? Patrick, one of the men who found Grace, would like nothing more than to spread her legs before he kills her.”


            Alex couldn’t manage to open his lids; they were simply too heavy. He said weakly, “If anyone touches a single member of my family, I will—”


            “You will what?” Jason said mockingly.


            He didn’t respond. There was no threat great enough…and there was nothing he could actually do. Not here, not now, and not while the drugs crawled through his system. Not while his body suffered from blood loss. Sleep, he just wanted to sleep.


            “We’ve searched your home, Grace’s home and even your mother’s home. No one’s been hurt yet. That can all change in an instant, Alex. I’m running out of patience.” Jason pushed to his feet and walked around the table. He knelt in front of Alex. He gripped his hair and forced his head back, forced him to stare up into his eyes. “Do you understand?”


            “Yes,” he whispered hoarsely.


            “You’re pathetic.”


            His hair was released, but he didn’t have the neck strength to keep his head from slamming into the ground. He rolled onto his side and knew nothing more.


            How long passed before the sweet fragrance of seawater invaded his senses, he couldn’t fathom a guess. But when he opened his eyes, Teira was curled beside him, sleeping peacefully. Instinctively he jerked away as Jason’s words flitted through his mind. She won’t need to change into dragon form, she’ll just start biting.


            Teira’s pale lashes fluttered open, and the corners of her lips gifted him with a sleepy smile—a smile that did odd things to his stomach.


            She studied his expression, and her smile slowly faded. “What wrong?”


            As he studied her in return, he lost his trepidation. A bruise marred her cheek, barely visible under the dirt covering her. “Nothing’s wrong,” he said, his throat scratchy. Still a bit groggy, he reached out and gently caressed the discoloration.


            “You look in pain,” she said.


            “How long did I sleep?” he asked.


            She shrugged.


            His fingers moved from her cheek and cupped her jaw. “What did they do to you?”


            “They not hurt me,” she assured him. “I think they fear I hurt them.”


            He chuckled, a low rumble that reverberated in his chest. She looked so delicate, it was hard to imagine her as a fearsome dragon.


            “How you feel?” Concern glinted in her golden eyes. She placed her hand over his heartbeat.


            “Better.” Much better now that she was here. But the shakes would come again, he knew, and so would the need. “Teira.” He sighed. “I’m sorry for how I’ve treated you.” Born to a staunchly Southern father, he was ashamed of his behavior toward her. He might live in New York, but like every gentleman, he still opened car doors, still paid for meals and still called women when he said he would. Not that the ones he dated expected it. “I thought you worked for them, but that’s no excuse.”


            Her gaze skittered shyly away from him. “I like being with you.”


            Her confession pleased him, warmed him as surely as a winter coat. She wasn’t his type, but he was attracted to her all the same. A powerful attraction he couldn’t hide anymore. Didn’t want to hide anymore. “I like being with you, too,” he admitted. He liked her more than he should.


            Leaning up, hesitant, she placed a soft kiss on his lips. He knew she meant it as a chaste peck, a swift kiss of solace, but he pried her lips open with his own and swept his tongue deep. At first, she stiffened. But when she relaxed, she went wild in his arms. She came alive, plunging her tongue into his mouth, moaning her demands, fisting her hands in his hair and fueling his own response.


            The air around them sizzled and that sizzle simmered in his blood. Her body pressed to his, her lithe curves a perfect fit. He’d gladly sprint to his death if only to die with her taste in his mouth. He reveled in her flavor, sweet and guileless, like the purest ocean, and unlike any female he’d ever tasted.


            With a groan, he gripped her by the waist, clenching the fabric of her sheer gown in his hands. He settled her on top of him. He didn’t care if cameras watched them. He didn’t care that she was wrong for him. His need for her was too great. He deepened the kiss, exploring more of her mouth, running his tongue over her teeth. He allowed his fingers to trace a path down her spine, allowed them to cup her bottom and anchor her snugly against his growing erection.


            She gasped his name, and the moment she did, she seemed to snap out of her haste. She tore her face from him. Their gazes locked, all hot and needy; their ragged exhalations blended. He fought the urge to tug her back down.


            “Alex?” she said on a fragile catch of breath.


            His hands shook as he smoothed pale strands of hair out of her face. “Yes, Teira.” God, yes. His voice sounded slow and slurred, yet it had nothing to do with drugs and everything to do with the woman in his arms. His need for her surpassed any he’d ever known.


            She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, and he watched as its plumpness tugged free. His shaft jerked in response. Then she leaned down, placing her lips next to his ear. “I can take us to freedom.”


            He paused, absorbing her words. “How?” he whispered fiercely, his arms tightening around her.


            The corners of her lips turned up in a wry grin. “I stole a medallion.”


            Alex’s smile matched hers. He laughed. They just might be able to escape. Which meant he could feed this woman real food—then spend the next few days with her in bed.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            DARIUS GAZED at the sights around him.


            Buildings towered as far as the eye could see, stretching toward the skyline—a skyline that was wide and open, cloudy, not filled with crystal and water. Colors, so many colors. They glowed from signs; they blurred together as masses of people strode past him. Even the sun shone brightly of yellow, orange and gold. What struck him most of all, however, was the multitude of scents that intermingled and cloyed the air.


            The overload to his senses was strangely welcoming.


            This place did not offer the lush, green foliage of his home, yet New York was beguiling and lovely in its own right. A place that called out to the beast within him—just as Grace did.


            When this was over, he would—No, he could not think that way. He could not allow himself to envision Grace in his future. He must finish this.


            Some of his men were surrounding Javar’s palace, preventing the humans from spreading their violence further. Still…his fists clenched. The fact that they lived offended him.


            And he did not like to be offended.


            Beside him, Grace skirted around a table overflowing with photos. “We’ll be there soon,” she said, glancing up at him. “Are you okay? You look pale.”


            She had changed into new clothing after her bath. She looked edible. Pale blue pants clung to her legs and a sea-green shirt molded itself to her breasts. She was like an ocean wave, utterly captivating, magical. He could have drowned in her and died happy. “Do not concern yourself with me.”


            “You could whisk us to Argonauts and save us the walk,” she said. “I’m anxious to question them again.”


            Darius, too, was anxious to question them, but he couldn’t whisk about in this city. To do so, he had to visualize his target. He knew nothing of this area, he thought, letting his gaze scan. A trickle of sweat dripped into his eyes, and he wiped it away.


            The sun continued to beat down upon him, growing hotter with every step he took. Usually his body embraced heat. Now he fought a deepening lassitude. He stumbled when his foot caught on a rock. One corner of his lips lifted in a scowl as he steadied himself. He despised frailty of any kind, especially his own.


            “You’re not okay,” Grace said, her concern more concentrated. She clasped his arm and tried to pull him aside.


            He shook off her hold and kept walking in the direction she’d given him earlier. A woman’s concern was not something he knew how to deal with. This woman’s concern was something he couldn’t deal with.


            I’m going to bed and kill you before I leave, he almost shouted. Don’t waste what’s left of your life caring for me.


            Scowl solidifying, he stepped out onto the street. He wanted his peaceful, emotionless existence back. No more of this I-want-her I-can’t-hurt-her nonsense.


            No more!


            Pain suddenly flashed through his head. A pain more intense than anything he’d ever experienced. He doubled over with it, cursing the gods all the while.


            “Darius!” Grace shouted, grabbing him by the arm and jerking him toward her. “Look out.”


            A honk sounded. A whiz. Cars swerved out of the way.


            Fear halted Grace’s heartbeat as a taxi nearly clipped Darius’s side. The organ kicked back into gear only when she had ushered him to the safety of the sidewalk. Along the way, she accidentally bumped into a young woman headed in the opposite direction. “I’m sorry,” she said, jumping out of the way to avoid the coffee spilling from the girl’s cup.


            “Watch where you’re going,” the girl fumed, never actually slowing.


            “Darius, talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.” Too afraid to release him, she clenched his hand and faced him. “We’re not moving from this spot until you do.”


            “My time here is running out,” he said.


            She studied him. His sculpted features were taut, his lips tight, and the fine lines around his eyes strained. “You’ve said that before. What happens if you stay too long?”


            He shrugged. One minute ticked into another, but he didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t acknowledge her again in any other way. He simply watched as men, women and children continued to skip past them, some talking and laughing. Some arguing.


            Maybe he thought she would use the knowledge against him. She didn’t know, but was determined to help him. “Look at me, Darius. Please look at me.”


            His gaze descended gradually, falling from the building tops, to the neon signs, and finally to her. When their gazes connected, her jaw dropped slightly. As she looked at him, she saw many things. Heart wrenching things. She saw pain in his eyes, as well as traces of guilt and sadness. And, beneath it all, was the slightest glimmer of…hopelessness?


            “When we returned from the cave,” she said, “you were weak and pale, but after you drank the lemonade you felt better. If you’ll wait here, I’ll buy you something to eat.”


            The guilt in his eyes increased, and she wondered at its origin. But he nodded slowly, and her concern for him overrode everything else. “I will wait,” he said.


            She raced inside the bakery. Fresh ground coffee beans, with a hint of vanilla, and a mouthwatering array of muffins fragranced the air. She claimed a place in line. When her turn arrived, she ordered a bottled water and raisin granola bar for herself. For Darius, she ordered a sinfully rich chocolate éclair and espresso.


            With sack and beverages in hand, she rejoined Darius. He hadn’t moved from the spot where she’d left him, and he was still too pale.


            “Here,” she said, handing him the éclair and coffee. Her gaze lingered lovingly on the chocolate. How long since she’d had such a treat? Too long. She and Alex used to spend their allowance on box after box of éclairs. They’d eat as many as their stomachs could hold, and sometimes more.


            She blinked away the memory, her determination to find him growing.


            “Come on,” she said to Darius. “We’ll walk and eat at the same time.”


            As they trudged into motion, Darius sipped at his drink. Some of his color returned, and his steps became more fluid. Men gave them a wide berth, and women gave them, or rather Darius, a second—and sometimes third—glance. Grace knew those women were wondering if he looked this savage simply strolling down the street, how savage would he be making love? In his tight black shirt and tight black pants, the man reeked of sexual pleasure.


            Darius pinched the éclair between his fingers, studying the sumptuous pastry from every angle. She watched him while she chewed her tasteless granola bar. “Just eat it,” she said.


            “It looks like creamy mud.”


            “If that’s your attitude, you deserve to eat my granola.” Mouth watering, she slapped the bar in his hand and confiscated the éclair.


            “Give that back,” he said.


            “Over my dead body.”


            “I am hungry.”


            “Well, so am I.”


            She was just about to place the chocolate reverently on her tongue, was just about to let the Bavarian cream slide right into her mouth, when Darius ripped the dessert from her hands.


            “That is mine,” he said and handed her back her granola bar.


            Ready to pounce on him, she growled low in her throat.


            His lips twitched. “Why did you not buy yourself one of these if you want it so badly?”


            “Because—Just because!” Grace chugged down her water, letting the coldness of the liquid bring her back to her senses. I’m a rational being, she reminded herself, and I don’t need the extra fat grams. Besides, what does one dessert matter in light of all that has happened lately?


            “Do all the women on the surface refuse to buy themselves the food they want to eat?” Darius asked.


            She recapped the lid on the water bottle. “I’m not talking to you right now. You’ve tackled me to the ground, you bound me to your side, and…and you cast some sort of magic lust spell on me.” Once she said the words, Grace blinked in astonishment. Of course! A magic lust spell explained her seemingly unquenchable desire for him, as well as the fact that she often found herself thinking of him when she should be thinking of ways to find her brother.


            Slowly his lips inched into a true smile of amusement. The first he’d given her. There was a hint of possessiveness in that smile, too. His eyes darkened to gold. “You lust for me?”


            “No, I do not,” she ground out, her cheeks scalding hot. “I suspect you’re capable of such a despicable deed, that’s all.”


            His nostrils flared in a way that proclaimed he knew, knew, exactly how she felt about him—and knew the lust was entirely her own. “If we did not have so much to do this day, I would take you back to your home, sweet Grace, and explore this magic lust spell. Very, very thoroughly.”


            While she floundered for some type of rejoinder, he at last bit into his food. He stilled. Utterly and completely stilled. Chewed slowly. Closed his eyes. Opened his eyes, revealing a joy tantamount to orgasm. Chewed some more. Swallowed. “This is—this is—”


            “I know,” she grumbled. She finished off her granola. “It’s not mud.”


            The taste was amazing, Darius thought, and helped restore more of his vigor. What had Grace called this culinary treasure? An ay-klare. The delectable morsel wasn’t quite as flavorful as Grace herself, but close. Were he to slather her body with it and lick away every trace, he might find release before he actually entered her.


            For so long he’d tasted nothing, and now he tasted everything. He knew Grace was responsible, that she was the catalyst. He just didn’t know how. Or why. And he was no closer to the answer than he had been before. But he didn’t care. He reveled in these new experiences. When she was dead—was gone, he corrected, not liking her name associated with death—he wondered if hewould ever taste again. Or if he’d want to. Without Grace…


            He took another bite of the ay-klare and noticed Grace eyeing his mouth with longing in her turquoise gaze. His stomach tightened. Did she crave him? Or the food he ate? Most likely the food, he mused, and he bit back a self-deprecating chuckle. She’d very nearly bitten off his hand when he’d snatched the dessert from her, reminding him of a female dragon who’d gone far too long without food.


            He waved the remaining piece under her nose, and her eyelids became heavy and sultry. “Would you like to share this with me?” he asked.


            She moaned as if he’d just offered to make her dreams come true. Dreams that were forbidden, coveted. Dreams she couldn’t acknowledge but craved with every ounce of her being.


            “No,” she said, that single word sounding raw, like it had been ripped from her throat.


            She obviously wished to partake, and quite desperately, so why did she think to deny herself? No matter, he thought in the next instant. Before she could pull away, he placed the food at her lips. “Open,” he commanded.


            Automatically she obeyed. Then she gasped. Bit. Savored. As she chewed, she made noises of pleasure. Breathy noises he’d only heard from women in his bed. His blood heated, rushing from his head and into his shaft. Gods, he wanted this woman. His responses to her were coming more quickly now. A bit more intently, too. Where she was concerned, he was all beast. Primitive and unapologetically barbaric. One moment he wanted her slow and easy, tender. The next he wanted her rough, hard. Now.


            He needed to sate himself on her. Soon.


            Her fingers curled around his hand, holding the ay-klare in place. “Oh, my God,” she said, eyes closed. “That is so good.”


            At the first touch of her fingers, white-hot heat speared him. He jerked away from her, then found himself reaching out again, reaching to take her by the base of her neck and yank her to him. Reaching out to kiss her, hard and deep and wet. He dropped his hands at his sides. Teeth grinding together, he increased his speed.


            He had to remain focused where this woman was concerned. The time for making her desire him would come after he’d learned all that he could from her and the other humans. Damn this!


            “Slow down,” she huffed after a few minutes.


            He tossed her a glance over his shoulder and noticed a dark smudge marring the edge of her lip. Before he could stop himself, he extended his arm and swiped the smudge away with his fingertip. He kept the contact light, quick. If he lingered, if he prolonged the contact, he would strip her. Penetrate her. He was near his breaking point already.


            He turned his face from her so she wouldn’t see him lick the morsel he’d swiped from her off his finger.


            “Slow down,” she said again. As she dictated directions, she had to pump her arms and jog to keep up with him. “Will you slow down already? I’ve had enough exercise these last few days to last me a lifetime.”


            “You may rest when we have completed our mission.”


            “I’m not one of your men. And just so you know, the outcome of this is just as important to me as it is to you—if not more so—but I’ll be no good to anyone if I collapse.”


            He slowed.


            “Thank you,” she said. “I didn’t even move that quickly when I thought I was being followed yesterday.”


            Darius ground to a halt, causing the couple behind him to slam into his back. He remained in place, absorbing the impact without moving an inch. With muttered curses, the glaring pair scurried around him.


            “You were followed?” Darius demanded, glaring. “By whom? Man or woman? Were you hurt?”


            When Grace realized he was no longer beside her, that she’d actually passed him, she had to stop and backtrack, hopping over a piece of chewed gum, then scurrying around a vender selling pirated DVDs until she reached his side. “I’m not sure,” she said. “A man, I think, though I never saw him. And no, he didn’t hurt me.”


            “Then he might be allowed to live another day.”


            Oh, my, Grace thought, breathless again for a reason that had nothing to do with exercise. Sunlight couched Darius’s features, giving his cheekbones and nose a harsh sort of radiance. When he turned on the intensity like this, going all commando, her belly did strange things. Her mind did strange things. Like try to convince her to throw herself in his arms, sweep her tongue into his mouth, and rub herself against him, all over him, and forget about the rest of the world.


            “I will hold sentry at your side,” he said, his gaze already scanning the area, searching. “If this man comes near you today, I will eliminate him. Worry not.”


            She nodded, fighting an involuntary shiver. Despite everything, or maybe because of it, she knew Darius would keep her safe. As they jolted back into motion, he continually watched the world around him, taking in every detail and missing nothing. Like the guard he’d promised to be, he remained on alert.


            If they were being followed, he would know—and she pitied whoever it was.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            ONLY TWO MINUTES passed before Darius dragged her into a nearby souvenir shop, shoving people aside in his haste to enter.


            “I’m so sorry, ma’am,” Grace said. “You, too, sir.” To Darius, she demanded quietly, “What are you doing?”


            The fierce gleam in his ice-blue eyes made her swallow a lump of apprehension. “You were right,” he said. “You were being followed.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You still are.”


            “What!” she gasped, just as he pinned her against a rack of T-shirts. She’d felt no menacing presence today, felt no watchful eyes on her back.


            “I would have noticed sooner,” he said wryly, keeping his gaze trained on the store window, “but my mind was not where it should have been.”


            “What should we do? Who is it?”


            “A human male. Short. He’s wearing some type of coat, yet the day is warm.”


            Grace tried to peek over Darius’s shoulder, but it proved too broad and too high. “Can he see us?”


            “No, but he’s waiting outside this shop.”


            “Let’s go out the back. He’ll never know, and we can—”


            “No.” Darius skimmed his hands inside his pockets, gave a flick of his wrists, and plucked out two daggers. The thickness of his hands and forearms kept the blades concealed from the public, but she knew they were there. He gripped each jeweled weapon tightly. “I wish to have a…conversation with the man.”


            Stunned, horrified, she only managed a choked gasp in response.


            Good Lord. There might be a bloodbath this day.


            “You can’t kill anyone,” she whispered fiercely. Her gaze darted around wildly. Tourists were staring at them like they were the morning’s entertainment. “Please,” she added more quietly, “put the knives away before someone notices them.”


            “The knives stay,” he said, his voice cold, unfeeling.


            “You don’t understand. This—”


            “No, Grace.” He pinned her with a glare. “You don’t understand. Purchase something from this store. Anything. Now.”


            Too nervous to care what she bought, Grace shakily lifted a plastic replica of the Empire State Building. After she paid for it, she gripped the bag and walked with Darius to the door. Her stomach had yet to settle.


            “Good choice,” he said, motioning to the small building. “Use the tip as a weapon if you must. Jab his eyes.”


            Jab his eyes? Grace gulped. I should have bought a snow globe. She didn’t mind using Mace; that was a spray, for God’s sake. But using a model of the Empire State Building, the centerpiece of Manhattan, to blind a human being…


            I’m just a flight attendant on extended leave, she thought dazedly. I do not jab people.


            Darius must have sensed her unease because he stopped just before they stepped outside. Facing her, he said, “I would leave you here if I could, but the binding spell does not permit it.”


            “Having a conversation with this person really isn’t necessary.” Even to her own ears, she sounded timid, and she winced. She just didn’t want Darius injured or in trouble with the law. “I’ve seen enough movies and read enough books to know that sometimes the safest course of action is to retreat.”


            “And sometimes the safest course of action is the wrong one.”


            “When I asked you to help me find Alex, I never meant to place you in danger.”


            His features softened at her admission, but that flash of guilt was back. “This man might have information about your brother. He could be the one who tried to take the medallion, the one who locked him away. Do you really want to let him go?”


            “No,” she said quietly. Then more firmly, “No.”


            “I will be safe. And so will you.”


            “Let’s use violence as a last resort, though. Okay?”


            A long, protracted silence enveloped them. “As you wish,” he said reluctantly. “In return for that concession, I want you to stay behind me. And do not speak again until I give you permission. You will distract me otherwise.”


            Resisting the urge to link her fingers through his, she followed him into the sunlight. A warm breeze greeted them as they began stalking forward. At first she thought Darius meant to lead their tail to a private alley, but her warrior didn’t even try to pretend ignorance. He approached the man clad in a brown trench coat who was standing in front of a store window pretending to look inside. At maternity dresses? Puh-lease.


            Watching their reflections, the man realized Darius meant to grab him. He stiffened, gasped and jolted into motion, running from them as fast as his booted feet could carry him.


            “Run, Grace,” Darius called over his shoulder, as he, too, started running.


            An invisible force wrenched her behind Darius, forcing her body into action. Her feet barely touched the ground as she flew, literally flew, after him. Damn this binding spell!


            Darius followed the man through traffic lights and around cars, past people and over commerce tables. Irritated grunts and surprised screams echoed in her ears, blending with the sound of her own panting. Was that a police siren? Air burned her lungs. She clutched the plastic Empire State Building as they ran on and on.


            If this kept up, she just might be a luscious size six by the end of the month.


            When Darius finally came within arm’s reach, he grabbed his target by the neck, quickly cutting off any screams of protest. Using only one hand, he lifted the man up and carried him into a nearby alley. There, he dropped him, watching the flailing man fall onto his butt and scramble to the wall. Darius crossed his arms over his chest, daring him to make a move.


            Behind them, Grace huffed and puffed to a standstill, then hunched over, gasping for breath. If she survived the day, she was going to treat herself and Alex to a triple dip hot fudge sundae. Or perhaps a banana split. Or maybe fresh doughnuts dripping with chocolate glaze. Maybe all three. She straightened and saw several men huddled against the brownstone wall. Their clothes were threadbare, and their faces dirty and scared. Did they think they would have to face Darius next?


            Forcing a smile, Grace handed one of the men her Empire State Building—she was not jabbing anyone today—and reached into her wallet. She withdrew several bills. At the sight of cash, the alley men lost all interest in Darius.


            “For you,” she said, paying them to go away and keep this “their little secret.” I’m aiding and abetting a criminal, she thought, an unexpected wave of excitement crashing inside her.


            Excitement? No, surely not. Skiing in Aspen hadn’t excited her. Paragliding in Mexico hadn’t excited her. Most likely what she felt so intently was fear. Any second she expected the police to show up and haul her and Darius away.


            “I’ll scream.”


            The threat came as the man pushed to his feet.


            Both of Darius’s brows winged up. A sheen of sweat glistened on his neck and face, but his expression did not portray a hint of weakness. “Are you a woman, then?” he said. “First you hide in the shadows, and when you are caught, you scream?”


            “You lay a single hand on me, the cops will be all over you.”


            Darius grabbed him by the shoulders, angling his wrists in a crisscross and pressing his knives subtly into the man’s carotid artery. Not enough to break the skin, but enough to sting.


            That’s when Grace received her first good look at the man. Shock held her frozen for a long while. “Patrick?” she said when she finally found her voice. This man worked with her brother; he’d even escorted her to the boat, and had engaged her in several conversations about her family afterward. “What’s going on? Why were you following me?”


            Silence.


            “Answer her questions,” Darius demanded. When Patrick still refused to speak, Darius increased the pressure of the blades, making small pricks and drawing blood.


            “You won’t kill me,” he said smugly.


            “You’re right. I won’t kill you. Not with blades, at least.” Darius dropped his weapons and wrapped his hands around the man’s neck. “You would die too quickly.”


            “I—I wasn’t following her. I swear,” Patrick sputtered, his face slowly fading from pink, to white, to blue. He kicked and clawed, losing his smugness with his need for air.


            Eyes wide, she glanced from Darius to Patrick, from Patrick to Darius. Intimidation was a good tactic for getting what they wanted, but she knew Darius wasn’t trying to intimidate. He really would kill Patrick without a single qualm.


            “You are lying, and I do not like liars,” Darius said, his voice so bored he could have been commenting on the mating habits of flies. But then his eyes slitted and his voice deepened, no longer dripping with boredom, but with rage. “I recognize you. You are the one who touched Grace while she was sleeping.”


            Patrick’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “No, no,” he gasped, struggling to loosen Darius’s grip. “I didn’t.”


            “I watched you do it,” he said, his teeth bared.


            Were those fangs? She shivered as she stared at the long, sharp incisors. Then their words sank into her brain. “He touched me?” she gasped, hands anchoring on her hips. To Patrick, she ground out, “Which part of me?”


            “Your cheek,” Darius told her. “But he wanted to do more. Would have, if his friend hadn’t stopped him.”


            Her jaw gnashed in fury.


            “You couldn’t have watched me,” Patrick said to Darius. “You weren’t on the boat.”


            No, he hadn’t been on the boat, but then, Darius hadn’t needed to be. He’d used his medallion on her like he’d done to Alex, she realized, not liking that he’d seen her and she hadn’t known.


            Patrick made a gargled sound, and his battle for freedom intensified. His legs flailed, and his hands slashed.


            “Were we in my home,” Darius said, “I would have your hands removed for such an offense.”


            “I didn’t hurt her,” Patrick squeaked. “You know I didn’t hurt her.”


            “Wrong again,” Darius said. A flash of green scales pulsed over his skin. “You touched my woman. Mine. For that alone I want to kill you.”


            Grace’s heart stopped. Literally stopped, suspended in her chest. Which should she react to first? The scales or the “she is my woman” statement? Neither, she decided. Only Alex mattered right now. Not her shock at the fact that there were actually dragon scales under Darius’s skin, and certainly not her unwanted joy at his words.


            Tamping down her emotions, she forced her attention to Patrick. His lips were moving, but no sound emerged. “I think he’s trying to say something, Darius,” she said.


            Several seconds passed before Darius loosened his hold. “Have you something to say?”


            “I—” Patrick sucked in a deep breath. “Just need—” deep breath “—a moment.”


            “You’re supposed to be looking for my brother,” Grace told him. “Why aren’t you in Brazil?”


            “Alex might already be dead. We found evidence to suggest it right after you left. I’m sorry.”


            Had Darius not shown Grace proof that Alex lived, she would have sunk to her knees and sobbed. Of all the things to say, of all the things to feign remorse about, that was the cruelest. She didn’t ask what evidence; she didn’t even ask why no one had given her such news before now. She didn’t want to hear more upsetting lies.


            Her eyes narrowed. “You may kill him, Darius.”


            Darius flicked her a startled glance, staring at her lips as if he couldn’t quite believe what they’d proclaimed. He grinned slowly, then turned that grin to Patrick.


            “What the woman wants,” he said, “I give her.”


            Both of Patrick’s palms pushed at Darius’s chest, but the action had no effect. “I can’t tell you anything. I’ll lose everything, damn it. Everything!”


            “So you would rather lose your life?”


            Darius increased the pressure. Patrick gurgled, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to suck in air. Grace snapped out of her murderous inclinations. Thinking about a death and actually witnessing it were two totally different things.


            Not knowing what else to do, she laid her hand on Darius’s arm. “Perhaps I spoke too hastily,” she said. “Let’s give him one more chance.”


            Darius glanced at her hand, then brought his gaze to her face, never releasing Patrick. The blue in Darius’s eyes had faded substantially, making them appear almost completely white.


            “Let him go. Please.” Her hand inched upward, and she stroked her fingers over his cheek. “For me.” She didn’t know why she’d added those last words and didn’t expect them to work. Yet color began to return to Darius’s eyes, not ice-blue but gorgeous golden-brown. The color she was coming to love.


            “Please,” she said again.


            He released Patrick in the next instant. The gasping man collapsed on the dirty concrete, wheezing as he tried to fill his lungs. Red handprints encircled his neck, changing to a blue-black as she watched. She and Darius waited side by side, silent, as Patrick breathed life back into his body.


            “Why were you following Grace?” Darius demanded. “I will not give you another chance to answer, so consider your words carefully.”


            Patrick closed his eyes and leaned his shoulders into the wall. His fingers massaged at his throat. “The medallion,” he said, his voice hoarse, broken. “I followed her for the medallion.”


            “Why?” Every muscle Darius possessed stiffened. “What did you hope to do with it?”


            “My boss…he wants your jewels,” Patrick choked out. “That’s all.”


            Darius stiffened. “How do you know what I am?”


            “You’re like the others. The ones we…” His words trailed off. “I was only to keep track of Grace’s whereabouts, to record where she went and who she talked to. I wasn’t to harm her in any way. I swear.”


            “Give us a name,” she said sharply, though she had already guessed the answer.


            His shoulders slumped, and he laughed, a humorless, I-can’t-believe-this-is-happening rasp. “I’ll tell you, but you know what? You’d better be prepared to wade nose-deep in shit because that’s what he’s going to throw at you. He’s the greediest son of a bitch I’ve ever met, and he’ll do anything, anything to get what he wants.”


            “His name,” she insisted.


            “Jason Graves.” He paused, adding gruffly, “Alex’s boss. The owner of Argonauts.”


            A cold shiver of dread attacked Grace. Argonauts. Jason. Bits of information began to piece together in her mind. Trembling inside, Grace bent down until she and Patrick were eye-to-eye. She cupped his chin with shaky hands and forced him to face her, to stare her directly in the eyes. “Is Jason Graves holding Alex captive?”


            Patrick nodded reluctantly.


            “Where?” The word lashed from her. “Here in the States? Brazil?”


            “Different places. Never the same place for long.”


            “Was he in Brazil while I was there? Is that why you guys were so eager to send me home?” Why hadn’t they hurt her? Why hadn’t they threatened Alex with her life? There had to be a reason.


            “We didn’t want you involved or stumbling on company business. You were to go home and sing our praises for doing all we could to find your brother. Other than that, I’m as clueless as you as to where he is,” he added. “I’m told on a need to know basis, and I don’t need to know that.”


            “How long has he been a prisoner?”


            “A few weeks.” Patrick wheezed, then coughed. “You were supposed to find the e-mail we sent you and stop searching. Why the hell didn’t you stop searching?”


            His question was rhetorical, so she didn’t bother with a response. The postcard she’d gotten from Alex had been sent a week ago. He must have escaped, sent it, then was recaptured. Her poor brother! “What does Jason plan to do with him? Kill him? Release him later?”


            “Who knows?” he said, but the truth was there in his eyes. Alex would never be released. Not alive. “Last I heard, he was fine.”


            Shoving to her feet, Grace looked up at Darius. “We have to go to the police,” she said. “We have to tell them what’s going on.”


            “What are police?”


            When she explained, he said sharply, “No.” He shook his head, causing black locks of hair to brush his temples. “We will involve no one else.”


            “They’ll help us. They’ll—”


            “They will only hinder our search. I would be unable to use my…special skills. I will find your brother on my own.”


            He was asking her to trust him absolutely, to place her brother’s life in his hands. Could she? Dare she? Her gaze fell to the ground.


            “What will you do with these police of yours?” Darius demanded. “Will you tell them the myth of Atlantis is true and your brother hoped to prove it? Will you tell them you have traveled there? Will you bring more of your people and heartache to my land?”


            Her eyes closed for a brief moment. She mentally sighed. Did she dare trust him? she asked herself again. Yes. She dared. No man was more competent. And no other man possessed the magical gifts that Darius did. He could do things the law couldn’t; he could take her places the law couldn’t. “I trust you,” she said. “I won’t go to them.”


            He nodded as if her answer had meant little to him, but she saw the flood of relief in his eyes. He whipped his attention to Patrick, but said to Grace, “Step beyond the building. Don’t ask why, don’t hesitate, just do it, please.”


            Shaking, Grace did as he’d commanded. When she turned the corner, she heard a whoosh, a grunt, a thud. She gasped, but didn’t look. Necessary, she told herself. Darius’s actions were necessary.


            Eyes glowing ice-blue, Darius joined her. He wavered suddenly, but righted himself. Grace gripped his arm to help steady him. His skin was pale again as he secured his weapons inside his pockets. He wound his arm around her waist and curled his fingers possessively on her rib cage.


            “I kept my word to you,” was his only explanation. “Let us pay this Jason Graves a visit.”
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            ARGONAUTS WAS HOUSED in a towering building of glass and chrome, and as Grace rode the elevator up to the forty-third floor, she brooded, thinking the company should have been housed in a hut of shame and greed.


            Did Jason Graves actually think he could lock her brother away and go unpunished? Her hands fisted at her sides. Underneath her anger, however, were tendrils of fear that refused to leave. She remembered how cold and sick Alex had looked.


            “I’m scared, Darius,” she whispered.


            He remained curiously silent. Solemn, actually.


            Grace turned toward him and blinked. Though some color had returned to his cheeks, the lines around his lips were taut, and there was a new hollowness to his cheeks. She didn’t like to see this hard, strong, extraordinarily capable man weakened in any way. Not because it made him less able to help her, but because she cared about him. Darius. About all the things that made up who he was. Seeing him distressed was worse than experiencing it herself.


            The realization rocked her because it meant…Oh, God. She didn’t just care about him. She loved him. Grace groaned, and Darius cast her a sharp glance. She offered him a forced half smile. Of all the silly things to do. To fall in love with this mighty warrior like a jumper from a plane. No parachute. No landing mat. Just…splat.


            When she’d told Darius she wasn’t ready for him, she’d meant it. He was too intense. Too stubborn. Too much everything. So how could this have happened?


            Don’t worry about that right now. Just feed him. Get his strength up. Her hands shook as she dug in her purse and pulled out a tin of mints. Keeping her focus away from his face—she did not want him to know what she was thinking—she reached down and grasped his hand. His palm was warm and dry, thick and rough.


            He jerked away from her touch.


            Before she had time to react, he was reaching out and stiffly relinking their fingers. “Don’t do me any favors,” she snapped and tried to tug her hand away. She’d just realized she loved him, and he didn’t want her to touch him. “Just so you know, I didn’t want to hold your hand. I wanted to give you a mint.”


            “Be still,” he said, at last deigning to speak with her.


            “Let go of—”


            “Close your mouth, or I will close it for you. With my own.”


            Eyes narrowed, she lifted her free hand and stuffed several mints in his mouth, effectively shutting him up. Close her mouth, would he? His nose wrinkled as he chewed, but his grip on her hand strengthened.


            Someone behind them chuckled, reminding her that two men carting briefcases and files were in the elevator, as well. She darted a gaze to them and gave each one a quick, forced smile.


            Not about to heed Darius’s warning, she whispered to him, “When we get there, let me do the talking. I don’t want anyone to know that we know what’s going on.”


            He frowned. “I will allow you to do the talking, since these are your people,” he said loudly, uncaring about their audience. “If they do not answer to my satisfaction, however, I will be forced to act.”


            “You can’t threaten everyone who refuses to answer your questions,” she told him, still maintaining her sense of quiet. “Or you’ll end up in jail—or a dungeon—or whatever you call it.”


            “Sometimes, sweet Grace, your innocence amuses me. As if I could be held in a prison.” His frown deepened. “Will this contraption go no faster? We have wasted enough time already.” With his free hand, he jabbed his finger into the wall of buttons.


            The elevator stopped on the next floor. As well as the next…and the next.


            “The stairs would have been faster,” one of the businessmen muttered, his voice laced with irritation.


            Grace flashed him another smile, this one apologetic.


            The man glared at her, as if it were all her fault. As if she could control a six foot five hulk of a warrior who—Oh, my God! Darius was displaying his fangs again, this time at the poor, innocent businessmen. When the elevator stopped yet again, the two scurried out with fearful gasps—but at least they were alive.


            “Did you see that?” one of them said. “He had saber-teeth.”


            When the doors closed, leaving her and Darius alone, silence gripped them in a tight fist. Over and over the elevator halted. When someone tried to enter, Darius gave them the same scowl he’d given the businessmen and every one of them retreated and waved them on before the doors closed.


            After the eighth jostling stop, Grace’s stomach threatened to rebel, and she tugged Darius from the elevator and onto the floor. Twenty-nine, she realized with dread.


            “Excuse me,” she said to the first person she saw, an older woman who carried a tray of vanilla scented cappuccinos. “Where are the stairs?”


            “Down the hall. Last door on your right.”


            “Thank you.” Only when they were inside the empty stairwell did Grace speak again. “Perhaps now is a good time to tell me about your dragon peculiarities,” she said, chewing her lip nervously. Her voice echoed from the drab walls. “I need to be prepared…just in case.”


            As they climbed, she retained a firm hold on his hand. He didn’t ask her to release him, and she allowed herself to think it was because he needed the contact as much as she did, that they were connected in some intangible way and the physical contact strengthened that bond.


            “Dragons can fly,” he said on a sigh.


            “With wings?”


            “Is there any other way?”


            “There’s no reason to be snide. There’s no bulge in the back of your shirt to indicate the presence of wings or any other type of…” She searched her mind for the right words, ending with, “Flying apparatus.”


            “They are hidden in long slits of skin. When the wings emerge, the skin is retracted. Perhaps I will show you. Later. When we are alone.”


            There was a promise of something in his voice, something hot and wild and erotically wicked, and she pictured him without his shirt, pictured her fingertips tracing down the muscles and ridges of his back. She shivered. His scent chose that moment to surround, envelop, and submerge her, awakening her to a deeper level of need.


            She had to change the subject before she did something foolish, like ignore the outside world and her responsibilities and drag him home. “Are there humans in Atlantis?” she asked.


            “Some. The gods used to punish humans by sending them to our land. Not long after their appearance, the vampires ate most of them.”


            “Gross.” She spied a peek at him through the shield of her lashes, then quickly refocused on the stairs before she tripped. “Have you, well, have you ever dated a human woman before? Not that you’re dating one now,” she rushed on. “I just meant—” She compressed her lips together.


            He jumped right to the heart of the matter. “By dated do you mean bedded?”


            “If the question doesn’t offend you, then yes.”


            “Are you sure you wish to hear the answer?”


            Yes. No. She sighed. She really wanted to know. “Yes.”


            “There’s only one human I would willingly bed, Grace, and I have plans to do so.” One of his fingers heatedly caressed her palm.


            Oh. Ribbons of pleasure wound around her, and her lips lifted in a soft smile she couldn’t stop.


            By the time they topped the forty-third floor, Grace’s thigh muscles burned with fatigue. She’d always dreamt of being a perfect size six, but the torture required for such a task was getting to be too much. Exercise…how she was coming to loathe the word. It was a thing more foul than low-fat ranch dressing.


            Darius held open the door, and she swept past him, finally releasing his hand. She stepped inside Argonauts, the carpet beneath her feet a plush burgundy wool. Her gaze scanned the offices. On the wall hung Picasso, Monet and Renoir. Guards manned several corners, and security cameras roamed in every direction. A small rocky waterfall filled the center of the waiting area, and an expensive, exotic perfume floated on the air, drifting like clouds over the sun on a perfect spring day. Both were peaceful, and both mocked her.


            That bastard! There was no doubt in her mind how Jason Graves afforded these things. A surge of rage boiled deep inside her. When Alex had first begun working for Argonauts, he’d barely made enough money to pay the rent on a little efficiency in Brooklyn. The past few months he’d brought home substantially more and had moved to his decadent new apartment in the Upper East Side.


            Argonauts, too, had moved from their small offices in Brooklyn to here.


            Yesterday, or even an hour ago, she had thought this success was because of recent mythological discoveries. Now she knew the truth. Jason Graves afforded these luxuries through the rape of Atlantis.


            She stalked to the reception desk. Three women manned phones and computers. The first, the one Grace approached, had short black hair and heavily but perfectly made up features. She wasn’t pretty in the traditional sense, but attractive all the same. She frowned with impatience at Grace, then dropped her jaw in awe when she saw Darius. That damn sex appeal of his!


            “One moment please,” the woman said into her mouthpiece, speaking to a caller. To Darius, she said, “May I help you?” Her voice was cultured, ritzy.


            Grace fisted her hands to keep from unleashing her claws.


            “We will see Jason Graves now,” he said.


            So much for doing all the talking, she thought with a mental sigh.


            “What’s your name, sir?”


            “Darius en Kragin.”


            The woman’s fingers flew over her keyboard, her long, oval nails tapping away. Without glancing up, she asked, “Which company are you with?”


            “I come on my own behalf.”


            She finished her typing, read over the computer screen, then leveled him with a stare. “Mr. Graves isn’t in today. He’s out on business.”


            Grace rubbed a hand down her face. She was tired of delays and was completely out of patience. “When do you expect him back?” she asked more sharply than she’d intended.


            “End of the week. Possibly beginning of next. If you’ll leave your name and number, I’ll make sure he receives the information when he returns.”


            Unwilling to wait that long, Grace said, “What about his assistant? Is he in?”


            “That would be Mitch Pierce,” the woman said. She propped her elbows on the desk, linked her delicate, tapered fingers, and perched her chin in the cradle her hands provided. “And yes, he is.”


            Mitch…another Argonaut who had helped her in the jungle. She contained a scowl. “We’d like to see him. Today.”


            Arched brows and a superior smile met her words. “Do you have an appointment?”


            Grace opened her mouth to say no, but stopped herself. Admitting she didn’t have an appointment was the fastest way to get shown to the door. However, she’d be caught in a lie if she said yes. “I’m Grace Carlyle and if he discovers you let me walk out of here, you’ll be looking for a new job.”


            The receptionist ran her tongue over her teeth. “I’ll see if he can fit you in.”


            One hand rapped at her computer while the other punched a series of numbers in the telephone pad. After requesting Mr. Pierce’s schedule, she hung up and glanced at Grace. “He’ll see you within the hour. You may wait through the double doors on your left.”


            “Thank you,” Grace said. Trying unsuccessfully to suppress her triumph, she ushered Darius into the waiting room. They were alone in the room. A round, glass table occupied the center and was piled high with books and magazines; along the farthest wall sat a couch and several chairs. All elegant, and all expensive.


            During their wait they endured several peek-in visits from security guards. She flipped through a few magazines. (According to the current Cosmo love quiz, she and Darius were not compatible.) In one of the magazines, there was a feature article about Jason Graves, his recent discoveries, and his recent accumulation of wealth. The article told how he had purchased an apartment building on the Upper East Side and allowed all of his employees to stay there—which was where Alex lived. That she’d known. Jason himself stayed in the penthouse. That she hadn’t.


            Darius spent the short time splayed out in his seat, his hands locked behind his neck. He kept his eyes closed. She suspected he was gathering his strength and mentally preparing himself for the coming confrontation, which had to be the reason he didn’t barge through the offices, demanding to be seen now. Or maybe his spirit was ghosting through the building, watching, listening, ensuring their safety.


            Finally a woman, slightly older and less hostile than the receptionist, entered and said, “Mr. Pierce will see you now. If you’ll follow me…”


            Grace jumped to her feet, Darius right beside her. They shared a glance before exiting. Side by side, they strode down a hall and around a corner. The woman stopped and swept her hand out in front of her. “Last door on the right,” she said.


            Gliding past her, Grace eyed every door she encountered. She didn’t see Alex’s name. Where was his office? “I’m so ready to nail the Argonauts to the wall,” she muttered to Darius.


            A genuine smile played at the corner of his lips. “I had not realized before what a bloodthirsty wench you are. Try to contain your bloodlust long enough that we might question this Mitch.”


            “Bloodlust?” she gasped, then realized he thought she literally meant to nail Mitch to the wall. “I meant—oh, never mind.” Whether she meant it or not, the idea had merit. “I’ll try to contain myself.”


            At the end of the hallway loomed a single door. The nameplate in the center announced Mitch’s name in bold, black letters. “That’s the one,” Grace said, smoothing her shirt and jeans. She didn’t know what she’d say or do when she saw him.


            Darius didn’t bother knocking. He simply shoved open the door and strolled inside.


            She followed right on his heels. Mitch sat at a large mahogany desk. There was no clutter, no papers scattered around him. He was as average looking as Grace recalled, with broad shoulders and lean limbs, pleasantly attractive with slightly gray hair that gave him a distinguished air. Only one thing about his appearance captured her interest. Sweat beaded atop his brow.


            He was nervous.


            Very interesting. Her gaze cataloged the office, taking in the sea of wealth and indulgence. Art, vases, glass and wood figurines. Carpet so light her feet felt as if they were traipsing on clouds.


            With a visibly forced air of nonchalance, Mitch folded his hands together—hands that were shaking slightly—and propped his elbows on the desk surface. There was something about his eyes, something she hadn’t noticed before…they were beady and shallow. Greedy. He offered them a pleasant, if false, smile. “It’s nice to see you again, Grace,” he said. “You look well after your trials in the rain forest.”


            “Thank you.” Bastard. She didn’t offer him the same compliment.


            “Please, have a seat.” He coughed and flicked a nervous glance to Darius. “Did you really feel it was necessary to bring a bodyguard?”


            “He’s a friend,” she said. “He’s staying with me for a while.”


            “I see. Well, again, please have a seat.”


            Darius crossed his arms over his massive chest, stretching the material of his black shirt taut over his muscles, silently communicating his refusal. Only a fool would underestimate his capabilities.


            Mitch used a plain white handkerchief to wipe at his brow. Obviously he was no fool.


            Grace remained beside Darius. She only prayed his dragon fangs were retracted. Watching Mitch pee his pants was not how she wanted to begin this meeting. The only time she might, might, be glad to see those fangs was in bed. While he was naked. Looking down at her. Moving into her.


            For God’s sake, concentrate.


            “Very well, then,” Mitch said. “How may I help you?”


            “Darius,” she said, knowing the big guy intimidated him, “feel free to begin.”


            “Where is your leader, Jason Graves?” Darius demanded.


            “Out of town. Still in Brazil, I’m afraid. I’m more than willing to help you with anything you might need.” Mitch laughed nervously.


            “I want to know why you had a man following Grace.” He stressed the word had, making it clear Patrick would be following them no more.


            With an audible gulp, Mitch leaned back in his seat. Too lost in his apprehension, he didn’t try to deny it. “I suppose you cornered the man. May I ask what he told you?”


            “He would tell us nothing,” Darius lied. “Only that you had sent him.”


            Mitch’s shoulders relaxed. “We did send someone to follow Grace, but we did that for her own protection. We feared something had happened to Alex, and we didn’t want the same fate to befall Grace.”


            “You say ‘feared,’ as in past tense,” Grace pointed out. “Do you now know that nothing has happened to him, then?”


            “No, no. That’s not what I meant.” The smile he gave her was weak. “As I told you, we’ve still got men looking for him, both in Brazil and here. I came back because someone has to oversee the company. Don’t you worry, though. We’ll find him and bring him home safely.”


            “I’m sure you will.” She gripped the edge of her jeans tightly and twisted, wishing it was Mitch’s neck instead.


            “Is that why you’re here?” he asked. “To inquire about our progress with Alex? You should have called me. I could have saved you a trip.”


            “I’m here because I’d like to search his office, if I may.”


            “Oh, uh, I’m afraid that’s impossible,” he said, his smile slipping. “Only Argonauts’ employees are allowed in the offices. Client confidentiality, and all that.” He laughed shakily. “Are you looking for employment, Grace?”


            Her brows raised. “Are you offering me a job, Mitch?”


            He paused. “We’re always in need of good employees.”


            Probably because you kill them all, she thought snidely. She heard Darius suck in a breath and wondered belatedly if she’d actually said the words aloud.


            “On your way out,” Mitch added, his demeanor unchanging, which meant he hadn’t heard her comment, “ask the receptionist for an application. If you’re anything like Alex, you’ll make a fine addition to our staff.”


            “I’ll be sure to do that.” Regarding him sharply, she tilted her chin to the side. “I’m curious. If you suspect something bad has happened to Alex, why haven’t you called the police?”


            “We don’t want to involve the U.S. authorities until we have more concrete information.”


            Like a body? she mused. “What have you done to locate him?”


            “Jason can give you more details about this when he returns. Perhaps you should contact the police on your own.”


            Her eyes widened as a thought occurred to her. Mitch wanted her to go to the authorities. Why? What possible good could that do him? Unless…could they be planning to make her look like a fool, an overly concerned sister? Or worse, guilty of a crime? Blame the sister. Of course. That would be the reason they’d let her leave Brazil, the reason they kept her alive and didn’t wave her in front of Alex as an incentive to talk.


            The realization rocked her. She owed Darius. Big-time. He’d saved her from making a huge mistake, from playing right into Jason’s hands.


            “I haven’t yet, no,” she told Mitch. “Perhaps I will.”


            “That might be wise,” he said, for the first time offering her a genuine smile. “There’s only so much we can do.” He paused for a breath. “Would either of you care for a drink?”


            How casually he reverted to pleasantries. Suddenly Grace wanted to stomp her foot, to shriek and rail that she knew they had her brother hidden and locked away. She wanted to leap across the desk, magically will on a pair of brass knuckles, and smack Mitch right in his beady eyes. Too, she wanted to find the medallion and offer it on a silver platter. Just return my brother, she inwardly screamed.


            It depressed her that she could do none of those things. If they suspected that she knew the truth, they might kill Alex. If she found and gave them the medallion, they might kill Alex. Destroy the evidence of their misdeeds, so to speak. Either way, he could die.


            Never in her life had she felt more helpless.


            “No drink,” she said, surprised at her calm tone. “I do have some questions for you, though. When was the last time you heard from Alex?” If she kept him talking long enough, perhaps he’d slip and inadvertently disclose crucial information.


            “I believe I’ve already answered this question. A few weeks ago,” Mitch said. “He called to let us know he was entering the jungle.”


            “What is the name of the man your search team found? The one who had last seen Alex? He was gone when I woke up on the boat, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to him.” And now she knew why.


            Mitch gulped. “I, uh, can’t recall.”


            “You can’t recall an employee’s name?” She gave her jeans another hard twist. “Didn’t Argonauts fund Alex’s trip? Shouldn’t you have records with the names of the men you hire?”


            “We didn’t fund the trip,” he offered quickly. Too quickly. “Perhaps Jason can tell you the man’s name when he returns.”


            “In the jungle, I wanted to stay and look for Alex, but was told he’d already bought a ticket home. Do you know which airline he used?”


            He chuckled, the sound strained. “I’ll be honest with you, Grace. I’m not sure where he is. I wish I could help you, but…” He shrugged. “He could be anywhere.”


            At least he didn’t try to feed her the “he is dead” line. “So tell me, while you were in the jungle, did you happen to run into any…creatures? Hidden lands?”


            “I—I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


            Liar! She wanted to scream. Grace glanced at Darius. His expression was blanketed, stoic, yet she had the distinct feeling he yearned to stalk across the room and beat Mitch into the carpet. Obviously Mitch received the same impression; he shifted uncomfortably in his chair.


            With Mitch’s complete attention centered on him, Darius strode casually about the office, lifting vases and figurines as if they were no more important than dust mites. His fingers pinched at them, dismissed them, then replaced them on their perches with complete disregard. Mitch tensed, gulped. However, not a single protest oozed from his mouth.


            “I do not like you,” Darius told him, weighing a jewel-studded goblet in his palms. He offered the words with a kind of still repose, a natural assurance only the most confident of people possessed. “You remind me of a bloodsucking vampire.”


            Mitch pulled at his plain blue tie. “There, uh, are no such thing as vampires.”


            “Nor dragons, I’m sure,” Darius answered.


            All color drained from the man’s face, showcasing the thin hollows of his cheeks. His gaze widened, and he transferred his attention between Darius and the goblet. “That’s right,” he said brokenly, reaching out instinctively for the artifact.


            Darius tsked under his tongue. He tossed the cup in the air, caught it, then tossed it again. When he caught it for a second time, he said casually, “Since you are an unbeliever, you’ll never have to worry about being eaten alive by a dragon.” He arched a brow. “ill you?”


            On a strangled gasp, Mitch shoved to his feet, his chair rolling behind him as he anchored his palms on his desk surface. “Set that down before I call security. All I’ve done is try to help, and this is how you treat me. You may show yourselves out.”


            “I have seen these objects before,” Darius remarked, staying right where he was and giving the goblet a few more tosses.


            “In Archeologist Digest, I’m sure.” Mitch cast a desperate, fleeting glance to Grace.


            She struggled not to glare at him.


            “Now, please,” he added. “I have work to do, and I’m sure you don’t want to take up any more of my time.”


            After replacing the goblet, Darius palmed a vase boasting a colorful array of dragons etched around the edges. “Where did you find this?”


            A pause. A cough. “Madrid. I really need to get back to work.”


            “I would swear on my life it belonged to a friend of mine. Perhaps you have heard of him. His name is—or was—Javar ta ’Arda. He gifted his wife, Teira, with a vase identical to this one on the eve of their mating.”


            “Perhaps you should put that down.” Mitch nervously licked his lips. “I meant it when I said I’d call security. I don’t want to, but I will.”


            Darius returned the vase to its perch, letting it wobble ominously at the edge. “As I was saying a moment ago, I do not like you. But Grace has asked me to use violence as a last resort. Still,” he added after a loaded pause, “I can say with certainty that you and I will have a reckoning.”


            With that, he strode from the office. That’s my man, Grace thought proudly.


            “Have a nice day, Mitch,” she said, flicking him one last glance. His features were so pallid he resembled a ghost—or vampire. He was reaching out, racing around his desk in his haste to save the vase from annihilation.


            As she chased after Darius, she heard the shatter of porcelain, the howl of a man. Both buoyed her spirits, and she bit back a smile.


            


            LOST IN THE INTENSITY of his thunderous emotions, Darius stared straight ahead as he and Grace strode toward her home. “Do you think Alex is okay?” she asked, her voice so low he had to strain to hear.


            “For now. He has something they want. Otherwise, they would have killed him long ago.”


            That kept her quiet for a long while. “Where do you think he’s being kept?”


            “Atlantis.”


            She paused midstep, before jumping back into stride. “But you checked. You said he wasn’t there.”


            “He wasn’t. Then. The vision of Alex confirmed that, for he was here on the surface. However, after meeting the cowardly Mitch I suspect he has already been moved.”


            “How do we find out where he’s being kept in Atlantis? Interrogate Mitch? Break into Argonauts?”


            “No,” he answered. “We are more likely to find what we need in Jason Graves’s place of residence.” But more than that, breaking into Jason’s home would supply him with a better understanding of the man he would soon fight.


            Oh, yes. Fight Jason he would. His anticipation grew with every second that passed.


            “You’re right.” Grace brightened and curled her lush, rosy mouth with anticipation. Her features were so lovely his chest hurt when he looked at her. “Since he’s out of town,” she sneered the word, “today is the perfect day to let ourselves into his apartment.”


            “We will go tonight, when the shadows can hide us.”


            “After that are you,” she faltered, “are you going home?”


            “I must obtain the vests first.”


            They neared Grace’s door, and she withdrew a key. “I want to go with you when you return.”


            “No. Absolutely not.”


            Her eyes narrowed.


            “Get inside. Now.” He gave her a gentle shove past the entrance. “There is something I must do before I join you.” A dark storm churned inside him. He needed some type of release, needed to plan his next move. But more than that, he needed some sort of distance from Grace and his growing feelings for her.


            He did not give her time to ask him any more questions. He simply closed the door in her stunned, beautiful face. “I will be right here if you need me,” he said through the wood.


            Perhaps it was his imagination, or perhaps he was seeing more clearly than ever before, but in his mind’s eye he watched her fingertips caress the slat of wood, watched her press her lips together, and her gaze sadden. She didn’t know what was happening within him and that worried her. This was not the first time she’d worried for him, and each time it touched him deeply, softened him somehow.


            He waited until he heard the lock click in place before he stepped away and began pacing back and forth through the hallway. He would have liked to explore this New York, but the binding spell prevented any great distance between him and Grace. Occasionally humans strode past him and gave him a curious stare, but no one stopped and questioned him.


            I want to go with you, Grace had said.


            He blanched at the thought of taking her back to his home, even as joy flooded him. How he would have loved to splay Grace upon his bed, her naked body open and eager for him. He craved the reality of that.


            The thought of being without her left him cold.


            And the acknowledgment of that coldness left him reeling.


            Tomorrow he would have to leave. He had moments of utter strength, and moments of utter weakness. No matter what he learned or didn’t learn, no matter what he acquired or didn’t acquire, he would have to return home in the morning, or he didn’t think he’d have the strength to transport himself to the mist. Yet he still had so much to do.


            He still had to kill Grace.


            Could he, though? Could he harm her?


            Darius didn’t have to think about it. No. He couldn’t.


            The answer sliced through him as sharply as a blade. He could not hurt sweet, innocent Grace in any way.


            She captivated him on so many different levels. He was coming to depend on her in a way he’d once considered impossible, craving the emotions she made him feel with the same ferocity he’d once hated them. Without her, he was not fully alive.


            He’d watched her stand up to that man, Mitch, and he’d felt pride. She hadn’t backed down. She’d questioned him without revealing her hurt, without crumbling under the need to administer justice. She was a woman of strength and honor, a woman of love and trust.


            His woman.


            Silently his boots pounded into the carpet. He drew in the rich scent of food that seemed to encompass this entire building, this city, and steered his mind on to his own home. Javar and all of the dragons of that unit were dead. Dark sorrow wove through his blood as he at last admitted the truth. He’d known it beyond a doubt the moment he spied the treasures of Javar’s home displayed so mockingly inside Argonauts.


            His friends were dead, he repeated in his mind. They’d died by guns, most likely. Guns…and vampires. Perhaps the Book of Ra-Dracus had even helped. No matter what had happened, no matter what had been done, he would have vengeance.


            This was what came of allowing humans to know of Atlantis; this was what Javar warned him of.


            While Javar had not been an easy man to know, he had been like a father to Darius. They had understood each other. When Teira entered Javar’s life, the man had softened and the bond between tutor and student had deepened, even as it widened. What a senseless death. A needless death. He’d lost no one close to him since the murder of his family. And now trickles of pain, both past and present, rose within him like a tide of water, seeping insidiously past his defenses and eroding the very fabric of his detachment. A sharp ache stabbed him, and he gripped his chest.


            Deny your tears and keep the hurt inside you, boy. Use it against those who mean us harm. Kill them with it.


            Javar had said one variation after another of those words. He wouldn’t want Darius to mourn him, but mourn him Darius did. He would not have survived those first years without Javar, without the purpose his tutor had given him.


            He should have killed the human man, Mitch, Darius thought dispassionately. He should have killed both human men. Mitch and Patrick. They each had knowledge of the mist, had most likely entered and had played a part in Javar’s death. Had he destroyed them, however, he felt certain Grace’s brother would have been killed in retaliation. So he’d knocked Patrick out—punishment for what he’d wanted to do to Grace—and walked away from Mitch. What was wrong with him?


            He knew the answer. Part of it anyway. He hadn’t wanted Grace to view him as a killer. Protector, yes. Lover, most definitely. But ruthless slayer? No longer.


            He could only guess at how she would react if she fully beheld the beast inside him. Tremble with fear and disgust? Run from him as if he were a monster? He didn’t want her scared of him; he wanted her pliant. Welcoming. He just wanted her, all of her. Now…and perhaps always.


            He’d come so close to losing control with the one called Patrick, and it had required a conscious effort to calm himself. Coming face-to-face with the man who had run his fingertips over Grace’s sleeping body had infuriated him. Only he was allowed to touch her. Only he, Darius, was allowed to gaze at her luscious curves and imagine her stripped and open, ready and eager.


            She belonged to him.


            He wished to give her the world, not take it from her. He wished to fill her days with excitement and her nights with passion. He wished to protect her, honor her and devote himself to her needs. He could not let her go, he realized now. Not ever. He needed her for she was his heart. His emotions had never been mild where she was concerned but as unstoppable as a turbulent storm.


            I’ll never be able to harm her. The admission solidified inside him. His deepest male instincts had known since the beginning. The woman was a part of him, the best part, and hurting her would destroy him.


            There was a way to have it all, he decided. A way to keep her from harm, a way to keep her for himself and still honor his oath.


            He had only to figure out what that was.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            WITH THE STOLEN MEDALLION in his pocket, Alex clasped Teira’s hand in his, grateful for her warmth, her softness and her strength.


            A tremor racked him. Not from the cold or blood loss, but from the forced drug-induced hunger. He craved, oh, how he craved more of that damning substance. His mouth was dry. His head pounded, creating a dull ache he knew would soon become a raging inferno of pain. He needed those damn drugs and was appalled that a part of him wanted to stay here and await another dose.


            The other part of him, the saner part, flashed pictures of his sister and his mother through his mind. Next came an image of Teira being dragged away, being hurt in the worst possible ways. This picture lingered, fueling a spark of anger. And that anger overrode the hunger.


            He was leaving this place tonight.


            Saving Teira was necessary for his peace of mind. He owed her. They were in this together; they had only each other.


            “Are you ready?” he asked. They’d waited for the palace above to quiet, and now silence held them in its grip.


            “Ready,” she answered.


            “I’ll keep you safe,” he promised her, praying he spoke true.


            “And I will keep you safe,” she replied, her tone more assured than his own.


            How could he ever have doubted her? Alex wondered. He gave her hand a squeeze. “Let’s do this.”


            Together they stepped toward the doors, and the thick ivory barriers slid open smoothly, as if they’d never offered any hindrance. How simple, he thought. Carry a medallion and come and go as you please. Drawing in a steadying breath, Alex hurried Teira from the cell. He kept his footsteps light, but all the while his heart thudded in his chest.


            The deeper he roamed from the cell, the more frigid the air became, chapping his skin. Fog billowed about like a frenzied snowstorm, so thick he could only see what was directly in front of his face. Dry ice, he realized, recalling how Jason had bragged about sending bags of it through the portal. The shards crunched beneath his boots.


            He was grateful for the fog. It embraced him in its chilly depths and kept him hidden from view. Using his free hand, he trailed his fingertips over the wall, letting the rough texture be his guide.


            Beside him, Teira’s body shuddered. He released her hand and wrapped his arm around her slim waist, pulling her into the warmth of his side, rubbing his hand over her ice-cold arm. Her delicate scent wafted to his nose, heating his blood. He wished he could see her face, wished he could see the glistening fog create a halo around her because he knew beyond a doubt that it would be the most erotic sight he’d ever seen.


            “I’m here,” he soothed.


            “The cold…it makes me weak,” she said, stumbling.


            His own weakness had him stumbling, as well, but he used his weight to hold them both steady. “I’ll get you warm,” he said. As they trekked deeper through the palace, Alex expected alarms to erupt. He expected men with guns to surround them. Instead, silence.


            The wall ended all too quickly, and he was left with only air and fog to guide him. Where did he go from here? The ghostly whiteness was too thick. Protective, yes, but also slowing.


            A lone figure suddenly parted the fog and rounded a corner.


            Unseen, Alex forced Teira quietly behind him, waiting until the man closed the distance. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled with tension as each new second passed. When the guard stepped close enough, Alex didn’t allow himself to think. He simply slammed his fist into the man’s exposed trachea, cutting off his air. Gurgling, he went down hard and fast. Alex didn’t know if he’d killed him, and he didn’t care.


            Motions shaky, he removed the man’s coat and fastened it around Teira’s shoulders. The thick brown material swallowed her slight frame. He looked for a gun, but didn’t see one. When he spotted a fallen fire extinguisher, he hefted it up and looped the straps around his shoulders. Not a great weapon, but it would have to do.


            “Which way is the portal?” he whispered to Teira.


            “You cannot use the portal here. I tried to escape before, when they took me from you. Too many guards. Too many weapons.”


            He uttered a frustrated sigh and pushed a hand through his hair. He hadn’t come this far to be stopped now. “We’ll have to take them by surprise.” Though how the two of them were going to pull that off, he didn’t know.


            “There’s another way,” she said. “A second portal on other side of the island. Darius en Kragin is Guardian there and we will con-convince—is that right word?—him to allow you to pass. He will destroy these men.”


            A grin of relief lifted the corners of his lips. He placed his face so close to hers their noses touched, and he gazed into her golden eyes. “You lead the way, baby. I’ll follow you anywhere.”


            She returned his grin, though an air of sadness clung to the edges of hers. “I do not want to lose you,” she said. “I do not want you to go.”


            “Then come with me.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he interjected, “Don’t give me your answer now.” He didn’t want to lose her, either, he realized, and would actually fight to keep her with him. After clinging to his freedom all these many years, he was finally willing to surrender it in favor of permanency with a woman. This woman. “Just think about it, okay. Right now we need to get out of here.”


            He curled his fingers through hers again, and Teira weakly led him up a winding staircase. The room they entered next was even more frigid, but not as thickly fogged. Alex surveyed these new surroundings. There was no furniture, yet there was more wealth than he’d ever seen. Ebony at his feet, jewels at his side, and crystal above. He halted midstep and could only gape.


            This is why Jason desires the mist. Hell, I want it, too.


            A sense of greed momentarily choked his throat. There had to be a way to take some of this home. Conceal a few jewels under his shirt. Fill his pockets. He’d be able to keep his family in luxury for the rest of their lives.


            The thought of his family drowned him in a desperate need to see them. Jason claimed they were unhurt, but Alex couldn’t believe a single word out of that murderer’s deceitful mouth.


            No one would ever have to know what he’d done, and that was a heady thought indeed. He reached out and traced his fingers over the jeweled wall. As he did so, the exotic scent of jasmine wafted around him, loosening the tightness in his throat and reminding him that he already held a treasure. Teira. He glanced down at her, and she smiled slowly up at him—a smile of trust. His hand fell to his side.


            Atlantis had to be kept secret. Men like Jason would continue to plunder, never ceasing their quest for riches, killing men, women and children in the process. God, how stupid I’ve been, how caught up in my own need for glory. He’d endangered his entire family for this. For prestige and money. His stomach churned with shame, making him all the more aware of his body’s need for drugs.


            “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”


            “Yes.”


            They maneuvered around corners, stumbled through empty rooms, making Alex feel like he was navigating a maze. Most walls were bare, ripped of all jewels. Several guards were posted throughout, but they never detected Alex and Teira, hidden as they were by fog and shadows.


            Two ten-foot panels of glistening dragon-inlaid ivory ended their winding search. The pair of doors opened, welcoming them into the night. Crashing waves created a calming lullaby, and warm air laden with the fragrance of salt and sea cascaded gently. Teira stopped, allowing the warmth to thaw and strengthen her. Color returned to her cheeks, and her back straightened.


            She dropped her coat and spread her arms wide.


            Alex drank in the mesmerizing beauty of both Teira and Atlantis. There was a dusky glow over the breathtakingly lush green foliage and stunning array of colorful blossoms. Blossoms Teira seemed to be a part of. How did a city under the sea have night and day? There was no sun, no moon. Crystal prisms stretched above to form a dome as far as the eye could see.


            Vibrancy and vitality pulsed all around, strengthening him to his very core, making him forget his dry mouth, making him forget his bitter need.


            “If we follow the forest path,” Teira said, her voice stronger than it had been inside the palace, “we can reach Darius by morning.”


            “Then let’s go.”


            One of the guards scattered along the bastion noticed them. “Down there,” he shouted.


            Someone else called, “Stop them!”


            Pop. Whiz. Bullets flew, peppering the ground a few feet behind them. Alex increased his speed, sprinting for all he was worth, the fire extinguisher slamming into his back. Later, he would feel the bruises. For now, he felt only the blessed numbness of his adrenaline rush.


            Still hand in hand with Teira, he forced her to keep pace beside him. He launched into the safety of the trees before finally slowing. Alex liked to think he was in top physical condition, or had been, thanks to his daily workouts. But right now his breathing was ragged, and his pulse leapt like it was connected to a live wire.


            “You need rest,” his companion panted. “We are safe here. We can stop—”


            “No. No resting. Keep moving.”


            She claimed the lead, and he forced his suddenly heavy feet to step one in front of the other. Forced his mind on the task at hand and not the drugs he was leaving behind. For a moment, his vision blurred and he swayed. Teira glanced at him over her shoulder, her expression concerned.


            “Keep moving,” he said again.


            When they swerved around a large elm, a giant of a man jumped from the shadows, followed quickly by another. Their features weren’t visible in the growing darkness, but Alex felt the anger coiled so tightly in their bodies.


            Teira screamed.


            Acting instinctively, Alex sprayed the liquid nitrogen, spinning in a circle as he did so. A thick foam of white coated the men, and they growled indistinguishable curses as they wiped at their faces. He tossed the red canister to the ground and jerked Teira through the thick foliage. Then they ran. Ran around trees and bushes, flowers and stones. They waded through two crystalline rivers along the way, and through it all he heard the men racing in pursuit, their footsteps fast, determined.


            “Which way?” he called.


            “East,” she said, panting a little. The white gown she wore swished and swirled around her ankles, and her moonbeam pale hair whipped behind her. “There is…a town…nearby. We can lose ourselves.”


            Alex veered east, pushing himself past his endurance. The longer he ran, the less he heard of his followers. Either he’d lost them or they’d given up. Or were somehow able to silently follow. He didn’t relax his defenses. Only when Teira was safely ensconced inside his apartment would he rest—after he made love to her. Several times.


            After what seemed an eternity, they reached the town. One moment they were surrounded by dense forest, and the next by shimmering gold and silver buildings. He slowed when he found himself on a crowded stone road. Throngs of people strolled in every direction. No, not people. Winged men, bull-like animals and horned women. Interspersed throughout were tall, lean humanoid creatures with skin the color of new fallen snow. They glided rather than walked.


            Alex felt their dynamically surreal eyes boring into him hungrily, as if they could already taste his every drop of blood. Vampires. He shuddered. They moved with fluid, catlike grace, mere slashes of white skin and flowing, black clothing. The only color they possessed was in their eyes, an inhuman blue that hypnotized and promised every desire satisfied.


            His shudders intensified, and he reached up and massaged his neck, covering the marks of his last encounter with a vampire. The Book of Ra-Dracus told of their insatiable thirst for blood—more so than earth legend proclaimed. He knew that firsthand.


            “In here,” Teira said. She ushered him inside the nearest building. “We will hide here until we are sure we are safe.”


            Loud music, more fluid than rock, less structured than classical, boomed in every direction. Voices and laughter blended with the music as people mingled and danced. He and Teira swept through the crowd, trying to remain unnoticed. There, in the back, was an empty table, and they hurriedly claimed it.


            He plopped into his seat. The adrenaline rush he’d experienced in the forest had helped mask his need for drugs, but now, as the surge receded, he became increasingly aware of his shaking hands and aching temples.


            A woman approached them and clanked two glasses onto their table. Two small brown horns protruded from her forehead. She gave them a brittle smile and said something in the same language Teira sometimes used. He was beginning to catch on to its unusual inflections and pronunciations, so he didn’t need an interpreter to know the waitress had said, “Drink up and leave, or tonight will be your last,” before she flittered away, suddenly lost in the crowd.


            “There are many vampires here,” Teira said, gazing around. “More than usual.”


            A wisp of dark cloth. A shiver of electrifying power. Then someone was there, standing behind Teira, caressing her shoulder. The laughter and music slowly tapered to quiet, and the patrons stared over at them.


            “You smell good, little dragon,” a vampire male said, his voice hypnotic and dark. Seductive. “I wonder, though, how you will taste.”


            It took Alex a moment to translate. When he did, he saw red. He didn’t care how much stronger the vampires were, he didn’t care that he might be inciting a fight, he would not allow threats to Teira’s life. “Back off,” he said, glaring up at the bloodsucker. “Or it will be your blood that is spilled this night.”


            The vampire snickered.


            “I taste like death,” Teira finally responded. Her gaze flicked from Alex to the vampire nervously. “Now leave us. We wish only to rest. We will depart soon.”


            “No, you won’t. Not until I’ve sampled both you and your human.”


            Another vampire joined them, his mouth a blood-red frown. “We are not to harm the human, Aarlock. You know that.”


            “I will not kill him. The dragon, however…”


            Still another vampire approached, crowding their table further. “The human doesn’t wear the mark. We can kill them both if we so desire.”


            All three bloodsuckers glanced at Alex’s neck. The one called Aarlock smiled slowly. “No, he doesn’t wear the mark of the other humans. He is fair game.”


            Alex could almost see the knife and fork clanging together in their minds, and he wondered what mark Jason and his minions wore to prevent vampire attacks. I have to do something, he thought, vaulting to his feet. Not knowing what more he could do, he drew back his fist. Before he had time to blink, the vampire caught his arm and held him in a bruising grip. Those eerie eyes turned to him, gazing deeply, probing.


            A strange lethargy worked its way through him, as if he’d been shot full of those delicious drugs. Suddenly he wanted only to feel this vampire’s fangs sink into his neck, wanted only to give himself to this powerful man.


            Dainty, gentle Teira, who loved tender contact, snarled a sound more animal than human, jolted up and bared amazingly sharp claws. She shoved the vampire backward, causing him to stumble as he released Alex.


            “Do not touch him,” she snarled. “He is mine.”


            The rest of the vampires gathered around them, some baring their fangs, others hissing. Alex shook himself out of his stupor just as Teira flashed her own set of fangs, hers longer than the vampires. Alex’s eyes grew round. He’d known she was a dragon changeling, but he hadn’t really expected her body to physically change.


            “We must leave,” Teira mouthed, once again speaking his language, never taking her attention from the creatures in front of her. “We will need a distraction.”


            Determination rushing through his veins, his palms sweating, he glanced around, searching for a spear, a torch, something. Anything. When that failed, he looked for a back door—not that they could have used it. The vampires had formed a circle around them, their bodies nearly transparent and vibrating with hungry energy.


            His protective instincts sharpened. He’d have to use his own body to divert their attention. He’d never battled a vampire before—obviously—but he’d always welcomed new experiences. “I’ll distract them.” His muscles tightened, readied. “Run, baby, and don’t look back.”


            She sucked in a breath. “No. No!”


            “Do it!”


            The front doors burst open, saving her from another reply.


            Three of the largest men he’d ever seen tramped inside. An air of menace surrounded them, as dark as their clothing. Their faces were red, their eyes puffy from some sort of toxin. Alex concluded almost instantly that they were the giants from the forest.


            The vampires uttered a collective hiss and inched away.


            Teira peeked over his shoulder, and when she saw who had entered, she gasped. “Braun, Vorik, Coal!” Smiling with relief, she waved with one hand and laced the other on Alex’s shoulder. “They will help us.”


            The three men flicked them a glance, gave a barely imperceptible nod, then spread out and assumed a menacing come-and-get-me-you-bloodsuckers stance.


            Alex had yet to fight past his shock. “You know them?”


            “They are Darius’s men.”


            “Then why did you scream when they approached us in the forest?”


            “I not realize who they were. Come. We go to them.”


            While he was grateful for the help, Alex was oddly disappointed. He’d wanted to be the one to save Teira. He’d wanted her praise to be all his own. How foolish, since he wouldn’t have lived to hear such praise.


            As Alex and Teira skidded toward the front door, the vampires and dragons divided the bar, each group taking one side, facing the other. The moment Alex came within striking distance of his rescuers, he was roughly shoved behind them. Teira was gently lifted out of the way.


            “What were you doing in the forest, Teira?” one of the warriors asked. He never removed his piercing gaze from the enemy.


            “Escaping,” she answered.


            A hard, dangerous glint consumed his golden eyes. “Escaping? You will tell me more of this later.” He motioned toward Alex with his chin. “What of the human?”


            Teira cast a glance at Alex. What of the human? The question had plagued her over the last weeks. If only he were like the others of his kind, she could have ignored him. If only she hadn’t been so completely drawn to him…He was nearly as tall as a dragon warrior, with wide shoulders and a lean, strong body. Short, curly red hair framed a strong, square face. His lips were wide and soft, his jaw angular. But it was his eyes that truly captivated her. They were big and green and filled with so many dreams. Those dreams called to her in so many ways.


            “He’s my friend,” she said to Vorik. “No harm is to befall him.”


            Having listened to the conversation, Braun whipped around, facing her, radiating fury. “What of Javar?”


            She hated to give him the news, here and now, like this, but she would not lie or evade. “He is dead,” she said sadly.


            “Dead!” all three dragons exclaimed at once.


            Remorse flitted over Braun’s expression, but he quickly hardened the emotion into determination. “There were other humans at the palace. They carried strange objects that fired some type of disc.”


            “Those discs stayed inside the dragon bodies, keeping their flesh open and preventing them from healing.”


            “That alone would not—”


            “That alone would. The palace has been made into an ice land. When our strength was drained, the humans attacked us with their weapons.” She remembered how easily her people had been destroyed. One moment, healthy, happy and whole. The next, gone. Murdered.


            Her hands clenched, making the sharpness of her claws bite into her flesh. She barely felt the sting. Why the humans kept her alive and imprisoned, she could only guess. A threat to Alex, perhaps? A bargaining tool? They had kept her weakened by the cold, had tried to keep her hungry, as well, but she’d stolen bits of food here and there. More than anything, however, the humans had kept her frightened. For herself, for Alex.


            She would not rest until the intruders were destroyed.


            She had loved her husband, had loved the time she spent with him, and even missed him, but he had never filled her with such great longing as Alex did, as if she couldn’t breathe without him near. She sighed. What was she going to do with the handsome human? She wanted him to stay here, with her. Wanted him to hold her in his arms every night, and wake to his kisses every morning. If he wouldn’t stay, she would lose him. She could not survive on the surface.


            The sound of guttural curses sliced at her reverie.


            “You are not welcome here, dragons,” a vampire snarled.


            “We came for the human and the woman,” Vorik said calmly. He kept his hands over the hilts of his swords—swords that could pierce a vampire’s chest, sending poison through the creature’s body and striking a lethal blow. “We mean you no trouble.”


            “We claimed them first. They belong to us.”


            “Perhaps you’d like to fight us for them.” Coal offered his opponents an anticipatory smile.


            “That is an invitation we cannot refuse.” The vampire offered his own anticipatory smile.


            Dragons were stronger, but vampires were faster. Years ago, the two had warred and the dragons had emerged the victors. But both races had suffered horribly. If they fought now, Teira was not sure a single man would be left standing.


            “Let them go,” a vampire said to his brethren, surprising her. “These dragons will bow to us soon enough.”


            “We will never bow to you,” Braun spat.


            The words, “We shall see,” were delivered with supreme confidence. “Yes, we shall see.”


            Vorik arched a brow. “We shall see now.”


            Without emitting a single sound, the dragons flew at the vampires, teeth bared and gleaming a hungry white, a vision of silent death as they transformed from man to beast. They dropped their swords, relying instead on their natural reflexes. Vampires moved quickly, gliding to the ceiling, then launching themselves at the dragons before gliding upward once again. It was a dangerous dance.


            There were snarls and grunts of pain, the sound of ripping cloth. The flash of claws, and the scent of blood and sulfur.


            “The stench of dragon can be smelled miles away,” one of the vampires snarled, lashing out with his sharp nails as he slipped past.


            “Since you can smell me, Aarlock, you might as well feel my flames.” Vorik spat red-orange sparks out of his mouth, catching the vampire in the side.


            A tormented scream erupted, blending with the sound of sizzling skin. Eyes glowing with hatred, the vampire retaliated, attacking straight on, fangs bared. Before Vorik had time to move, their bodies slammed together and Aarlock sank his teeth in Vorik’s neck. Vorik gripped him by the neck, ripped him away, and tossed him to the ground.


            “I see you still bite like a girl, Aarlock,” he seethed.


            “I see you still breathe like a hatchling.”


            They were on each other again.


            “Hand me a dagger,” Alex said to Teira over his shoulder. When the fight first began, he’d shoved her behind him. He didn’t know if he’d be any help, but he couldn’t let these dragon men fight alone. He had to do something.


            She tried to maneuver around him for what seemed the hundredth time. The woman wanted to guard him instead of the other way around. “No,” she said. “We must not interfere. We would only distract them.”


            Alex continued to search for a weapon, catching glimpses of the brawl at the corner of his gaze. Each of the species fought hard and cruel, biting and slashing. The dragons drew blood with teeth, claws and tails, while the vampires relied on speed, moving from one end of the bar to the other to slash and run. Their rusty-brown blood dripped onto the dragons, acting like acid.


            In the end, speed and poison blood weren’t enough.


            The more fire the dragons produced, the stronger they became. Even Teira seemed to soak up the heat like a flower turning to the sun. All color had returned to her cheeks. Alex wiped at the sweat dripping from his face.


            When the battle finally ended, burning embers and vampire ashes littered the ground. Braun, Vorik, and Coal were still standing. They were covered in blood and wounds, but by God, they were standing.


            One of the dragons, Braun, pushed Alex outside. The others, Teira included, followed. She quickly made the introductions. Alex had never been more aware of his human frailty. The men he knew did not behave like these warriors, ready and eager for bloodshed.


            “What do the humans at the palace want, Teira?” Vorik asked.


            “The riches. They are taking them back to the surface.”


            “Damn this,” Coal snarled. He threw a withering glance toward Alex.


            Alex backed away, palms up. “I’m not with them. I’ll help you in any way I can.”


            “He was a prisoner, like me.” Teira met each man’s stare. “Are there other warriors with you? Can we retake the palace tonight?”


            Braun shook his head. “We cannot act until Darius returns. Our orders are to stay outside of the palace, detaining any who try to enter or leave.”


            Vorik frowned down at her. “The time for war will come, and then we will act. Until then, we do nothing.” His gaze became piercing. “Understand?”


            “When will Darius return?” she demanded. “I am eager for vengeance.”


            Ignoring her question, Coal exchanged a concerned glance with Braun. “As are we. As are we.”


            


            JASON GRAVES STUDIED the vampire stronghold with assessing eyes. While this fortress lacked the same magnitude of wealth as the dragon palace, it held enough to capture his attention. Silver walls. Gold inlaid floors. A violet ram’s fleece rug.


            Perhaps he needed to rethink his alliance with the vampires.


            They had supplied the tools necessary to strip the dragon walls of their jewels, as well as the location of coins and other treasures. And in return, Jason was to slaughter the dragons. A good bargain, in his estimation. Or so he’d thought. He was beginning to suspect that the moment the dragons were exterminated, the vampires would feed off of him and his men, the alliance forgotten. He swallowed, allowing the idea of striking first to take root in his mind. That way, he would not only save his own life, but also gain vampire riches. He had heard they knew where to find the greatest treasure of all. The Jewel of Atlantis. A powerful stone, granting the owner unimaginable victories.


            Right now, his unlikely allies knew that any human wearing a medallion was to be left alone. Jason had made it clear in the beginning that if one of his men were harmed, just one, he would join forces with the dragons instead.


            That threat would no longer work when the dragons were gone.


            “You have defeated Javar,” Layel, the vampire king, said. He stroked deathly pale fingers over the seam of his red lips and leaned back in his throne. A throne comprised of bones. “It is time for you to defeat Darius, as well.”


            “We haven’t emptied out the first palace yet,” Jason hedged. He stood in the center of the room and shifted nervously. He hated coming here and never stayed longer than necessary. Knowing his men waited outside the throne room doors, weapons cocked and ready, did not soothe his unease. Layel could have his neck ripped open before he managed a single scream for help.


            “No matter. I want them killed immediately.” The king slammed a fist onto his armrest—a femur, Jason thought. “The dragons are cruel, evil murderers. They must die.”


            “And they will. We just need a little more time. I cannot divide my forces, and I will not leave the first palace until it is completely emptied.”


            Heavy silence encompassed them.


            “You dare tell me no?” Layel said quietly.


            “Not no, exactly. I’m merely asking you to have more patience.”


            Layel slowly ran his tongue over his razor-sharp teeth. “I knew you were greedy, human. I didn’t know you were also stupid.”


            Jason scowled. “You are more than welcome to fight the dragons on your own.” He didn’t need the vampires anymore—he already possessed the tools. But they both knew Layel still needed him. Jason might be intimidated by this creature, but damn if he didn’t enjoy what small power he held over him.


            Intense fury blazed in Layel’s eerie blue eyes. “How much longer?” he ground out.


            “A week. Two at most.”


            “That is too long! The only reason you were able to defeat Javar was because you surprised him. Without that surprise, you will not defeat Darius.” In a hiss of rage, Layel hurdled his jeweled goblet at Jason’s head.


            Jason ducked and the cup sailed past him. Barely.


            “He is stronger than his tutor ever was,” Layel said.


            Jason glared up at him, a heated retort pressed at the gate of his lips. The doors burst open before a single word escaped.


            One of his men ran inside. “Alex and the female escaped.”


            “What!” Jason shouted, spinning.


            “Word arrived only seconds ago. They escaped through the forest.”


            “How?” Scowling, he strode toward his man and met him halfway.


            “We aren’t sure.”


            “Damn it! Search the forest. I want him found within the hour and brought back to me.”


            “Alive?”


            “If possible. If not…”


            The man hastened to do as he was bid.


            Jason stood there, grinding his teeth. A part of him didn’t care that Alex had escaped. The bastard would probably be found and killed by any number of vicious creatures. But the other part of Jason, the part that acknowledged wars could be lost by a simple mistake such as this, recognized the damage that could be done. Alex could stumble upon Darius, could warn him.


            “Jason,” Layel said.


            The hairs prickled at the base of his neck, and without looking, he knew the vampire king was directly behind him. Jason slowly turned, hoping his features remained emotionless. “Yes?”


            “Fix this. Fail me and I’ll add your bones to my throne.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            HOURS TICKED BY as Grace thinned the carpet in her tiny living room, pacing back and forth, from one wall to the other. The hallway had fallen silent half an hour ago. Every time she blinked, she pictured Darius sitting just beyond her front door, his eyes closed, expression pensive, his mind thinking of ways to leave her behind. She scowled. Darius might travel home in the morning, but not without her. Whether he approved or not, she was going.


            Pushing out a breath, Grace rubbed her temples. Her shoulders slumped dispiritedly. What am I going to do? Beneath her frustration with Darius hovered a constant fear for Alex, and she knew that was the true catalyst to her riotous emotions. Helplessness ate her because she knew there was nothing she could do but wait and pray Darius was right. That Jason Graves would keep Alex alive because her brother had something he wanted.


            The medallion.


            She laughed humorlessly. It always came back to that. If she’d suspected the true value of that damn chain, she would have held on to it tighter. Where the hell was it?


            She needed Darius. She needed him to reassure her. She needed him to wrap his arms around her and reaffirm wrongs would be righted and life would continue with promises of pleasure and happiness.


            “Darius,” she said in frustration. What was he doing?


            The air in front of her thickened and blurred, sparkling with crystallized raindrops. A whisper of heat, a waft of masculine scent, then Darius materialized right before her eyes. His features were taut as his gaze darted left and right. “What is wrong?”


            “I need you,” she said. “I need you. That’s all.”


            His visage relaxed, fraying his worry but leaving behind lines of tension.


            Their gazes locked. She stood frozen, drinking him in. More than strained, he looked…changed. Different somehow. Sexier than ever before. Scorching. Needy. He sensed her growing desire, perhaps, because his nostrils flared and his eyes lit with fire.


            Grace’s heart flip-flopped in her chest. Darius didn’t resemble the man who accosted her in the cave, a sword raised over his head, death in his gaze. Nor did he resemble the man who had nearly choked the life from Patrick. Right now he reminded her of the man who found delight in colors and chocolate, who had tenderly kissed her lips, savoring her every nuance. He had licked her palms and soothed her bruises.


            Oh, God, how she wanted this man.


            But guilt swam through her, locking her in place. How could she want him, enjoy him, when Alex was hurt?


            “You cannot help your brother right now,” Darius said, as if divining her thoughts. His gaze reached across the space between them, caressing her with quiet strength.


            “I know,” she said softly, yearning for him all the more. She tried to absorb his comfort from a distance, but that wasn’t what she needed. Only full-body, skin to skin contact would work.


            He stretched out his hand. “Then come here.”


            Without another word, Grace launched herself into Darius’s arms. He caught her with a humph and banded his arms around her waist, anchoring his hands on her bottom and backing her into a wall. Instantly he smothered her mouth with a kiss. No, not a kiss. A devouring. He worshipped her taste, and she reveled in his, and as their tongues danced, she became a part of him. He became a part of her. She moaned, and her legs tightened around him.


            He pulled away. “I will not stop this time,” he said raggedly.


            “Good, because I wasn’t going to let you.”


            He trapped her earlobe between his teeth and gently tugged. The time had come; the wait was over.


            One hand cupping his neck, the other kneading his back, she fit herself against his erection. The contact sizzled. A tremor moved through her, leaving a desperate arousal in its wake. He reclaimed her lips in total possession, branding her very soul.


            She was his woman, and he was her man.


            His tongue swept inside her mouth, and her desire raced toward the point of no return. No, that wasn’t exactly true. She’d reached the point of no return the first moment she saw him.


            She quivered with the force of her need, with the intensity of his heat, and the consuming ache to finally know him. All of him.


            “Darius,” she whispered.


            “Grace,” he whispered back.


            This is where he belonged, Darius thought savagely, gazing down at Grace. Right here. With this woman. He’d never felt more alive than he did right now, in her arms. She showed him a world he’d never thought to see again, a world of colors and tastes…and emotion. True emotion. And he exalted in it. In her.


            Slowly, seductively, her fingers crawled up his chest. She smiled a feminine smile. He nearly spilled his seed just then. The deepest, most primitive part of him had recognized her the moment she’d stepped through the mist. She was his mate.


            His reason for being.


            He would wed her, Darius decided in the next instant.


            As he continued to watch her, Grace licked one of her fingers and drew a moist heart around his right nipple. Air hissed between his teeth.


            By mating with him, Grace would become a citizen of Atlantis. His oath stipulated only that he kill surface dwellers who passed through the mist. If she were Atlantean…gods, yes. He would make her Atlantean.


            The relief, the joy, resonated through him like a torrid rain.


            He claimed her mouth with more ferocity, growling his need. She responded by weaving her hands in his hair and slanting her lips over his more fully. She rubbed herself against his erection, gasping, taking, giving. Their clothing only added to the friction. His fingers dug into the soft roundness of her buttocks, quickening her rhythm, and their kiss continued, hard and fast, then slow and tender.


            “You are so beautiful,” he said brokenly.


            “No, I—”


            “You are. I burn for you. I flame.”


            She melted against him. Into him. Her breasts meshed against his chest, her nipples pearled, waiting. Tasting them became as necessary as breathing. In all of his other couplings, Darius had rushed. He’d been savage, giving the woman pleasure, taking pleasure for himself, but offering nothing more. Never more. There would be no rushing now.


            He wanted to savor and give.


            “I will take care of you,” he whispered. “Do you trust me?”


            “So much, I ache.”


            With her legs still wrapped firmly around him, he sank to his knees and laid her tenderly on the carpet. He gently gripped her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “This will not just be a coupling, sweet Grace. I am giving you me. All of me.” He paused and studied her features. “Do you understand?”


            Something he couldn’t read leapt into her eyes. Uncertainty? Or excitement? She chewed on her bottom lip, then shook her head.


            “I want to make you mine for now and always,” he explained.


            Her brow crinkled. “Do you mean…get married?”


            “More than that. Life mates.”


            “There is a difference?”


            “One that cannot be explained. One that must be shown.”


            “And you want to do this here?” Her eyes widened. “Now?”


            He nodded.


            Grace gulped. Surely he wasn’t serious. He had to be teasing her. But the lines of his face stretched, determined, and an air of vulnerability clung to his shoulders. He refused to relinquish his hold on her gaze.


            He meant every word.


            And she didn’t know how to react.


            Grace en Kragin, her mind whispered.


            Though she didn’t understand what had brought him to this decision, the thought tempted her on every level, and a great need welled inside her. She’d already admitted that she loved him. Why deny her feelings in this? I want to be his wife. She did. Now and always, like he’d said.


            How wonderful to be the one who snuggled in bed with him each night, the one he pulled tightly to his side, his breath on the back of her neck, his whispers of love in her ears. How wonderful to be the one who gave him children. Her mind easily supplied the image of a plump baby. Their baby. A boy as strong as Darius, or a girl as intense and focused.


            “You saw the violence of my past,” he said, mistaking her silence. “You know the things I’ve done and can guess the things I will do. I’m asking you to accept me regardless. If you can do this, I will give you my life, my riches and my vow to always protect you.” The last words left his lips with all the desperation inside him. With all the longing. With all the need.


            Her expression softened; her lashes dipped to half-mast. “I don’t need your riches,” she said. “Only you.”


            At her words, the possessiveness Darius had always felt for Grace raged to the surface. Raw, primal arousal burned inside him, hotter than ever before. Everything inside him cried for her. Not just part of her, but her entire essence.


            He joined their hands, palm to palm.


            Not pausing for a moment, lest she change her mind, he uttered, “To you I belong. My heart beats only for you.” He held her gaze with the strength of his own. “No other will tempt me, from this day and beyond. To you I belong.”


            As he spoke, the places where his body touched hers warmed, became blistering, and a strange swirling unfurled in the pit of Grace’s stomach, sweeping through her from head to toe.


            “Say the words back to me,” he intoned harshly.


            Yes. Yes. “To you I belong. My heart beats only for you.” As she spoke, he inched his lips closer to hers. “No other will tempt me, from this day and beyond. To you I belong.”


            The moment the last word left her mouth, he fit his lips directly over hers. She cried out, and he caught the sound. His eyes tightly closed as his entire body clenched and bowed.


            A part of her soul ripped out of her body and into his. Instantly the void filled with his essence, sweeping through her like wildfire. The exchange was powerful, wholly erotic. Her stomach heated and tingled, and she lay there, panting. The fine hairs on her body clamored for him.


            “What happened?” she asked between breaths.


            “Our joining.”


            No more needed to be said because she understood. They were joined, not physically—not yet—but joined in a way that was even more tangible. Undeniable. She didn’t understand the implications or mechanics of it. They were not two separate entities. They were one. She’d needed him before, but now she would die without him. She sensed it, knew it in the deepest part of her being.


            “I am nothing without you,” he said, echoing her thoughts. “Do you feel how much I hunger for you?”


            She did. God, she did. His hunger mingled with her own, purring within her veins.


            “You are more important to me than air,” he said. “More important than water. You, Grace, are my only necessity.”


            “I love you,” she said, at last giving him the words in her heart. As she spoke, the contentment that had always remained elusively out of reach was suddenly there and hers for the taking. So grasp it she did, holding Darius closer. He encompassed everything missing from her life: danger, excitement, passion.


            Fire flashed in his eyes. Reaching back, he peeled his shirt over his head. “I’m going to give you everything you crave, sweet Grace.” His lips lifted in a fleeting smile. “Everything.”


            Anticipation shivered through her. She threaded her palms up the strength of his chest, over his ribs and nipples, over his tattoos. He sucked in a breath. His tattoos were slightly faded, not as red and angry as before, but still there. Still sexy and warm. Her mouth watered for a taste of them, and she rolled him onto his back. Leaning down, she licked a path along the colorful dragon wings, savoring the salty taste. His muscles jumped at the first stroke of her tongue.


            He slithered his hand between her legs and played; the fabric of her jeans created a dizzying friction. She moaned, arched her neck, and became lost in the breathtakingly sensual caress. Everything within her sprang to life, even places she hadn’t known existed, starved for more of his attentions. She ached to be filled. By Darius. Only Darius.


            He claimed he had done horrible things, but deep down she hungered for that fiercest part of him. For the wildness. The danger. She might have tried to deny it upon occasion, but she’d always known the truth. He was her every fantasy; his presence alone offered her more excitement than any challenge or adventure. When she was with him, she felt whole. She felt alive.


            She felt vital.


            “I want you naked.” Darius didn’t wait for her response, couldn’t. Impatient for her as always, he did exactly what he’d done before. He gripped the neck of her shirt and ripped. Underneath he found lacy green fabric, her sexy belly ring and a light outline of a dragon tattoo.


            He traced the edges with his fingertip. “Look,” he told her.


            Lost in sensation as she was, a moment passed before she obeyed. When she did, she gasped. “What the—I don’t understand. I have a tattoo.” Shock dripped from her tone, and her stunned gaze went from the tattoo, to him, to the tattoo. “I’ve never gotten a tattoo in my life.”


            “You bear my mark,” he said, rolling them over once again and easing her down. “I am a part of you forever.”


            He tore the green material in half, just as he’d done to her shirt. Her breasts were lush and lovely, and the sight of them made him tremble. Tremble like a boy. He palmed one then the other, loving the way her eyes closed and her back arched, a silent entreaty for him to continue. He moved down her body and sucked a nipple into the hotness of his mouth. She gasped his name like a reverent prayer.


            He sucked harder.


            “Oh, God,” she groaned.


            Her knees clenched around his waist; her hands gripped his hair. He continued to knead one glorious breast, abrading the pearled nipple between his fingers while he laved and sucked the other. Like raspberries, they were, pink and rosy, sweet and delicate. One of his hands gravitated to her belly, fingering the delicate silver loop.


            Losing control of his resolve to go slow, he teased himself between her legs. She moved wantonly against him, then with him. When she was gasping, begging, he jerked at her shoes, then her pants, tugging them down and kicking them from her ankles with his foot. The sight of her, lying under him in only a pair of lacy emerald panties, nearly made his heart stop. Such beauty. His beauty.


            He drove his fingers past the delicate lace and found the silken heat of her. She was wet and hot. Ready. But he wanted her beyond ready. He wanted her desperate. Using the tip of one finger, he smoothed her moisture over her soft folds, gently grazing the center of her desire.


            “Yes,” she said, curving into his touch. “Yes. Touch me there.”


            “You need to be filled, Grace.”


            “Yes. Please.”


            He slowly sank one finger inside her, then another. “Are you ready for more?” A bead of sweat trickled down his temple. He bit her neck, making a small sting, then he licked it away as he thrust those fingers in a delicious rhythm.


            She cried out and lifted her hips. His shaft strained for her, but he worked another finger inside her. How he loved the feel of her tightness. Her moist heat. Soft, mewling sounds escaped her lips when he circled his thumb around her clitoris.


            “I’m ready,” she said. “I promise I’m ready.”


            With a growl, he latched on to her mouth and drank from her. He didn’t deserve her, but the gods had given her to him and he was going to do everything within his power to make her happy. She would never regret giving herself to him.


            “I want to kiss you here,” he said, again circling his thumb around the very heart of her wetness.


            Her eyes closed in surrender. As generous as she was, his Grace wasn’t content to take pleasure only for herself; she insisted on returning it. “I…want to kiss…you here,” she said, between panting breaths, slipping her own hand between them and cupping the long, thick length of him. “Who gets to go first?”


            Those beads of sweat grew into a fine sheen over his entire body. She craved excitement, he thought, and so he would give it to her. “We will both go first.”


            Her tongue shot out and traced her own lips, taking in the residual taste of himself he’d left behind. “Really? How?”


            In a total of two seconds, he removed his pants, then her panties, leaving them both completely naked. He gathered her into his arms and settled on his back, placing her on top. He’d never given a woman a chance to take him in her mouth. Picturing Grace’s red curls spilled across his abdomen, over his thighs and cock, picturing her teeth grazing his length and her mouth sucking him deeply, nearly made him come.


            “Straddle me,” he said, surprised he still possessed a voice. His need pounded through his veins. “Do not face me. Face the other direction.”


            Her nipples pebbled further, and she gazed down at him with an expression of utter longing. Slowly she did as he instructed. Her back was long and slender and perfectly proportioned. He caressed a fingertip down each vertebra, and tiny bumps of pleasure appeared on her skin.


            He clasped her hips, tugged, scooting her closer and closer to his waiting mouth.


            “Now lean over,” he instructed.


            Languidly sensual, she moved her mouth toward his thick erection. Her warm breath fanned his heavy testicles as he lifted his head and licked into her slick heat.


            At that first contact, Grace screamed her pleasure. Not an orgasm, but close. So close. Her hands clenched Darius’s hips. He continued to lave her, and she inched the thick length of him into her mouth—and almost screamed again. The eroticism of having his shaft nestled in her mouth while Darius tasted her very essence proved earth-shattering.


            “This is what I meant when I said I wanted to eat you,” he rumbled, the vibrations resonating into her.


            His words and actions combined, bringing her swiftly to a torturing climax. Her body jerked and quivered as a thousand lights sparked past her mind. Pleasure, so much pleasure. She tore her lips from him as his name ripped past her throat. “Darius, Darius, Darius.” The heat of it branded.


            When her climax faded, she should have been sated, completely fulfilled. But she wasn’t. She wanted him buried deep inside her, so deep he’d leave his mark on her for days.


            Desperate, Darius lifted her and spun her toward him. He tumbled her over and gazed down at her. “Now?” The word emerged hoarse and eager. Frantic. He needed to be inside her.


            She spread her legs wide, fitting his hard length where it belonged, almost—but not quite—at the sweet edge of penetration. “I’ll always be ready for you.”


            “You’re my woman. Say it.”


            “I’m yours. Now. Always.”


            “And I am yours.” He slanted his mouth over hers at the same moment he impaled her. He cried out at the joy of it, the heady bliss, his enjoyment so intense his wings burst unbidden from his back, stroking a heated draft over their bodies. Those majestic wings stayed suspended in the air for a breathless moment, two deceptively sheer extensions that at last lowered, surrounding him and Grace in an iridescent cocoon.


            Shocked, he stared down at her. Her eyes were closed, and her lips pressed together. Instead of a pained cry, she murmured in surrender.


            For Grace, the sharp pain of virginity left as suddenly as it appeared, leaving only the thickness of him. The hardness.


            “You are…this is…I am your first lover,” he said, when the realization struck him. “Only lover.” A possessiveness more potent than orgasm shuddered through her.


            “Don’t stop,” she said. “Mmm. You feel so good.”


            “Your only mate,” he said with awe. He moved slowly at first, but that wasn’t enough for her. She gripped his hips, raised her own and ground herself into him. He needed no more encouragement. He clasped her bottom and pumped into her, over and over, again and again.


            He rode her hard, unable to slow. His kisses grew fervent, plunging in sync with his powerful thrusts. Exquisite tension held her in its grasp, held tighter, tighter, then suddenly exploded, gifting her with the most shattering gratification she’d ever experienced. She shuddered with it, gasped and screamed with it.


            “By the gods, you are sweet,” he said through clenched teeth. Anchoring her legs atop his shoulders and sending him deeper inside her, he quickened his strokes further and joined her, chanting her name.


            Unexpectedly she climaxed again.


            


            DARIUS CARRIED GRACE to bed and neither of them rose for several hours.


            He wanted to spend the rest of his life right here in her arms, her plump backside nestled against him, but knew that wasn’t meant to be.


            Midnight had settled over the land.


            Moonlight crept through the windows, its silvery fingers intertwining with darkness. The city pulsed with life, even at this later hour. Time to leave. Still…


            He allowed himself a few more minutes of quiet luxury, of holding Grace in the protective shield of his embrace. Her intoxicating scent surrounded him, and her warmth seeped into his bones. Virgin. She had been virgin. This beautiful, sensuous creature had given him what she’d given no other man.


            She was a treasure more rich and satisfying than any other. He would protect her with his life.


            “Darius?” she sighed, snuggling closer.


            “Hmm?”


            “Are we married? I mean, we didn’t sign anything or—”


            “We are joined. Never think otherwise.”


            “I’m glad.” She eased up on her elbow and offered him a satisfied smile.


            “As am I,” he said.


            “What we did—I don’t think there’s even a word to describe the bliss.”


            He nipped the softness of her shoulder with his teeth. “I meant to go slowly, wife, meant to savor you.”


            Her eyelids fluttered down. “Say it again.”


            “I meant to go—”


            “No. The part where you called me your wife.”


            His arms tightened around her. “We belong together, wife.”


            She rolled onto her side and faced him. “Just so you know, I happened to like it the way you gave it to me, husband.”


            His cock should not have stirred for hours—perhaps days—but as he looked at her and basked in her words, need unfurled through him. If they did not get up, he would take her again, and he knew he wouldn’t have the strength to leave afterward.


            “Get dressed,” he said, patting her bottom. “Time for us to visit Jason Graves.”


            Grace lost her dazed expression. The sensual reprieve ended as real life intruded. She lumbered to her feet and stumbled to her bathroom. Wincing at the soreness of her body, she took a quick shower and slipped on a pair of black pants and a matching black, short-sleeved shirt.


            When she glanced up, Darius stood in the bathroom doorway, watching her through intense, golden eyes. Golden eyes! Her pulse fluttered in time with a single thought: he is my husband! His pants hung low on his waist, giving him a sexy, rakish air. She found herself taking a step toward him, intent on slipping her fingers beneath the black material and—she stopped that line of thought before it was too late. Before she lost herself in him.


            He didn’t appear aroused in any way. He looked…pained, like that strange weakness afflicted him again. Proud as he was, he didn’t say a word.


            “Come with me,” she said. She led him into the kitchen. There, she hurriedly fixed him a sandwich, and once he finished eating, he leaned back in his chair. He looked the same. Why hadn’t that helped? She frowned and took his hand, meaning to gauge his temperature. But as she held his palm in hers, his color returned. It wasn’t food that strengthened him, she realized, but her. Her touch.


            “You have to tell me what’s going on,” she said, holding his gaze and retaining her grip on his hand. “What causes your illness?” When he remained silent, she persisted. “Tell me.”


            He sighed. “When the gods banished us to Atlantis, they bound us irrevocably to the land. Those that try to leave, die.”


            Her stomach twisted, and her body went cold. If staying here meant his death, she wanted him gone. “You have to go home. Now.” She allowed all of her concern, all of her anguish at the thought of his demise, to seep into her voice.


            “I will return in the morning as planned.”


            “I’ll search Jason’s home on my own, then fly to Brazil. I can be in Atlantis in two days.”


            “No. On both counts.”


            “But—”


            “No, Grace.”


            She had to convince him to leave. But how? She released him and began clearing away the dishes, keeping her back to him. In seconds, he was directly behind her, holding her captive between his arms.


            “You are upset,” he said.


            She paused, saying, “I’m scared for you. I’m scared for Alex. I want this to be over.”


            An undercurrent of menace suffused his voice when he said, “Soon. Very soon.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            BRIGHT NEON LIGHTS blazed from nearby buildings. Grace sucked in a deep breath as her gaze darted left and right. I’m a criminal. I’m breaking and entering—or committing a B and E as the arresting officer would say. She pursed her lips together and fought a shiver. She’d never admit this aloud, but hidden beneath her nervousness surged an intense adrenaline rush.


            She and Darius stood outside Jason’s swanky apartment building. A slight breeze drifted past, cooling her heated skin. She pressed her back to the brownstone, and cast another glance to her right. Unfortunately Darius couldn’t magically teleport them inside. He had to visualize a room first, and he’d never been inside Jason’s. She wondered, though, how he planned to get them in undetected.


            “What if we set off the alarms?” she asked softly. Did the people strolling the streets suspect the truth? She was wearing all black, after all. Criminal colors.


            “We will not,” Darius answered confidently.


            “Security guards observe screens of every corridor, maybe every room.”


            “That does not matter. I will cast a spell to guard us before we set a single foot inside.” He leveled her with an intense stare. “Are you ready?”


            She gulped, nodded.


            “Put your arms around my neck and hold tight.”


            After only a slight hesitation, Grace intertwined her shaky fingers around his neck, pressing her breasts into the hardness of his chest. Tingles raced through her nipples. “We could get into serious trouble for this,” she said. “I don’t know why I suggested it.”


            He grazed her lips with his own. “Because you love your brother.”


            Ripping fabric drifted to her ears a split second before Darius’s shirt fell to the ground. His long, glorious wings unfurled. Her heartbeat galloped as her feet lost their solid anchor on the ground. Whoosh. Whoosh. A cool breeze stirred.


            “What’s happening?” she gasped, but she knew the answer. “Darius, this is—”


            “Do not panic,” he said, his grip on her tightening. “I have not forgotten how to fly. All you need do is hang on to me.”


            “I’m not panicked.” She laughed. “I’m exhilarated. We’re flying on the Darius Express.” They moved quickly, smoothly, higher with every second that passed.


            He uttered a chuckle of his own and shook his head. “I expected fear from you. Will you ever cease to amaze me, sweet Grace?”


            “I hope not.” She looked down, loving how the cars and people appeared like small specks, loving the giddiness of hovering in the air.


            The moon loomed closer and larger, growing in intensity until she could only gape at its luminance. Darius chanted under his breath, and a strange vibration unfurled from him, a vibration that began as nothing more than a slight tremble, then grew into an intense shaking through the entire apartment building. No one below seemed to notice.


            The shaking stopped.


            “We are safe now,” he said.


            She didn’t ask how exactly since they had reached Jason’s upper balcony. As his wings glided them slowly forward, Darius set her firmly on the ground. The action drew a grunt from him, and she glanced up at his face. His cheekbones stretched taut and lacked any color. He kept his gaze from her as he drew in a shaky breath.


            “You’re weak again,” she said, concerned. “Perhaps you should go home and—”


            “I am fine.” Irritation—with her or himself?—lashed from his tone.


            She gulped, determined to get him out of here as quickly as possible. “Let’s hurry, then.”


            White gauzy drapes billowed around the French double doors. Grace brushed them aside and tried the knob. Locked. “Do you know how to pick these?”


            “No need.” Darius ushered her aside, positioned himself in front of the doors and spewed rays of fire. The wood around the glass panels quickly charred. The tinkle of glass erupted as the panels fell and hit the ground.


            “Thank you.” Stepping over the jagged pieces, Grace waved her hand in front of her nose to whisk away the smoke. Unabashedly she entered Jason Graves’s home. “It’s so dark,” she whispered.


            “Your eyes will adjust.” He didn’t use a breaking-and-entering voice. He used a why-are-you-whispering-you-silly-woman voice.


            Even as he spoke, her vision opened and objects became clear. A chaise longue, a glass coffee table. “What about motion sensors and security cameras?” she asked. “Are we one hundred percent protected from those?”


            “Yes. The spell disabled them.”


            Allowing herself to relax, she padded throughout the living room, tracing her fingertips over the paintings and jewels—yes, jewels—hanging on the walls. “So much wealth,” she said. “And none of it belongs to him. It’s like we’ve stepped through the mist and into Atlantis.”


            Darius remained at the threshold, his teeth bared in a red-hot snarl as he took in the stolen Atlantean artifacts.


            “I know you’re a child of the gods,” she said, hoping to distract him from his fury, “but you’re not technically a god. Where does your magic come from?”


            “My father,” he said, losing his infuriated edge. He entered, his steps clipped. “He practiced the ancient arts.”


            The image of his parents’ lifeless bodies flashed in her mind again, exactly as she’d seen them in her vision when he’d cast his binding spell. She ached for the little boy he’d been, the child who’d found his family slain. She couldn’t imagine the pain he must have suffered—and still suffered.


            “I’m sorry for their deaths,” she told him, letting her remorse and sorrow seep out with the words. “Your loss of family.”


            Darius stilled and glanced over at her. “How did you know they were…gone?”


            “I saw them. In your mind. When you cast the binding spell.”


            His shoulders straightened, and surprise flashed through his eyes. “They were my life,” he said.


            “I know,” she said softly, aching for him.


            “Perhaps one day I will tell you of them.” The offer emerged hesitant, but there all the same.


            “I would love that.”


            He nodded, a little stiff. “Right now, we must search for any information this Jason has about Atlantis and your brother.”


            “I’ll check the library for the Book of Ra-Dracus.” She looked around. “I’m willing to bet he’s the one who stole it from my brother.”


            “I will search the rest of the home.”


            With a last, lingering glance, they branched off. The floors were polished mahogany panels, and the decor something out of a medieval home and garden magazine. Upstairs, Grace quickly found the study. Piles of books littered every corner, and some appeared old and well used. She flipped through each one, finding references to dragons and liquid nitrogen, magic spells and vampires, but none were the Book of Ra-Dracus. A large walnut desk consumed the center and a world globe made completely of…what was that? Some sort of jewel, perhaps? Purple, like an amethyst, but jagged like crystal. She studied it more closely. In the center, a waterfall churned around a single body of land. Around Atlantis. And a pulsing sapphire.


            Though she wanted to study it more closely, she forced herself on the matter at hand. She moved toward the desk and shuffled through the papers on top. Finding nothing of importance, she withdrew a letter opener and, after struggling for several minutes, pried open the drawer locks. Inside the bottom drawer, she discovered photos that shocked and repelled her. She covered her mouth to muffle her horrified gasp. The graphic images depicted dragon and human warriors covered in a white foam, blood flowing from multiple bullet wounds. Some showed Alex and Teira. The two were lying in a jewel-encrusted cell, dirty but alive. Several held grotesque imprints of tall, pale creatures with eerie blue eyes feasting off the dragon bodies. The humans standing off to the side watched, their expressions a mix of fear, disgust, and titillation.


            Why take photos of his crimes? As a memento? To prove the existence of Atlantis? Or did he hope to write a book, How I Like to Kill? She scowled.


            She replayed the vision of her brother that Darius’s medallion had supplied. This room wasn’t the one Alex first occupied. This was a different room, one she knew resided in Atlantis. Those jeweled walls were very similar to what she’d seen inside Darius’s home. When her husband returned to his home, she thought, more determined now than before, she was going with him.


            Perhaps Darius sensed her growing disquiet, because the next thing she knew, he stood over her.


            “What do you—” He paused, then very slowly, very precisely, reached over her shoulder and slipped the photos from her hands. She tried to pry them from him because she didn’t want him to see the travesties done to his friends. He held tightly. “This is Javar and his men. And these are vampires.”


            Vampires. She shuddered. Having proof of their actual existence settled like lead in her stomach.


            “I’m so sorry,” she said, turning to face him. His eyes narrowed, but even from those tiny slits she could see their color glowed ice-blue. Fragments of grief radiated from him and into her.


            “What else is in there?” He set the photos aside with one fluid motion, a deceptively calm motion.


            Allowing him to change the subject, she said, “That’s it. Did you find anything?”


            “More artifacts from Atlantis.” Radiating cold determination, he clasped her hand. “Jason Graves deserves so much more than death. He deserves to suffer.”


            Another shudder worked through her, because she knew he would do everything in his power to see that Jason got exactly what he deserved.


            And she planned to help him.


            


            GRACE WANTED TO BANG her head against the wall.


            She and Darius arrived home several hours ago, yet he still remained rigid with tension. He refused to speak. She hated this, hated the remorse radiating from him.


            He sat on the couch, his head back, his eyes closed. Not knowing what else to do, she quietly approached. “I want to show you something.”


            His eyelids reluctantly opened. When he offered no reply and made no move to rise, she added, “Pretty please with a cherry on top.”


            Not a single word left his lips, but he stood. Grace wrapped her fingers around his and ushered him into the bathroom. She didn’t explain her actions; she simply removed his clothing, then her own. He was in need of loving—and she was going to give it to him. All the loving he could stand.


            After turning the knobs and allowing the water to heat, she stepped inside the tub and tugged Darius in behind her. Still he remained silent. Hot water cascaded down their naked bodies, and as she stood in front of him, she lathered his chest with soap.


            “I’ve got a joke for you,” she said, mentally converting jokes she knew into dragon jokes.


            He frowned—his first reaction. It didn’t matter that he’d only given her a frown. She’d take anything she could get.


            “What did the dragon say when he saw a knight in shining armor?”


            His brow wrinkled, and he sighed.


            “Oh, no, not another canned meal.”


            Slowly, so slowly, his lips inched up in a smile.


            I did that, she thought with a surge of pride. I made him smile. She basked in the warmth of it and all the while his smile continued to grow. So sweet, so endearing, it lit his entire face. His eyes darkened, becoming that golden-brown she loved. He traced his fingertip over her cheekbone.


            “Tell me another one,” he said.


            She nearly sank to her knees in relief at the sound of his rich, husky voice. Grinning happily, she slipped behind him and traced her soapy hands over his back. “It’s long,” she warned.


            “Even better,” he said, tugging her in front. He nibbled on her ear, dragging the sensitive lobe through his teeth.


            “There was a dragon who had a long-standing obsession with a queen’s breasts,” she said, growing breathless. “The dragon knew the penalty to touch her would mean death, yet he revealed his secret desire to the king’s chief doctor. This man promised he could arrange for the dragon to satisfy his desire, but it would cost him one thousand gold coins.” She spread her soapy hands over his nipples, then down his arms. “Though he didn’t have the money, the dragon readily agreed to the scheme.”


            “Grace,” Darius moaned, his erection straining against her stomach.


            She hid her smile, loving that she had this much power over such a strong man. That she, Grace Carlyle, made him ache with longing. “The next day the physician made a batch of itching powder and poured some into the queen’s bra…uh, you might call it a brassiere…while she bathed. After she dressed, she began itching and itching and itching. The physician was summoned to the Royal Chambers, and he informed the king and queen that only a special saliva, if applied for several hours, would cure this type of itch. And only a dragon possessed this special saliva.” Out of breath, she paused.


            “Continue,” Darius said. His arms wound around her so tightly she could barely breathe. His skin blazed hot against hers, hotter than even the steamy water.


            “Are you sure?”


            “Continue.” Taut lines bracketed his mouth.


            “Well, the king summoned the dragon. Meanwhile, the physician slipped him the antidote for the itching powder, which the dragon put into his mouth, and for the next few hours, the dragon worked passionately on the queen’s breasts.


            “Anyway,” she said, reaching around him and lathering the muscled mounds of his butt, “the queen’s itching was eventually relieved, and the dragon left satisfied and touted as a hero.”


            “This does not sound like a joke,” Darius said.


            “I’m getting to the punch line. Hang on. When the physician demanded his payment, the now satisfied dragon refused. He knew that the physician could never report what really happened to the king. So the next day, the physician slipped a massive dose of the same itching powder into the king’s loincloth. And the king immediately summoned the dragon.”


            Darius threw back his head and barked with laughter. The sound boomed raw and new, and she fell deeper in love with him at that moment. She’d never heard anything so precious because she knew how rare such amusement was for him. She hoped he found such joy every day they spent together.


            When his laughter subsided, a sensual light glowed in his eyes. His features were so relaxed, so open. “I’m intrigued by this breast feasting,” he whispered, rubbing his nose against hers.


            “I am, too,” she admitted. “I have an itch.”


            “Allow me to help you.” He pressed his lips to hers in a lazy, delicious kiss. His fiery flavor, his heat, his masculinity, still managed to enthrall her. Need and desperation wrapped around every inch of her body, and she threaded her wet hands around his neck.


            His palms caressed a slippery path down her spine and stopped at the small indentation at the base. When those scorching fingers dipped lower, cupped and pulled her tightly against him, she sucked in an eager breath. She pressed her lower half into him, cradling his erection. Her nerve endings were alive with the memories of making love, and longed to repeat the experience.


            “I’m going to have you again,” he said.


            “Yes, yes.”


            “Tell me you want me.”


            “I do. I want you.”


            “Tell me you need me.”


            “So much I’ll die without you.”


            “Tell me you love me.”


            “I do. I love you.”


            She was living passion in his arms, Darius thought, and she was all his.


            “Kiss me. And don’t ever stop kissing me,” she said.


            He did more than kiss her. He gifted her with sweet nips and erotic licks, then proceeded to suck every drop of water from her body. He invaded her senses until all she could see, all she could feel, all she could taste was him. She shivered when the tip of his tongue swirled along the edge of her ear.


            Suddenly he paused. A slow, suspended moment dragged by. “Help me forget the past,” he whispered brokenly.


            She nuzzled his neck and dipped her hand over his ridged abdomen. When she clasped his thick erection, he hissed in a breath. She didn’t hold him long, just long enough to stroke him up and down. Then she released him, granting him one last fleeting, teasing caress before cupping the heavy sac of his testicles.


            While her fingers gently tugged, she swirled her tongue around his nipples. They felt like little spikes in her mouth, and she lapped at the masculine taste of him mingled with the water.


            “How am I doing so far?”


            “I need more time to decide,” he said roughly, raggedly. His fingers tangled in her hair, then massaged her neck…her breasts.


            The sight of his strong, bronze hands on her soft, white flesh proved the most erotic thing she’d ever seen. Once more she curled her fingers around his length. He was so hot and big, so hard. Up and down, she tormented him. She wanted so badly to fill his days with happiness, to help him “forget” his pain, as he’d said. No, not forget, but heal. She would do whatever was necessary to give him the peace he craved.


            “What’s your naughtiest fantasy?” she murmured against his collarbone. She bit down, not hard enough to break the skin, but hard enough to leave her mark. “Perhaps I can make it come true.”


            “You are my fantasy, Grace.” His hands cupped her jaw, and he forced her to look up at him. “Only you.”


            If she hadn’t already loved him, she would have fallen just then. “I have a fantasy,” she whispered. She licked the seam of his lips. “Want to hear?”


            He trailed his hands down her back, making her shiver, then cupped her bottom and jerked her into him for deeper contact. “Tell me.”


            “Well, I like to read books about big, strong warriors who love as fiercely as they fight, and I’ve always wanted one for my very own.”


            His lips twitched. “Now you have one.”


            “Oh, yes.” The warm water made their skin slick and she rubbed against him, letting the peaks of her nipples abrade his chest, letting the plump head of his penis catch between her legs. “What I fantasize about is my big, strong warrior lifting me up, pressing my back into the shower tile and filling me.”


            He pressed her back against the cool tile and shoved inside her, deep and hard and scorching. Steam billowed around them, but it was the spicy scent of dragon and soap that filled her nostrils. He felt so good inside her, more exciting than climbing a mountain or bungee jumping from a bridge.


            He pumped in and out of her, and she wound her arms around him. His strength beneath her palms filled her with heady power. He bit her neck, making her shiver. He spread her knees wider and pounded harder. She panted his name. Moaned his name. Gasped his name.


            “Grace,” he growled. “Mine.”


            And she was. Completely.


            


            DARIUS HELD A SLEEPING Grace in the tight clasp of his arms.


            She possessed inner strength, a giving heart and a deep capacity for love. Her smile gleamed brighter than the sun. Her laughter healed him. Actually healed him.


            As he lay in the stillness of the night, with hazy moonlight enveloping him, he remained weak and sated from their loving. Long forgotten memories finally resurfaced, bits and pieces of his past, pieces he’d thought buried so deeply they’d remain lost forever. He didn’t fight them, but closed his eyes, saw his mother laugh down at him, her smile as gentle and beautiful as the pristine waters that surrounded their city. Her golden eyes flashed merrily.


            She had caught him with his father’s sword, brandishing the weapon through the air with a dramatic flourish, trying to mimic the warrior strength his father possessed.


            “One day,” she said in that sweet, lyrical voice of hers, “your strength will far surpass that of your father.” She claimed the sword from him and leaned the gleaming silver against the nearest wall. “You will fight beside him and protect each other from harm.”


            That day never came.


            He saw his father, strong and proud and loyal, striding up the cliff that led to their home. He’d just come from a battle with the Formorians, had washed away the blood on his skin, but his clothing still bore traces. When he spied him, his father smiled and opened his arms. Seven-year-old Darius ran to him and threw himself into the waiting embrace.


            “I’ve been gone only three weeks, but look how you’ve grown,” his father said, squeezing him tightly. “Gods, I missed you.”


            “I missed you, too.” He fought back a tear.


            His strong, warrior father wiped the moisture from his own eyes. “Come on, son. Let’s go greet your mother and sisters.”


            Together, they walked side by side into the small house. His three sisters danced around a fire, laughing and chanting, their long dark hair bouncing about their shoulders. They each possessed identical features, plump cheeks and such innocence it hurt to gaze at them.


            “Darius,” they called when they saw him, running to him first, though they’d seen him only a few hours ago. They shared a special bond with him that he could not explain. It had always been there, and would always remain.


            He hugged them close, drawing in the sweetness of their scents. “Father has returned. Give him a proper greeting.”


            Their faces lit with their grins and they propelled themselves at the warrior.


            “My precious hatchlings,” he said, laughing through more tears.


            Their mother heard their mingled joy and rushed inside the chamber. They spent the rest of the day together, not a single member of the family straying far.


            How happy they’d been.


            Here, in the present, a lone tear slid from the corner of Darius’s eye. He did not wipe it away, but allowed it to trickle down his cheek and onto his ear.


            As tuned to him as she was, Grace sensed his torment. She shifted to face him, her features alight with concern. “Darius?” she said softly. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it will be okay.”


            Another tear came, then another. He couldn’t stop them, and wasn’t sure he wanted to. “I miss them,” he said brokenly. “They were my life.”


            She understood immediately. “Tell me about them. Tell me the good things.”


            “My sisters were like sunlight, starlight and moonlight.” Their images filled his mind once again, and this time he nearly choked from pain. And yet…the pain was not the fearsome destroyer he had expected, but a reminder that he lived and loved. “Every night they created a small fire and would dance around the flames. They were so proud of their ability and were determined to one day create the biggest fire Atlantis had ever seen.”


            “They didn’t fear being burned?”


            “Dragons welcome and thrive in such heat. I wish you could have seen them. They were all that is good and right.”


            “What were their names?” she asked softly.


            “Katha, Kandace and Kallia,” he said. With an animalistic growl, he slammed his fist into the side of the mattress. “Why did they have to die? Travelers tortured and killed my sisters as if they were garbage.”


            Grace wrapped her arms around him and laid her head in the hollow of his neck. There was nothing she could say to ease his anguish, so she held him more tightly.


            He rubbed at his stinging eyes. “They did not deserve such a death. They did not deserve what they suffered.”


            “I know, I know,” she cooed.


            He buried his face in the hollow of her neck and cried.


            At last, Darius mourned.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY


            
              
            

          


          
            GRACE RIFFLED THROUGH the box of Kevlar vests she’d picked up downstairs. Darius knelt on the other side and pinched one of the heavy black vests between his fingers. His lips curled with distaste.


            She watched him. His eyes shone with vitality, alive with gold, glistening with contentment. They had been like that since last night and hadn’t changed. Hadn’t even flickered with blue. The fine lines around his eyes and mouth had relaxed, as well, and there was an ease about him that warmed her heart. Oh, he still possessed that dangerous aura. Danger would always be a part of him. But the coldness, the hopelessness, were both gone.


            How she loved this man.


            “Try one on,” she said.


            Frowning, he tugged the material over his shoulders. She leaned over and worked the Velcro for him. “It’s too tight,” he said.


            “If a bullet smacks into you, you’ll wish it was even tighter.”


            He snorted. “How can these do any good?”


            “Maybe you’ll understand better after I show you how to use a gun.” She raced to her kitchen and dug out the gun she’d stuffed into one of the drawers. She doubled-checked to make sure no bullets rested in the cylinder.


            “This is a revolver,” she explained when she stood behind Darius. Wrapping her arms around him, she placed the cold metal in his hands and curled his fingers in the correct places. “Hold it just like this.”


            His shaking fingers squeezed.


            “Gently,” she said, noticing how unsteady he suddenly seemed.


            He tossed her a glance over his shoulder. “Who taught you these skills?”


            “Alex. He said a woman should know how to protect herself.” Fighting a wave of sadness, Grace steadied Darius’s wrists by locking her palms underneath them. He might be more relaxed and at ease than ever before, but he battled that damn weakness and she didn’t like it. The only time he seemed to recover his full strength was when he was sexually excited.


            Grace wet her lips and purposefully meshed her breasts into the hard ridges of his back. “You want to keep your finger on the trigger and pick a target. Any target. Do you have one?”


            “Oh, yes.” His voice grew stronger and deeper. If she allowed her hands to slide inside his pants, she knew she would find him hard and thick.


            “Good,” she said. “Aim down the sight on the barrel.”


            Pause. Then, “What?”


            She blew on his neck. “Aim down the sight on the barrel,” she repeated.


            Another pause. “How can I concentrate when your body is pressed to mine?”


            In response, her fingers tickled up his arms. If sexual arousal kept him strong, she’d use everything in her power to arouse him. “Do you want to learn how to shoot or not?” she whispered huskily.


            “I do,” he ground out.


            “Is your target in sight?”


            He felt the heat of her, Darius thought, the sizzle of her, throughout his entire body. Yes, he had his target in sight. The couch. Exactly where he wanted her, naked and open.


            He flicked a glance to the window. The sun arrived hours ago, vanquishing the binding spell. He should have left for his homeland. He possessed everything he needed from the surface. Atlantis called him, and it was long past time he destroyed her invaders.


            But he wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Grace.


            He couldn’t take her with him. She would be safest here, and her safety mattered more to him than anything else.


            When this whole mess with the Argonauts ended, he would come back for her. He would whisk this woman, his woman, his wife—gods, he liked the sound of that—to Atlantis. They were going to stay in bed for days, weeks, perhaps months, and they were going to make love every way possible, then invent some new ways.


            “Target in sight,” he said.


            “Squeeze the trigger,” she said.


            He easily recalled how she had squeezed him. How her inquisitive fingers had slipped beneath the hem of his shirt and skimmed the taut flesh of his lower abdomen. He ground his teeth together.


            “Darius?”


            “Hmm?” he bit out.


            “Squeeze the trigger.” She blew in his ear.


            He squeezed. He heard a click.


            “If the couch were human, and this a loaded gun, a bullet would have shot out and punctured skin, causing grave injury,” Grace the temptress said. The woman who had sneaked past his defenses and infiltrated his senses. The woman who had captured his heart. “The lining inside these vests stops bullets and keeps them from entering bodies.”


            Darius spun, keeping her arms locked around him. The gun fell from his hands. He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and directed her aim lower.


            “I have another target in mind,” he said. And he kept his “target” busy for the next hour.


            


            SATED AND REDRESSED, Grace tucked her gun in the waist of her jeans, filled her pockets with bullets and helped Darius gather the remaining vests. With that done, they squared off, facing each other. Neither moved.


            “It’s time to go,” he finally said.


            “I’m ready,” she said with false confidence. She raised her chin, not removing her gaze from him, but daring him to contradict her.


            He regarded her silently for an inexorable moment, his expression blank. “You will remain here, Grace.”


            She bit back a scowl. She’d known he would do this, but knowing didn’t stop the anger, the hurt. “Wrong,” she said. “Alex is my brother, and I’ll help find him.”


            “Your safety comes first.”


            “I’m safest with you.” Her eyes narrowed, showing him the first sign of her increasing ire. “Besides, I’m your wife. Where you go, I go.”


            “I’ll return for you and bring back your brother.”


            She gripped his shirt, tugging him close. “I can help you, and we both know it.”


            Pain flashed in his eyes, but was quickly overshadowed by determination. “This is the only way. I must lead my dragons into war, and I will not allow my woman near battlegrounds.”


            “What about the binding spell?” Ha! She watched him with almost smug expectation. “I can’t leave your presence.”


            “The spell broke when the moon disappeared.”


            Her shoulders dropped. She racked her brain, searching for anything, anything at all, that might change his mind. When the answer arose, she smiled slowly. “Perhaps you’re forgetting the Argonauts. That they had me followed.”


            Arching a brow, he crossed his arms over his chest. “What are you saying?”


            “They could have me followed again. They could try to hurt me this time, instead of simply watching me.”


            He stroked his jaw as he considered her words. “You are right,” he admitted darkly.


            She relaxed, thinking she finally convinced him of her point—until he next opened his mouth.


            “I will simply lock you inside my palace.”


            Her earlier scowl broke free, and she poked him in the chest. “I like this macho thing you’ve got going on. I really do. But I won’t stand for it.”


            Without a word he clasped her wrist with one hand and held the handle of the suitcase with the other. The air around them began to swirl. Bright-colored sparks flickered like dying lightbulbs, then quickly sped past them. The temperature never changed, the wind never kicked up, but suddenly the cave closed around her.


            Grace didn’t have time to catch her bearings. Never breaking his momentum, Darius pulled her inside the mist. The moment she realized exactly where she was, she threw herself in his arms.


            “I’ve got you,” he said.


            His voice soothed her racing heartbeat. Only a minute or two passed before Darius unhooked her hands from his neck, gave her a quick kiss and ushered her into another cave.


            Not even slightly dizzy, she cataloged her newest surroundings. A man—Brand, she recalled—stood off to the side. He held a sword above his head, and there was a deadly gleam in his eyes as he stared at her. Before she could utter a protest, Grace found herself shoved behind Darius.


            “Brand,” Darius barked.


            At the sound of his voice, Brand’s gaze finally flicked away from her. He glanced at Darius and relaxed. He even lowered his sword. “Why does the woman still live?” he demanded.


            “Touch her and I will kill you.”


            “She is from the surface,” he spat.


            “She is my mate.”


            “She is—”


            “My mate,” he said firmly. “Therefore, she is one of us.”


            A childish part of Grace wanted to stick her tongue out at Brand. She hadn’t forgotten that he’d once called her a whore.


            Brand considered those words, and his fierce expression softened. He even grinned. “Tell me what you learned.”


            “Gather the others and meet me in the dining hall. I will tell you when I tell them.”


            Brand nodded, and with a final glance in her direction, he rushed off.


            “I am glad to be home,” Darius said. His strength had returned in its entirety the moment he’d stepped through the mist, and now he breathed deeply of its familiar essence. “I need you to demonstrate the gun and vests to my warriors.”


            She shook her head. “Not unless you’re willing to compromise with me.”


            “I do not compromise.” His tone was as stern as his expression. “Come.”


            She glared at him the entire way to the dining hall. The dragon warriors were gathered around the table, standing with their arms locked behind their backs and their feet braced apart. When they spotted her, they each glanced to Brand who wore a smug, I-told-you-so frown. The youngest of the group offered her a smile, if you could call baring of teeth a smile. She waved nervously.


            “Hi, again,” she said.


            Darius squeezed her hand. “Do not be scared,” he told her, then glanced pointedly at each man present. “They will not muss a single hair on your head.”


            In the next instant, questions were hurled at Darius. “Why did you take a human for your mate? When? What happened while you were gone? What happened to Javar?”


            “Give him a minute,” Grace told them.


            Darius smiled at her and tenderly kissed her lips.


            Madox gasped. “Did you see that?”


            “I did. I saw,” Grayley said, awed.


            “A human female has succeeded where we failed,” Renard said. “She made Darius smile.”


            “I’ve made him laugh, too,” she pronounced.


            Darius rolled his eyes. “Show them what we have brought.”


            Despite his failure to compromise, she did as he asked. His safety, and that of his people, came before her sensibilities. “This is a Kevlar vest,” she explained, demonstrating how to maneuver the Velcro fasteners.


            “You must remain in human form to wear it,” Darius said. “Your wings will be trapped by its wrappings. However, it will protect your chest against the enemies’ weapons.”


            “I have a more important part I’d like to protect,” Brittan said with a smile of his own.


            A round of laughter followed.


            “Now demonstrate the gun,” Darius said.


            Grace nodded and withdrew the gun from the waist of her pants. “This expels bullets, and those bullets cut through clothing and skin and bone, and sometimes lodge themselves inside the body. You can’t see them, but they leave a hole and make the victim bleed. If you want to survive, you must dig them out.”


            Silence reigned as they considered her words and actions.


            Each of the men wanted to view the gun. She once again double-checked to make sure she’d removed the bullets, then passed it around. “They come in many sizes, some much bigger than this, so be prepared.”


            After everyone viewed the weapon, Darius returned it to her. “Guns such as this were used to destroy Javar and his army.”


            Some warriors gasped. Some hissed. Some blinked in shock. “So they are dead?” Madox asked sharply.


            Darius didn’t flinch his gaze. “Yes. Both humans and vampires seized the palace.”


            Their fury became a palpable force, wrapping around each of them. “Why did you make us wait? Why did you not let us slaughter the vampires days ago,” Tagart shouted.


            “Had you approached them, you would be dead,” he said flatly. “Vampires are already powerful, but aided as they are by the humans…”


            Tagart had the grace to nod in acknowledgment.


            “An entire dragon army wiped out,” the tallest said, shaking his head. “It hardly seems possible.”


            “We will claim vengeance this day,” Darius said. “We will reclaim Atlantis, our home. We go to war!”


            Cheers of anticipation erupted.


            “Gather what you need,” Darius finished when the cheers died down. “We leave within the hour.”


            “Wait!” Grace called as the warriors shuffled out of the room. They paused and glanced back at her. “There’s a man, a human with red hair. He’s my brother. Keep him safe.”


            They looked to Darius. He nodded. “He is to be protected and brought to me.”


            The men filed out. All except Brand. He approached Darius’s side. “The men need you to lead them. I will remain behind and guard the mist.”


            “Thank you,” Darius said, and clapped him on the shoulder. “You are a true friend.”


            When they were alone, he turned to Grace. “Come,” he said, an order he’d obviously become quite fond of.


            She didn’t protest as he led her to the entrance of his room. “Are you sure you don’t want me to guard your back?” she said as he hustled her inside.


            His golden eyes darkened. “I do not mind a woman going into battle. I mind my woman going into battle.”


            “Darius—”


            “Grace.” He closed the distance between them and meshed her lips with his. His tongue swept inside, conquering. She wound her arms around his neck, accepting him fully. Loving him completely. When he pulled away, they were both panting.


            “Darius,” she whispered again.


            His heated gaze met hers. “I love you,” he said.


            Of all the times to give her those words!


            “Tell me what I want to hear,” he demanded.


            “I love you, too,” she sighed. “Here, take my gun.” He already had bullets.


            He took it and gave her one final kiss. Without another word, he left her in his room. Alone. The doors slid firmly shut behind him, and Grace looked down at her hands. They were shaking, not from the lust that sluiced through her body; that was always there and would never go away. This time a gut-wrenching fear caused her tremors. Fear for Darius. For her brother.


            She had thought about stealing a medallion, but had changed her mind at the last moment. Waiting here would be hard, but she would do it. For Darius. She would pray and she would plan, because one way or another vampires and Argonauts were going down. Hopefully, her men would not be harmed in the process. If they were…God help the citizens of Atlantis. Guns would be the least of their worries.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


            
              
            

          


          
            DARIUS STOOD in the forest, gazing down at the carnage before him. He’d flown here at lightning speed, only to learn the unit he’d sent to guard Javar’s palace had been bested. They were covered in a white film and blood streamed from bullet wounds. Some were alive. Most were dead. His wings retracted and he dropped his vest. His hands curled into fists. Those humans must be stopped.


            “Find the survivors,” he called. Then he and the dragon warriors branched off, searching for the living.


            He cursed under his breath as moans of pain filled his ears. How many more would die before this ended? Frowning, he strode over to Vorik, who lay prone and still. He knelt down.


            Vorik’s eyelids opened slowly and Darius pushed out a breath of relief that his man lived. He withdrew a sharp silver blade from his back scabbard and blew fire on the metal. When it cooled, he dug out the bullets just as Grace had shown him. Vorik grimaced and tried to pull away.


            “Tell me of the attack,” he said to distract him.


            “Their weapons…” Vorik said, calming. “Strange.”


            Renard approached and crouched beside him just as Vorik fainted. “What happened to them?” He touched the white, dusty coating and jerked his hand away. “What is this cold substance that covers their bodies?”


            Darius turned stark eyes in his friend’s direction. “I do not know what it is. Don gloves if you must, but do as Grace advised and dig out the bullets.”


            The carnage reminded him of the day he’d found his family slaughtered, and as he worked, he had to bite back a groan. Had he not shared his pain with Grace, he might have collapsed from the weight of it now. With shaky hands he continued on to body after body. The dragon’s recuperative blood helped them heal as soon as the small bullets were removed. If only Javar had known this, how many of his warriors could he have saved?


            When he finished, Darius gazed down at his blood-soaked hands. He’d had blood on his hands before, and hadn’t reacted. But this affected him. How much more blood would he wear before this day ended? He knew the answer: by the end of the day, blood would flow like a river. He only prayed the blood did not belong to his own forces, but his enemies.


            He shoved to his feet, gripping the hilt of his blade. “We must reclaim what belongs to us,” he shouted. “Who will fight with me?”


            “I will.” “Me,” rang out. Every warrior standing wanted the chance to avenge the wrongs done.


            “May the gods be with us,” he said under his breath. His wings sprang from his back. He swooped up his vest, gripping the black material and smearing it with blood. Using the strength in his legs, he pushed off the ground. The glide of his wings kept him in the air and moving higher, faster. His army followed behind him. He heard the rustle of their wings, felt the intensity of their determination.


            Human guards roamed the top of Javar’s palace. When they spotted Darius, they shouted, aimed and fired. In the air, he dodged the multiple rounds of bullets and spewed his own fire. His warriors did the same, burning the humans and their weapons. Then, one of his warriors grunted and was suddenly falling from the sky. He didn’t see who it was, but continued breathing his fire.


            A gong sounded, loud, high-pitched.


            The humans atop the ledge didn’t live long enough to hear it. Their scorched bodies withered into ash and floated on the breeze. Darius settled his feet on the jagged crystal. His wings retracted, and he quickly drew on his vest and fastened the straps. When his warriors were properly protected, as well, he met each of their stares one by one and waited for nods of readiness.


            He withdrew a long, silver blade with one hand, the gun with the other, and approached the dome seam. Sensing his medallion, the two sides silently parted. He gazed down, but could not see anyone inside, surrounded as they were by a thick fog. He heard the shuffle of their panicked footsteps, however, and the murmur of their fear.


            He would have preferred flying into the unknown, but the vest would not allow it.


            He jumped.


            His men quickly followed suit.


            Down, down he fell. When his feet hit the ground, his entire body reverberated with the impact. He grunted and rolled.


            Humans screamed and scrambled out of the way. Their shock delayed their reaction, and Darius used that to his advantage. He jolted to his feet, sword raised and struck his first victim. The human gurgled in pain, clutching his chest, then collapsed.


            Behind him, his warriors fought valiantly. Breathing fire. Always breathing fire. He didn’t pause, but advanced on his next target. A look of sheer terror contorted the young man’s features when he realized Darius was coming for him. The man aimed a long black gun at Darius’s chest and fired. One bullet after another slammed into Darius, causing only pinpricks of pain. He laughed. Eyes widening, the man dropped his gun and gripped a thick tube that rose from a red canister on his back. White foam sprayed out and over Darius’s skin, so cold his blood hardened with ice crystals. His dark laughter increased.


            A Guardian of the Mist welcomed cold. Was strengthened by it. He raised his own gun and fired, aiming for the head. The man’s body spasmed, then sank lifeless at his feet.


            The alarm grew louder, screeching in his ears and soon blending with the sound of gunshots. He winced at a sharp sting in his thigh, glanced down, and saw trickles of blood where a bullet had pierced. Never slowing, he rocked forward, using the momentum to slay an enemy with his blade.


            Having destroyed every human within striking distance, he darted his gaze throughout the room, searching where to fight next. He watched through horror-filled eyes as Madox fell, his body covered in white foam, blood seeping from numerous wounds in his arms and legs. Darius emptied his gun of bullets, all of them slamming into a human many yards away.


            He didn’t know if his friend lived or died, and his stomach twisted. With a growl of pure rage, he raced forward and spewed a stream of fire, catching the last of the humans and igniting them like a bonfire. They did not dodge it fast enough. Their screams echoed from the walls, and the scent of burning flesh filled his nostrils. He tossed his gun to the ground.


            The moans soon quieted and smoldering corpses littered the floor. With the battle over, he counted how many of his men still stood. Only three had fallen. He carried Madox outside and laid him on the ground. The others followed, some limping, some relatively unharmed. Renard rushed to his side and examined Madox, then helped remove the bullets.


            “He’ll live,” Renard announced with relief.


            Filled with his own relief, Darius gripped the dagger he held and sank the tip into one of the wounds on his leg. He grimaced. The bullets hurt more coming out than they had going in, but he welcomed the pain.


            As he continued to work the knife in his other injuries, he realized he and his warriors reigned victorious. Yet…where was the sense of joy and accomplishment he should have had?


            “What do we do next?” Renard asked, sitting down beside him.


            “I do not know. Their leader, Jason, was not here,” he fumed.


            “How do you know?”


            “The cowardly bastard is—” Darius did not finish his sentence. Something stirred in his soul, something dark, and he knew Grace was in danger. His blood curdled. He ripped off his medallion and held it in his hands. Because he couldn’t call on Grace’s image, he said, “Show me Jason Graves.”


            The twin eyes lit with glowing red beams. Jason’s image formed in the middle. He was standing in front of Grace—who was chained to a wall. Vampires surrounded the two, eyeing Grace hungrily. She struggled against the chains. “What have you done with my brother?”


            “I recaptured him and that dragon whore of his. And if you don’t shut your mouth, I’ll kill him while you watch,” he said with an evil smile. “Mitch told me how protective Darius is of you. I wonder how much he’s willing to give up for you.”


            “Leave him out of this,” she spat, then pressed her lips together. Her face and clothes were dirty and her bottom lip was swollen. Darius’s world darkened to one emotion: rage. It was a cold, calculated rage that wanted Jason’s blood drenching his hands. They had sneaked into his home and taken her. They would pay.


            He forced himself to study the rest of the vision, searching for clues as to where Grace was being held. When he saw Layel, king of vampires, he knew—and his fear for Grace grew in intensity.


            The vision faded all too quickly.


            He squeezed his fingers over the medallion. “Those who are well enough, come with me. We fly to meet the vampires. Now.”


            Wings sprouted from his back, ripping away his vest. Every dragon still breathing unfurled his wings, as well. He experienced a moment of pride. These warriors were injured, but they remained faithfully by his side. They would fight—and die if they must.


            


            THE VAMPIRE STRONGHOLD loomed on the horizon.


            Black stone gave the large structure a haunted aura, casting shadows in every direction. Even the windows were blackened. No foliage grew here, for no living thing could thrive among the destruction and decay. Drained bodies hung from pikes, acting as a visual warning of the death that waited within, ready to strike.


            Grace was inside.


            Swallowing back his fear for her, Darius flew to the highest window and motioned for his warriors to do the same. The thin railing provided no ledge to stand upon, so he simply hovered there. A cold sweat covered his skin, and his teeth gnashed together. He was a man who liked to wait and study his enemy before attacking. But he couldn’t—wouldn’t—wait. Not this time. His warriors watched him, floating on silent wings. He couldn’t see through the darkened glass, but could hear voices.


            A woman’s scream filled his ears. Grace!


            He immediately gave the signal. Glass shattered as they propelled inside. Vampires hissed and humans aimed their guns. No longer protected by the vests, the dragons were vulnerable—and they knew it.


            Darius pushed, shoved and sliced his way toward Grace. Careful not to burn her with his fire.


            When she spied him, she struggled fruitlessly against her chains. “Darius,” she called, her voice weak, hollow.


            Jason Graves stood beside her, his expression one of shock and rage. Seeing Darius, the coward trained his gun on Grace’s temple. Darius did not allow himself to look at his wife’s face; he would have crumbled, and he had to stay strong. So it was then that he saw the blood oozing down her neck and onto her shirt.


            “We both know I’m going to kill you this day,” he told Jason, deceptively serene. “Your actions merely dictate whether you die quickly.” His gaze narrowed. “Or whether I make you suffer endlessly.”


            Jason’s hand shook as his gaze darted between Darius and the raging battle. Dragons breathed fire, scorching vampires and humans. Howls and shrieks blended together, creating a symphony of death. Sulfur coated the air.


            “Kill me,” Jason said, desperate, “and you’ll never recover the Book of Ra-Dracus.”


            Intent only on saving Grace, Darius stalked toward him. “I care not for the book.”


            “One step closer, and I’ll kill her. Do you hear me?” he screamed. “I’ll kill her!”


            Darius stilled completely. Yet…intense fury boiled in his blood, hotter and hotter until finally transforming him into his dragon self. He howled at the suddenness of the change, at the way his body elongated and sharpened. Scales armored his skin. His teeth lengthened and thinned, honed to razor-sharp points. His claws unsheathed. He felt the heat of the change and welcomed it.


            Jason’s eyes grew round, filling with undiluted terror. “Oh, my God,” he gasped. He whipped his gun to Darius and squeezed the trigger.


            Darius absorbed the impact of each bullet and launched himself at Jason. He twisted in the air, slashing the man’s face with his tail. The bastard screamed, collapsed to the ground, blood seeping from the deep gashes, jewels tumbling from his pockets. Darius reached for him again, but gunfire came at him from a different direction. Another bullet pelted his arm, and he spun, spraying fire at this other enemy. Protecting Grace.


            Having regained his breath, Jason scrambled up and stuffed the fallen jewels back into his pockets, the battle forgotten in his greed. Darius swung back to him just as Jason glanced up. Their gazes clashed for one startling second, terror against determination, before Darius bit his throat. Unsatisfied with that, Darius lashed him with his tail, clawed with his hands and slammed the man into the wall. A sickening crack followed as Jason’s neck snapped, and he collapsed to the ground in a lifeless heap.


            Jason’s eyes stared transfixed upon a huge blue sapphire, and his fingers gave one last twitch, perhaps reaching for the sparkling diamond that rolled across the floor toward Grace’s boot.


            It happened too quickly and wasn’t nearly enough. Not for the harm Jason had done. But Grace whimpered, and he suddenly didn’t care. Vengeance didn’t matter. Justice didn’t matter. Only his wife mattered.


            “Grace,” Darius said, Jason already forgotten. His concern overshadowed all else as he rushed to her. His scales receded, revealing smooth skin. His fangs retracted. His wings curled into his back. When he reached his wife, he ripped her bonds from the wall, and she sank into his arms.


            “Darius,” she murmured. Her eyes were closed, her face pale.


            He laid her gently on the floor and crouched beside her. As if sensing his vulnerable state, the vampire king swept before him, his eyes glowing that eerie blue. His sharp, white teeth were bared, ready to strike. The urge to leap up and attack was there, but Darius resisted. He wouldn’t risk hurting Grace further.


            Layel dove for him. Darius hunched over, protecting Grace with his body. He made no other move toward his opponent. The vampire’s teeth sank into his shoulder, but as quickly as Layel attacked, he withdrew.


            “Fight, you coward,” Layel growled. “We end this here and now.”


            He glared up at him. “You cannot provoke me. The woman’s life is more important, and I will not risk it. Not even to rid our world of your existence.”


            Blood dripped from Layel’s mouth, slashes of red against his pale skin. He looked ready to pounce again, but instead offered, panting, “What are you willing to do for me to save your woman?”


            “Call off your bloodsuckers, and I will not burn down your home.”


            “Burn my home and I will ensure your woman burns with it.”


            Grace uttered another whimper. Darius smoothed his hand over her brow, whispering soft words in her ear, though he never removed his gaze from Layel. “My warriors will disengage as soon as the woman is safe.”


            “I like having your warriors here. Easier to kill them.” As he watched them, something indistinguishable came over Layel’s expression. Something…almost human. He licked the blood from his mouth. “You love her?”


            “Of course.”


            “I loved once,” he said as if he couldn’t hold back the words.


            Darius studied the taut lines of Layel’s features. “Then you understand.”


            The vampire king gave an almost imperceptible nod, then closed his eyes for a long moment, pensive. When he refocused, he said, “To save the woman, I will allow you and your men to leave my castle in peace. But there will not always be a woman to shield you and we will fight again, Darius. That I promise you.”


            “I welcome the day.”


            Layel unfurled his cape and turned, but he wasn’t about to leave without offering one final blow. “I now possess many dragon medallions. Won’t be long before your home is mine,” he said, grinning over his shoulder.


            Before Darius could reply, smoke erupted around him, and the vampire disappeared. Just like that, the rest of the vampires disappeared, as well, and the dragons were left in midbattle stances. Confused, they swung around, their expressions feral as they hunted for their opponents.


            “Search the dungeons,” Darius called. He continued to hold and rock and coo at Grace, willing his strength into her body.


            Long moments later, Renard dragged a human man by the arm. Teira raced at his side, shouting that he was not to be hurt. Alex, Grace’s brother, Darius realized. The human paled when he saw Grace.


            “Grace,” he shouted and fought to free himself. Renard held tight.


            “These two were in the dungeon,” Renard said. “This is the man your woman spoke of, is it not?”


            “Release him.”


            The moment Alex gained his freedom, he sprinted to Grace. “What have you done to her,” he snarled, trying to rip her from Darius’s arms. “Let her go.”


            “If you do not remove your hand from my wife, I will remove it for you,” he snapped. “The woman is my mate. Mine. That you are her brother is the only reason you will live. No one touches her but me.”


            Wisely Alex dropped his hands to his side. He lost his fury and desperation, both replaced by confusion. “Your mate?” He knelt beside them. “Is she…”


            “She lives. She is merely weak from blood loss.”


            “She’s pale.”


            “Give her time,” Darius said, gazing down at this woman he loved and caressing a fingertip down her nose.


            “I’m awake,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry I let them get me. I tried to fight, but…”


            Relief shuddered through him, and he couldn’t hold back his next words. “I love you, Grace Carlyle.”


            “That’s Grace en Kragin.” Her eyelids fluttered open, and she smiled slowly. “And I love you, too.”


            Darius didn’t know where Javar’s medallion was, how many medallions Layel had or when the vampire would try and use them. Nor did he know where the Book of Ra-Dracus was, but he had Grace, and that’s what mattered.


            “I was so afraid…”


            He cupped her cheeks in his hands. “Hush. All is well. Your brother is here.”


            To verify this, Alex leaned into her line of vision and grinned. “I’m here, sis. I’m here.”


            “Oh, thank God.” With a grimace, she sat up and wrapped her arms around him, hugging, her grip fragile. “I missed you. God, I was so worried about you.”


            Darius allowed her a few minutes to reunite with her brother, then reclaimed her in the circle of his arms, exactly where she belonged.


            She glanced up at him. “So what do we do from here?”


            “I want you to live here with me. We can build a life together and raise our children.”


            Her eyes filled with tears. “Yes. Yes.”


            Chuckling, he smoothed back her hair, then kissed her nose, her lips, her chin. “I think your brother will be staying, as well.”


            “Really?” Grace glanced at her brother curiously.


            Alex wagged his brows and motioned to the beautiful blonde. “He means,” her brother said, putting his arm around Teira, “that I’ve found love, too. Grace, I’d like to introduce my future wife, Teira.”


            She and Grace shared a secret smile, then Grace turned to Darius. “We can’t leave my mom and aunt Sophie on the surface without us.”


            “I’m sure Layel has room for them.”


            “No!”


            He smiled at her, a true, genuine smile. “I was teasing, Grace.”


            She stilled. Blinked. Darius? Teasing? How…shocking.


            “You do find teasing acceptable, do you not, sweet Grace?”


            “Of course. I just didn’t expect it from you.”


            A tender light consumed his golden eyes. “You thought I lacked humor?”


            “Well, yeah,” she admitted. She drew in the masculinity of his scent, closed her eyes and savored. “But I love you anyway. You’ll adore having my mom and aunt with us.”


            His lips twitched. “I’m not sure my men are prepared,” he said with an undercurrent of humor. “But for you, anything.”


            “I love you,” she said again. “Have I told you the one about the dragon who couldn’t say no?”
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            PROLOGUE


            
              
            

          


          
            THE GODS NEVER MEANT to create them.


            For centuries they paced throughout the heavens, wailing their need for beings to guide, nurture and rule. They longed fervently for a kingdom overflowing with loyal, grateful, obedient subjects.


            And so, the idea of Man was born.


            The king of gods was sacrificed, his blood melded with land, air, sea and fire; living creatures were formed. But the elements were unstable, the measure of portions flawed, and the outcome atrocious. The beings they created were not what the gods had envisioned, in appearance or temperament. They were not loyal or grateful, least of all obedient. These Dragons, Minotaurs, Vampires, Nymphs, Formorians—and too many others to name—were powerful rivals, potential usurpers to the royal, immortal throne.


            Fear erupted in the heavens.


            In a panic, the gods cursed each ghastly creation to a life under the sea, to live forever bound to a city known as Atlantis. The only reminder of their presence was The Book of Ra Dracas, detailing the creation and weaknesses of each race. But that, too, was lost.


            Centuries passed.


            As it always does, time wrapped the gods in an absolution of forgetfulness, burying the memory of their past mistake. They knew only their ever-growing need for fellowship and attempted once more to create Man.


            This time they succeeded, and the human race was born.


            Soon after, the age of harmony began: the gods meddling in human lives whenever they wished, and Man worshipping the gods. Only one unspoken rule existed. The two vastly different creations, humans and Atlanteans, were never to meet, never to interact, never to fall in love.


            Someone should have told Grayson James.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE


            
              
            

          


          
            IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE an easy mission. An in-and-out job. A one-day extraction.


            His boss had fed him that line of bullshit, and Grayson James had foolishly believed him. Upon first entering this lushly green, sea-kissed land known as Atlantis, however, Gray realized he would have had better luck trying to sell a Frigidaire to a goddamn Eskimo. At a goddamn jacked-up price.


            Atlantis.


            Not a myth. Damn it. He’d hoped otherwise.


            He scowled. In one hand, he held a beeping, miniature GPS system programmed from coordinates found on a map. An actual, honest-to-God map of Atlantis his boss had discovered in a missing millionaire’s stash. Right now, the GPS signal bounced off the earth’s magnetic core, helping him navigate his way through this Atlantean jungle. In the other hand, he gripped a machete. The sharp silver blade hacked at the thick foliage blocking his path.


            No, Atlantis was not a myth. It happened to be home to the most loathsome creatures he’d ever encountered. And as an employee of OBI, the Otherworld Bureau of Investigations, he’d encountered plenty.


            Made him wonder why he’d even joined the agency.


            He knew the answer, though, and it wasn’t because he’d (secretly) watched Star Trek for most of his teen years and knew how to speak Klingon. “Heghlu’meH QaQ jajvam,” he sighed. Today is a good day to die.


            When he’d learned (to his horrified shock) that there actually were other colonized worlds in the vast expanse of the galaxies, he’d left his job as a detective with the Dallas PD and began searching for a Men in Black–type operation. When OBI finally contacted him he’d signed on immediately. He believed fiercely in the need to learn about these otherworlders and protect his own planet from them.


            How could he have known that the most fearsome creatures of all resided here, on his own planet? Simply buried beneath the ocean, protected by some kind of crystal dome?


            As he dodged a stray limb, he ground his teeth together. “Atlantis,” he muttered. “Code name, Hell.”


            After entering a swirling, gelatinous portal OBI had discovered underwater in Florida, he’d found himself inside an enormous crystal palace guarded by huge, sword-wielding men. Luck had been on his side as he stealthily maneuvered his way past them, unnoticed, and entered this jungle.


            That’s when he kissed that fickle bitch Lady Luck goodbye.


            For the past two nights, a blood-sucking vampire, a fire-breathing dragon, and a hungry, salivating winged demon, aka the Welcoming Committee, had chased him, each sharpening mental forks and knives.


            The memories made him feel all warm and fuzzy inside.


            He knew the routine now. In less than one hour, night would fall and those…things would emerge again. They would hunt him. They would attempt to fucking eat him. And not in a good way.


            His blood ran cold at the thought and not even the hot, humid air could warm him. For fifty-eight hours he’d been stuck in this seemingly never-ending maze, and for fourteen of those hours, he’d followed the exact same pattern: creatures track, Gray evade.


            The first night, he’d tried to shoot them with his Beretta. He managed to nail the dragon between the eyes, but his other pursuers dodged the bullets, quickly and effortlessly gliding out of range.


            The second night, when the two remaining creatures appeared, Gray utilized his combat skills and slit the vampire’s throat. A pleasure, he had to admit, but he hadn’t emerged unscathed. Five deep, raw scratch and bite wounds adorned his neck and thigh, throbbing constantly. Not festering, but never quite healing.


            How he’d escaped the demon after that, he didn’t know. Injured and weak as he’d been, he would have been easy to overpower. Hell, his bleeding body would have made a delicious dinner buffet. Many times he’d wondered if the demon had purposefully let him go, enjoying the thrill of the hunt a little too much.


            Well, the demon wasn’t the only one who was going to enjoy himself tonight. An anticipatory smile lifted Gray’s lips. Smarter now, he wouldn’t be caught off guard. Plus, he’d already worked up a plan affectionately dubbed Operation Kill the Bastard. If KTB unfolded successfully, the demon would soon join his bloodsucking friends in hell. If it didn’t, well, Gray would resort to Plan B: Operation Oh Shit. He’d sprint like a madman and hide until light glowed once more from the seemingly alive dome above.


            His gaze flicked to said dome. There was no sky here, only mile after mile of iridescent, pearlized crystal. Waves constantly washed over the outer side, and multiple-sized and colored fish swam in every direction. He like the naked mermaids best.


            A twig slapped his cheek, snagging his attention, slicing skin and adding one more item to his growing shit list. He lost all remnants of his good humor. At least the insects had stopped swarming him. A real silver lining, he thought bitterly. He never should have taken this job.


            He veered left just as his wristwatch vibrated. He stopped abruptly. “Just what I need,” he muttered. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another, and now it was time to check in with home base.


            He dropped his backpack, dug inside, and withdrew a small black transmitter, switching it to On. If he failed to check in at least once a day, the cavalry would sweep in and finish his job. He’d never failed a mission, and he wouldn’t fail this one.


            “Santa to Mother,” he said, cringing when he spoke his code name. His unit had thought it was funny as hell, saying he swooped into other worlds and left little presents (like bombs and dead bodies), so the name had stuck. “Do you copy?”


            A few seconds of static, before he heard, “Go ahead, Santa.” He recognized the voice of his boss, Jude Quinlin.


            “I’m still without the package, but all is well.”


            “Copy that.”


            “Over.” He ended the transmission and stuffed the receiver into his backpack, then kicked into gear again. All was well, his ass. To survive Operation KTB himself, he needed to find a small clearing with ample room to sprint, dodge, and dive for cover. So far, no luck. And he was running out of time, his hour ticking away unmercifully.


            When a wall of trees blocked his path, he pivoted right, but the GPS erupted in a series of erratic, high-pitched beeps, a sign he’d taken a wrong turn. Growling low in his throat, Gray spun around and backtracked until the miniature device calmed. Sweat trickled from his temple and dripped onto his military fatigues.


            He’d been due a vacation, damn it, a chance to see the brothers and sister he hadn’t visited in over two years. He called them regularly, of course, but that wasn’t the same as hugging them, laughing with them. Being with them. He wanted to play with Katie’s children, wanted to make sure her husband Jorlan was treating her like the prize she was.


            Working for OBI—which translated into constant planet-hopping through inter-world wormholes—didn’t allow for frequent trips home. Hell, working for OBI didn’t allow for trips anywhere except alien planets. And now underwater cities. It sure as hell didn’t allow for dating and getting laid. Unless he wanted to have a one-night stand with a three-eyed, blue-skinned, slimy alien female.


            He didn’t.


            
              
                
              


              
                	



                	He’d never liked one-night stands, preferring instead multiple nights with multiple orgasms.


                	Three eyes? Slimy skin? Uh, gross.


                	Did he mention that he liked to take his time with a woman, lingering over every nuance of her body, savoring her scent, her taste? That he liked to hear her shout about his unbelievable sexual talents in English?

              


              
                
              

            


            He grinned at the thought of “unbelievable sexual talents.”


            Another branch bitch-slapped his cheek, and he lost his grin. Your fault, man. You shouldn’t have let your mind wander into the gutter. How true. Now was not the time to be thinking of sex and women. Or having sex with women. He blamed the heat for his wayward mind. That, and the fact that he hadn’t gotten laid in a long, long time. Too long.


            Way too long.


            Why else would he have lost focus on what was important—his survival—in favor of picturing a naked woman. A naked woman with long, velvet-soft legs that wrapped around his waist and—


            Yet another twig popped him, in the eye this time. How many would he have to endure? “Concentrate, boy.” It’s not like he suffered from ADD. You’re here for a reason, James. Think of nothing but that.


            One moment of distraction could cause a mission to fail. He knew that, and was surprised at how easily his mind kept veering. Perhaps being hunted by a cannibalistic demon wasn’t exciting enough for him. If that was the case, he needed a total body probe and psych exam ASAP.


            “The mission. Think only about the mission.” As they had a thousand times before, his boss’s departing words drifted through his mind. We found a book, Gray. The book, actually, titled Ra Dracas. It tells of dragons and vampires and other such nonsense, but the true message is hidden between the text, written in code.


            “The text about dragons and vampires is nonsense,” he mocked. Hindsight sucked major ass.


            Once we broke that code, his boss had added, we learned about the Jewel of Dunamis, a jewel so powerful it can be used to predict the future. A jewel so powerful it can show who’s lying and who’s speaking the truth. Whoever holds it will have the ability to destroy any enemy. Conquer any army.


            Small wonder his government wanted so desperately to own it.


            Gray was to find and steal this precious jewel, then bring it home. If his mission was compromised in any way, he was to destroy it so that no one else got their greedy hands on it.


            It was that simple.


            Simple? Yeah, about as simple as routine brain surgery. Gray paused briefly and sipped from his dwindling canteen of vitamin-enhanced water. The cool liquid slid down his parched throat, offering a much-needed burst of energy before he jolted back into motion.


            For an eternity he pushed himself onward, never slowing, ever conscious of what awaited him if he didn’t find a spot to enable Operation KTB. His gaze darted to his wristwatch, the digital red light barely visible under the dirt and grime covering him. Twenty minutes until showtime, so he had to find a workable patch of land now. He scowled and—


            Watch out for the quicksand.


            His eyes jerked swiftly across his surroundings as he searched for the speaker, a woman. He didn’t duck for cover, didn’t stop walking, preferring instead to be mobile. Plus he didn’t want to scare her with any surprising movement. That’s how trigger-happy fingers were created.


            He did tighten his grip on the machete. The odds were fifty-fifty the woman had a weapon, and even higher that she’d actually use it. Still. A man couldn’t be too careful.


            Are you listening to me? I said, watch out for the quicksand!


            The husky, heavily accented female voice slammed into his mind once again, so richly sensual and commanding he acquired an instant, unwanted, and surprising hard-on—before he promptly began sinking into a large pool of quicksand.


            “What the hell?” Instinctively he attempted to raise his legs, which only caused him to sink farther and faster. He stilled and glared at the ground, watching it slowly rise, covering his feet…his ankles.


            Now you’ve done it. Exasperation clung to the edges of her words. She might even have added, Dumb ass, but he wasn’t sure. I tried to warn you.


            “Where are you?” he asked, using his gentlest, most reassuring tone as he eyed the lush green bushes circling him. The leaves here were thicker than any he’d ever encountered, barely moving in the gentle wind.


            There was no hint of person or clothing peeking from the shrubbery, still no rustle or snap to indicate movement. She’d tried to save him from the quicksand, so she hopefully meant him no harm. God knew he needed all the help he could get right now.


            “You can come out,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. You have my word.”


            Think for a moment, Gray. You don’t hear me with your cars but with your mind.


            “How do you know my name?” he asked sharply. Then he blinked, shook his head, blinked again. The voice remained, echoing from each corridor of his brain. She was right. Her words were actually inside his mind.


            How was that possible?


            How the hell was that possible?


            “I’m schizo.” The statement burst from his mouth, too shocking and surreal to keep inside. “I’ve finally jumped over the ledge of sanity with thousand-pound weights tied to my ankles.” He’d seen some weird shit in his lifetime, and it had finally caught up with him.


            He should have known it would come in the form of a split personality. A sexy as hell female personality, at that. Her whisky-rich voice…he’d never heard anything quite so erotic.


            Down, down he sank as the sand covered his calves with its gooey wetness. The scent of stagnant water and decaying—he wrinkled his nose. He did not want to guess what was decaying.


            Insane or not, he hadn’t survived two days and nights of torture to die by stinky sand. No matter what he had to do, he’d save his life—or rather, lives—from this mess.


            God, this sucked.


            Unwilling to lose a single supply, he tossed his GPS and machete to dry ground. Careful not to jostle too much or too quickly, he removed his backpack and tossed it beside the blade, wishing to God his propel wire hadn’t been lost during a battle with the Welcoming Committee.


            He scowled for, what…the thousandth time in as many hours? The expression well represented his views of Atlantis. Meanwhile, he continued to sink, slowly, slowly, the wet sand working its way past his knees, up his thighs. The thick liquid grains were cold, and his body temperature fell a couple hundred degrees. His blood pressure was the only thing on the rise.


            Amid the popping and gurgling of wet suction, he searched his surroundings again, this time looking for a lifeline. No branches, no vines were nearby. Only a large white rock, but it was too far away to reach with his hands.


            Take off your shirt, the sensual, I-want-you-naked-and-in-my-bed voice said.


            He snorted derisively. He was sinking toward death, and his new female personality wanted him to strip. Why wasn’t he surprised?


            “Want me to remove my pants, too?” he asked dryly. At least he’d picked a hot, nympho chick to be his mind-companion and not a nasally old man.


            Idiot! she huffed, a blush dripping from her tone. Take off your shirt, clasp the opposite ends in your hands, and hook the material around the rock.


            His eyes widened as he studied the distance of the rock again. That might actually work. For the first time in days, he laughed with genuine amusement. He might be schizophrenic and teetering on the brink of total insanity, but he was also a freaking genius.


            The woman—it was hard to continually think of such a distinctive, seemingly real voice as merely an extension of himself—sighed. Why did the gods have to pick you?


            Her dejection caused his smile to grow. “I could ask myself the same question, babe.”


            Reaching behind him, he gripped the neck of his shirt and tugged it over his head. With one end of the camouflage material in his left hand and the other in his right, he leaned forward and tossed the looped shirt at the rock. He missed.


            He tried again and missed.


            Okay, so he seriously needed to increase the hours he spent at target practice.


            The sand now reached his waist. He continued to lean and toss until the shirt finally anchored solidly. He gave a hard jerk and stopped sinking.


            Now pull.


            “I know what to do.” He pulled, using all of his strength. His arms burned from the strain. The sand grasped at him like strong, greedy fingers, holding him in place.


            Grimacing, he continued to hoist up his two hundred pounds of muscle. His shoulders popped, the weight straining sockets and bones. The sand continued to tighten its embrace, burning the wound in his leg. The teeth marks in his neck throbbed against the exertion, perhaps even split open because he felt a trickle of something warm and wet on his skin.


            Just a little more…almost…there. The sound of ripping cotton and poly filled his ears. With a final yank, his body landed on dry, solid ground. He sucked in a relieved breath.


            Now, run. Hurry. The demon has already begun to stir.


            Ignoring her, Gray rolled to his back before easing up and into a crouch. As he glanced at his wristwatch, a soft, salty breeze drifted past him, reminding him of the beach vacation he so craved. This area would be as good as any other, he supposed. He’d run out of time.


            “Let Operation KTB commence.” He slipped on his shirt, unzipped his backpack and rooted inside.


            What are you doing? Run, you fool.


            “You need a name,” he said, ignoring her demand and continuing his search inside the bag. Didn’t all split personalities have names? If he was going to be insane, he might as well embrace it fully. For now, at least. Once he returned home and told the captain about his new friend, he’d be poked with so many needles it would make an alien probing seem like a sensual massage.


            Maybe he’d call her Bunny. Or Bambi.


            Please, she cried. You need to hide. If you don’t, you’ll be hurt again and—


            “I’m not running. I’m going to kill it.”


            She paused, absorbing his words. Listen, Gray. You aren’t insane. I’m not a figment of your imagination or a personality inside your mind. I’m very real, and I can help you. I know Atlantis and the creatures here. Listen to me and you just might live for one more day.


            Now it was his turn to pause. Her claim made a weird sort of sense. Throughout the years, he’d seen and experienced all sorts of strange things. “Can you prove it?” he almost said, but stopped himself.


            Though he hadn’t actually spoken, she heard him and uttered a frustrated hiss. You are such a human. Prove this, prove that. Humph! I’m speaking with you, aren’t I?


            Several alien races communicated psychically, so he already knew it could be done. He just hadn’t known it could be done with him. Fact is, he was relieved his brain hadn’t experienced full meltdown.


            “Where are you?”


            Hades, it seems.


            He grinned. “Yeah? Me, too. Want to tell me how you know my name?” He resumed his search inside the bag. “And how are you getting inside my mind?” That bothered him, a lot, but he had too many other things to worry about right now.


            Do you really wish to discuss this now? Time is your enemy.


            Again, she was right. He truly didn’t have long, perhaps five or ten minutes and he needed every second. “I’ll let those questions slide, but there’s one thing I’ve got to know. Why are you helping me?”


            Pause. It would be a shame to mar your pretty face.


            Good answer. Dare he say irrefutable?


            “You know how to take down a demon?” Myths claimed garlic, a stake through the heart, or holy water would do the trick. Wait. Those killed vampires. What the hell killed demons? The Book of Ra Dracas might have very well provided step-by-step instructions, yet he’d paid no attention, seeing the script merely as camouflage for the hidden code about the jewel. Stupid.


            There is no reason to fight. I can lead you to safety.


            “Poison? Dynamite?” As he spoke, he lifted the items in question.


            Heavy silence blanketed his mind.


            “I’m not going anywhere, honey, so you might as well tell me.”


            His neck, she finally said on a trembling catch of breath. You have to—well, you know.


            “Yes, I’m afraid I do.” He bypassed the grenades; he might need those later, and withdrew four sticks of dynamite, as well as his night-vision goggles.


            That dynamite won’t help you. Demons are strengthened by fire.


            “I’m hoping the force of the explosion will slow him down so I can get close enough to him to…you know.” He slapped a clip into his gun and slid a load into the chamber. This was his last round of ammunition, so he had to make the most of it.


            Be careful. Please, be careful.


            So many emotions layered her words. Terror, regret, hope. Concern. Emotions he didn’t understand and didn’t have time to ponder.


            Promise me.


            “I give you my word,” he answered, and then he tuned her out completely, unwilling to let her distract him from his purpose. If he wanted to win, he had to get in his zone—and stay there.


            Sensing his needs, she said, I won’t speak again until this is over.


            Forming a large circle with the dynamite, Gray planted a stick next to each of the towering trunks. The breeze intensified, prancing with renewed life. Darkness approached steadily, threading gnarled fingers through the thickness of the trees. Adrenaline thundering through his veins, he anchored his night goggles over his eyes, the world dimming to reds and grays.


            Dynamite in place. Check.


            Gun in hand. Check.


            Bullets loaded. Check.


            Knife. He lifted the machete and hooked it to the waistband of his pants. Check.


            All that remained was covering his body with a blanket of leaves, camouflaging him from the demon’s view. But as he bent to gather the first leaf, a whiz sounded next to his ear, followed by a sulfur-scented wind and taunting laughter.


            Too late.


            The demon had arrived.


            Mentally cursing, Gray crouched low and tightened his grip on his weapon. As he lay there, sweat dripped from his forehead and onto his goggles, momentarily shielding his line of vision. His head moved slowly, his eyes scanning from side to side, looking for a telltale blur of heat. Where the hell was it? Come on, show yourself.


            Not finding a hint of the creature on land, he flicked a glance upward—and saw a figure speedily diving toward him, down, down. He didn’t panic as it came closer. Closer still. No, he grew eager, anticipatory.


            Almost here…Gray rolled out of the way a split second before contact. The demon crashed into the ground, and an evil hiss slithered through the night. Unfortunately the creature was up and hidden in the trees before he could fire off a shot.


            “You want to play hide and seek,” he shouted, “we’ll play hide and seek. Come and get me, you ugly bastard.” Gun pointing straight ahead, Gray jumped to his feet and ran. Ran toward the first cluster of dynamite, praying the demon followed. When he heard the rustle of a cloak and felt the warmth of breath on the back of his neck, he smiled with satisfaction.


            Oh, yeah. The little shit had followed him.


            As Gray passed the tree, he whipped around and aimed his gun. Boom! The bullet nailed the dynamite. Instantly fire spewed, and the tree exploded. The blast lifted Gray into the air, then slammed him onto the ground, shoving the air from his lungs. It did the same to the demon, and amid its howls of pain and fury, wooden shards and charred leaves rained.


            He’d hit him, Gray knew, fighting for breath, but had he slowed him down?


            An acrid stench and black smoke billowed around him as he pushed to his feet. Gray launched into a sprint, closing the distance between himself and the second cluster of dynamite. Infuriated, the demon followed once more; no longer playful and taunting, it stayed close on his heels. Saliva dripped from the too-white, too-sharp teeth, and onto Gray’s neck.


            Gray spun around and fired. Boom! The second cluster exploded, lighting up the shadows with orange-gold flames. A blast of pure heat swept over him; he went airborne again, but this time he expected it and hit the ground rolling. The demon propelled into another tree trunk, shrieking in rage and renewed pain, growling curses in a language Gray didn’t understand.


            Gray jolted up and started running.


            Now! the female shouted inside his mind. Fire now!


            He hadn’t passed the third cluster yet, was just in front of it, in fact. If he fired now, he might barbecue himself. He aimed and fired anyway, diving for the ground.


            Boom!


            The impact threw him backward, and he covered his head with his hands. Waves of heat rolled over him, hotter than before, burning his clothes, his skin. A loud thump, then a gasp for breath echoed in his ears.


            Unfolding from the ground, Gray readied his knife. He raced to the demon. The ugly bastard had slammed into another tree and now struggled to right himself. His eyes glowed a bright, eerie red. Horns protruded all over his scaly body. Without pausing for thought, Gray raised the blade and struck. Blood splattered.


            Silence greeted him as the scent of rotting sulfur filled the air.


            Remaining in place, Gray moved his gaze through the clearing. The smoke was thicker now, heavier, and billowed around the remaining trees like angry clouds. Bits of bark and foliage continued to fall from the sky. His goggles had come off sometime during the fight, and his eyes watered. His nostrils stung, but most of all his joints ached.


            He jerked the bandana from his head and smoothed the material over his nose, blocking the foul, heated air.


            You won, the woman said, awe and joy laced in the undercurrents of her voice. You really won.


            “I never doubted it,” he lied. Without any hint of emotion, he carefully stretched every vertebra of his spine, working out the kinks and bruises. He was getting too old for this shit.


            After replacing the camouflage bandana, he kicked through the rubble until he found the GPS system, his goggles and his backpack. Each was burned around the edges, but essentially unharmed. He flipped the safety on his gun and stuffed it in the holster at his side before hooking the pack over his shoulder. That done, he cleaned his machete and sheathed it at his side, as well.


            “Now,” he said, knowing his adrenaline rush would soon wane. Best to finish his business with the woman before he crashed. He leaned against a thick, splintery tree trunk and rubbed the throbbing wound on his neck. “Let’s you and me have a little chat, shall we? I want to know who and where you are. I want to know the real reason you helped me. As much as I hate to admit it, there’s got to be more to it than you like the look of me.”


            She sighed, the sound heavy and long. This isn’t the time.


            “Sure it is.” Patience was for priests. Gray damn sure wasn’t a priest.


            I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Later.


            “That’s what you said before. And by the way, I’m not sure I like this role reversal thing we’ve got going on. Woman love to talk and share every detail of their lives. Men don’t. But look at us? I’m wanting to talk and you’re wanting to shut me out.”


            I’m sorry, it’s just…Gray?


            “Yes?” he prompted when she slipped into silence. He shifted from one foot to the other, not liking how quickly she’d lost her happy timbre.


            That was only the beginning.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO


            
              
            

          


          
            THAT WAS ONLY the beginning.


            The warning echoed through Gray’s mind, ominous and dark. A malevolent tempest gusting straight toward him. He forgot his need to question the woman, to know her name and her true reasons for helping him.


            “What do you mean that was only the beginning?”


            Danger still lurks here. You need to reach the safety of the streets.


            “What kind of danger?”


            Other demons are nearby. Vampires, too. Once they learn of their friend’s death, you will once more be a hunted man.


            His inner child perked up immediately, thinking: all right, I get to blow more stuff up. His adult self groaned in protest, suddenly too fatigued and too sore to play anymore, wanting only to take his toys and go home.


            “This jungle is a real who’s who of Atlantean crap, you know that?” As he’d feared, his adrenaline rush was quickly dissipating, the explosions and heat taking their toll. He needed to find a safe place to crash.


            For some dumb-ass reason, though, he didn’t want the woman to know how winded he was. He wanted her to think of him as strong and invincible. So he kept his breathing slow and even, kept his shoulders straight and his expression firm.


            “Can you get me out of this jungle?” His fingers flexed around the machete’s hilt.


            North. Head north.


            His feet heavy, he plodded through the ash, rocks and twigs until he came to a grove of white trees. They swayed like ghosts. He didn’t recall seeing them before. He plucked one of the white leaves, the woman’s sexy voice leading him past them. Soon he found a pair of footprints and realized someone else had once taken this same path.


            Those are your footprints.


            “No way,” he said in disbelief.


            Take a look.


            He bent down and studied the dirt etchings. Sure enough. They matched his size and shoe type. He scowled. He’d been here before, but he’d obviously gone the wrong way. “How close is this to the exit?”


            You’ll see, she laughed.


            He emerged five minutes later.


            Gray cursed under his breath. He stood at the edge of a cobbled path, winding away from the forest. So simple. So easy. The darkness was growing thicker, but without the density of trees hovering around the road, ribbons of the crystal dome’s soft golden glow slipped free.


            Frowning, he released his grip on the machete and fisted his hands at his sides. It had only taken him three miserable days, three explosions and a goddamn Invisible Woman to get out.


            “I could have found it on my own,” he mumbled for pride’s sake.


            The woman laughed again, a sound so lush and sexual his body instantly responded. Most likely she could have cursed him to everlasting hell and he would have lusted after her. Would have hardened for her, ached to touch her. She sounded that sexy.


            He didn’t like how quickly and easily she affected him. Wasn’t used to it, in fact. As much as he loved and treasured women, as much as he enjoyed savoring and pampering them, they always came to him, had to work to gain his interest. He’d never responded so potently to a specific one; there were just too many to choose from.


            The only way you would have made it out of that jungle without me, was if your dead body had been dragged out between that demon’s teeth.


            “Smart-ass,” he said, but he found himself grinning.


            The creatures neverwould have found you if you hadn’t doused yourself in insect repellant.


            “You’re kidding me? That repellent is supposed to be scentless.”


            For insects, perhaps.


            He lost all remnants of his grin. If the label had said one word, one freaking word about attracting demons and vampires, he never would have used it. Disgusted, Gray stopped and sipped from his canteen, the coolness of the water soothing his ashy throat.


            “Where do I go from here? I need a hot meal—” the energy bar in his bag wouldn’t cut it this time “—a bath and a soft bed.” A willing woman wouldn’t be amiss, either. Preferably the one eavesdropping on his thoughts.


            She cleared her throat. Yes, well just follow this path.


            He chuckled and jolted into motion. Perhaps it was folly on his part to trust her so completely, but trust her he did. She’d saved his life. Twice now.


            Maybe that was part of a diabolical plan, but he just didn’t care. At the moment, she could have lead him straight into a human stew pot and he would have willingly gone.


            His boot struck a cluster of pebbles, skidding them forward and tripping him. He righted and rubbed the wound on his thigh. Every action increased the pain there.


            You need to clean that, as well as the one on your neck.


            “As soon as I find shelter, I’ll use the first aid kit in my bag.” Not that the antibacterial ointment would do any good. He’d been using it for two days to no avail.


            You received these wounds yesterday, yes? From the vampire?


            “Yes.”


            And they’ve only grown worse? That is not good. Not good at all.


            He caught the underlying foreboding in her tone. “Do I need to worry about morphing into a bloodthirsty phantom of the night?”


            His dry tone raised her hackles. You should not joke about something so serious. Did the demon bite or scratch you today?


            “Are you kidding? The bastard barely got near me.”


            She sighed. Neither of us has reason to worry, then. For now. Besides your monstrous ego, you should be fine.


            He was tired, though. God, was he tired. He hadn’t lied. He needed food and a bed as soon as possible or his legs were going to give out on him. The bath and the woman were optional at this point.


            A cool wind wafted past him, gentle and welcome, offering a bit of comfort to his stiff muscles. Darkness was reaching the point of total black, like a tomb, where he wouldn’t be able to see a damn thing.


            Down the road, he noticed a slash of white against the shadows. After a moment, he realized that slash was actually a person, slowly padding in the same direction he himself traveled, just twenty paces ahead of him. Gray tensed and reached for his gun, never slowing his gait. He had two bullets left in the clip.


            He’d only need one.


            You may resteasy, Gray. The nymph will not bother you.


            “Nymph?” He paused briefly, the word dancing through his mind. “An actual nymph? As in a female with such a high sexual drive, she leaves her partner in a coma of pleasure?”


            Will you get serious?


            “I am serious. Do you know her? Can you introduce us?”


            She growled low in her throat. For your information, the surface legends are wrong. Most nymphs are males.


            Male? “No way.”


            Look closely and see for yourself.


            He did, his gaze probing deeply into the creature’s back, taking in the small details. Broad shoulders. A masculine gait. Large, booted feet peeked out from the robe’s hem.


            A shudder raked Gray, and all thoughts of pleasurable comas vanished. “That man needs to die simply for ruining my fantasy.”


            He will not be as easy to kill as the demon. Nymphs are the greatest warriors in the land, stronger even than dragons, though they never strike first. As long as you leave him alone, you’ll both walk away unscathed.


            “I’ll remember that.” The closer Gray came to the nymph, the taller he realized the creature was. Taller than him, actually. An amazing feat considering Gray stood at six-five and usually towered over everyone he encountered. Keeping his weapon ready just in case, Gray maintained a wide berth as he passed.


            The imposing white-robed male grimaced, glanced over at him, and waved a hand in front of his surprisingly feminine and starkly beautiful face. He barked something in a deep, guttural language.


            “What did he say?” Gray asked as soon as he was a safe distance away.


            That you reek of ash and death.


            “Well, aren’t I the special little boy today.” Nearly eaten alive, then aromatically insulted. He sniffed himself, and his lips pursed. Okay, so he did smell a little.


            He delved deeper into the shadows, listening for telltale signs of footsteps or the cock of a weapon. As his mind-companion predicted, the nymph left him alone.


            Only when he’d gone a mile farther, however, did he relax his guard. He breathed deeply and let his gaze wander. The beauty here amazed him. Dew sparked like diamonds atop the brilliant green foliage. The whisper of waves created a melodic rhythm, and the scent of pineapple and coconut fragranced the air. Throw in a La-Z-Boy recliner, a fridge loaded with ice-cold beer, and a dozen dancing hula girls—naked of course—and he’d be in heaven.


            Can you think of nothing besides women and sex?


            “Sure I can,” He jumped over a pile of rocks, never breaking stride. “Why don’t you take off all your clothes and tell me who you are and why you’re helping me.”


            At first her only reaction was a gasp, and he would have given anything to see her expression. To see her. He suspected she was blushing. Would her blush color only her cheeks, or would it spread, delving further, along her collarbone…her breasts?


            He swallowed against the sudden lump in his throat.


            We can discuss that later, she finally said.


            “You keep saying that, and to be honest, I’m sick of hearing it. I don’t even know your name.”


            Silence.


            “A name is such a simple thing. Surely you can tell me yours.”


            I can’t


            “Yes, you can. Open your mouth and let sound come out. Try it, you might like it.”


            No, I truly cannot tell you. Because, well…because I don’t have one, she admitted reluctantly, shamefully.


            His brow furrowed. Not have a name? Everyone and everything had a name. Was she lying, perhaps? No, he decided in the next instant. Her shame was too real. Which left the question: why didn’t she have a name?


            Instead of pressing for more details, he said, “Why don’t I call you Babe? It’s short, easy, and perfect for you.”


            I am not an infant, she said, clearly offended.


            “In your case, the word means hot and sexy.”


            Oh. Ohhh. He imagined her smiling dreamily. Still, I think I prefer something less suggestive. You may call me…Jane Doe.


            “Now it’s my turn to nix.” He chuckled. “I’m not calling you by a name I use for dead female bodies I can’t identify.”


            She sighed. Will you call me Jewel?


            He experienced a jolt of surprise that she had picked that name, since it was the whole reason he was here. Is that why she chose it? he wondered suspiciously. Probably. Clearly, she could read his mind, as well as toss her voice inside. He’d have to be more careful about what he considered. “Jewel it is, then.” He rolled the name across his tongue, savoring its taste. He hadn’t seen her face, but anyone with such a flat-out sexy voice deserved a flat-out sexy name, and Jewel did fit the bill.


            He skirted around a pile of rocks. “Why did you help me, Jewel?”


            She exhaled slowly, and the breathy trickle caressed his nerve endings, tickling like the tip of a feather. I need your help. She sounded defensive. Unsure.


            “Help doing what?”


            Saving me. I’ve been imprisoned again and I—


            “Again?” He stopped and his backpack slammed into his spine. “What the hell for?”


            For being me. I believe you surface dwellers would say everyone wants a piece of me.


            The scolding edge in her voice made him laugh, and he jolted back into motion. “I’d like to help you, babe, but I’m kind of pressed for time.”


            I know. Bitterness hardened her tone. You’re after the Jewel of Dunamis.


            The moment she spoke, the muscles in his shoulder tensed. Oh, he wasn’t surprised she did, in fact, know—she could read his thoughts, after all. But hearing her say the words…He didn’t want to have to find her and silence her (permanently) because she knew something she wasn’t supposed to. Could tell someone she wasn’t supposed to.


            He drew in a breath and slowly released it. “What I’m doing here isn’t relevant to you.”


            I can take you to the jewel, Gray. That’s why I picked the name Jewel for myself. I am the only one who can lead you to it.


            “Please. I can find anything, anywhere. That’s why my boss chose me for this mission. Besides that, I work alone.” He enunciated each word, wanting no misunderstanding of his refusal. “Always.”


            Still she persisted. You’ll never find it without me. This I swear to you.


            He shook his head and his bandana fell askew. He shoved the material back into place. “This little baby says I can,” he said, patting the GPS system he’d hooked to his belt, the quiet, steady rhythm of its beep soothing.


            She snorted. So that little baby helped you out of the jungle, did it? That little baby helped you defeat a demon? Let me tell you something. You will not successfully navigate or survive Atlantis without me.


            His fists clenched at the reminder—and the threat, veiled though it was. “You’d say anything to get your way.”


            Yes, she replied truthfully, surprising him. I would. In this case, however, I’m not dancing around the truth. We need each other.


            His teeth bared in a scowl, and he kicked a large rock with the steel toe of his boot, sending the white stone skidding down the path. Jewel might have proven herself trustworthy, but he preferred to rely only on himself. People got scared, did stupid things. The last partner OBI had given him abandoned him in a weapons compound at the first sign of trouble, leaving him at the mercy of an infuriated alien warlord. Only Gray’s long-standing seduction of Lady Luck helped him escape alive. That, and a two-pound package of C4 explosives.


            But if Jewel was the only way to reach the gemstone, he needed her. Period. He’d be wasting valuable time by not going after her. And Gray hated wasted time almost as much as he hated feeling helplessness.


            I feel the same.


            “I can do without the commentary,” he told her dryly.


            Don’t forget I saved your life. Twice.


            “That’s debatable,” he said, even though he’d thought the same thing only moments before.


            If she were with him, he could make sure she didn’t tell anyone about his mission and compromise him. But if he rescued her and she conveniently “forgot” to help him find Dunamis, if she tried to harm or stop him…He sighed.


            I would never harm you.


            He was going to liberate her, and he knew it. No use trying to talk himself out of it. He’d save her and force her to help him, if need be. And he’d do it for reasons that had nothing to do with that I’m-waiting-for-you-to-find-and-fuck-me voice.


            I am not!


            At her outrage, he lost some of his anger. To be honest, he was looking forward to seeing Jewel and hearing her voice in person, to coming face-to-face with the woman who could read his mind.


            The cobbled path twisted sharply to the left, scattering his shadowy cover. He quickened his pace until he maneuvered back into the deepest darkness. Up ahead, the road stretched for miles.


            Maybe he’d get lucky and stumble upon a massage parlor. “Do I have to walk this entire road to get to you?”


            At first, she said nothing. Then, You’re going to help me?


            “We’re going to help each other. Isn’t that the deal?”


            Yes. Yes! Oh, thank you. You won’t be sorry.


            Joy and shock and excitement radiated from her words, and he imagined her dancing…wherever the hell she was, wearing nothing but a skimpy black leather halter top and a smile.


            Another bout of silence erupted, before she humphed and said, I’m wearing a long white robe that covers me from head to toe, if you must know.


            “Way to ruin the fantasy and cause Private Happy to hide.” He tried to sound stern, but his amusement seeped through. He’d never had this much fun teasing a woman. “I think we picked the wrong name for you. I think I should call you Prudence.”


            Do it and your Private Happy will receive a proper introduction to my knee.


            A rich, husky laugh escaped him. “Ah, Pru, we’ve got to loosen you up a bit. Show you the advantages of being wicked. I’ll add that to my ‘To Do’ list.”


            Yes, well, you can be here in two days, she said, changing the subject.


            “Two days?” He so did not want to endure another two days in this hellhole.


            Just go around the far hill, past the sheep farm—


            “Over the river and through the woods, then down the yellow brick road. I know.” He exhaled. “One thing at a time, babe. One thing at a time.” Maybe two days wasn’t such a bad thing. It would give him a chance to rest up, rebuild his strength. “I’m still needing that hot meal, bath, and soft bed.”


            Oh, yes. Of course. The sheep farm has everything you need.


            Three hours later, the darkness waned and Gray reached the farm. He performed a perimeter check and discovered the owner asleep in his bed. The man/thing possessed the top half of a human, and the bottom half of a chestnut horse, complete with tail and hooves. Dear God.


            Don’t hurt him. Please.


            Silently Gray withdrew a tranq-filled gun from his backpack and with a quick shot to the horse-man’s neck, injected him. The creature jerked, then stilled completely. This was the only tranquilizer Gray had brought, and he hated to use it now. At this point, however, he would have injected his own father if it meant eating a hot meal without interruption.


            When Gray was assured the creature wouldn’t awaken for hours yet, he strode into the kitchen and dropped his backpack on the freshly polished wood floor. The place reminded him of a country cottage, complete with straw beds, wood-burning stove, and fresh, home-cooked scents.


            He filled a clay basin with water, stripped to the skin, and washed himself as best he could, taking care around his wounds. He slathered those with antibiotic ointment before slapping bandages over them.


            Be gentler, please. You’re making me cringe.


            He arched a brow. “Can you see me?”


            Only through your eyes.


            How prim she sounded, he thought, smiling, just before he looked down.


            She gasped.


            He chuckled. “I think General Happy likes you.”


            Yes, well…I thought his—its—name was Private Happy.


            “He seems to be the one in command lately, so he’s come up in the ranks. Got a nice promotion.” His throat clenched as he fought to contain his guffaws of laughter. “Wishing I’d look down again?”


            She remained silent, and his smile grew.


            Clean at last, he redressed in his mud-caked fatigues. He hated wearing dirty clothes, especially now that he was clean, but he wouldn’t leave them behind. After he devoured a bowl of fruit and nuts and a plate of some sort of meat pie, he pilfered a royal blue robe and a yellow toga from the creature’s closet. He slipped the first over his head and shoved the second in his bag.


            “Why do centaurs wear robes?”


            They don’t. The clothing is for visiting sirens.


            Sirens. Women who lured men to their deaths by singing. Of course. He should have known.


            You can sleep here. The centaur will not mind.


            “I prefer to find a spot in the woods.” Solitude was always safer. A long length of rope caught his eye, and Gray stuffed it into his backpack. “He wouldn’t happen to have bullets lying around, would he?”


            No. No bullets.


            “It was worth a shot.” He hiked his way back to the cobbled path, feeling more energized than he had in days. Darkness had faded even more, making way for a bright golden glow. Flowers opened their petals, carpeting the ground with all shades of pastels, from the barest lavender, to the daintiest yellow. Trees swayed with renewed life.


            He spied several similarly robed people, their faces covered by their cloaks. Again, his first instinct was to whip out his knife and strike.


            The sirens are as harmless as the nymph. Simply block their voices from your mind.


            Gray strode past the small group, and he met a woman’s gaze. She was pretty in a delicate, protect-me way, with pale skin and mossy green eyes. Despite her prettiness, he felt not a shred of attraction toward her. She opened her mouth, about to speak to him, and he quickened his speed, not about to let the sensuality of her voice lure him to his death.


            When he was out of hearing distance, he said to Jewel, “You told me everyone here wants a piece of you. Now tell me why.”


            I’m special, she evaded.


            He opened his mouth to press her for more details, then closed it with a snap. She sounded so forlorn, on the brink of tears, and that knowledge unbalanced him for some reason. Made his stomach twist into several painful knots. Made his chest tighten and ache. She’d been impudent and bold up to this point.


            “Do they hurt you? These people who hold you captive?”


            I don’t want to talk about this. Her voice wavered.


            Which meant, yes, they did. Fury pounded through him, scalding hot and blistering. Gray had done many unsavory things in his life, all in the name of patriotism, but he had never hurt a woman. He would if he had to, yes, had even considered silencing Jewel on his own, but he did not like the thought of anyone else hurting her. She seemed soft and delicate to him, in need of protection. Anyone who hurt a woman like that deserved pain. Lingering, torturous pain.


            He’d already decided to spring Jewel from her prison, but his determination intensified, reaching new heights. No way in hell would he abandon her now. He’d save her or die trying.


            There will be no dying on your part. Promise me.


            “Of course there won’t. You might have missed the memo, but I’m invincible.”


            Yeah. Right.


            Another hour passed, this one in silence as they each mulled their own thoughts. All the while he climbed up a steep, dangerous mountain, fast losing his bout of energy.


            Finally—God, finally—Jewel uttered the magic words his tired, exhausted body longed to hear.


            You’ll be safe here.


            Gray immediately tossed his bag onto the ground and made camp. Only when he lay atop his bedroll, the stolen yellow toga acting as his pillow, did he allow himself to drink in the scenery. He was perched atop the highest ledge of the mountain, overlooking a breathtaking vista of trees and flowers, and a waterfall that glistened like liquid pearls. So clear it was, he could see the mossy bottom.


            Exotic birds with bright, colorful feathers soared around him, calling to one another in a symphony of squawks and cries. This was, quite possibly, the most beautiful sight he’d ever beheld.


            Above him arched the crystal dome, so close he had only to reach out to touch the glistening, jagged fixture. Seawater churned in every direction, splashing one way, then another, before dancing away. Foam and mist lingered determinedly as schools of fish swam past.


            I’ll warn you if anyone approaches. Sleep well, Gray.


            “I won’t let myself sleep deeply. I’ll know if anyone comes close to me.”


            whatever you say. A soft melody drifted through his mind, Jewel’s sexy voice lulling him to deep, deep sleep.


            His eyelids grew heavy against the dawning brightness, and he yawned. Why fight it? Slowly he surrendered to nothingness, one final thought drifting through his mind: if today was only the beginning, getting to the end was going to be one hell of a ride.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            “OUT OF PARADISE and straight into purgatory,” Gray muttered as he maneuvered through a thick, cackling crowd of…people. He used the term loosely. Around him meandered bull-faced men (with actual fur!), women with skin that glowed and glittered—and who also dressed in scanty, see-through robes with more cleavage than a Playboy centerfold (which he only flipped through for the articles). They reminded him of the siren he’d encountered last night, pretty and delicate.


            Giant, one-eyed Cyclopses shook the ground as they walked, and griffins, half lion, half bird, raced on all fours, growling and snapping at each other, their tails whipping from side to side. Overhead, birds flew—no. Not birds, he realized. They possessed grotesquely misshapen faces, female torsos with large—very large—breasts, and the body of a bird. Talons, wings and all. Harpies, that’s what they were. With beautiful breasts. Had he mentioned those?


            He was truly hard up if female birds were turning him on. Maybe it was time to renew his subscription to Playboy. For the articles.


            There were a few centaurs, half man, half horse like the sheep farmer, and each of them carried long, thick clubs. A pack of giggling horned children darted past him, throwing rocks at each other as they ran.


            Jewel had navigated him down the mountain and into this—whatever it was. Town? Freak fest? He’d already checked in with home base, and now gripped his knife, careful to keep the dark metal hidden within the folds of his robe. Heat stretched from the crystal dome above like a too-tight rubber band, ready to crack and break at the first sign of pressure. Still, he was glad for his robe and hood. They blended him into the crowd quite nicely. And if anyone sensed his human blood, they gave no notice.


            You made it, Jewel said, breathless with excitement. You really made it. The last was barely a whisper. The closer he’d drawn to this area, the more desperate she’d become for him to reach her.


            “Finally,” he muttered. “Where am I?” A salty breeze at last stirred, whisking his hood around his face.


            This is the central agora—market—for the Outer City.


            Only then did he notice the vendors selling their wares. Gleaming linens, sparkling jewelry and—slaves. His eyes widened. A man with green scales instead of skin and red-rimmed eyes paced in front of a line of naked humanoid men, shouting about the merits of buying them, he’d bet. What he wouldn’t give to speak Atlantean. The slaves were well muscled and streaked with dirt and whip marks, and they each wore expressions of dismay, their cheeks flushed with humiliation as they stared down at the ground.


            Gray’s hands flexed and relaxed, flexed and relaxed. He wanted to cut them loose, at least try to save them, but that wasn’t his mission and he couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself. Maybe, after he found the jewel, he’d come back for them.


            Those men are rapists, killers and thieves.


            “Then they deserve what they get,” he said, losing all traces of pity. He turned away from them. The scent of fresh, succulent meats taunted his nose, and his mouth watered. Having eaten only one decent meal—the rest being fruits, nuts, and tasteless energy bars—in the past five days, he craved steak, so rare it mooed, with another steak on the side.


            With a sexy serving wench, I’m sure.


            “You got that right.”


            She snorted. Since dragons control and protect the Inner City, outcasts and the more bloodthirsty races stay in this area. It’s why everyone here carries a weapon. No one trusts anyone else.


            Gray intensified his guard. He even let his robe drop from his wrist, revealing the long length of his machete. Jewel was right. Everyone else had a weapon, and they weren’t afraid to show it. He’d stand out if he didn’t showcase his blade.


            Someone pushed past him, jostling the backpack that was hidden under his robe and causing him to stumble forward. He growled, knife raised, ready to strike, but the bull-faced man never turned to engage.


            Follow him. He’ll lead you to me.


            Gray quickened his step, elbowing figures out of his way as he clambered past a tall, stone gate and toward a black crystal castle that swept a towering apex toward the dome. His gaze remained on the bull-man’s back. Anticipation unfurled in his stomach, then quickly spread through his veins.


            This morning he’d finally admitted to himself that his desire to reach Jewel had less to do with his mission, and more to do with seeing her in the flesh. More than anything, he wanted to save this woman who had been his only companion for two days.


            “Where are you?” he muttered quietly, not wanting the creatures surrounding him to hear his foreign tongue.


            I’m at the top of the palace steps. Hurry. Gray, please hurry. I will only be here a few moments more. I want to see you and know I’m not dreaming. That you’re really here.


            He finally reached the bull-man and shoved him out of the way. Sweat beaded across every inch of his skin, trickling down and wetting his robe. He would have preferred to hold his gun, but there wasn’t much two bullets could do in a crowd this size. Since he hadn’t used the grenades, he had those, and would use them if necessary. He only hoped it didn’t come down to that kind of destruction.


            Several beings grumbled when he continued to shoulder his way closer to the castle. Almost there. He’d see her any moment….


            “What am I up against, Jewel? You never told me.” Even as he spoke, he scanned the area, searching for any signs of trouble. Searching for her. Someone stepped directly in his path, and he barreled into the man’s back, propelling him forward. Damn it, would this crowd never part? Would he never reach the steps?


            I can feel your presence.


            Strangely, he could feel hers. A warm, feminine energy pulsed inside him with greater intensity every step he took. Faster, faster, he strode, only then realizing she hadn’t answered his question.


            And then, he forgot about his need for answers.


            He was there, standing at the front of the crowd, his feet hitting the bottom of the steps. He stopped, but his gaze still moved, roving, searching, climbing the dirty, blood-soaked staircase. Where was she? His heart hammered inside his chest, nearly cracking his ribs with its fierceness. He couldn’t see her.


            The centaur beside him pointed to the top left and whispered something to his female companion. Gray shifted his attention—and sucked in a shocked breath.


            There she was.


            He knew it was her, knew it was Jewel. And she was a stone fox. A bound stone fox, and seeing her arms tied over her head, the ropes anchoring her to a towering column, pissed him off royally.


            A pristine robe draped her slender body, knotted at her right shoulder and just below her stomach. The long material hung loosely, both hiding and showcasing her curves as it billowed against her frame. Silky, jet-black hair cascaded down her back, a startling contrast against her virgin-white clothes. Even from here, he could see the creamy, flawless purity of her skin, skin that seemed to glisten like a pearl.


            His stomach tightened—right along with the rest of him. In ever-growing anger at seeing her bound. In arousal at simply seeing her. Her face was as smooth and pure as his mother’s antique cameo. Not classically beautiful, but somehow so exquisite he ached simply from looking at her. Her lips were full and pink, deliciously pouty.


            She was familiar to him, but he didn’t know where he’d seen her before. He only knew that he had seen her at some point in his life. How was that possible?


            A black-robed man knelt in front of her, his head bowed. Too busy scanning the masses for Gray, she ignored him.


            “I’m here,” Gray whispered. “Toward your left.”


            Her chin snapped up and turned in his direction.


            Their gazes collided.


            He sucked in another breath, this one burning his lungs with the force of its sizzle. Her eyes were large, so large they dominated her face, and they were amazingly blue. Startlingly blue. Otherworldly blue. A shade so clear and deep he could easily lose his soul in their depths—and thank her for the loss. They hypnotized him.


            “My God,” he said, unable to hold the words inside.


            Her buttercup lips lifted in a dazzling smile, and that smile rocked him to the core, nearly laying him flat. Her teeth were straight and white. Perfect.


            You’re even more handsome than I realized.


            And she was lovelier than he ever could have guessed.


            He watched as a scaled, yellow arm reached from behind her and nudged her in the shoulder. Her grin quickly faded. I’m sorry. I must finish my day’s work. She turned her attention to the kneeling man. Her rosy lips moved as she spoke to him, but Gray was too far away to hear what she said.


            She closed her eyes, paused for a long, protracted moment, then spoke some more. The man was jerked up and hauled away, sobbing in relief.


            Gray’s eyes narrowed, and his temper sparked to life. What was going on here? He forced himself to study the little details he had missed in his haste to see Jewel. A trio of demon guards stood behind her. Two small, sharp horns protruded from each of their scalps. Their noses were beaked, and their skin pulsed with a yellowish, scaly hue. Evil red eyes stared out at the crowd. None of them held a weapon, but then, they didn’t need weapons. Gray knew from experience that demons relied on their superior strength and speed, as well as their razor-sharp teeth to defend and attack.


            A wave of shock worked through him as he realized exactly what he was seeing. This is what Jewel had meant when she told him it was only the beginning. She needed him to save her from an army of demons. Sure. No problem. Whatever.


            Shit. “How many are there?”


            She needed no explanation. More than I can count. I can make an escape plan for us, but I must wait until I’m alone.


            Gray wasn’t sure he had enough firepower to beat such a large army. But damn it, he was here, and he wasn’t leaving without Jewel. He also knew he wasn’t going to wait on Jewel to make the escape plan. That happened to be one of his specialties.


            A guard cut her ropes, and she sank into a heap on the ground. He yearned to race up the steps and sweep her away, but she was quickly scooped up and carried inside the castle.


            “What’s going on? Where are they taking you?”


            Silence.


            “Jewel!” he shouted, and he didn’t care who heard him. “Answer me.”


            Again, silence.


            Damn it! He didn’t like this. Didn’t like not knowing. Didn’t like the feeling of helplessness working its way through him.


            The crowd began to disperse, and he soon found himself alone, staring up at the black castle through slitted eyes. He released a heated sigh. “Be ready, babe. I’m coming in.”


            


            “WHAT KNOW YOU of a portal that leads from Atlantis to the surface world?”


            On her perch at the edge of the bed, Jewel blinked up at Marina, Queen of the Demons, and prayed her expression remained blank. “A portal?” She phrased the words as a question, though she already knew the answer.


            “Darius of the Dragons has taken a human bride. I’ve heard the woman came to him through a portal located below the dragon palace.” Marina’s arms were crossed, and she drummed her long, sharp claws against her scaled forearms. The scent of sulfur emanated from her. “You spent several years with the dragons, so you should know if the portal exists. Does it?”


            Lying, for Jewel, brought great physical pain. She didn’t know why, she only knew that it did happen. Horrendous, agonizing pain. The information Marina wanted was not information Marina needed. If she told the truth, bad things would happen to the dragons, a race of creatures she adored. But if she lied, bad things would happen to her.


            Silence would not work. As always, Marina would threaten to kill an innocent for every minute Jewel remained silent. She would simply have to trick Marina into believing something different.


            “Do you truly believe a cold and merciless warrior such as Darius en Kragin, King of the Dragons, would discuss a secret portal with me, knowing I would one day be stolen from him?”


            Marina leveled a narrowed glance at her. “I’m onto your ways, girl. Answer with a question and your words are never lies. Not this time. You will answer me with a yes or a no. Understand?”


            “What did I lie about?” she said, lifting her hands. “Darius is known throughout the land as a warrior whose only joy is killing. Tales of the deaths he’s inflicted abound. You know that as well as I.”


            “That is not the information I wished from you, and well you know it. I’ll ask once more, and do not answer me with generalities and misdirections or you will suffer for it. Did Darius discuss a portal with you? Specifically,” Marina added, “a portal that leads from Atlantis to the surface world.”


            Jewel frowned, gauging her next words very carefully. “I can honestly tell you that he never willingly supplied such information to me.”


            The queen growled low in her throat, and the sound rippled menacingly from the walls. Marina paced, hands fisted at her sides. Her sheer, transparent robe revealed every outline of her body, every horn protruding from her back. Her green and yellow scales pulsed, and her eyes glowed bright red.


            The woman was pure evil.


            “You think you are so clever,” she grumbled. “Have you ever seen a portal?”


            “I have never seen a portal with my physical eye.”


            She paused midstride, catching Jewel’s meaning. Unfortunately. “Does that mean you have seen one in a vision?”


            Trying again to lead Marina down a different path, she said, “If I had seen a portal in one of my visions, don’t you think I would have done whatever was necessary to return to the dragons? To find and enter the portal? I am tired of being stolen from one leader to the other. I would love to enter the surface world and lose myself in their masses.”


            “Once again you refuse to answer as you were told,” she growled. “Because of your refusal, one of the prisoners that was released today will be found and killed. That will be your punishment. Now, do you care to rephrase your last answer?”


            “Please,” Jewel said softly, regret, helplessness, and anger working through her. Of all the ways to be controlled, this was the worst. Knowing other lives, others’ suffering, revolved around her cooperation. “Please, do not do this.”


            “I’ll take that as another refusal. Two will die this night. And know this, little slave. You do not have to worry about being stolen again because I plan to keep you for eternity. Whether that eternity feels as if you are in Olympus or Hades is up to you. Think on that, and we’ll speak again in the morning.” Marina stalked from the room, slamming and locking the door behind her.


            The threat lingered in the air long after she’d gone, and a shudder racked Jewel. Marina always found a way to get what she wanted. Jewel longed to call her back, but pressed her lips together. The knowledge she possessed had the potential to destroy all of Atlantis.


            She leapt to her feet and paced the confines of her chamber. Or rather, prison. A prison fairly bursting with anything and everything a woman could desire. Fluffy pillows spilled from the gold-wrought bed; brilliant sapphire-and-emerald dyed lambs’ fleece carpets adorned the marble floor. A large, heated bathing pool, canvas and paints, and a table piled high with mouth-watering food. All were here to keep her occupied, keep her thoughts away from escape.


            She might have luxuriated in the room and its offerings if she were allowed an ounce of freedom. Instead, the queen kept her sealed inside. Jewel was only allowed out to hold court with the queen’s supposed enemies, where Jewel herself judged them friend or foe. Oh, she had tried to escape. Many times. She had always failed miserably—and others had been punished for her efforts. Still, she kept a satchel hidden and ready, just in case an opportunity arose.


            “Just in case” might actually be tonight, she thought with a slow grin. Gray had promised to come for her, to save her. She needed to plan their escape route. Should have done it already, but had had no time alone.


            There were no windows here, but she knew darkness had already fallen, for sentinels marched outside her door. Their boots thumped against the floor, blending with the sound of her own pacing. Her silky white robe wisped at her ankles, as delicate as clouds.


            Be ready, babe, he’d said. I’m coming in.


            With every step, Gray’s words echoed through her mind, bringing with them a wealth of emotion: joy, excitement, hope. His arrival almost seemed too wonderful to be true. How long had she waited for this day?


            The answer was simple. Forever. She’d waited forever.


            He will be hurt.


            The warning suddenly echoed through her mind with the force of a tempest, swirling and churning, consuming. Her joy and excitement were instantly replaced by dread. Her eyes widened in horror. Oh my gods, what had she done? Her premonitions were never, never wrong. If Gray entered this palace, he would be hurt. The knowledge now burned inside her as hot as flames, and she covered her mouth with a shaky hand.


            What if she’d led him to his death?


            If something happened to him, she’d never forgive herself. The demons were a vicious race, always happy to kill and maim. And now, with knowledge of the portals apparently spreading, the demon queen would desperately need Jewel’s aid. She wouldn’t hesitate to kill Gray in the most painful way possible. A tide of apprehension slammed into Jewel.


            “What have I done?” she whispered brokenly.


            She never should have led Gray here, no matter how desperately she needed him. The demons would smell his human blood. They would find him and rend the flesh from his bones.


            The consequences of her actions rose full force in her mind. Jewel rubbed a hand over her forehead and briefly closed her eyes. A dark, dangerous inner storm threatened to flood and drown her; she was responsible for this. She should have known better, she thought, laughing bitterly. She of all people should have known better than to ask someone to help her. Especially Gray.


            He had always been a part of her life. Her earliest memories were filled with him; throughout her life, she’d had visions of him, of his path from child to man, of his silly antics with his siblings. Of his kill-or-be-killed missions. Of his numerous—too numerous, to her way of thinking—women.


            Quite simply, she’d always loved him.


            His image formed in her mind, though it didn’t soothe her as it usually did. No, her fear increased. Wonderfully tall and strong, he was muscled like the fiercest warrior. He had pale blond hair and slate-colored eyes fringed by spiky black lashes, and he glowed with unflinching life and vitality. He fairly sparkled with it.


            His lips were pink and lush like a woman’s, but perfect for his masculine features, softening the rough edges and providing an utterly arrogant smile that promised absolute pleasure. For years she’d imagined those lips all over her, tasting, sucking…


            A shiver trekked along her spine. His body was a work of art, bronzed and roped with sinew and scars. So many times she’d longed to somehow breach the vast distance between them and touch him. Trace her fingers over him and assure herself that he was real, flesh and blood, not an exotic figment of her imagination.


            As if she needed another reason to stand out to the creatures of this land, her connection to Gray provided one. Having observed him and the people of his world for so many years, she knew their language, their attitudes, and their humors. She hadn’t meant to, gods knew, but she’d adapted herself to their way of life instead of her own.


            She’d known Gray would one day enter Atlantis, and she should have resisted the urge to lead him to her. She’d foolishly allowed her desire for freedom, her craving to learn about herself, her abilities, and her father, to color her actions and thoughts. But more than all of that, she’d simply longed to see him. To see Gray. Not as a dream, but as a man. Real and warm. Touchable.


            She had to do something, anything, to prevent him from entering this palace. She would find a way to escape on her own.


            She closed her eyes, pressed her lips together, and fought a tremor of regret. “I’ve changed my mind, Gray,” she said, projecting her voice into his mind. “Do not enter this palace. Just…go home. Go home and forget about Dunamis. Forget about me.”


            He didn’t respond, but she knew he heard her. “Gray!” she shouted. “Answer me.”


            Not now, Jewel. His hard voice growled inside her mind, and it was the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard.


            Frustrated by his lack of concern, she crossed her arms over her chest. “You better be packing up and heading out.”


            As if.


            “I’m appointing myself your commanding officer, and I command you to go home.”


            His only reply was a derisive snort.


            “Did you hear me, soldier? I told you to lea—”


            Boom!


            She gasped and tumbled to the ground, the explosion rocking the very foundation of her room. Her heart skipped a beat; her ears rang—and that ringing soon blended with the sound of demonic screams and racing footsteps.


            Gray was here. Damn him, he was here.


            Where are you? he demanded.


            Stiffening with helplessness, horror and fear, she gritted out, “Do not enter the palace, Gray. Bringing you here was a mistake. You’ll be hurt!”


            I’ll get there faster if you tell me. Otherwise, I’ll end up wandering these damn halls and searching every damn room.


            Too late to send him away—he was already inside. How could she protect him? Shaken to the core of her soul, she quickly rattled off directions. “Be careful,” she whispered.


            Always.


            Her limbs trembling, she climbed to her feet. Nothing would happen to him, nothing would happen to him, nothing would happen to him. She’d protect him, somehow, someway.


            A lump formed in her throat, and hundreds of sharp knots twisted her stomach. She didn’t know what to do. Seconds passed without a word from him. She yearned to call out to him, to ask him where he was and what he was doing. Too afraid to distract him, she remained silent. She merely stood in the center of her room, helpless and racked with guilt and worry.


            Minutes passed.


            Even more minutes passed, becoming longer and more torturous.


            Another explosion rocked the palace.


            Jewel gripped the bedpost, holding herself upright. Her blood ran cold and hot, alternating between the two as demons hissed and wailed beyond her door. Her limbs shook violently.


            “Please, let him live,” she prayed. “Bring him to me unharmed.”


            The gods didn’t respond, but then, they never did, preferring instead to pretend the people of Atlantis did not exist.


            Get away from the door, Jewel.


            Her eyes widened, even as hope and excitement flared to life inside her. “I’m already away.”


            Cover yourself with something. Anything.


            He sounded so urgent, so forceful. Bending down, she crawled under the bedframe. “I’m covered.”


            Boom!


            The third explosion nearly burst her eardrums. Wood chips and marble chunks crashed onto the floor, raining around the bed like hail.


            “Jewel!”


            This time, Gray’s voice wasn’t inside her head, but inside her room. Nearly crying with the force of her relief, she crawled from under the bed, pushing past plumes of smoke. She winced when her knee slammed into a broken shard of glass.


            “Here,” she shouted, waving a hand in front of her face to clear the haze. “I’m here.” Her gaze darted around the destruction until she found him.


            He wore his green and black clothes, his robe nowhere to be seen. His shirt was tight against his bulging muscles, and his pants were ripped at the thigh. A cloth made of the same material as his shirt anchored his hair, hiding the paleness of the strands. He’d painted his face green and black, but beads of sweat had lightened the colors and now streaked his forehead and temples.


            He looked so beautiful.


            He scanned the room, searching for her. And when their gazes collided, locked, hot awareness stole her breath. Her heart skipped a beat. He was strength and life epitomized just then, and he was here for her.


            Slowly his lips lifted in a tender smile completely at odds with the fiery carnage behind him. “Hello, Prudence.”


            She nearly melted.


            “And just so you know, you are so not the commanding officer in this relationship. Now let’s go.”
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            JEWEL’S HEART THUNDERED in her chest as she raced behind Gray through a maze of darkened rooms. She remained alert, ready to lash out if someone tried to hurt him. More than once, she’d attempted to take the lead, but he kept her firmly shielded by the width of his body.


            Her satchel of stolen goods was tied to her waist, and the heavy burden banged against her thigh with her every movement. Flames flickered sporadically, licking the walls, offering momentary visions of crimson remains.


            Gray’s steps were eerily quiet amid the tormented screams of dying demons, and he blended so well with the shadows she might not have known he was there if she hadn’t been able to smell the masculinity of his scent. Hadn’t felt the heat radiating from him and enveloping her.


            He stopped abruptly, pivoted, and leveled her with a hard stare. He towered over her, the size and width of him nearly swallowing her whole. She’d known he was tall and big, but not like this. Seeing him in person brought to light the sheer maleness of him, the vitality. Placing one finger over his green-black painted lips, he motioned for her to be silent. She nodded her understanding.


            One of his arms wrapped around her and pulled her deeper into the shadows, deeper into his body. This was her first true contact with him and even though danger lurked all around them, she found herself yearning to melt into him, to wrap herself around him and slide her lips over his skin.


            “Stay here.” His warm breath fanned her ear. “I’ll be back.”


            Truth. His words held only truth. He would be back.


            Her gift to hear beneath the actual words and know beyond any doubt the speaker’s true intention was usually a curse. Not today. When Gray slinked away in the next instant, she didn’t race after him. Following him would have proved impossible, anyway. He was like a mist, barely visible one moment, an ethereal phantom the next, lost from her sights completely. She pressed against the too-warm, jagged wall behind her. Where had he gone? What was he doing?


            Seconds dragged by, and a slow panic began to burn in her belly as a sickening thought occurred to her. Gray intended to return, true. Sometimes, though, intentions mattered little. He could be ambushed. Hurt. She gulped. Killed. After the premonition had warned her of his being hurt, why had she let him leave her?


            Fighting a rising tide of terror, she tried to open her mind to him, to find him in the chaos and guide his steps, but she continually stumbled against a mental barrier and saw only darkness. Was it his barrier? Or her own? Having never encountered this type of resistance before, she didn’t know the answer. Frustration joined ranks with terror, heating her panic to boiling.


            She drew in a long breath, hoping to calm herself, but the overpowering odor of sulfur and smoke stung her nostrils, making her gag. Bands of fiery heat permeated the air as flickers of light continued to illuminate the shadows. Her gaze scanned the hallway for any sign of Gray. Instead, she saw the dead demon bodies that littered the floor, their scales sizzling.


            A noxious breeze ruffled her hair when a hissing demon whizzed past her, his wings gliding frantically. The creature didn’t spare her a glance, but she caught the feral, pained glaze in his eyes, the wildness of his expression.


            She quickly untied her satchel, dug inside, and yanked out a jeweled dagger she’d stolen from Marina. Sensing her, the demon whirled around and pinned her with a deadly glare, hunger washing over his features. Marina’s minions were never to hurt or touch her without permission, but Jewel doubted this one cared about such an edict now. He craved blood and death. Saliva dripped from his fangs, as he moved toward her.


            Her heart skipped a beat before reclaiming its frantic tempo. In her visions of Gray’s life, she’d seen him fight. She’d seen him kill. He performed each feat with ease, such grace and agility, never questioning his choices. I can do this. I can. Nothing mattered except survival. Determined, she raised the weapon.


            Sensing her intent, the demon abandoned his slow stalking and launched himself at her.


            Her mouth went dry and time slowed. Closer and closer he came. As his claws elongated, preparing to rip through her, she sank to the ground, shoved her knife up and into his stomach. An unholy screech vibrated in her ears.


            “Bitch!” He spat the profanity, hissing wildly. His body jerked and spasmed; his legs kicked out.


            She rolled away from him but wasn’t fast enough. His foot slammed into her middle, knocking the breath from her lungs and doubling her over. Panting, she jolted to her feet. The demon tried to remove the knife, but couldn’t get a good grip on the handle. He thrashed and moaned and writhed.


            Run, her mind shouted. Hide.


            She didn’t. Couldn’t.


            Very soon Gray would return here, and she couldn’t leave this demon alive, placing her human in unknowing danger. A weapon. She needed another weapon. Jewel sprinted through the hallway, searching for something. Anything. Only dead bodies greeted her.


            Gray suddenly appeared at the opposite end of the hallway like an avenging angel, his features hard and cold. His legs were braced apart, and his hands fisted at his sides.


            He spied the infuriated, injured demon, then darted his gaze throughout the long, narrow space until he saw her. His eyes were winged with soot, making the silver irises appear all the more steely and as dark as a winter sky.


            “Stay where you are,” he commanded her, returning his attention to the creature. He still held his knife, the silver now drenched with crimson. Steps slow and sure, he approached, his muscles clenched and ready for attack.


            As Jewel watched him, four words pounded inside her mind. Gray. Danger. Blood. Death.


            No. No! “Stop,” she screamed, bolting toward him. “Not another step!”


            Too late.


            The demon had gained his bearings, had waited until Gray drew close enough, and used his wings to vault forward. Before Gray could dodge him, the creature sank his razor-sharp fangs into Gray’s upper arm.


            Gray howled in surprise and pain. “Motherfucker!” He slashed at the demon with his knife, but its teeth retained a tight grip, buried deep.


            The moment she was within reach, Jewel kicked up and struck the demon dead center in the face. His head whipped to the side, and his teeth tore out of Gray, dripping with blood.


            With a growl, Gray leapt to the creature and sliced its throat. When it stopped thrashing, when its screams died, the room too became still. Silent.


            “Want to touch her now?” Gray barked, kicking it. Then he stopped, shook his head and seemed to lose the sharpest edge of his fury. He jerked her blade from its belly, wiped the tip on his pants and handed it to her.


            “Thank you.” She sheathed the weapon at her side with a shaky hand and fought the urge to throw herself into his arms. To slather his face with kisses. He was so fierce, so much a warrior.


            He wiped a streak of red from his check with the back of his hand, but only managed to smear it further. “Were you hurt?” His voice was hoarse, cracked and layered with tension.


            “No.” Her gaze dipped to his newest wound, watching the slow trickle of blood pooling at his elbow. “But you were. I’m sorry. So sorry.” More sorry than he might ever know. If not for the vampire bite he’d received days ago, he would be fine. Because of that bite, his blood was already tainted. When the demon and vampire saliva combined, they acted as a deadly poison.


            Gray had one hour, maybe two, before his body reacted and he collapsed.


            This is what her premonition had warned her about. “I’m sorry,” she said again. She had to get him out of this palace.


            “I’ve had worse,” he said dryly.


            He wasn’t thinking of the vampire who had bitten him, but of the women he’d bedded, the women who had bitten him sexually. Their images flashed through his mind—blondes, redheads, brunettes, their bodies open for him. Eager.


            Jewel saw the images, too, the block from earlier gone. Her sympathy and concern for him dwindled. The debaucher! He had the dirtiest mind she’d ever read. Motions stiff, she bent down and retrieved her satchel, then retied it to her waist.


            “Let’s go.” Gray grabbed her hand and tugged. “I found a clear pathway that leads outside.”


            Incredulous, she ground her feet into the marble floor, holding herself immobile. She ignored the delicious tingle racing from her hand and up her arm. “That’s why you left me?”


            “Yeah.” Another tug. “Now let’s go.”


            “Escape routes are my specialty.”


            His brows arched, two sandy slashes on his forest-colored forehead, and he offered her a sexy grin. A born rogue and charmer, he was. He released his hold on her and spread his arms wide. “Then lead the way, baby. I’ll follow.”


            “I will need a moment.”


            He sighed. “It’s not like we’ve got a pressing need to save our lives or anything. Take all the time you want.”


            “I will, thank you,” she responded primly. Eyelids drifting closed, she pictured the palace, sweeping every corner and hollow. She saw exactly where the demons lurked, where they donned blade-resistant armor around their necks, gearing for war. They hungered for human blood. Smelled it. Craved it.


            Were determined to have it.


            You, to the front entrance, Marina commanded her strongest minions. You, to the back. I want that human snack captured immediately. Do not let him leave.


            “Your path will not work,” she said, opening her eyes. “We must go that way.” She pointed in the opposite direction.


            “You sure?”


            “Very.”


            He didn’t ask how she knew, but intertwined his fingers with hers. The feel of his callused hand once again tingled up her arm, renewing her ever-present awareness of him as a male. He pulled her behind him and bolted into action. “I’m sorry you had to fight the demon without me,” he threw over his shoulder.


            In her shock, she missed a step and stumbled. An apology. He was giving her an apology. He’d come for her; he’d saved her. He owed her nothing, while she owed him everything.


            “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” He didn’t wait for her answer; he whipped around, bent until his shoulder made contact with her belly, then effortlessly lifted her.


            Jewel gasped. “What are you doing? Put me down!”


            He shot back into motion. “You’re too slow.”


            “This puts you at a disadvantage.” She slapped at his hard, muscled bottom. “Put me down this instant or I’ll stab you in the back!” Truth. She’d stab him with her nails, but he didn’t need to know that.


            “I hadn’t realized you’d be so bloodthirsty.” He chuckled. “You wouldn’t let me hurt the centaur or the nymph, but you yourself attempted to kill a demon, and now you want to draw my blood. And if you don’t settle down, your feet are going to bruise my favorite body part.”


            “Your penis?”


            He made a choking sound in the back of his throat, and his feet nearly tripped over themselves. “Watch your mouth, Prudence. You shouldn’t talk like that.”


            Watch her mouth? Watch her mouth! “Penis, penis, penis,” she muttered, but she stilled, her body bouncing over his shoulder.


            Stone chips were scattered across the floor, and Gray kicked past them to rush through the wide, jagged hole that used to be a wall. He settled into the shadows whenever a demon flew past, doing his best to keep them out of view. When they found themselves alone again, he would jump back into motion. Her satchel pressed into his stomach. She directed him toward the center of the palace, toward the demon queen’s private pool.


            Three sentinels awaited them.


            Gray spied them and quickly settled her on her feet. “Stay here.”


            She was getting sick of those words.


            He sprinted in front of her. The guards’ evil red eyes narrowed hungrily. He didn’t slow. Gray grabbed a small, round object from a side pouch in his pants, pulled something thin and silver out of it with his teeth, then tossed it at the creatures.


            “Down,” he commanded Jewel, turning and diving on top of her, propelling her to the ground. The moment she hit, Gray’s heavy weight crashed into her, and cut off her air supply.


            Boom!


            More jagged pieces of stone rained over them. More dark plumes of smoke. More hisses of fury as the demons were tossed into the air like play toys. Before they even hit the ground Gray was up and running toward them. Fire flickered around him, licking dangerously.


            Coughing, eyes watering, Jewel shoved to her feet and raced after him. When the demons landed, Gray expertly killed two. Jewel didn’t hesitate. She knew what needed to be done. She gripped her knife and killed the third.


            Demon blood splattered her clothing.


            She’d never killed before. She’d attacked the other demon, yes, but she herself hadn’t been the one to render the deathblow. Now that she had…she stared down at the lifeless body. She expected to feel guilt or remorse; she’d always fought for the survival of the Atlantean races. But she felt neither of those emotions. Instead, she felt empowered. Like she had finally taken control of her life.


            Gray grabbed her by the arm and whipped her around, his gaze dipping over her, scanning for injuries.


            “Did you see me?” She couldn’t stop the slow grin that spread her lips. “I killed him. I really killed him.”


            “Yeah, and you surprised the hell out of me.” Grudging pride laced his tone. He plucked the bloody dagger from her hand and sheathed it in his belt. “We can’t stay here. We need to find an exit. Fast.”


            “We’ll use the pool.”


            His gaze shot to his right, at the debris-covered water dappled by pinpricks of light from the flickering flames.


            “We can swim to safety,” she said.


            He frowned. “I hate to break it to you, babe, but I’m guessing that pool is only seven feet deep. All we can do in that is swim laps.” And have sex, his mind added, never far from the subject.


            Hearing his unbidden thought, her cheeks warmed and her stomach knotted. This time he hadn’t been imagining any woman except her. Her. He’d pictured her naked and rosy, skin covered with droplets of water waiting to be licked away.


            Tendrils of pleasure curled inside her veins, spreading like the fire around them. When she spoke, her voice cracked. “There’s a hatch on the bottom. A door that leads into the forest.”


            He paused, considering her words. His frown deepened. “If the demons follow us inside the water—”


            “I’ll make sure they do not.”


            His mouth opened to ask how, but he shut it with a snap, changing his mind. “All right. We’ll swim.”


            He stepped to the pool’s ledge, Jewel still close to his heels. Before he entered, he turned to her and said, “Take off your clothes.”


            Her head snapped up, and she met his stare with wide eyes. “The demons will sniff you out soon and you want me to get naked?”


            His mouth twisted in one of those wry smiles of his. “Silly girl. Can’t you read my mind?”


            “Not always,” she grumbled. Like before, he had erected some sort of wall she couldn’t breach. It had to be him, but how he managed it, she could not fathom.


            “Just so you know, Prudence, that thick material of yours will weigh you down in the water. Take it off.” As he spoke, he began removing his shirt.


            She’d seen him naked a hundred times before, perhaps a thousand, but those visions of him had always been in her mind. Seeing him now, in the flesh, was so much more potent. She forgot her surroundings, forgot the danger, focusing only on the bronzed strength of his muscled, sinewy chest. His abdomen was chiseled into perfect rows of hardness.


            “You can look all you want. Later,” he added. “Right now, Pru, you need to get naked.” He dropped his shirt and withdrew his dagger.


            Her gaze still locked on him, she brought her shaky fingers to her waist and tried to untie the satchel.


            “No time.” He sliced the ties with his knife. The satchel dropped to the ground with a thwack. In the next instant, he cut the shoulder straps of her robe. The white material swished to the floor, joining the satchel and leaving her in only a thin chemise.


            Bending down, Gray grasped the robe and said, “Step out of it.”


            The moment she complied, the robe was stuffed inside his bag, followed quickly by her satchel. All the while, he perused her up and down. His eyes were heated. What did he see when he looked at her? She gulped, too afraid to try to probe his mind to discover the truth.


            His hands reached toward her and she felt their warmth as they neared her skin. What did he plan to do? He stopped just before contact.


            He shook his head, and his gaze grew cold. Empty. “We need to get the hell out of Oz. Can you swim?”


            It took a conscious effort to tug herself out of the sensuous spell he’d woven over her, but force herself out she did. “Yes.” Swimming was one of the few memories she possessed of her childhood. Frolicking many hours in sunshine and water. Laughing. Enjoying the day. Over the years, she’d forgotten how to laugh and enjoy, but she’d never forgotten how to swim.


            “Just try to keep up with me,” she said, proudly tilting her chin.


            His lips twitched. “Can you hold your breath for long periods of time?”


            That, she didn’t know. “We’ll just have to see, won’t we?”


            “I’ll take that as a no,” he muttered. “Listen, I’ve trained in water. The key is to stay calm, to slowly release the air trapped in your chest. Understand?”


            “I will not let you down.” She’d prove herself worthy and strong if it killed her.


            Jewel entered the water with Gray right behind her. The wet warmth lapped at her skin, seeping past the thin garment she wore, making her shiver. A cloud of red swirled around Gray, his open wound coloring the water.


            “I want you holding on to me at all times once we leave the pool,” he said. “Don’t let go for any reason.”


            “I’ll do my best.”


            “No, you’ll do it.” His voice whipped out like a king instructing a servant. “I want to know you’re with me every second we’re down there.”


            “Yes, sir.”


            He shook his head at her impudence. Without another word, she dragged in a breath and dove underwater.


            She kicked her way to the bottom. Marina often used this secret doorway to sneak into the city undetected, commit her crimes, feast off unsuspecting creatures, then return. The queen thought she herself was the only one who knew. She should have realized long ago that with Jewel, there were no secrets.


            Once they reached the bottom, Jewel grabbed for her dagger. When her hand encountered only wet cloth, she nearly panicked before she recalled Gray had taken it.


            She jerked on his pants to gain his attention. A few bubbles slipped from his mouth as he faced her, and he nodded as she slipped the weapon from his belt. Gliding away from him she inserted the tip into a tiny crevice. Marina used a key, a key Jewel did not possess. She pried at the opening, making it widen slowly.


            The water stung her eyes, and lack of air soon caused her lungs to burn. Her dark hair floated into her line of vision like curling ribbons. Gray worked feverishly beside her, his strong hands pushing the slab of rock farther and farther apart.


            Both she and Gray had to go up for air before the opening was wide enough for them to slip through. Jewel wanted to swim to the surface one last time and steal another gasp of precious oxygen, but when she pushed up, she saw a horde of demons had entered the room. They spotted her and cried gleefully.


            Ice filled her veins, and she sliced her way back to the bottom and pointed up. Gray saw them and tried to wrench her through the opening, but she violently shook her head. I have to keep them from following us.


            He stilled. Had he heard her, or was the block still in place? Gray, deciding to trust her, released her and held his palms up. Do your thing, baby.


            Thank the gods, no block. She closed her eyes, her thoughts directed at the creatures above. No one is in the water, her inner voice suggested to them. You do not see the human; you do not see the girl.


            She’d never attempted to direct so many at once, never tried so valiantly to keep a being from knowing she’d entered its thoughts.


            The shouting demons pressed their lips together, going silent. They stared down at the water, shaking their heads, their eyes glazing as they accepted her plea, but they didn’t leave the room. They looked around, confusion flittering over their expressions.


            Why wouldn’t they leave?


            Jewel’s strength was quickly depleting, and her hold on them began to lessen. Gray must have sensed her need for him because he yanked her through the opening and worked swiftly to close the hatch.


            Whether the demons had seen them there at the end or not, Jewel didn’t know, and she no longer had the strength to find out.


            She held a firm grip on Gray’s pants. Her lungs burned, and she desperately needed air, and even though her strength was nearly depleted, she kicked her legs and lowered her free arm, trying to increase their speed. A thick fog soon wove its way through her mind.


            I can’t…need…to breathe…


            Gray wrapped his arms around her, holding her close to him. His eyes met hers and the connection managed to strengthen her. Calm her. She’d been thrashing, she realized, but settled as his hand snaked around her neck.


            Slowly he drew her face to his and their lips met. Open, he commanded. His voice filled her head, bringing with it a wealth of hope and confidence she eagerly embraced.


            She did so without question, parting her lips wide.


            He blew air into her mouth, precious air her lungs accepted with relief. The warmth of his breath curled through the rest of her as her black tresses floated around them, a dark cloak that wrapped them in a private haven. Time seemed to slow. She savored his sweet essence.


            All too soon, he drifted a few inches away and met her gaze. Better?


            Better.


            You can do this. I know you can.


            She nodded, praying he spoke true.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL’S HEAD BROKE the water’s surface, her lungs screaming in pain. She gulped in great gasps of oxygen, her arms and legs flailing to keep her afloat. Pitch-black greeted her eyes, an unholy darkness filled only with phantomous shadows. Every inch of her burned for more air, and the burning eased only slightly with each intake. In, out, she breathed, as fast as her lungs would allow.


            The choppy, frantic sounds must have disturbed nearby wildlife, because the clatter of snapping limbs, rustling bushes and pitter-pattering hoofbeats rang in her ears.


            “Gr—Gray,” she called between pants, swallowing a mouthful of water. The liquid slid down her throat, cool and sweet, but it was too much, too fast. She choked and coughed.


            “Don’t,” he said, his voice labored and hoarse as it sliced through the void. “Don’t try to talk. Just breathe. Slowly.”


            Where was he? She’d lost her grip on him somewhere along the way. The darkness around them wasn’t thinning and she couldn’t feel him near her. “Tr-trying.”


            “You’re talking again. Stop,” he demanded.


            “I need you,” she croaked. “Where are you?”


            He must have followed the drum of her voice, silently treading through the restless water until he found her. His arm brushed her stomach, and she shivered, resisting the urge to grab onto him and ascertain he truly was there.


            “You okay? Since you won’t obey a direct order, you might as well give me the info I crave.”


            “Yes.” The sound of lapping water beat between each syllable. “You?”


            “I can’t see shit, but I’m fine.” He sounded relieved, concerned and angry all at once. “Think you can make it to shore? Wherever the hell the shore is,” he added darkly.


            “Of course.” Determination rode her hard, and she said, “I can make it.” The words were for her benefit rather than his.


            She must not have sounded convincing. His arm snaked around her waist, pulling her into the curve of his body. “Just keep breathing, and I’ll do the rest.”


            “No, I—”


            “Save your strength for an argument you can actually win.”


            The feel of him holding her, his strength surrounding her, was a heady thing, but the thought of lying back and allowing him to do all the work…No! She might love the feel of his arms around her, and she might teeter on the brink of total exhaustion, but she kicked and paddled with him, adding to their speed.


            “Sometimes,” she said between breaths, “an argument…can be won…without words.”


            “Smart ass. Don’t you know you’re making me look bad? I, man, do the rescuing. You, woman, do the eager accepting.”


            Jewel grinned, loving the way he teased her. It made her feel normal, accepted. As if she was his friend, not just a woman watching him from afar, wishing she were part of his life. Besides, set apart from the Atlantean races as she was, she’d never had a true friend before. But she’d wanted one. Gods, she’d wanted one. At times, the ache had been so fierce, it had almost been a living entity.


            “That is not how our rela—” Sharp pains shot through her calf like a thousand knives cutting through bone. She jerked and cried out.


            Gray’s arm tightened around her, and they ceased moving forward, his leg movements the only thing keeping them above water. “What’s wrong?” he demanded, concern in the undercurrents of his voice.


            “Just a cramp,” she gritted out, her leg already relaxing.


            Expelling a relieved breath, he jolted back into motion, his muscles bunching and straining. “You’re doing great. But listen to me this time, and stay still.” He spit out a mouthful of water. “I’ve done this kind of rescue before, and with a two-hundred-pound man no less. Featherweight that you are, I can get you to shore, no problem.”


            “I will help.”


            “Damn it, Jewel.”


            She forced her arms to swim more quickly.


            “Stubborn woman,” he muttered. “Have it your way.”


            “I will. Thank you.”


            His legs kicked out and brushed hers. His free arm pushed at the water and skimmed over hers. Because of the danger, such an innocent contact shouldn’t have affected her, but it did. Currents of something dark and light, hot and sweet, floated through her blood as swiftly and surely as the river flooded around her, giving her added strength.


            “Thank you for coming for me,” she said, swallowing more liquid. The words whispered from her, soft and raspy, husky with her gratitude.


            “I wish I could say it was my pleasure, but so far the adventure has sucked like a Hoover.”


            She laughed heartily.


            The water slapped as if he’d whipped his head to face her. She wished there were at least a kernel of light to reveal his actions and features, but the darkness was simply too heavy.


            He squeezed her waist. “I didn’t expect you to get that. Do you even know what a Hoover is?”


            “Well, yes. I know a lot of things about the surface.”


            “You ever traveled there?”


            She heard his true question: do Atlantean creatures travel to the surface? “I’ve never been, no. None of us have. It’s forbidden, not to mention impossible. I’ve only seen it in my visions.” Visions of him. She’d wondered why she’d been gifted with glimpses of his life, but the answer had never come. Finally she’d stopped wondering and just accepted the fact that he was meant to be part of her life. They were connected.


            He huffed out a moist breath. “Impossible how?”


            “Just impossible,” she hedged. “I admit I’ve always dreamed of visiting the surface.” She couldn’t hide her edge of wistfulness. “You have so many fascinating things there.”


            “Yeah? Like what?” Fatigue was beginning to layer his words, making them drag slightly. “Exactly what does Prudence Merryweather find fascinating? This I’ve got to hear. Wait. The water is becoming more shallow,” he said. “We’re almost to shore. See if your feet touch.”


            Her legs sank toward the bottom until her feet hit a soft, mossy foundation. “Yes! I can touch.” Limbs almost too weak to support her, she labored onto the sand, trudging step by step.


            Finally she collapsed atop a soft bed of foliage. Water poured from her as she smoothed sopping hair out of her eyes. Gray dropped beside her. The ragged sound of their breathing blended with the gentle rush of the river. Gods, they had made it.


            They had escaped the demons.


            Several minutes passed in raw silence. She could have closed her eyes and drifted to sleep—would have drifted to sleep, if Gray hadn’t picked up their conversation where they’d left off.


            “What do you find fascinating about the surface?” He was only a little winded. “This land of yours is amazing. It’s littered with evil incarnate, true, but the sheer beauty of the terrain is awe-inspiring.”


            She shivered as a wave of cool air brushed her. “I’d trade every flower and tree for the chance to sit inside a theater and watch a movie. To anchor myself in a hoodless car and soar down the road, the wind in my hair. To wiggle on a waterbed and smoke a cigarette. To taste a—”


            “Whoa, there.” He chuckled, the sound rich and smooth with his amusement. “Back it up a minute. Waterbed? You live in water, in case you hadn’t noticed, and you think a waterbed is cool? And why the hell would you want to smoke a cigarette? They taste like a demon smells.”


            Her cheeks heated with a blush, and she was suddenly glad for the darkness. Gray hadn’t thought cigarettes tasted so horrible the night she’d seen one of his women smoke one. He’d just finished making love to her, and the two had been lying on a waterbed, the sides lapping around their sweat-soaked limbs. The woman’s pretty features had been totally relaxed, euphoric even, as the smoke wafted around her. Gray had appeared equally sated, not the least disgusted by the supposedly ashy fumes.


            “I’m waiting for some type of explanation, Smoky Smokerson.”


            “People seem to enjoy them, that’s all. And as for the waterbed, well, I’d like to know how it feels to lie on a bed of liquid and never sink.”


            “They’re hell on the back.”


            “Who says I’d be sleeping?” she said primly.


            He snorted, and she had to curb the urge to kick him. Did he think she couldn’t tempt a man? That she couldn’t seduce one into loving her body madly and passionately?


            “My guess, Prudence, is that you’d be bundled up in a neck-to-ankle body stocking, complete with chastity belt and semiautomatic trained on any man stupid enough to try and get into your panties.”


            “That’s not true! I’d have a lover with me. And we’d be naked,” she added with a defensive edge.


            “Would you now?” He drawled the words slowly, dragging out each syllable, making her feel achy inside. “And what would the two of you be doing, being naked and all?”


            She knew Gray liked to linger over a woman’s body, taking his time and learning every nuance, every scent. Gods knew how many times she’d seen him do it, wishing it were her he was pleasuring. She drew on that knowledge now, the only sensual knowledge she possessed.


            Trying for a casual tone, she said, “I’d caress my hands over his chest and back, of course, while he kissed me. With tongue. His fingers would slide between my legs, sinking inside me, moving in and out while I arched my hips. And I’d be so, so wet. And when I screamed his name, begging him to fuck me—”


            “Did you just drop the F bomb?” he asked, incredulous, cutting her off.


            “Yes. He’d lick my breasts, sucking my nipples into his mouth, and impale me with his thick, hard penis. I would wrap my legs—”


            “That’s enough!” Gray’s body couldn’t take much more. He was rock hard and tense, ready to explode. Just from her words. When had that ever happened? He cleared his throat and flopped to his back. “Christ, I get the picture. And I’m seriously considering renaming you Blaze Champagne.”


            There, she thought smugly. Now he’d never again call her Prudence or assume she wouldn’t know what to do with a man in bed. “What kind of name is Blaze Champagne?” She already knew the answer. She wanted him to say it, though, to hear the words aloud.


            “The naughty kind reserved for porn stars, that’s what. Fuck me, indeed.”


            A wide smile lifted her lips. “Have I offended your innocent ears? If so, you can just fuck off, Mr. Monk.” Being naughty was more fun than she ever could have imagined. She hadn’t felt so lighthearted in—ever.


            “Jesus. Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”


            “My mother’s dead.” She said it simply, merely stating a fact.


            “God, Jewel, I’m sorry.” Contrite, he reached out and wrapped his fingers around her forearm, squeezing gently. The heat of his grip banished any lingering cold caused by the wind. “I never would have said that if I’d known.”


            “It happened so long ago, I barely remember her.”


            “Still, I shouldn’t have said it and I’m sorry.”


            His hand left her, and she heard the zip of his bag, a rustle of movement, a crack—almost like glass breaking. A golden glow of light erupted, surrounding them in a luminescent halo. Gray held a long, thin tube, she saw, eyelids closing to half-mast to dim the bright rays.


            “What is that?” The object fascinated her, as she’d never seen its like. It looked as if he were holding pure fire in his hands.


            “It’s got a technical name, but I just call it a glow stick.” Gray’s gaze met hers, and he claimed her fascination. The cloth he’d worn on his head had slipped off, so his pale hair was plastered to his scalp. Streaks of green and black paint remained on his cheeks, but most of it had washed away.


            Droplets of water trickled from his forehead to his nose, then onto the leaves. His lashes were black and spiky, his eyes a liquid silver, as mesmerizing as the water itself. Her gaze devoured him.


            He smoothed away a dark strand of hair from her cheek. His fingers were callused but, oh, so gentle. The night air should have made her miserable by this point, but the chill barely touched her wet body. A growing sense of warmth and lassitude wove through her, starting exactly where he’d touched her.


            As he studied her, his lips dipped into a frown. “Have we met before? I mean, sometimes when I look at you, I’d swear I’ve seen you before.”


            She’d dreamed of just such a circumstance, of meeting him; she’d wanted it, craved it, but the answer was an unequivocal no. “I promise you, we have never met in person until this night.”


            “Still.” He shrugged away the mystery. “Be honest. Are you really all right?”


            “Yes. Promise. How do you feel?” She longed to reach out and trace her fingers over his face.


            Had the poisons begun weakening him yet?


            The question popped into her mind, reminding her that they had not yet escaped all danger. Had the demon and vampire poison already begun to interweave, clashing together, fighting for dominance? Destroying Gray little by little?


            Nausea churned in her stomach, rising to fill her throat. She could not let this wonderfully alive man die. There had to be a way…something to do…but at the moment, no miraculous answer came to her.


            Arms stretching over his head, he twisted each vertebra of his spine. “I’m good to go. Stronger than ever.”


            He did look healthy and capable, his skin bright with color, his eyes sparkling. Maybe the venoms wouldn’t affect him, she thought hopefully. Maybe she worried for nothing.


            “Come on,” he said. “We’ve hung around here too long. We need shelter ASAP.”


            He pushed to his feet with the agility of a jungle cat and readjusted his bag over his shoulder, one hand continuing to keep the glow stick elevated, lighting the surrounding area.


            She, too, pushed up, her movements a bit slower and less sprightly than his. As she shifted her weight to her feet, her knees shook. Dizziness struck her, and she massaged her fingertips into her temple.


            Gray wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her up. “Lean on me.”


            “I’ll be fine,” she said, stepping from him. Gods, he’d felt so good, but she would not be a hindrance. He’d had enough of those in his life. At last her vision cleared, and she said, “I can lead us to shelter. Follow me.”


            “With pleasure. Your robe is sticking to your skin, so I can see the outline of your a—”


            “Gray!”


            He chuckled.


            “Your gaze better remain straight ahead.”


            “Ah, come on. Cage Prudence, and let Blaze come out and play.”


            Smothering a laugh, Jewel moved in front of him, her hands covering the object in question. “We’ll need to stay along the river’s edge.”


            “Take your time. I’ll just be enjoying the view. Your fingers don’t hide anything, baby.”


            “Incorrigible,” she muttered with a falsely grim shake of her head. He wasn’t like this with everyone, only his family and coworkers. For everyone else, even his women, he usually presented a gruff, take-no-prisoners persona. The fact that he favored her enough to tease her delighted her. “This way.”


            Time passed in agonizing slowness as they maneuvered through trees, bushes and thick, wet sand. Knowing Marina would expect her to avoid civilization, Jewel led them toward the Inner City.


            The breeze soon dried her clothes, making the material stiff, unbending. But at least they weren’t sticking to her bottom! Insects were eerily silent, and night prowlers stayed away.


            “Jewel,” Gray said softly, suddenly. “Something’s wrong with me.”


            She glanced at him over her shoulder, then stopped abruptly. His eyes had lost their teasing light, and now blazed with pain, the lids lowering slowly, then snapping wide open as he struggled to remain awake. His normally bronzed skin was pale and pallid, with a greenish tint. Sweat dripped from him.


            It had begun.


            Intense fear raking her, she said, “We’re almost there. Focus on me, on my voice, and I’ll lead us to safety.”


            A wave of dizziness must have hit him because he swayed on his feet. He closed his eyes and pressed his fingers into his temples. “What’s wrong with me?” His voice emerged as weak and unsteady as his legs.


            She didn’t answer, but she did race to him. He was so tall, the top of her head barely brushed over his shoulder, but she wrapped a supporting arm around him, opening her mind to his. The wall she’d encountered inside the demon fortress was still gone, and his thoughts instantly slammed into her. The pain. Can’t give in to the pain. Must get Jewel to safety.


            The vampire and demon poisons battled inside him, and she knew his blood heated to a boil. His limbs ached with the sting of a thousand needles. His head throbbed and pulsed like a war drum.


            “Lean on me,” she coaxed.


            “No. No help.” He tried to tug from her clasp, but didn’t have the strength. His arms fell weakly to his sides, the tube of light stretching its rays across the twig-laden ground. “I…can do…it on my own.”


            She knew multiple betrayals at his job had conditioned him to rely on no one. One partner had abandoned him, another tried to kill him. Another had left him behind to save himself. In his weakened condition, that ingrained, self-reliant instinct surfaced with renewed force. She knew that, and was determined to destroy it.


            “Gray,” she said softly, gently. With her free hand, she claimed the glow stick and held it up, encompassing them in golden brilliance once again.


            He didn’t speak. Lines of tension bracketed his face. She sensed the panic growing inside him, heard his thoughts of, Don’t fall. Don’t fall. Get Jewel to safety, and tightened her hold on him.


            “Gray,” she repeated firmly. “The only way to get me to safety is to let me help you. Lean on me.” Using all of her strength, she stepped forward. “Now walk.”


            He gave no indication he’d heard her until he moved forward, carefully placing one foot in front of the other. Always beside him, Jewel absorbed most of his weight. Her limbs and back soon burned from the strain. All the while, she retained a steady, albeit one-sided, conversation, hoping her voice would keep him awake. If he were to fall into slumber…She shuddered at the thought.


            “I only have one memory of my father, and that was the first and only time I met him. I remember how big and strong he was, how his shoulders dwarfed me when he drew me to him for a hug. I didn’t get to spend much time with him, probably five minutes. When he released me, he waved goodbye and my mother carried me away. I didn’t know it was the last time I’d see him. My mother was killed soon afterward, and I was all alone.” Panting now, she continued her monologue. “All I’ve ever wanted to do is find my father again. Well, that and—” She fumbled, realizing she couldn’t admit she’d wanted him. Gray.


            A grove of white trees filled her line of vision, and she ground to a halt, drawing in a shocked breath. “We’re here.” She hadn’t expected to reach the alcove so soon. At her side, a waterfall crashed into the river, falling from a towering cliff.


            Gray moaned. His shoulders were slumped, and his breathing shallow. Though they were headed toward the Inner City, they were closer to the Outer. Noises reached them, footsteps and conversations blending with the rush of the water. Scents of freshly baked bread and dewy fruits wafted on the breeze.


            “Five more steps and you can rest, Gray.”


            “Rest,” he repeated, the very word brought forth on another moan of pain. He shook his head. “No rest! Protect Jewel.”


            “We’re safe here. I’m safe,” she promised, urging him forward, toward the secluded glen. When they finally reached it, Jewel eased Gray to the ground. He collapsed onto the bed of leaves with a grunt.


            Few creatures dared enter this area. The Forest of Dragons belonged to Darius en Kragin, Dragon King and Guardian of the Atlantean Mists. Fierce, bloodthirsty warlord that he was, only the most desperate of people tempted him to anger by trespassing.


            “I’ll take care of you,” she said. “Don’t worry.” She dug her satchel out of Gray’s bag, amazed that the contents inside were completely dry, and withdrew her robe. After ripping several strips, she strode to the river edge and soaked them in the pink sand.


            Thankfully she no longer needed the glow stick. Above them, the crystal globe approached its dawn cycle and swept thin, golden fingers of light over the forest.


            Cloth heavy with the healing sand, she hurried back to Gray and wrapped it around his arm wound. He didn’t make a sound. He didn’t move. Her fear and apprehension grew, and she fought against a sting of tears. He’d saved her life, only to die himself? No. No!


            This was her fault. She had guided him to her, had convinced him to rescue her. She had to save him.


            But he looked so pale, so near death…. She pressed her lips together to cut off a sob of terror. He’s stubborn, she reminded herself. When he accepted a mission, he succeeded. Always. Whatever the cost. Whatever the consequence.


            “You have to beat the poison, Gray, or your mission will fail. Do you want to be a failure?” She shouted the last, desperate for him to hear her.


            No response.


            “Do you want to be a failure?” she repeated brokenly, shaking him this time.


            Not even a flutter of his eyelids.


            With a growl, she ripped two more strips from her robe, filled them with sand, and used them to bind the bite on his neck. The vampire cut on his thigh had opened and now oozed a thick, black blood. She bound that with sand, too, fighting back a rising sense of hysteria.


            She couldn’t lose him. He was a part of her, had always been a part of her. But what more could she do to help him?


            She watched the slow, shallow rise and fall of his chest. She possessed so many gifts, that of knowing truth from lie, the ability to sometimes see the future, the ability to read minds, and yet none of those could help Gray.


            Her eyes widened in horror as he gasped for air—then stopped breathing altogether.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX


            
              
            

          


          
            WHAT THE HELL was happening to him?


            The panicked thought tumbled through Gray’s mind with dizzying speed. He tried to search his surroundings, but he couldn’t open his eyes. He couldn’t fucking open his eyes.


            The knowledge hit him, and his body jerked; his lungs seized. Sharp needle-pricks stung his chest, and he realized he didn’t even have the strength to draw in a single molecule of air. My God, he was going to die.


            Every survival instinct he possessed screamed for him to fight, to take action. To do something. Anything. All he needed was one breath. As seconds passed and he didn’t get it, the lack seared him with fire. The flames ate at him, consuming him. Devouring him. Colors flashed through his head, so many colors, all too bright in their intensity.


            But with the colors came calm. Not acceptance, never that, but a sense of knowing his pain would vanish completely if he sank into the never-ending void of darkness that awaited him, beckoning. How beguiling the void was, like the last cold beer in the Sahara.


            A part of him longed to simply fall into the peaceful abyss. The other part, the part that refused to be a failure…failure—was that Jewel’s voice he heard? He fought to reach her, grinding his teeth together, clenching his muscles, and squeezing his hands into fists.


            Where was she? He needed to ensure her safety.


            Hissing voices and grunts of fury suddenly echoed in his ears, claiming his focus; his own death dripped from each timbre, the evil sounds chilling his every cell. And with the sounds, a need to taste blood, warm and living blood, grew inside him. He yearned to drink sweet, crimson nectar from someone’s throat. Yes, he needed to, would die if he didn’t.


            What the hell was happening to him? Around him? Inside him? His eyelids remained heavy, too heavy to open and look. He heard the clang of…swords? Claws? The louder the intonations became, the weaker he became. His chest constricted, making him all the more aware he needed to breathe but couldn’t.


            “Gray.” The gentle beseeching drifted above the chaos encompassing him, drowning out the horrifying battle sounds. “Gray.”


            Jewel.


            He recognized her sexy accent. She seemed closer than before. Reachable. The need for tasting blood abandoned him, replaced by a need to see Jewel. With every ounce of strength he possessed, he finally managed to pry open his eyelids—no, not his eyelids, but his mental eye—the very act more excruciating than taking a bullet.


            In a flash of white light, Jewel materialized.


            Dark walls surrounded her, and he realized they weren’t in the forest. They were in some sort of shadow land.


            “Your mind,” she said. “We’re inside your mind.”


            He saw her float toward him, her hips swaying seductively. Her sheer white robe whispered around her ankles, a vivid contrast to the silky black hair cascading down her back. She looked like an angel.


            Her rose-petal lips eased into a sweet smile. “Gray,” she said again. “Breathe with me.”


            Can’t, he wanted to tell her. His mouth refused to obey.


            “Breathe with me,” she repeated, the command sharp. “In. Out. Open your mouth. In. Out.”


            Never had anything been so impossible. The paralysis affected both mind and body, leaving him completely frozen.


            “Perhaps there is another way, the way you helped me in the water.” Jewel closed the remaining distance between them, crouched down, and pried his mouth open with her fingers. She fit her soft, soft lips over his. Her hair hung like a curtain around them as she blew her very essence into his mouth. The sweetness of her breath seeped down his throat and little by little, his lungs accepted the offering.


            The fragrance of sea-storms and magic wafted to his nostrils. Jewel’s scent. So lovely. So necessary.


            “In. Out. In,” she said when he began breathing on his own. “You’re doing wonderfully.”


            With her face hovering over his, his lips tingling from the touch of hers, he couldn’t help but remember how turned on he’d been when she’d talked about having sex on a waterbed—how he’d wanted to be the man doing those naughty things to her, touching between her thighs, sinking his fingers into her hot, wet sheath. Bringing her to climax while she shouted his name.


            Two hissing black plum clouds flew past his shoulder and slammed into the far wall of his mind. The moment they hit, Gray’s body jerked, his muscles spasming. The little bit of air he’d managed to draw in evaporated, and darkness once again crept insidious fingers around him. Images of Jewel faded.


            “What’s happening?” he croaked.


            “Don’t worry about that right now.” She smoothed a gentle hand over his brow. “Concentrate on me.”


            Yes, Gray thought. Jewel. Think only of Jewel. His gaze met hers, silver against fathomless blue, and he was overwhelmed by a compulsion to do whatever she asked. She was his lifeline.


            Behind her, in an obsidian swirl of sulfur and blood-scented evil, the dark clouds whirled and gelled until two separate creatures formed, circling each other. One vampire—fangs elongated, saliva dripping from its mouth. One demon—claws sharpened, eyes glowing bright red.


            Shock chilled him from head to toe.


            The two creatures leapt at each other, oblivious to everything except the other’s destruction. As they sliced, bit and kicked, it was Gray who experienced pain. Gray who felt the sting of each blow.


            Their combating forms maneuvered toward Jewel, and for a long, protracted moment, she was wrapped in a cloak of malfeasance, shielding her from his view. When Gray lost sight of her beautiful face, his body cramped horrendously. Sharp. Like knives slicing him. He fought against the pain, determined to save Jewel.


            Growling low in his throat, pushing past his injuries, he leapt to his feet and attacked full force. He used the only weapons he currently possessed—his fists and legs. But each time he punched or kicked, the cloud darted away with a violent, taunting laugh.


            “Step away from them,” Jewel commanded.


            “Get out of here.” As the battling pair whizzed past him, he jumped onto the demon’s back, wrapping the winged creature in a chokehold.


            “Gray,” she shouted, frantic. “You cannot beat them alone, but I can do nothing while you are in the middle of them. Let me help you.”


            The demon threw him off. Gray immediately sprang up and launched himself atop the vampire, ripping at its throat. All the while teeth and nails sliced at his back. His breath grew ragged, unsteady. Any moment, he would lose the ability to inhale again. His limbs shook with increasing lethargy. He’d spent his entire life protecting those weaker than himself, first prowling the streets of Dallas as a police officer, then as a detective, then stalking other worlds as an OBI agent.


            He wouldn’t stop now. He’d kill these hell-bound bastards if he had to die to do so.


            “Please,” Jewel cried, the sound distant. “Please step away from them, and let me help you.”


            Her desperation and fear penetrated his killing rage, but he refused to do as she asked. If he released the creatures, they might attack her and that he would not allow. Not knowing what else to do, he used the last of his mental strength to shove her out of his mind.


            He would not risk her.


            “Leave. Now!” he shouted.


            A burst of white light erupted, and she disappeared.


            A hint of sadness lingered where she’d been, making his chest constrict. His deepest male instincts wanted only her happiness. Wanted to grant her every wish. But if her wishes put her in danger, he’d refuse her every time.


            Using his distraction to their advantage, the creatures closed over him, cutting at him, drawing blood.


            


            ABRUPTLY JEWEL JOLTED UPRIGHT.


            Panic thundered inside her, panic she could not subdue. Gray had actually shoved her from his mind, and she’d been unable to maintain her hold. Right now his physical body lay at her side, jerking every few seconds as the creatures ravaged him.


            The golden stick still glowed, chasing away lingering hints of night’s shadows. As she forced her heartbeat to slow, she studied him. His skin carried the greenish hue of sickness, and several cuts on his face and chest bled profusely. Bruises curved under his eyes.


            How much longer he had, she didn’t know. Not long, though.


            The dire warning echoed through her. Not long.


            Hand shaky, she reached out, wrapping her fingers around his wrist. His skin was cold, his pulse weak. Before her eyes, a cut appeared on his forehead, slashing from brow to hairline. Every wound he received internally appeared externally.


            All her life, he’d been her anchor and her only source of happiness. Watching his life unfold had been her greatest joy. If she had any hope of helping him, she had to find a way back inside his mind.


            Think, Jewel. Think. How could she slip past his mental shield?


            There was no magical answer, really, she realized a moment later. She’d just have to try harder, to force her way back inside, through the one method guaranteed to get his attention.


            Jewel drew in a deep breath and as she released it, she eased herself on top of him, her legs straddling his waist. She tangled her fingers in Gray’s pale, silky hair, and the pulse at the base of his neck leapt. He sensed her touch!


            She closed her eyes and dragged in another breath. The air boasted summer scents, dewy foliage and blooming flowers. Mocking, all. Very slowly, she lowered her head until her lips met his. Her tongue pushed past his teeth and into his mouth. His masculine flavor consumed her senses, caused her blood to heat, her thighs to ache.


            His nostrils flared, his mouth widened, and he kissed her back.


            As their tastes blended, her sense of awareness traveled into Gray like a storm cloud moving from one city to another. Physically, her hands and feet grew cold, her stomach numb. Spiritually, she grew warmer. On a soft, almost glowing exhale, her conscious mind abandoned her body completely. On a strong, forced inhale, it entered Gray’s.


            Jewel swept into his mind for the second time, tearing at the barrier piece by piece. Her eyes widened as she watched his essence combat the creatures. He was noticeably weak, his punches and kicks ineffective as he swayed on his feet.


            “Gray.” She had to get him away from the combatants.


            He spun around, facing her. “Jewel.” His gaze narrowed. “Leave. Before they come after you.”


            “Come here,” she said, using her most seductive voice.


            “I told you to leave, woman!”


            “Come here.” She licked her lips, mimicking an action the women of his world used to draw a man’s attention. “I want to kiss you.”


            “Now is not the time.” He shook his head and—reluctantly—turned back to the dark fog, slapping at it with his fists.


            “Kiss me. Now is the perfect time.” If he wouldn’t come to her, she would go to him, hopefully forcing him to meet her halfway to keep her from the action. One step, two. “I thought your philosophy was anytime, anywhere. And right now I want your tongue in my mouth.”


            Something hungry and hot flickered over his expression. Something cold and hard at the same time. Then the creatures swirled and laughed around him like naughty children, and he kicked out his legs. He missed, earning another laugh from his enemies.


            “You’re in danger here,” he growled to her. He sounded stronger, more like himself.


            “My nipples are hard just thinking about our kiss. There’s an ache between my legs, and I need to feel you there, touching me.”


            For a moment he stopped fighting and turned his back on the fog, leveling her with a hot gaze that traveled the length of her body, lingering on her breasts, on the juncture between her thighs.


            He took a step toward her, then stopped himself. “No. No.” With a growl, he spun back to the battling vampire and demon, tendrils of their darkness wrapping around him. He swung out his arms and slammed his fist into the demon’s face.


            The creature flew at him, tossing him backward, chomping for his throat. Jewel gasped and almost fell to her knees in fear. Thankfully the vampire launched himself into the demon, rolling him away from Gray. Saving Gray’s life.


            “Soldier,” she called desperately. “I command you to kiss me.”


            Former military, the urge to follow a commanding officer’s commands was ingrained. Her tone gave him pause, and he shook his head, as if trying to clear his thoughts, to focus. He stood. The fight continued around him.


            “Everything feels surreal.” He massaged his temples. “Illogical and out of sync.”


            “I can make it better. You just have to trust me.”


            He grimaced and grabbed his side, hunching over, suddenly gasping for air. “It’s almost like…I’m viewing a Dali painting where the world…of reality melts and turns inward on itself. What’s real? What isn’t?”


            “I’m real. Touch me and see.”


            “I want to, God, I want to, but I can’t,” he said raggedly. “I can’t. Must…stop them. I’m an OBI employee and I will…fight to protect you.”


            She curbed the urge to cover her face and cry. His protective instincts were buried so deep, she might never breach them. If so, he would die. Desperation clamped sharp claws around her, cutting deep. Her eyes narrowed. He could resist her promise of a kiss, but could he resist a naked female form?


            She quickly untied the shoulder straps of her robe. The material fell to her waist, revealing her breasts, her beaded nipples, and the flat plane of her stomach.


            Gray’s eyes widened. “You’re flashing me. You’re seriously flashing me.”


            “Touch me.”


            “No, I’m an OBI employee and I will fight to protect you. I’m an OBI employee and I will—stare at the most beautiful pair of breasts I’ve ever seen.” He shook his head, but his gaze remained locked on her. “I’m an OBI—your breasts will fit perfectly in my hands.”


            Her skin warmed. “Why don’t you make certain?”


            He slowly closed the distance separating them, limping the entire way but never stopping. When he was in front of her, his arms reaching out to caress her breasts, Jewel shivered with anticipation. She wanted so badly to accept his touch, but she couldn’t. Not yet. And so, she did something she never thought she’d do. She hooked her leg around Gray’s knee and shoved him, hard. Weakened already, he fell, his expression shocked as he landed. He winced, staying on the ground, trying to orient himself.


            With Gray out of the way, she closed her eyes and raised her hands, willing the creatures to slow. Battle sounds receded, the air around her thickened and ceased all movement until there was only utter stillness.


            Her eyelids fluttered open, an astonishing scene greeting her. The demon and vampire continued to war with each other, yes, but they moved in slow motion, their every action sluggish. A drop of black blood trickled from the demon and splashed onto the floor. She saw every inch of movement.


            “Now, Gray,” she shouted. “Kill them now.” She was afraid to move her arms and help him up, afraid the creatures would leap back into lightning speed.


            Gray rose determinedly, albeit shakily, to his feet. He rubbed a hand over his eyes in an attempt to clear his vision before he hobbled to the creatures. Then, with a deft, ingrained ability, he attacked. The creatures hissed and bit at him, even drawing more blood, but he fought, snapping both their necks and dropping their bodies.


            He stood there, panting, his wounds open and bleeding.


            Wave after wave of relief and joy swept through her. “You did it,” she said, awed, her hands dropping to her sides.


            “No, we did it.”


            Her lips lifted in a grin, and a sudden flash of desire filled his eyes—eyes that were staring at her chest. Her own desire sparked to life—it had never really died—and she gasped, realizing her breasts were still on display.


            “If I’m remembering correctly,” he continued, stronger by the second, “you promised me a kiss before dropping me on my ass.”


            She ached erotically at the thought of his lips on hers. Of his hands moving over her. Perhaps rolling her nipples between his fingers. “You’re not too weak?”


            “For a kiss? Never.” He stalked three slow steps toward her. “Are you too weak?”


            “Of course not.”


            He chuckled at her affront. His skin color was growing rosier, more bronzed. “You once said humans demand proof in everything. Well, you were right. Prove it. Prove you’re strong enough to handle me.”


            She gulped, not knowing where to begin. By touching him? Tasting him? Perhaps both? Her words might have been bold today, but she’d never been with a man before. Her fingers itched to move all over him. Her mouth watered, yearning to lick every inch of him.


            “Are you going to kiss me or not?”


            “I don’t know where to begin,” she admitted.


            His liquid silver eyes radiated the very hunger that rocked her. His head lowered. “We’ll start here,” he said, tracing his fingertips over the seam of her lips, “and work our way down.” Two of his fingers circled her nipples, making them harden all the more.


            Her lips parted on a gasp of sheer pleasure.


            And then he was there, his arms locked around her waist, his lips meshing into hers. Because her mouth was open, he easily swept his tongue inside. He tasted of heat and man and the flavor intoxicated her. She liquefied against him, his shirt deliciously abrading her chest, his touch fueling her dreams. Forging her fantasies.


            “Kiss me back,” he muttered.


            “I don’t know how. Exactly.” She whispered the confession, unable to look at him. She’d seen kisses, but never experienced one herself.


            He pulled slightly away, tilted her chin up, and stared into her eyes. Possessiveness radiated from him. “Just move your tongue against mine. Suck on it. Lick it.”


            Erotic shivers danced through her. The image his words elicited was heady, enthralling. Moistening her lips, she dropped her gaze to his mouth. “I’m ready.”


            “You sure?” He uttered a strained chuckle before softly brushing a kiss against the tip of her nose, her chin, the edge of her mouth. Each touch scorched her, weaving a seductive web in her mind.


            “Let me have your tongue again,” she said, desperate. Achy. Needy. “I want to suck it, just like you said.”


            “God, I like an eager student.” He complied and once more his tongue swept into her mouth.


            She moaned at the first touch. His erection rubbed between her legs, thick and hard. She wanted him; she’d always wanted him. He’d become an obsession over the years and now his very closeness wrapped her in a cloak of sensuality.


            As their tongues danced and sparred, she arched against him. He kissed her as if he was completely absorbed in her, as if nothing else mattered but holding her and giving her pleasure. His hands found her breasts and kneaded them. Pure heat lanced to her deepest core. Her blood electrified. How she longed to shout her love for him, but too easily did she recall his reaction when surface women had done that. He hadn’t been able to get away fast enough.


            “See. They do fill my hands.”


            “Take off your clothes,” she whispered. “I want to feel your skin against mine.”


            This time, he moaned. Her desire became more intense, drowning her with sensations sweeter than the richest honey. Then…


            His thoughts filled her mind. I want her. God, I want her. She tastes so damn good. I need her. I—What the hell are you doing, James? She’s not for you. Push her away. Push her away. She’s dangerous.


            Jewel jerked from his clasp, her breath ragged. The words she’s not for you, push her away echoed in her head. Hurt, she covered her swollen, moist lips with her hand, then quickly tied her robe, shielding her nakedness. Gray’s pending rejection stung and battered her pride. If they’d been flesh and blood just then, she might have slapped him—or kneed his precious General Happy.


            So many times she’d watched him kiss other women. He’d never pulled away—never thought to pull away. He’d always lingered and savored, moving slowly, prolonging the pleasure for as long as possible.


            Why could he not be the same with her? Why?


            His hands gripped her forearms, his breath just as ragged as hers. “Why did you stop? I’m not done with you.”


            So he wouldn’t see her hurt expression, she turned away from him. “You will live now, Gray. Your body has already begun healing. It’s time for me to leave this place.”


            Silence.


            Silence so heavy it weighed upon her shoulders. No protest, no begging her to fall back in his arms. Why did she have to love this man? Why did he have to mean so much to her, when she obviously meant so little to him? He thought her dangerous, of all things. As if she would ever hurt him.


            “My God,” he gasped, releasing her completely and stumbling back.


            There was such horror in his tone, she whipped around, gaze dragging over him. “What’s wrong?”


            His eyes were wide, the lines around his mouth taut. “I can read your mind.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            MARINA, QUEEN OF THE DEMONS, studied the vast expanse of the forest, her extraordinary gaze cutting through thick foliage and mounds of dirt and rocks. Flames from her army’s crackling fire illuminated the surrounding trees, casting shadows and light in every direction. Smoke billowed toward the skydome, a curling, scented stream of ash. Frustration gnawed at her with the determination and frenzy of a hungry beast.


            The murdering human was nowhere to be seen. More important, her favorite slave was nowhere to be seen.


            “Damn this,” she growled, hands tightening into fists, sharp claws biting into her skin.


            Calling a halt to the search and commanding her army to make camp here had not been easy. Not when she was desperate to regain possession of the girl. Yet with every minute that passed, Marina lost more and more of the girl’s scent. Morning was due to arrive at any moment, and while the harsh rays of dawn would not kill her, her people hunted best in the dark, their eyes too sensitive for the day.


            Now she would have to wait, and the knowledge curled her lips in a scowl. Where was the slave? Where had the human hidden her? Humans. How she loathed them. The gods used to amuse themselves by sending some to Atlantis and watching the ensuing chaos. But one human should not have been able to steal her slave.


            Where were they?


            Would the pair beg protection from another race? she wondered, but discarded the idea almost instantly. Her slave always lauded the merits of freedom and would not risk enslavement from another kingdom. Easily recognized as she was, she would have to avoid the cities.


            Which was why Marina was so far from the city. Her gaze continued to search, but she saw nothing out of the ordinary. She uttered a low snarl in the back of her throat, the sound of it reverberating throughout her entire body. Where were they?


            A gentle, metallic breeze kissed the back of her neck and Marina whipped around, knowing her solitude had just been interrupted. Her eyes narrowed at the handsome intruder standing before her.


            “Hello, Marina.” The silky male voice floated across the short distance.


            “What do you here, Layel?” The question emerged on an angry growl. Had this been one of her men, she would have struck him down instead of demanding an answer.


            The vampire king lifted his dark brows, giving them a dangerously seductive slant. “That is no way to welcome an old friend.”


            Old friend? Ha. “You didn’t answer my question.” As she spoke, her claws elongated, preparing to strike. Why not strike him down? While the demons and vampires were not enemies, they were not friends, either. And she’d wanted to destroy this smug, haughty bloodsucker for many years. Every time she looked at him, she was reminded of the time she had begged him to love her—and he had denied her.


            How dare he approach her now? He deserved pain, and she would be the one to give it to him. Vampires were fast, unnaturally fast. She’d have to take him by surprise. As she slowly inched toward him, her gaze drank him in. He was tall and lithe, a creature who radiated power and sex. A lethal combination. Many an Atlantean queen, no matter her race, had fallen prey to his deadly charms. He possessed pale skin, perfectly sculpted features, and crystalline eyes that usually revealed only mocking amusement. At the moment, he was as still as a night stalker.


            “You are not welcome here,” she drawled, claiming another inch closer.


            “Of course I am.” He chuckled, the sound rich and husky in the night. “This is my hunting field.”


            She stilled. Only her gaze moved as she reassessed the milieu. The trees were taller than those on her own land. Lusher. Greener. The sweet scent of ash and sulfur so prevalent to her kind did fragrance the air, but underneath it was the scent of flowering blooms and sea salt.


            It was his land, which meant the vampire’s own army skulked nearby, hidden and silent. Waiting.


            Her claws retracted into her nailbeds, and she scowled. How had she missed them? Another failure on her part, obviously. Her scowl deepened. She might be able to kill Layel right now, but she wouldn’t live long enough to gloat; no, his army would emerge from their hiding place and attack and slaughter.


            “Well?” Layel prompted, his eyes narrowed. Instead of menacing, the expression made him appear all the more sensual, all the more erotic.


            “I’m looking for a human,” she finally said. “A man. Have you seen him?”


            Layel grinned. “The human who decimated half of your palace and decapitated several of your guards?”


            She gritted her teeth at the reminder. She didn’t understand how one man, a human at that, had wreaked such desolation. All she knew was that she would not rest until she caught him. And when she captured that human bastard, she would feast off his body for days, prolonging his suffering and enjoying every moment of it.


            “How do you know of his actions?” she demanded, her voice so sharp it could have cut glass.


            “Word travels fast here. That, you should know.”


            A movement to her right caught her attention, and Marina remained silent as one of her sentinels glided toward her. The demon camp behind him buzzed with activity. Pitching tents. Sharpening weapons. Consuming dinner—a satisfactory array of squealing pigs.


            The guard, a handsome male with a profusion of horns on his arms and legs, and long raven hair that cascaded down his back, held a goblet in each hand. He offered the first to Marina, then presented the second to Layel with an alluring smile. Her jaw twitched. Even her males were susceptible to the vampire.


            “I saw you here and thought you might be thirsty,” he said, his words for Marina, but his gaze remaining on Layel.


            “Do not come this way again,” she snapped. “Remain at camp or it will be you the army has for dessert.”


            Expression panicked, the demon rushed to obey, the long length of his wings flapping erratically. Leaves and twigs floated and danced in his wake, before dropping back onto the dirt.


            Alone with the king once again, she gripped her goblet, watching him over the rim, studying him, considering. He was so pale, so exotic. She sipped the rich, crimson liquid, wishing the animal blood were sweeter, warmer. His.


            “Darius en Kragin has a new bride,” she said, leaning against the rough bark of a tree trunk. The tips of her horns pierced the top layer. An idea began to form in her mind, overshadowing her desire to destroy the king. For now.


            Layel arched a dark brow. “I know. I have seen her.”


            “Then you know she is human.”


            “Of course.” He drained his goblet, his gaze never leaving hers, and unceremoniously dropped the cup. He slowly closed what little distance there was between them, gliding over the dirt and limbs in his path. When he was just within reach, he stopped, his cool breath caressing her cheek. “What does she have to do with the human male? Why do you even mention her?”


            A single drop of blood trickled from his lips. She leaned forward and captured the droplet with her fingertip. Then she licked away the drop with relish.


            Perhaps she and Layel could help each other. For the time being.


            Yes, she thought, a wave of giddiness destroying her sense of failure. It would be perfect. Together, they would be all-powerful. Together, they could destroy anything. Destroy anyone.


            She dropped her cup to the ground, letting it clatter against his. Instead of answering his questions, she asked him one of her own. “What do you know of a portal that leads from Atlantis to the surface world?”


            He laughed, his husky amusement irritating her. She scowled. Marina was not a woman to be mocked.


            “The gods would not be foolish enough to give us a doorway to their precious surface kingdom,” he said. “They hate us. They want us to remain here, forgotten.”


            “Of course they would erect a doorway to the surface. If there is a way in, there has to be a way out.”


            “True, but a doorway would place the human world in danger, and…No, the gods would never do such a thing.” His words dismissed her, as did his tone.


            “Then how did Darius bring his human bride here? She was not sent by the gods. My spies claim Darius left Atlantis and brought her here.”


            Layel frowned and stroked two fingers over his jaw as he considered her. “The portal is not for your use, Marina.”


            She jerked her chin up. “So you know it’s there? You know it exists, and yet you tried to pretend it does not?”


            He gave a negligent shrug. “I know everything. And yes.”


            “You are not the Jewel of Dunamis,” she said, her eyes slitting. “You cannot possibly know everything.”


            “Ah, Dunamis.” He dragged out each syllable as if they were a caress to his senses. “A thing no longer yours to command,” he said with a smirk.


            The razor-sharp points of her teeth gnashed together. Every sovereign in the land had owned the jewel at some time or another, and Marina had possessed it all too shortly. “I will get it back, I assure you.”


            His wide shoulders lifted in another shrug. “I do not have to be Dunamis to know that the portal brings only death to Atlanteans. If you enter, the gods will kill you.”


            “Darius survived. Besides, the gods do not care what we do. They will not harm me, I assure you.” She paused, a heavy silence encompassing her as Layel’s warning echoed through her mind. Even the sounds of the demon camp and the idle chatter of her men drained away. She might sound assured, but she did not feel that way.


            What if the vampire was right? The gods had ignored them for so long, had made their preference for the mortals so clear…


            No. No. She wouldn’t let the possibility of their anger affect her decision.


            “I do not like that you have known about the portal and never thought to tell me,” she said with deceptive calm, traipsing her finger over the seam of her lips.


            “Perhaps it amused me to think of your ignorance.”


            “Are you frightened of the gods, Layel?” She smiled slowly. Innocently. Mockingly. “Do you fear their wrath? You must, you poor, poor baby. Otherwise, you would have used the portal to find yourself another human bride.”


            Though his expression remained neutral, impassive, and still revealed not a hint of his emotions, his teeth elongated and sharpened. He must be furious, she thought with a smug inner grin, for the man did not like to be reminded of the woman he had loved and lost.


            “Best you watch your tongue, demon,” he said softly. “Before you lose it.”


            Her head canted to the side, her own teeth lengthening. “Best you recall whom you are threatening.”


            The blue of his eyes sparked with flecks of red. “You do not want a war between our people, and you are very close to beginning one.”


            Marina dragged in a frustrated breath. If she wasn’t careful, he would leave, and she would be forced to find her slave on her own. Forced to battle Darius and his dragon army alone, because she wanted control of the portal. Badly. And she would do anything to ensure it.


            If only she still possessed Dunamis, she would not need Layel or anyone else. She would know exactly what battle plan would work, would know exactly what her enemy planned.


            Oh, how she cursed the jewel’s loss!


            She did not like this feeling of helplessness. She liked even less the necessity of catering to another creature—especially the seductive and enigmatic Layel.


            “We both know you hate Darius,” she said, padding a few steps away from him. His closeness unnerved her. She watched as trees swayed against the breeze to hopefully cover her weakness. “He killed your lover, and you have never had revenge.”


            Layel didn’t answer for a long while. When he did, her gaze was drawn back to him and she saw that his features were blank, revealing no emotion. His voice was thick with dry amusement. “Such subtlety warms my heart. Truly it does.”


            “You do not have a heart.”


            “True,” he said, his amusement richer. “Tell me something. Why do you wish to travel to the surface? You are a queen, and you possess everything you could ever wish.”


            “Are you truly so foolish you do not know?”


            When he made no reply, she added, “Think of it. On the surface, we will be the gods. Not kings and queens, but gods who are worshipped and revered. Humans will be forced to obey our every command and we will drink from their bodies anytime we desire, no longer reliant on animals to sustain us.”


            “You would risk the gods’ wrath for dessert?” He tsked under his tongue. “Silly demon. Can you truly be so foolish?”


            As the sound of his renewed amusement echoed from the forest, her irritation with him intensified. Bastard. Could he not see the rightness of her fantasy? They’d been hidden their entire lives, considered unworthy. It was past time they proved the extent of their prowess. “You know as well as I that there is nothing sweeter than human blood.”


            “I have done without for so long, I hardly remember the taste.”


            She tried another line of persuasion. “Have you ever longed to fly until you see nothing but heaven? I have. Here, we never reach anything but crystal and water. I crave freedom, Layel. True freedom.” Never mind she repeated the same words her slave girl always gave her. This was different. This was her desire.


            Several moments dragged by in silence. Layel liked doing that, liked making her wait for his response. Patience was not part of her nature, and waiting now, when the matter held such importance, proved impossible. “On the surface, you can seduce a thousand human women if that is your desire. You can find another human to love,” she added on a whispery catch of breath.


            His lips dipped into a wistful frown, giving his features a lethal kind of beauty. In that moment, she knew that she had him. Knew that he would help her in any way necessary.


            With a conscious effort, she kept the blaze of triumph from her expression. “Together, we can control the portal. Together,” she added, “we can destroy Darius and his army and get inside his palace. That is where the portal resides, isn’t it?”


            He nodded, one slow decline of his chin.


            “Fire kills you. My demons are impervious to it. And your vampires can do things we cannot. Darius will never be able to fight both our armies at the same time.”


            Utter silence reigned for several long moments. How many times would he do this to her?


            Her fists clenched.


            “Very well,” he said smoothly, as if he hadn’t kept her waiting again. He gave another nod. “I will help you.”


            “You will not regret this decision.” That was the truth, for a dead man could not regret anything. Once Layel no longer proved useful…She grinned, happier than she’d been in years. “From this day forward, let it be known vampires and demons are allies.”


            His lips pursed in disgust, but he didn’t deny her words. “My spies saw the human male and a female slave headed for Javar’s palace.”


            She crossed her arms over her chest. “The former dragon king is dead. His palace is empty. Why go there?”


            “If there is a portal at Darius’s palace, doesn’t it stand to reason that there is one at Javar’s, as well? The human will want to travel through it. You can kill him and we can take the first and easiest portal, then worry about the other.”


            Her eyes widened. “You are right. We will kill the human, steal back my slave, and I will take possession of one of the portals. Perfect.” And so much easier than she ever could have imagined.


            “Don’t you mean we will take possession?” he asked, one brow arched.


            “Yes, of course,” she lied glibly. “We.”


            “I will gather the rest of my army and return within the hour.” Offering no other explanation, he disappeared, moving so quickly it was as if he’d never been there.


            Marina finally allowed her smile of victory to emerge. Life suddenly seemed so sweet.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT


            
              
            

          


          
            LIGHT POURED from the crystal skyline, so bright Gray had to squint to prevent his eyes from watering. Even the trees looked white—wait. They were white.


            His head pounded, and several minutes passed before he was able to orient himself completely. He lay on a soft bed of foliage. Jewel knelt beside him. The long length of her silky black hair tumbled down her shoulders, caressing his skin and drifting a magical sea-storm fragrance in its wake. She wore an expression of intense concentration as she gently massaged a grainy paste into his arm wound.


            The injury burned as if she’d poured molten lava inside it.


            “What kind of poultice is that?” he asked between gritted teeth. His voice cracked with each word, his throat raw.


            Startled, she gasped. Her hands stilled, and she blinked over at him. “You’re awake.”


            “Seems like it, doesn’t it?” Reaching up with his good arm, he rubbed his temples, his neck. The ache slowly receded.


            Her gaze bore into his, deep and penetrating, the otherworldly blue of her irises mesmerizing. “How do you feel?”


            “Like shit.”


            “I’ve done my best to make you more comfortable.”


            Maybe he should have lied, he thought, studying her crestfallen features. Told her he felt like spring roses, or some other romantic crap women liked to hear. He’d hurt her feelings, and the knowledge didn’t sit well inside him. Plus, he had pride—more than most and more than he should—and he didn’t want the woman he planned to bed to think of him as a pansy-assed weakling who couldn’t take a little pain.


            Gray frowned. Wait. He was not going to bed this woman. Think about it, sure, but that’s as far as he could allow it to go. Much as he imagined every touch, scent and sound, every breathy sigh that would purr from her lips as he dragged his tongue over her nipples, between her legs—he cut off that line of thought, hoping to slow the amount of blood pumping into his dick—starting a sexual relationship with a non-earth girl wasn’t smart. One, he wouldn’t risk pregnancy—did human and Atlantean DNA even mix? And two, he simply didn’t do flings.


            What’s more, a man involved sexually with a woman tended to relax his guard and lose his edge, thinking of nothing but getting the woman naked again. Gray snorted. He hadn’t slept with Jewel, but he thought of her naked constantly. Hell, he’d already lost his guard with her. He’d passed out in front of her, for God’s sake. The reminder mortified him, but how much more relaxed could a man get?


            “You’re doing great. My feeling like shit is a good thing,” he said grudgingly.


            “True,” she replied after a moment’s contemplation. Her expression brightened, and she offered him a soft, sweet smile. “A man who feels like shit is a man who’s alive.”


            He pressed his lips together to smother a laugh. Hearing Jewel cuss, no matter that the dirty words sprang from such a luscious, made-for-sin mouth, was like hearing his potty-mouthed dad sing a chorus of hallelujah. It just didn’t fit with their respective personalities. But damn if he didn’t get a thrill every time Jewel talked dirty.


            She returned her attention to his arm, once again massaging the grainy, feels-like-fire substance into his wound. “Do you remember anything that happened last night?”


            “You mean my passing out like a little girl?” His adrenaline rush must have crashed hard-core. “Yeah, I remember.”


            “What about after?”


            He searched his mind and shook his head. “No.”


            Tendrils of different emotions curled over her expression: relief, disappointment, resignation. “While you were out, you muttered in Klingon. Something about a Khesterex thath—a screwed up situation.”


            His cheeks reddened. He felt the burn of it, and that made him all the more embarrassed. “How do you know about Kling—” He frowned. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” Passing out in front of a woman was bad enough. Passing out in front of Jewel and muttering in Klingon was an ego killer. He’d tried his damnedest to make her see him as strong, capable. Invincible.


            Too late now.


            “Help me up,” he said darkly.


            “You need to remain—”


            “Help me up or I’ll do it myself.”


            With a growl, Jewel slid her arm under his neck and applied pressure, helping him rise. The higher his head, the more lightheaded he felt.


            “Want to lay back down?” she asked smugly.


            “Hell, no.” He raised his knees, planted his elbows there, and dropped his face in his waiting hands. “Just give me a minute. Damn injuries.” His stomach rolled in protest, and didn’t stop rolling. “Yes, damn it. Back down I go.”


            She eased him onto the ground, remaining at his side. He liked her there more than he should have, liked the feel of her against him. Liked the way her scent encompassed him.


            She was beginning to get under his skin.


            “You could be a lot worse, you know, and if you don’t lie still, you will be.”


            “Wounds aren’t to be recovered from, they’re to be conquered. I’m not worried. I’ve beaten worse.” Trying not to wince, Gray motioned to his arm with a tilt of his chin. “The poultice. What is it?”


            “Sand,” she answered, as if it was the most natural thing in the world to rub a potentially bacteria-infested clump of mud into an injury.


            He jerked his arm away from her, his eyes wide with horror. “Sand? Did you say sand? As in, off the ground, stepped on, spit on, God knows what else has been done on it, sand?”


            Confused, she nodded. “Are you hard of hearing, as well as stubborn and foolish? Yes, sand. Now give me back your arm.”


            “No. Putting dirt in a wound can cause an infection and an infection can cause a limb to rot off. And what do you mean, I’m stubborn and foolish?”


            “The sand possesses many healing qualities your body needs.” Her shoulders squared, and she pulled her gaze away from him, concentrating on the wound. “Stubborn because you refuse to listen to reason, instead doing whatever you think is right. Foolish for the same reason.” As she spoke, she wound a strip of white cloth around the injury.


            He didn’t protest further. Instead he watched the way she nibbled on her bottom lip as she worked. Images probed at the back of his mind. Dark images, dangerous images. Erotically seductive images. Last night he’d dreamed of battling a demon and a vampire, but what he remembered most was dreaming of Jewel. Kissing her. His lips had moved against hers, savoring the softness. His tongue had dueled with hers, devouring the sweetness. All the while, the soft mounds of her naked breasts had pushed into his chest, her pink, pearled nipples creating a delicious friction.


            The pleasure he’d received from that one dream-kiss had astounded him. He still remembered the taste of moonlight and stars. And magic. Yes, she’d tasted of magic and possibilities.


            In his dream, he’d known her thoughts. Known she craved him like she craved air to breathe. Known she loved him—loved him more than her own life.


            Known, too, that she carried a secret she feared would destroy them both.


            What had that secret been? He couldn’t remember, and fought to bring the answer to the surface of his thoughts. No luck.


            Right now, Jewel’s gaze was downcast, her long, thick lashes shielding the otherworldly blue of her eyes he found so fascinating. Perhaps that was best. He didn’t have the strength to keep from drowning in them right now. He wondered, though, what thoughts swam through her mind. He couldn’t read her as he’d been able to in his dream.


            “Time to bandage your neck,” she said, cutting into his thoughts. “Hopefully that wound will be better healed.” Her sensuous voice swept over him, and he felt himself growing hard. Always hard.


            He wasn’t a teenager, damn it. He should have better control over his body. Who was master? Him or his dick?


            Me, his dick said confidently. As if there was ever any question.


            Oh, shut up.


            Jewel slapped her hands together, back and forth, causing sand crystals to fly in every direction. “Turn, please.”


            He shifted to his side to give her easier access, and a sharp pain tore from his neck to his toes. “Damn it,” he growled. “A stupid bite shouldn’t have caused this kind of damage.”


            “You’re right. A bite like that should have caused much worse damage. Be thankful you’re alive.”


            “I’m thankful,” he grumbled.


            Gingerly her fingers probed at his throbbing neck. She had to lean closer to him, and her female scent again filled his nostrils. More of her hair glided over his bare chest—when had she removed his shirt, or had he done it?—and the lush fullness of her breasts pushed against his chest.


            Just like his dream.


            If he’d had the energy, he would have jerked her to him and learned if she tasted like his dream. Like heaven and hell, sin and deliverance. His mouth watered for her tongue; his body tensed for the weight of her.


            Not smart to fraternize with the locals, James. Remember?


            He felt, actually felt, her nipples harden against him, going from soft to utterly lickable in seconds.


            Being smart was overrated.


            One kiss didn’t a sexual relationship make, he rationalized. Would she even be receptive to him? He studied her expression. Her rosy lips were parted; her breath emerged a little shallow. Twin circles of pink colored her cheeks. She might not know it, she might deny it, but she wanted him. She wanted him bad. All the signs were there.


            He almost, almost decided it didn’t matter that he had no energy. He wanted to kiss her. Only the thought that he’d do a poor job of it in his weakened condition and have her think he didn’t know how to pleasure a woman correctly kept him still.


            “What do you think?” he asked. “How does it look?”


            “Better than I’d hoped.” She nodded with satisfaction. “You’ll heal with barely a scar.”


            “Maybe you need to lean in and take a closer look.”


            Her gaze flicked to his in confusion. When she saw the heat in his eyes, the color in her cheeks deepened prettily. “I’m going to start charging you for your sexual invitations.”


            “Excellent plan. I’ll pay you in kisses.”


            She chuckled, a throaty purr better suited for bed than banter. “It will only be considered payment if I accept.”


            “You’ll accept,” he said, his tone laced with utter confidence. “I have no doubts. I have a feeling you’ll even thank me.”


            She rolled her eyes. Using another strip of cloth, she began rubbing sand into his neck. He tried not to cringe at the thought of bacteria and microbes. All right, he also tried not to shout at the burning pain. “You’re one hundred percent positive there are healing qualities in that disgusting stuff, right?”


            “Yes. Well.” She added hesitantly, “Ninety percent positive, at least.”


            “What!” He grabbed her wrist, surprised momentarily by the delicacy of her bones, and stilled her hand. “That ten percent of uncertainty could mean you’re shooting disease straight into my bloodstream. My neck could rot off, for all you know.”


            A booming laugh escaped her. “I was teasing. Only teasing. You need not fear the sand.”


            “You are a cruel, cruel woman.” His grip loosened by small degrees, more from wonder at her laugh than relief at her words. Unlike when she chuckled, her all-out laugh had been raw and new, as if she rarely gave way to such unabashed amusement. She’d uttered the same sound while they’d been in the water, swimming to shore. It had affected him then, and it affected him now, warming his every cell.


            “I’m the one who cracks jokes in this relationship. You just stick to caring for my every need.”


            “May I return to my work now?” she asked with a grin.


            “No.”


            “Baby.” Her fingers probed at the edges of the wound. As she worked, her nail accidentally scraped a particularly sensitive spot on his scabbed ear, and a sharp pain rebounded through him. He gave no outward reaction, however. He didn’t want her to pull away. God knew he’d let her slap, punch and pinch him if it meant her hands would be on him.


            Wait. If he didn’t want her to know she’d hurt him, he had to stop thinking about it. She would read his mind—if she hadn’t already.


            He studied her more closely, and his brow furrowed. As he continued to watch her, she gave no indication that she knew what he was thinking. Gave no indication she knew she’d scratched him.


            Interesting.


            In fact, she’d given no indication she’d heard any of his thoughts since he’d woken up, and he’d had some pretty heated ones.


            I want to strip you naked, he projected, still watching her.


            No reaction. Her fingers remained steady.


            I want to crawl over your body, lick every inch of you, and savor your taste.


            Still no reaction.


            I’ll start with your lips, then work my way down, and I won’t stop until you’re writhing in pleasure and screaming for God to deliver you from my tongue.


            Again, nothing.


            Interesting, he thought again. Very interesting. Could she no longer read his mind? During their escape from the demon palace, she’d mentioned that there were times she was unable to get inside his head. What prevented her from doing so? Less and less, he liked the idea of this woman knowing his every thought.


            “What are you thinking about?” she asked. “Your body has gone stiff.”


            “Can’t you read my mind?” His gaze probed her.


            She paused. She drew back and stared down at him. “You sound upset by the very idea. I can’t help what I am, Gray. You were thankful for my ability only a few days ago.”


            On a sigh of regret, he anchored one of his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. “I know.”


            “If it makes you feel any better,” she said grudgingly, “I’m having trouble getting into your head. It’s like your mind built up an immunity to me when—” She stopped abruptly.


            “When?” he prompted, then his eyelids popped open as her words confirmed his suspicions. “You can’t read my mind anymore? Not at all?”


            “No.” She sounded both annoyed and shocked. “And believe me, I’ve tried.”


            He decided to test her one more time. I won’t rest until I’ve had you in every position possible. And when I’m done with you, your naked, sweaty body will be so sated you’ll never again be able to think of sex without picturing my face.


            Nope. Nothing.


            “Finally.” He sighed with pleasure. “We’re on equal footing.”


            “Then why do I always feel off balance with you?” she asked, resuming her doctoring. When she finished bandaging him, she sat back and eyed the results. “You’ll be sore and weak for several more days, and I’m sorry for that but there’s no help for it. The important thing is that you will heal.” As she spoke, her stomach growled.


            His grin spread as quickly as the color in her cheeks. “Hungry?”


            “Yes.” She nodded, rubbing her belly. “Very.”


            “I have energy bars in my pack.”


            “Energy bars?”


            “Tasteless morsels packed with everything our bodies need to survive.”


            “Sounds…delicious.” Her nose wrinkled, but she leaned over him, meshing her breasts into his chest.


            His blood heated as desire rushed through him.


            She rooted through the backpack. “I have bread in my satchel.”


            “Grab that, too. The bars will help us keep up our strength, but they won’t do much to fill us up.”


            “Is this what I’m looking for?” she asked, holding up a brown-packaged rectangle.


            “Yes,” he said, his voice more hoarse than he would have liked.


            She started to pull away.


            “Maybe you should dig one out for me, too.”


            “Of course.”


            “Just make sure you dig real deep.” He wriggled his eyebrows at her.


            Her lips twitched, a smile clinging to the edges. She reached deep inside the bag and withdrew another energy bar.


            “Oh, yeah. Just like that.”


            “I suppose this is where I demand payment?” She slid away from him, leaving a trail of heat, and grabbed two pieces of hard, slightly crumbling bread. “I did warn you that I planned to start charging you for your naughty invitations.”


            He allowed his gaze to sweep over her. The hem of her robe was noticeably shorter where she’d torn the strips for his wounds, revealing the peaches-and-cream perfection of her calves. Smooth and lean, slightly muscled. All traces of amusement abandoned him. Though she’d moved away, he felt the imprint of her nipples all the way to the marrow of his bones.


            “I did warn you that I planned to pay with kisses,” he said, willing her to close the rest of the distance between them. He needed her tongue in his mouth. Weakened body be damned.


            She lost her amusement, too. Her smile disappeared. Desire lit her features, swirling in her eyes. “Yes, you did warn me,” she said, breathless.


            “Com’ere.”


            Slowly she moved her face toward his, so close the sweetness of her breath fanned his chin. “I shouldn’t.”


            “You should.”


            “You’re hurt.”


            “Not too hurt. Kiss me.”


            “Yes, I—No.” She blinked and straightened her back, widening the distance between them. “No. We need to eat,” she said, giving no other reason for her sudden refusal.


            What had changed her mind? He wanted to demand an answer, but his pride wouldn’t allow him. A woman had never pulled away from him before, and he didn’t like that one had now—one he wanted more and more as the seconds passed. One he wanted more than he’d ever wanted another.


            He ate the bread first, relishing the familiar taste, then tore into his energy bar, eating half in one bite. Jewel, too, ate her bread, then nibbled on the bar, wrinkling her pixie nose in distaste.


            The wind kicked up, rustling leaves and gusting tendrils of her hair over her shoulders, onto his chest. It felt like a caress of her hand.


            He gulped. “We really should get moving soon. The longer we stay here, the more likely the demons are to find us.”


            “They’ll never find us here. In fact, we’re safer here than we would be anywhere else.”


            “How do you know?”


            “Marina fears the owner of this land.”


            He considered that and wondered if they should fear the owner of the land. “So tell me, Prudence. Where will I find the Jewel of Dunamis?”


            Her cheeks paled, leaving her skin pallid. “You need rest. There is no reason to worry about that now.”


            “You swore to take me to it. Are you planning to renege on me?” He spoke quietly. Deceptively calm.


            “No, of course not.” The thunderous look Gray was giving her now was the look he usually reserved for his enemies. Ominous. Deadly. “I have every intention of revealing exactly where Dunamis is.”


            His shoulders relaxed. “So where is it?”


            She turned to him, meeting his gaze and holding his stare. The fact that she was still fighting her need to kiss him didn’t help matters. But run, she would not. Kiss him, she would not. He might not remember what had happened inside his consciousness last night, but she did. She remembered how he’d thought of her as “not for him.” Remembered that he’d intended to push her away if she hadn’t done it herself.


            If she kissed him now, she wouldn’t have the strength to pull away from him, even if she heard him curse her to Hades in his mind. She’d spent the entire night caring for him, bathing him when his fever raged, pouring water down his throat. Sleep had been impossible when his survival depended on her, so shards of fatigue rode her hard, weakening her resolve to remain distanced from him.


            “Where is it?” he demanded again.


            She pushed out a breath and prayed he took her next words as the answer. “I need you to escort me to the Temple of Cronus.” A sense of foreboding swept over her. For her? For Gray? Or the temple? She closed her eyes, trying to center the sensation, to study it, but it slipped out of reach.


            Gray bared his teeth in a scowl. “That wasn’t the deal, babe.”


            He hadn’t taken it the way she’d hoped; instead, he’d heard the hesitation in her voice, the wistful catch. She couldn’t lie to him, but now she’d have to utter a distorted truth he would assume meant one thing, when in fact, it meant another. It’s what she had done with Marina, and she hated to do it to Gray, but she had to reach the temple.


            The only memory she had of her father was inside that temple. His face was a blur to her, but she remembered how he’d descended the long, white steps, coming straight for her, his arms wide.


            “I sprang you from prison,” Gray said. “You take me to Dunamis. That was the deal, and you know it.”


            “What if I told you that you will discover Dunamis at the temple?”


            “Will I?” he asked, suspicious.


            “I wouldn’t have said so otherwise, would I?”


            He remained silent for a long, protracted moment, then relaxed. “If Dunamis is in the temple, that’s where we’re going. Geez. For a minute you made it sound like they were entirely separate things.”


            She blinked innocently. It had taken Marina over a year to even suspect that when Jewel responded with a question, the real truth did not lie in the answer. Gray was well on his way to that realization after only a few days.


            “Is anyone or thing guarding it?” he asked. “Dunamis, I mean?”


            “It does have one protector, yes.”


            When she said no more, he added, “You want to tell me what I’ll be up against?”


            How did she explain without lying? “The protector is strong and brave, but he will let you do whatever you wish with Dunamis.”


            Gray’s eyes narrowed. “Just like that?” He snapped his fingers. “The man will give it up just like that?”


            “Answer a question for me first. Why do you want it so badly? The jewel, I mean.”


            “You mean you don’t know?”


            “All I know is that you do not wish to conquer and rule the surface world, nor do you plan to use it to destroy an enemy.”


            His silver gaze pierced her all the way to her core. Jewel didn’t think a man had ever looked at her the way Gray did, as if she were a platter of some unknown, but delicious-smelling dessert.


            “Will my reason affect your willingness to take me to it?”


            “No,” she said, and it was the truth. No distortion. No dancing around the issue.


            He nodded, deciding to trust her. “I want Dunamis because it’s dangerous. In the wrong hands, millions of people could be annihilated. I want Dunamis,” he added carefully, “because it needs to be guarded by the right people or be destroyed.”


            Her stomach knotted, sadness mixing with her dread. She’d had to hear that, hadn’t she? What would he do or say if he knew that destroying the jewel would destroy her? Would he hesitate in his determination, perhaps change his mind? Or would he act without reservation?


            “I will answer your question now,” she said, forcing the words out. “The protector of Dunamis will let you destroy it. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers.


            “Why?” Incredulity radiated from him.


            “He believes as you do, that it needs to be destroyed.”


            Gray’s brow furrowed. “Then why the hell does he protect it?”


            “That is a question you will have to ask him yourself.”


            He opened his mouth, his eyes thoughtful, then he closed his mouth with a snap. Opened, closed. Finally, he growled, “What do you have on under that robe?”


            Confused, she blinked over at him. What kind of question was that? He knew what she wore under her robe: a thin white chemise. He’d seen it. Had he planned to ask her something else, then changed his mind?


            She sighed. She might have watched this man her entire life, but she doubted she’d ever understand him. Or maybe it was just men she didn’t understand. All the other male minds she’d ever read had been focused only on their survival. Some hoping to block her out so that whoever owned her at the time wouldn’t know of their crimes. Others had merely been nervous, wanting her to see the truth so she could send them on their way. But for all of that, she’d never taken time to truly explore the male thought process.


            “You want to know what I’m wearing under my robe?”


            “That’s right.”


            “But—why?” She wished to the gods she could read his mind right now.


            “Instead of answering me, why don’t you show me?” Gray let out a heavy breath. Damn it. For a moment, when they’d been discussing the destruction of Dunamis, Jewel had looked so lost, so sad, and he hadn’t known what caused the transformation. He’d only known he had to fix it.


            Thankfully, he had. Color bloomed bright in her cheeks, and her take-me-to-bed eyes sparkled. Desire flared to life, but it couldn’t beat past the sudden sense of lethargy racing through him. He gently stretched his arms over his head, arching his back. His mouth widened in a yawn.


            “You’ve already seen exactly what I’m wearing under the robe. Soaking wet, no less.”


            “Maybe I’ve forgotten.” His eyelids were growing heavy. “Maybe I need to see again.”


            “No, you do not,” she said primly. “What would Katie say about your behavior?”


            Hearing her speak his sister’s name so easily was disconcerting. Strange and surreal. “How do you know Katie?” His question held curiosity and surprise as he fought to stay awake. “I haven’t thought about her since I met you.”


            “I’m sorry.” Jewel nibbled on her bottom lip. “I shouldn’t have mentioned her.”


            “It’s okay.” He yawned again. “Really. I’m just curious how you know about her.”


            Agitated, Jewel eased to her feet, but he was unable to read her expression, unable to figure out what she was thinking. “I don’t want to talk about this,” she said quietly.


            He wanted to push her for an answer, but didn’t think that would be wise. She looked ready to bolt and never return. He didn’t understand this…or what it meant. “Jewel,” he said.


            “Sleep,” she interjected, cutting off whatever he’d been about to say. He felt oddly compelled to do so. “I’m going to the river to fish. If I never eat another energy bar, I will die complete.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL STOOD at the edge of the river, her robe tucked into her waist, liquid lapping at her ankles, her hands wrapped around a long, sharp stick. She’d removed her shoes, and moss-covered rocks supported her feet. The dome above stretched hot fingers over the land, making her sweat through the thin material of her clothing. She stared down at the clear, dappled water, watching, waiting for a plump fish to swim past. She’d never done this, had never lived off the land before. She only prayed she was successful.


            Soon a long, fat swirl of iridescent color darted between her ankles. Her heart skipped a beat. Finally! Her hand tightened around the stick as the fish continued to swim around her, nipping at her ankles. When it tired of playing with her nonresponsive legs, its rainbow fins spanned and flapped, ready to bolt.


            She threw the spear.


            And missed.


            The succulent thing darted away to safety. “Damn it,” she growled, sounding very much like Gray.


            Over the next half hour, four more delicious-looking fish swam past her, and she missed each one of them, her spear falling uselessly into the water.


            “I can do this. I can.”


            Another fifteen minutes passed. Finally, a plump, incandescent beauty came within her sights. She stilled, even her breathing grinding to a halt. One, two, she mentally counted. He was about to swim…three! She tossed the spear.


            Success! The tip of her spear cut into the target.


            “I did it,” she said, jumping up and down, splashing water in every direction. “I did it!” She grinned, holding the stick up for inspection, feeling proud and accomplished as she eyed the flopping treat. No more energy bars today, thank you very much.


            She skipped back into camp and leaned her stick against a tree. Gray was still sleeping. His features were relaxed, giving him a boyish quality that warmed her. His pale hair fell over his forehead, and he had one arm over his head; the other rested over his bare chest.


            Her hands itched to reach out and trace the hard planes of his abdomen, the ropes of muscles that led down, down—she gulped, forcing herself to gather twigs and grass. After building a sufficient mound, she used Gray’s lighter to create a fire. Once the flames crackled with heat, she cleaned the fish as best she could and held out the stick, cooking the meat until it flaked into her hands. Unfortunately the outside charred.


            A little while later, Gray yawned and stretched, grimacing as his wounds protested the sudden movement. Then he stiffened, his eyes darting in every direction before settling on her. He pulled himself to a sitting position.


            “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. Sorry.”


            “You needed the rest. You look better already.”


            “I feel better. What’s that?” he said with a chin tilt to the fish.


            “I’ve never cooked before, but I have seen it done, so you’ll have to tell me how I did.” Using a large, firm leaf as a plate, she scooped some of the fish on top, and handed it to Gray.


            He accepted with a raised brow. “What if I’m not hungry?”


            “You’ll eat it anyway, because you don’t want to hurt my feelings after I went to the trouble of catching and cooking it.”


            “Good answer.” He took a tentative bite, chewing slowly, his expression unreadable.


            She was just about to ask him what he thought, when something in his backpack started speaking. A real, human voice. Jewel jumped, her gaze going impossibly wide.


            Gray set his plate aside and dug inside the pack. “Christ,” he muttered. He tangled his free hand through his hair. “Check-in time.”


            “Ah, your communicator,” she said, when he withdrew a small black box. She’d seen him use the box on several of his missions. People from his work were able to speak with him, and he to them. Her apprehension faded.


            “Mother, this is Santa.” He spoke directly into the box. “Go ahead.”


            “Where are you?” a deep male voice said.


            “Pickup has been delayed,” Gray responded.


            “Should we send another courier?”


            He rubbed a hand down his face. “No. I have scheduled a pickup within the next few days. Copy.”


            “Copy. Over.”


            “Over.” Gray shoved the box into his backpack and picked up his plate. He took a bite, acting as if he hadn’t just had a conversation with his box. Or boss. Or whoever. His expression remained blank as he chewed.


            She decided not to ask about his work; she could guess. The package: Dunamis. What she couldn’t guess was how he felt about the food. She waited beside him, rising on her haunches, ready to hear his praise. “Well?”


            “Tastes like chicken,” he said. “Thank you for cooking.”


            Not what she’d wanted to hear because she remembered how he’d complained about chicken in one of her visions. She’d hoped for delicious, scrumptious, or savory. “It’s good for you, so eat it whether you like it or not.”


            She filled a leaf for herself, sat back and nibbled on the burned flakes. Not wonderful, but not as bad as that energy bar either. “I wish we had pizza delivery here. I’ve always wondered what one of those gooey round things taste like.”


            His hand froze midair, hovering just in front of his mouth for a split second before he lowered it. “First you knew about the Hoover, among other surface items, then you knew about my sister Katie, and now you know about pizza, yet you don’t know what it tastes like. I know you said you don’t want to talk about this, but I have to know. How can you know of them, but not have experienced them? You said you never visited the surface.”


            She didn’t want to answer. She could walk away from him again—she doubted he had the strength to follow—but he’d just bring it up the next time he saw her. Determination seeped from his every pore.


            He’d been upset with the thought of her reading his mind, so how would he react to knowing she’d watched his life unfold all these many years?


            No matter the answer to that, he deserved to know.


            She closed her eyes and gathered her courage, then forced the words to emerge. “I’ve had visions of you for years.” There. She’d confessed, and the rest spilled from her. “I watched you grow from boy to man. Sometimes you’d appear in my night dreams, sometimes in my daydreams, the rest of the world fading from my consciousness.”


            “What? How?” Those simple single-word questions whipped from him, lashing out.


            “I didn’t see your entire life,” she assured him, “but merely glimpses. And I don’t know how, only that it was so.”


            A moment passed in heavy silence while he absorbed her revelation. “Glimpses of what, exactly?” Now his tone was devoid of emotion, and somehow that was all the more frightening.


            “I saw your family, your home. Your,” she coughed and glanced away, “women.”


            “That seems like more than a glimpse to me.” Still, no emotion.


            “I had no control over it. I tried to stop them, to close my mind to them, but the harder I tried, the more visions I received.”


            His eyes narrowed. “I don’t like being spied on.”


            “I didn’t spy on you,” she ground out. “I wish to the gods you’d had visions of me, so that this wouldn’t seem so one-sided and wrong.”


            His eyes widened, and his mouth fell open. “That’s it. That’s where I’ve seen you.”


            “What?” Her brow furrowed. “Where?”


            “I’ve seen you before. I told you that. Remember, I asked you if we’d met?” It all fell into place, and Gray’s fish settled like lead in his stomach. Why hadn’t he recognized who she was immediately? He’d known she was familiar to him the first moment he saw her.


            Over the years, he’d dreamed of her. He’d thought nothing of the dreams at the time, thought they were merely products of his overactive imagination and the weird things he’d encountered, but now he replayed some of them through his mind.


            Jewel chained to a wall, her body draped in a blue robe, her black hair streaming around her. Men and women were paraded in front of her, some killed afterward, others spared.


            Jewel being held down while someone chopped off her hair. A punishment, the one-armed, knife-wielding bastard said, for omitting details.


            Jewel, trying to escape a tower, falling to the ground and breaking her leg.


            He shook his head, the images alone sparking fury. Dark, potent fury. This was so hard to take in. Almost impossible, really. He only prayed he was mistaken, that he hadn’t dreamed of her actual life.


            “Let me see your leg,” he demanded softly.


            Her face scrunched in confusion.


            “Show me your lower right leg.” He remembered how the bone had popped through the skin, how she’d cried in pain and hours passed before anyone found her. And then she’d been punished, forced to watch an innocent man slain. Her physical wound somehow had miraculously healed days later, but a scar had remained. “Please, sweetheart. Show me your leg.”


            Surprise flashed in her eyes, but she stood and lifted her robe.


            His lungs constricted, and he scrubbed a hand down his face. There, on her shin, was the scar. His childhood dreams had been real. He’d actually seen glimpses of her life, and he hadn’t been able to stop them, either. He’d tried, though. God knew he’d tried anything and everything to rid himself of the haunting images of the dream woman’s tragic, tortured life. Therapy. Hypnosis.


            Jewel had known one cruelty after another. It had been bad enough when he assumed they were merely dreams, but knowing they were real, that Jewel had truly lived those horrible things, he wanted to gather her in his arms and keep her safe for the rest of her life.


            “I’ve seen enough,” he said, his tone cracked. How had she survived? How had she retained such innocence? How could she still see beauty in the world?


            She dropped her robe and sat back on the ground, picking up her plate, resuming her eating. “What was that all about?”


            “It isn’t one-sided,” he told her, his tone flat.


            She paused, looked at her leg, then at him. “You saw glimpses of me?”


            He nodded.


            Her cheeks bloomed bright with color, and her mouth formed a small O. “What did you see me do?”


            Obviously she didn’t like the knowledge that she’d been watched, either. “This and that,” he answered vaguely. “What was happening when I saw you that first time as flesh and blood? Those people were being paraded in front of you, then carried away or killed by the demons.”


            Going pale, she set her leaf aside. “You know of my ability to read minds.”


            He tensed, because he suddenly knew where she was going with this.


            “Whoever owns me at the time brings me their citizens and enemies alike and commands me to ferret out any betrayers. The first time I refused to do this, I had to watch a man die horribly. I’ve tried to lie, to protect the people, but I can’t. Lying cripples me for a reason I don’t understand, the words frozen in my throat, so at times I’m forced to admit things about people that I do not want to.”


            “I’m sorry,” he said, reaching for her, wishing there were more soothing words he could give her.


            “So many times I wished they would have simply punished me instead. That I could have withstood, but no one wanted to hurt the very one who held the answers they so desired.”


            “Have you always had this ability?”


            “Always.”


            “Was your mother or father—were they like you?”


            “Not my mother. She was part of the siren race, and while she was powerful, she could not read minds or tell the future. I’m not sure about my father.”


            “So you are siren?” Gray searched his mind, but didn’t recall any glimpses of Jewel’s childhood or family. That explained the sexiness of her voice, though.


            “Part siren. I’m not sure what the other half is. My mother and I, we lived in a village of peace-loving creatures and any one of those creatures could have been my family.”


            “Why aren’t you still living in that village?”


            “A human army marched through, slaughtering everything and everyone in its path.”


            “I’m sorry,” he said again, helpless to do anything more.


            “Thank you.”


            His brow furrowed. “A human army, did you say?” When she nodded, he said, “How did they get here?”


            “The same way you did: through portals. Most Atlanteans believe the gods sent them.”


            “Are we close to a portal now?”


            She nodded. “The dragons now guard them, killing anyone who dares enter.”


            Gray remembered the guards that had stood at the ready at the palace he’d entered. They’d been big and strong, but had looked human, not dragon. Not like the winged dragon-creature who attacked him in the forest.


            He forced down the rest of his fish, even though it had grown cold and tasted like refrigerated ash. He set his leaf aside. “I wondered how the people here seemed to know so much about humans, yet I hadn’t seen many. What happened to them?”


            “For the first time since the creation of Atlantis, every race banded together to fight and destroy the enemy, but even if those humans had not invaded our land, we would have known about humans. As I mentioned before, sometimes the gods send us humans they wish to punish. Those criminals serve as a food source for the demons and vampires.”


            “That explains why I’ve been so hated and on everyone’s shit list.” Gray shuddered, recalling all too easily that he himself had been on the menu. “How did you survive the attack?”


            “I’m not sure.” She laughed, but the sound lacked humor. “I can predict everyone’s fate but my own. After the attack, the dragons found me roaming the woods. They raised me for many years before I was stolen by the vampires.”


            “And what of your father? Did he die, as well?”


            “I never really knew him, and my mother rarely talked about him.”


            Sadness colored her voice and gleamed in her eyes. He knew what it was like to miss a parent, to ache for them. His mother had died when he was barely a teenager. It had been a long, painful death as cancer ravaged her body. He’d tried to be a man about it for many years and pretend it hadn’t affected him. But at nights, when he’d been alone with his thoughts, he’d remember her voice, the way she’d sung him lullabies, the way she’d read him stories, and he would cry, wishing her soft arms were around him.


            He’d weakened once and tried to talk to his dad about it, but his dad had gone on a weekend drunk. After that he’d never let his dad see his pain, nor had he let his brothers and sister know. He was the oldest child, and he had to be strong. Even if his dad hadn’t given him the reminder over and over again, he would have known that he was supposed to be the rock. The man they could lean on and count on to see them through.


            To this day, though, he missed his mom with everything inside of him.


            “My father will be strong and wonderful,” Jewel said, cutting into his thoughts. “And he’ll be happy to see me.”


            Desperate, hollow hope infused her tone. She wanted him to agree, not tell her that the man had wanted nothing to do with her or he would have found her—no matter the obstacles. “I’m sure you’re right.”


            Her shoulders relaxed, her facade of faith restored. “I wonder if I look like him. My mother had pale hair, green eyes, and skin so translucent it glowed.”


            “Okay, I honestly hope you look nothing like your dad because that would make your dad one hot babe, and that’s just not right.”


            A tinkling laugh escaped her.


            As always, the sound of that laugh heated his blood. Reminded him of the kiss they’d almost shared earlier. “You mentioned when you saw glimpses of me, you saw me with my women.”


            Jewel’s expression lost all traces of humor. She pressed her lips together and nodded, her eyes taking on a weary haze.


            “What was I doing with them?”


            She colored prettily again, and this time the color spread to her neck—and under the collar of her robe. “You talked with them and laughed. You danced and did, uh, other things.”


            He grinned, the corners of his lips slowly inching upward. There was something about that prudish tone of hers that amused him. “You sound scandalized. Have you never danced before?”


            Her back went ramrod straight. “For your information, no, I have not.”


            “Are we talking about dancing or having sex?” He had to smother a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing.


            “Both,” she answered on a growl.


            His smile disappeared. “You’re telling me you’ve never danced with a man?”


            “That’s right.”


            “Never been held by a man? Never gotten naked with a man?”


            “No.” She looked away.


            Possessiveness consumed him, joining ranks with his desire. He knew he shouldn’t feel that way, knew he should feel sorry for her. God knows, she’d missed out on a lot of stuff. But he couldn’t force pity past the need to be her first. He wanted to be the one to teach her, well, everything. Wanted to be the first man to lick her breasts, the first man to taste the passion between her legs. He wanted to be the first man to hear his name on her lips as she came.


            Of course, he wouldn’t allow himself to actually sleep with her, no matter how much he might want to, but damn if he wouldn’t introduce her to everything else in between. No harm in that.


            “On our way to find the Jewel of Dunamis,” he said, the words hoarse, “will we go into a town?”


            “Yes.” She sucked on her bottom lip.


            His body hardened at the sight. “Does this town have a bar? Music?”


            “Yes.” This time she drew out the word, letter by letter.


            How hesitant she sounded, as if she knew where he was going with this line of questioning but didn’t dare hope. He didn’t have time for what he was about to suggest, but he could no more shut himself up than he could ignore the ever-persistent General Happy.


            At ease, solider. “We’ll stop at the bar, and I’ll teach you.”


            Blue eyes widening, she said, “Really?”


            “Really. How long will it take us to get to the city?”


            “A day if we move like lightning.”


            “What about the temple?”


            “Two days. Maybe three.”


            A surge of anticipation nearly electrified him. Soon he’d be holding Jewel in his arms, teaching her a few of the naughtier pleasures of the flesh. And in two or three days, he’d be holding Dunamis in his hand. Whether he’d destroy it or take it to his boss, he didn’t yet know.


            Whichever he chose, it would be mission accomplished—on both fronts.


            Gray pushed to his feet, wincing at the sharp ache in each of his wounds.


            “What are you doing?” she demanded, standing. She rushed to his side, wafting a gentle breeze of sunshine around him.


            “I need to work out the stiffness from my body, then pack up so we can head into town.”


            “You haven’t healed yet.”


            “We need some supplies. Food, more clothing. Weapons.”


            “Yes, but—”


            “No buts. It’s my turn to win. You won the last argument. You were stubborn, remember, and refused to relax against me in the water. It’s my turn.”


            She waved aside his words. “We don’t have any money. How do you propose we buy those things?”


            He held up his hands and wiggled his fingers. “We don’t need any money.”


            “We can’t steal. Those creatures work hard. They need every cent.”


            “And we need the nutrition and the protection. I’ll do whatever is necessary to keep us fed and strong.”


            “I’ll fish some more.”


            “That will take more time than I have to spare. Stop arguing. It’s wasted breath.”


            She hissed in frustration. “Fine. You go stretch or whatever it is you need to do, and I’ll clean up camp.”


            “See how easy that was?” He grinned and lumbered to a nearby tree, throwing over his shoulder, “I’m glad you’re starting to see things my way.”


            Jewel burned their leaf plates, spread the ashes and embers with a stick. All the while she watched Gray. His skin had more color, so the fish had helped. He had his palms on the tree trunk, his body leaning backward, stretching his arms and sides. When he finished that, he slowly straightened and twisted each vertebra in his back. His blond hair hung around his forehead and temples in complete disarray, that green and black cloth head-covering long forgotten.


            Just watching him made her chest constrict with longing. Knowing he wanted to teach her to dance made the sensation all the more intense. She hadn’t asked him; he had offered, true desire etched in his voice.


            “Have you ever seen the Jewel of Dunamis?” he asked, keeping his back to her.


            The question rattled her, but she tried not to show any reaction. “Many times. Why?”


            “I’m curious. What does it look like?”


            She scrambled for the right words. “Some say it resembles sapphires.” Truth. Her shoulders lifted in a mockingly casual shrug. “Others say it resembles a black storm cloud.” Truth.


            He arched his brows at her cryptic words. “Some say…but what do you say?”


            Gauging her response very carefully, she said, “I say it looks sad and vulnerable.”


            “I’ve never heard a gemstone described that way.” There was a catch in his voice, an odd inflection.


            Did he suspect the truth? “One day you will have your own opinion about what it looks like.” When the fire died completely, she gathered the backpack and satchel, stuffing the latter inside the first, along with everything else they might need. A few sharp rocks, a handful of berries she discovered growing on a nearby bush.


            The only thing she didn’t pack was the canteen. That, she hauled to the river and filled with water, then strapped it around her neck. She and Gray were truly going into town. The shock of it swept through her, and her hands shook with nervousness; her heart pounded with excitement.


            She’d always passed through the cities under cloak of darkness, surrounded by guards of whatever ruler possessed her at the time. The scents and sounds had always amazed and tempted her, those from the taverns most of all. They always bustled with music and laughter.


            And now she was going to enter one. Now she was going to dance. With Gray. Her pulse fluttered.


            “I’ll need a hooded robe,” she said. “Otherwise I’ll be recognized.”


            He cast her a quick glance before motioning to the ground he’d laid on only moments before. Something hot burned in his eyes. “Wear mine.”


            “You’ll be recognized as human without it.”


            “Baby,” he said, mouth twitching in a grin, “I stole two.”


            “Oh.” Jewel dug back inside the bag and sure enough, there was another robe, this one a light, fine yellow. She pulled it free and settled the material over her head.


            “We have to remember to be careful. We trust no one but ourselves, understand?”


            She nodded.


            “If we see a demon or vampire, we haul ass back into this forest. As much as I’d like to get a room in town and get us out of the elements tonight, I’d rather deal with the weather than with those bastards from hell.”


            Gray finished stretching and closed the distance between them. He took the bag and dug out his weapons. Perhaps she shouldn’t have packed up quite so efficiently. He strapped a knife to his waist and one to his ankle, then draped the dark blue robe over his shoulders. She was a little worried about his trekking through the forest, but the man was stubborn and there would be no changing his mind.


            He looked at her and their gazes met, a charged moment of awareness filling the space between them. “Let’s do this.”
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            THEY HIKED for two days, leaves raining like emeralds from brown velvet as they brushed past each new grove of trees. Distracted as she was by Gray, Jewel proved to be their biggest threat. She almost led them into a pool of quicksand, then off a staggeringly high cliff, which had added time to their trip. Precious time, according to Gray. Thankfully he jerked her to safety when she messed up, his arms banding around her.


            During the last incident, he’d held her longer than necessary, his gaze lingering on her lips. She’d shivered and ached, her mouth watering for a taste of him. His warm, male scent constantly enveloped her, luring her. Tantalizing and mesmerizing her. But she’d at last pulled away. He still bore traces of fatigue, his face pale and his limbs shaky.


            He always remained a few steps behind her, his silver gaze focused intently on her back, his arms ready to shoot out and drag her into the hard shield of his body. She wasn’t normally so inattentive and unconcerned with her surroundings. Knowing he was behind her, however, played havoc with her attention.


            “So how do the men around here impress the women?” he asked, speaking for the first time that day.


            She flicked him a glance and grinned, grabbing on to the thread of conversation as if it were the most precious thing in the world. “Some men—”


            “Eyes on the road,” he commanded. He grabbed her robe by the hood and tugged her away from a large boulder.


            Gasping, she returned her attention to the forest. Pay attention! Tough as these treks were, the nights were tougher. She had to get them into town today. Another night, close to him but untouching…it would be too much.


            “Good. Now, what were you going to say?”


            “Some men kill the woman’s greatest enemy and bring the body to her as a gift.”


            “Then you should be thoroughly impressed with me. I might not have gift-wrapped the demons, but I did kill your enemy.”


            “Yes, you did.”


            “What about the other men? The peace-lovers you grew up with. What did they give their women?”


            Her lips pursed as she considered his question. She’d never been on the receiving end of a man’s romantic attentions, but had witnessed many courtships. “Depends on the creature, I guess.”


            “Sirens. Tell me about the sirens.”


            She searched her mind. What had the men of her village given her mother when they’d wished to seduce her? What had her mother liked to receive? Her eyes widened as long-forgotten images surfaced, her mother’s tinkling laughter drifting from the far recesses of her mind. “Once, a male centaur wrote a play for my mother. He acted the part of hero and hired others to be his cast. It was a love story about two people giving up everything to be together, and I remember the way my mother sighed dreamily and smiled for days afterward.”


            Gray’s only response was a shudder. Of revulsion? His silence soon began to weigh heavily on her shoulders. “I know you give your women flowers and candy,” she said, stomach clenching at the thought of how each one had rewarded him with kisses. Sometimes naked kisses.


            “That’s easily done and requires little thought,” he said darkly.


            She stayed the urge to look back at him. Was he irritated with her? Or himself? Before she could ponder the answer, she stopped, a thin layer of bush the only barrier between her and the path to the city. “We’re here.”


            “Don’t go any closer until I’ve done reconnaissance.” His hand latched onto the tendon at the base of her neck, massaging gently as his gaze darted in every direction.


            Her nerve endings leapt up to meet him, craving more of his touch. She knew he was cataloguing their surroundings, deciding what was safe and what wasn’t. Laughing female voices drifted to her ears. Ahead of them on a cobbled path stamped a herd of female centaurs. Each possessed a mane of hair, some red, some brown, some pale, their chests covered by blue cloaks, the color marking which clan they belonged to. Every one of them carried a basket or satchel overflowing with wool.


            The women approached an enormous, glistening pearl gate that arched toward the skydome and led straight into the pulsing heart of the city. Jewel’s excitement expanded, grew, unfurling through her entire body. She searched her senses for any sign or shiver of danger but felt nothing. She wasn’t surprised. She never knew when she herself would be in peril.


            “The Inner City is so much different from the Outer City. Here, the people are friendly and honest and hardworking. Notice that no one is carrying weapons.”


            “None that we can see, that is.”


            How like him, she mused with a grin, to suspect everyone of foul play. He was a warrior to the marrow of his bones.


            “Get ready,” Gray said. To their left, a group of robed—what the hell were they? he wondered. They were as ugly as legend claimed Medusa was, with too-big, black eyes, a too-big beaky nose, and hair comprised of serpents. Those snakes hissed and slithered from their heads. Gray slid his hand down, wrapping his fingers around Jewel’s. They jolted into motion. Because his backpack was under his robe, he looked like he was some sort of humped-backed creature. That worked in his favor.


            “Pull your hood tight around your face,” he said, and as he spoke, he fitted the hilt of one of his blades in his hand, covering the metal with the cuff of his clothing. When she complied, he added quietly, “We’re going to try and blend in with those snake—things.”


            “Gorgons,” she said. “Do not look directly in their eyes; if your gaze meets one of theirs, you will be turned into stone.”


            “Ah, shit.”


            “Why bother trying to blend in with them? No one will recognize us with these robes covering our faces, and we aren’t being followed.”


            “In case anyone is questioned, they won’t know that two individuals entered the city at a specific time. Anyone who sees us will think we’re part of this group, and I highly doubt the demon queen will make the connection.”


            Ah, that made sense. If she hadn’t been glad to have Gray with her before, this would have convinced her. “I can project my thoughts into their heads and convince them we are not even here.”


            “That tires you out, and I need you strong.”


            The Gorgons didn’t pay them any heed as they came up behind them. They were too busy discussing—my gods. Her ears perked, and she listened intently, frowning all the while. A cold sweat trickled over her skin. Back and forth the Gorgons threw comments about the demon and vampire armies that had passed through their village, demanding to know if they’d seen a human male and female. Jewel stiffened.


            The vampires and demons were working together? How…odd. The two races had never outright warred, but they had never allied themselves, either. What had brought them to mutual terms?


            Reeling, she glanced up at Gray. His face was partially shadowed by his hood, but she saw the grim line of his lips. Had he understood them? She projected her consciousness into his mind, but met with that frustrating block.


            He squeezed her hand, and she bit her lip. Did he know she’d just tried to read him?


            “Where were they headed?” she asked the Gorgon in front of her, using their harsh dialect of the Atlantean language.


            All of them skidded to a halt and turned to her.


            Gray growled low in his throat, but he kept his head turned.


            “Well?” she demanded, pretending she had every right to be among their group and question them.


            “Toward Javar’s palace,” one of them answered, and they all kicked into motion.


            Which meant her enemy was headed away from the Inner City. That was good, but…Why journey all the way to Javar’s, the former High King of the dragons? Javar had been dead for many months, and Darius, the new king, had sent a legion of his men to protect the palace from invaders.


            This made no sense.


            The moment she and Gray passed through the city gates, they pulled away from the Gorgons.


            “The point was to blend in with those things, not announce we were there and didn’t belong,” Gray whispered in her ear, his tone fierce. He claimed the lead, but retained a tight grip on her hand.


            Three-headed dogs bolted from behind a stone hut and frolicked around her feet as carts and vendors came into view. The scent of sweet pies and meat tempted her nostrils. Her mouth watered. Beautiful, brilliantly colored clothes greeted her eyes, and gems sparkled in the light.


            She wanted to taste every kind of food, try on every piece of material, cover herself in the jewelry.


            “Look for a weapons dealer.”


            “Of course,” she said, a wealth of disappointment in those two words. “Can we explore the city after?”


            “We have to—” He threw a glance over his shoulder, then paused. He turned toward her, facing her fully.


            She slammed into him.


            When she steadied, the long length of her lashes swept up and her gaze met his. “Is something wrong?”


            Silent, Gray stood in place, studying Jewel’s face and the eager gleam in her eyes, making them sparkle like sapphires. A smile half curved her lips, and a rosy glow lit her cheeks. There was a palpable air of excitement radiating from her.


            She’d never looked more beautiful, more alive—and the sight of her hit him straight in the gut. He was unable to move, could hardly breathe.


            He’d thought to get business out of the way first. It had seemed like the most important thing at the time, the smart plan of action. Now, looking at her, the only thing he could think of, the only need inside him, was to make her happy.


            During their trek to the city, he’d thought of nothing but giving this sweetly innocent woman the perfect gift. When she’d told him of the romantic play that delighted her mother, he’d heard the wistfulness in her voice and had known she desired the same for herself. He wasn’t a writer; he wasn’t an actor. But he didn’t want to give Jewel the same things he’d given other women. Flowers seemed cliché and candy didn’t seem good enough.


            He didn’t know why, he only knew that it was important, necessary, that he do something for her he’d never done for another.


            She wanted to explore the city, then by God they’d explore the city.


            “We’ve got a little time to play first,” he said, his voice rougher than he would have liked.


            Her eyes widened. “Really?”


            “Just be sure to keep your face hidden and be on the lookout for demons and vampires.”


            “We’re safe from them. They’re headed in the opposite direction.”


            “Sometimes armies hide in the shadows, sweetheart, and sneak inside. Now, where do you want to go first?”


            Grinning, she glanced left and right, spun, glanced left and right again. “There,” she said, pointing to a booth of jewelry. Something caught the corner of her eye, and she spun again. “No, there.” This time she pointed to a table piled high with some kind of fruit and laughed. “Everywhere. I want to see everything at once.”


            As always, the sound of her rich laughter was like a sensual battering ram, hitting him with thousand-pound force. He’d seen women take pleasure in shopping before, but never like this. Never with a potent enthusiasm that wrapped around him, tightening him in a delicious hold.


            “Come on,” he said, taking her hand, loving the feel of her soft skin, her delicate bones. He led her to a table of sparkling gemstones. “One thing at a time. We’ll get to all of it, I swear to God.”


            Her gaze lingered on the rainbow of jewels, and she gasped. Her fingers lovingly traced an emerald torque, caressed an amethyst ring, and savored a gold and silver linked chain. The amount of wealth glistening up at him was staggering.


            A male creature manned the table and watched them with an assessing stare. Though he possessed the body of a man, he had the face of a bull, with horns jutting from his forehead and fur on his cheeks.


            Kind of freaky to see, in Gray’s opinion.


            “Something you like?” the man—bull—thing asked.


            It was in that moment Gray realized he understood every word. The bull-man had spoken in the guttural Atlantean language, and so had the ugly Gorgons, for that matter. Gray had understood them, as well, and had listened to their conversation about the demons and vampires. He had simply been too wrapped in their words to realize they weren’t speaking English. Now…


            How the hell had he learned Atlantean? One day he hadn’t understood a damn word of it, and now he knew the entire freaking language.


            “Everything is so beautiful,” Jewel breathed, cutting into his thoughts. She raised an armband with one hand and raised the sleeve of her robe with the other, revealing several inches of smooth skin. Crystals gleamed from the torque, projecting a vast array of colors. A silver stone rested in the center.


            The sight of the rich gold band contrasting with the peaches-and-cream flesh proved more erotic than two chicks making out right in front of him. He wanted Jewel to have it. Real bad. So easily he could picture her wearing the armband—and nothing else.


            “That looks beautiful on you,” the vendor said, low and gravelly.


            Gray wouldn’t have minded stealing, but he, well, he didn’t want to acquire the item that way. He wanted to gift Jewel with an honest purchase. Something she would look at and always think of him.


            “Thank you,” Jewel said, but she removed the item and returned it to the table, her sleeve falling back into place. There was regret and longing in her voice, and she gazed at the item wistfully before finally turning her attention to a bloodred ruby headpiece.


            “Roasted fowl,” someone called. “Only half a drachma.”


            Her chin jerked to the side. “Roasted fowl,” she gasped, skipping to the vendor without a backward glance.


            Gray watched her go, then did a quick scan of the crowd and decided she was safe enough for the moment. He half turned toward the freaky bull-man, dividing his attention between his woman and the jewelry seller.


            “How much?” he asked, pointing at the armband. Surprisingly the Atlantean language flowed easily from his tongue, as if he’d spoken it his entire life.


            “Forty drachmas.”


            He couldn’t ask what drachmas were or he’d look like an idiot who didn’t belong in Atlantis. He merely nodded and pivoted. As he closed the distance between himself and Jewel, the bull-man called, “Thirty-five. I’ll let you have it for thirty-five.”


            Gray pulled Jewel to the side, away from the roasted fowl peddler, a thickly muscled, one-eyed Cyclops. Jewel held two pie tins of meat in her hand. The Cyclops was eyeing them warily, as if he half expected them to sprint away with the goods. She was biting her lip, staring down at the food.


            His gaze returned to the Cyclops, and he noticed the man was clad in rags, and had hollowed cheeks despite his oddly muscled appearance. He was dirt poor, and Gray didn’t have the heart to steal from him, either.


            “What are drachmas?” he asked Jewel quietly.


            “Money.” She sniffed the food with a rapturous expression, completely absorbed in her task. “Like your dollars.”


            “How can I earn some?” As he spoke, he saw a group of the freakiest of all the things he’d seen so far. One arm protruded from their chests, and one leg swung from their torsos, and only the wings on their backs kept them upright. They formed a small, laughing circle.


            Each whatever the hell they were held a good-sized lizard, and each lizard wore a jeweled collar, a different jewel for each different owner. They placed the squirming things in a line, using their only hand to hold on to the lizard’s tail.


            One of the men shouted, “Go,” and everyone released their lizards.


            Gray expected the cursed things—he hated lizards, hated—to bite their handlers, but they surprised him by jolting into action and racing forward. The green-collared lizard crossed the finish line first and its handler fluttered up and down with excitement, clapping his hand against his thigh.


            A heavy-looking pouch was thrown at the thing, and he caught it, opening the burlap sack with his teeth and withdrawing a dull rock. Gray would bet his substantial savings account that dull rock was a drachma.


            God love the gambling community.


            He brightened. “Never mind,” he told Jewel. “I know how.” His grip tightened on the blade he held. It was good-sized with a marble handle and worth a small fortune. His brother-in-law, Jorlan, a prince of some distant planet, had given it to him. “You ever gambled?”


            “No.”


            “Today’s going to be your day of firsts. Come with me.”


            “Wait.” She replaced the food on the table, and he ushered her through the crowd darting along the street. When she noticed the only possible destination for them, she said, “Uh, Gray, perhaps we should turn around now.”


            He ignored her, never slowing. Soon the things’ low voices drifted to them, reminding Gray of something he wanted to ask Jewel. “Would you mind telling me how I now know your language?”


            Her radiant sapphire eyes rounded. “You can understand?”


            He nodded and cast her a glance. He could see wheels turning and watched her eyes widen as the answer hit her, but she merely shrugged. “How does anyone learn a language, really?”


            “With hard work and a lot of studying.”


            “You could have learned it simply by listening to others speak it.”


            The woman was good, he’d give her that. She never lied, but when she didn’t want to answer a question she had ways of trying to throw him off the scent. “I didn’t work at this and I didn’t listen closely to others. How did I learn it?” he persisted.


            She paused, gulped, then offered, “I have heard some humans learn our language through magic.”


            Magic. His brother-in-law dealt in magic, and Gray knew firsthand the dangers involved in using it. A man could be turned to stone, while still able to see, hear and feel everything around him. A man could be cursed inside a box, allowed to emerge only when his female master had need of his services. He shuddered.


            No, thank you.


            “Did you use a spell on me?” Before she replied, he realized she’d never actually said with one hundred percent surety that he’d learned the language through magic. She’d merely suggested it. In fact, she hadn’t answered his question in any way.


            He gritted his teeth together, stopped, and stared down at her for a long while, making her squirm. “I’m on to you. Magic, indeed. When we’re safe in our room tonight, we’re going to have a long talk.”


            Our room, he’d said. Jewel swallowed, trying to alleviate the sudden dryness of her mouth. She suspected Gray understood the Atlantean language because she’d been inside his head and must have left pieces of herself behind. Amazing, surreal, but there it was. Had she, then, taken pieces of him with her?


            She didn’t know how he’d take to that news when he didn’t seem to remember she’d been inside his head at all, so she said nothing, letting him rationalize whatever explanation he would.


            Right now, she had other things to worry about. Formorians. She studied them. Their skin was as pale as a vampire’s but looked more like dry paper with thin blue lines. They had just finished another lizard race when she and Gray reached their circle. Gray stopped, not saying a word, just watching curiously; she remained at his side, scanning faces, reading minds, ready to warn him if anyone attempted to hurt him. The Formorians had blades strapped all over their bodies. She didn’t know why they were here in the Inner City when Formorians usually stayed in the more accepting Outer City. They were a danger-loving race who didn’t mind feasting on flesh, preferably while the bodies were still alive and screaming.


            “I want to play,” Gray finally announced to the surrounding crowd, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


            The Formorians whipped around, frowning. “Do you have drachmas?” one of them asked, eyes narrowed.


            Gray held out his dagger and gave it, hilt first, to the creature closest to him. The Formorian accepted the glinting dagger greedily, gripping it in his only hand. “I must see who I am dealing with first,” he said.


            “You see enough of me.” Gray’s tone had lost its easiness, becoming dark and menacing.


            “I will see all of you.” He motioned with a tilt of his chin, and another of the Formorians stepped forward, reaching out to push back Gray’s hood.


            Gray shoved the creature, hard, making him stumble backward. All of his friends growled low in their throats. “You stink of human,” one of them spat. “We will see your face.”


            “And you stink of shit,” Gray snapped. “All you’ll see is another of my weapons if you don’t get out of my face. Now, you accepted my dagger, so deal me into the game.”


            “You will leave or die. That is your only choice.”


            Gray stepped forward quickly, shadows covering most of his face. But through the shadows, his eyes were glowing bright, menacing red. “You will let me in your game. Understand?”


            Seeing the glowing eyes—demon eyes—they nodded, now eager to please. Formorians feared demons, their stronger counterpart.


            Jewel stifled a horrified gasp. The red light in Gray’s eyes had already died down, leaving only the silver irises. The changes were happening, then. Gray wouldn’t be spared as she’d hoped. Over the coming weeks, he would acquire traits of both the vampires and the demons.


            Which traits, she could only guess. How he would react when he discovered what was happening to him, she could only dread.


            The leader sheathed Gray’s knife at his belt and handed him the amethyst-collared lizard, the least active of the group. Gray didn’t complain, but he did grimace.


            “Line up and we will begin. First lizard to cross, wins.”


            Gray nodded and lined up beside the other men. The disgusted expression he wore would have made her chuckle in any other circumstance. As it was, she didn’t trust the Formorians to act honorably, so retained a watchful eye on them.


            “Go!” the leader shouted.


            The lizards were released and bolted into action. Well, all but Gray’s lizard bolted. Gray’s began a slow, leisurely stroll. “Go, damn you,” he shouted, poking at it with the tips of his fingers.


            It turned and ambled in the opposite direction.


            All too soon, a lizard crossed the finish line, ending the race. Gray cursed loud and long, then turned to the Formorian leader. “Again,” he said.


            “Show me payment.”


            He removed his wristwatch and handed it over. The Formorians gathered around it oohing and aahing, and Gray picked up his lizard. “Let’s get this done.”


            Eager, everyone lined up.


            “Go!”


            Gray’s lizard did a repeat performance, as did Gray. He cursed the entire race, expletives that near burned her ears. Afterward, he demanded another race, handing over his fire starter. A lighter, she knew it was called. The Formorians were salivating to own it, so they quickly agreed.


            The men lined up. Gray’s lips were taut. Hard lines bracketed his eyes and mouth. Determination radiated from him. “You better move this time, you disgusting sack of shit,” he muttered. “Again. Winner takes everything.” He handed over an energy bar, and the creatures sniffed, nodded.


            “Ready…go!”


            The lizards scrambled forward.


            Jewel had never entered an animal’s head before, but she did this one. She didn’t know if it would work, but she gave it a try, anyway. Anything to help Gray. Go, damn you. Swiftly.


            Hearing her sharp command, the lizard leapt into action, moving faster than the others, and it inched into the lead. An odd sense of excitement grew inside her. They had a chance of winning this time! She was jumping up and down by the time Gray’s lizard crossed the finish line, capturing first place.


            Heated silence met the victory, and no one moved, only staring in shock at the amethyst-collared lizard.


            “My prize,” Gray prompted.


            All of the Formorians frowned and hissed as the leader handed over two bags of drachmas, along with all of Gray’s belongings. Jewel clapped her hands and laughed, her hood almost falling in her excitement. Gasping, she reached up and secured it in place.


            Gray clasped his arm around her wrist. “Nice doing business with you, boys. If you’ll excuse us…” He led her away, mumbling, “I knew that little bastard would pull through. With your help,” he added with a grin. “How much is this?” He held up the two bags with his free hand.


            “Two hundred drachmas is my guess,” she said on a laugh, not asking how he knew what she’d done. “We have money!”


            He tossed her a wickedly sensual wink. “Let’s have us a celebration.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            LAYEL STOOD at the edge of the forest overlooking the former dragon king’s palace. Javar no longer lived, of course, killed by Layel’s own hand. He’d relished killing the man, he had to admit. The bastard had been cold and unemotional and should have had more control over his men. If he had, perhaps Susan would still be alive.


            A cool breeze wafted past him as he continued to stare at the palace, blocking out the sounds of the armies behind him. Crystal beams stretched to the golden skyline, casting rainbow shards in every direction. The mocking beauty of this place always amazed him.


            Some of the most horrendous crimes against Atlantis had been committed in this lush glen, juxtaposing the beauty against the horror.


            Humans sacrificed, battles waged until blood ran like a deadly river. Women and children stolen. He’d played a part in it, all of it, and he did not feel guilty. The women and children were now slaves, but they were well cared for. The humans he’d killed had been evil, a means to an end. The dragons he’d fought had thought nothing of raping an innocent female, so they had deserved what they got.


            Unlike other races where only one ruled, there had always been two dragon kings. One to guard and protect each side of Atlantis. When Javar died, only Darius remained, and the stupid man had yet to crown another. Yes, he’d sent soldiers here to guard but without a true sovereign in residence, the palace was left vulnerable.


            Right now, warriors stalked the parapet of the palace, guarding, watching all that happened below them. With his extraordinary vision, Layel saw them as clearly as if they were pacing directly in front of him. Twelve armored men, perfectly muscled, perfectly bronzed. But they did not possess the telltale golden eyes of the dragons.


            His brow quirked to his hairline, and he began to notice another odd detail. Usually dragons flew overhead at all hours. Today, this moment, there was no sky guard. Only a soft, amber glow from the crystal.


            Everything was falling smoothly into place.


            He grinned slowly.


            Weeks ago, Layel had casually mentioned to the nymph king that Javar’s palace was without a leader, that Darius had left an army of hatchlings in charge and then Layel had gifted the nymph with an array of dragon medallions needed to open the doors. Valerian must have immediately gathered his forces and ambushed the palace, claiming it as his own. For it was the nymphs who walked the parapet this dawning, their bodies bronzed and muscled to perfection, their hair as silky as satin, their faces so luminous they glowed brighter than the dome above.


            Word of this victory had yet to spread, for not even he had known. Satisfaction filled him, then dimmed with a single thought. The female slave stolen from Marina probably knew. She knew everything. He himself had owned her for a brief time, so he knew her abilities very well.


            Would the slave tell anyone of this? Would she reveal his own plans? Would she come here?


            No, he decided in the next instant. If she told anyone, she would have to reveal exactly who and what she was, and she would be taken prisoner, a circumstance she would avoid at all cost. She would shun the nymphs just as she shunned the demons. They were a powerfully sensual race, dangerously erotic, and they enthralled everything female. Enslaved them body and soul, until all a woman thought about, all she craved, was her nymph.


            Layel’s plans were not in jeopardy.


            His smug gaze strayed to Marina. The queen would never be allowed inside the palace—and thanks to the nymphs, he didn’t have to prowl his mind for a reason they should not enter. He’d led the bitch here under false pretenses, buying time.


            No matter what happened, no matter what he had to do, he would make sure Marina never claimed the slave girl again. Too much was at stake.


            As if his thoughts had summoned her, the demon bitch rode her horse to his side, its hooves pounding into the ground. She’d stolen the beast from a Gorgon village—after she’d eaten its master. The animal ground to a halt.


            Marina’s thin, sheer wings flapped behind her like a gossamer cloak, the only elegant part of her hideous, horned body. “Those men do not look like dragons, they look like nymphs. Nymph warriors.” Her eyesight was as good as his own, if not better.


            “That they do,” he said, trying not to allow himself another smile. “They must have fought the dragons and taken possession. Do you think they heard about the portals and want them for themselves?”


            She gasped. “That’s exactly why they’re here. I’d stake my life on it.”


            He’d stake her life on it, too. Happily.


            “How dare they?” she screeched. “The portals are mine. Mine! This place was supposed to be empty!”


            “Keep your voice down.” Not that he cared, but he had to act the part of concerned friend. “You know how sensitive their hearing is. And don’t you mean ours?”


            “What if they now have my slave, as well as control of the portal?” Panic crested her voice to a high, deafening pitch. “You said she would come here, that the human would need the portal to return home.”


            “They do not have the girl. Otherwise, a thousand warriors would have been waiting for us here.”


            “You’re right.” She loosed her viselike hold on the reins, an air of superiority forming around her. “I don’t care who is inside that palace. We ride. If they try to keep the portal for themselves, I’ll kill them. And their children.”


            Before he could utter another word, she leapt into action, and Layel was forced to follow. “Forward,” he called, and their armies sprang into a run. His vampires could move faster than the blink of an eye, but they kept a steady pace beside the demons. They knew him well and would not fly into full attack without his express permission.


            Both demons and vampires sprinted through the open field, headed toward the towering double doors. This was foolish, he knew it was, but if nothing else, it would prove entertaining. Marina would never get inside, and he would enjoy watching the nymphs shove her from her exalted pedestal.


            An arrow suddenly rent the sky and landed at their feet.


            Marina’s horse reared up, tumbling her backward before she could right herself with her wings. She hissed as she hit the ground, thumping and rolling. Layel laughed heartily with genuine amusement. Something he hadn’t done in years. Ah, yes, this would definitely be a day to relish.


            Marina jolted to her feet, scowling at him and everyone around who dared laugh. “That animal is—is—”


            “A true hero of war?” Layel asked.


            “Stay where you are,” a nymph called. “You are not welcome here.”


            Layel recognized that voice. Valerian, King of the Nymphs. He gave the king his full attention, Marina forgotten at his side. Valerian stood on the highest ledge of the palace. Golden hair framed a wickedly mesmerizing face. Perfectly tanned skin, perfectly chiseled features. Lush, pink lips and long, fringed lashes. Eyes so blue-green they were as deep and fathomless as the ocean above them.


            Valerian’s features should have made him appear feminine. For some reason, his physical perfection made him all the more masculine, all the more harsh. All the more desired by women.


            “Is that how you welcome an old friend? With arrows?”


            “You know you are welcome to enter, Layel. The demon, however, must remain outside the walls.”


            “Alas,” Layel called. “Where she is, there must I be, as well. Why do you not join us? We both wish to speak with you.”


            “Trust a demon enough to enter its midst? I think not.” His laugh echoed across the distance, rich and husky, a caress even Layel felt. That was the way of the nymphs. With their voices, with their bodies, with their every glance, they radiated sensuality. “Why have you joined with one such as her?”


            He couldn’t announce his true reason, and he wouldn’t lie to the only man he’d considered friend over the years. Though he knew Valerian would refuse and was glad for it—Layel didn’t want him involved any more than necessary—he ignored the question and said, “We wish only to speak with you. You have my word you will leave exactly as you enter.”


            “I wish to fight you, coward.” Marina bandied a claw through the air. She climbed back on her horse. “Bring your army down if you dare.”


            “Are you sure you can control her?” Valerian said, grinning. “She seems quite determined to place me on her dinner menu.”


            “Are you afraid?” she spat. “You should be. I plan to cut out your tongue and eat it in front of you.”


            Layel rolled his eyes. When would the woman learn such words and actions would get her killed?


            His ears suddenly perked as he picked up the sound of Marina’s soldiers readying their weapons for attack. Eyes slitting, he flicked his second-in-command a glance, motioning to the demons with a tilt of his chin. No words were necessary; his man understood what he wanted. If a demon made a single move toward the palace, it would be killed.


            “Cut out her tongue if you must, Layel,” Valerian said, “but shut her up. I’m tempted to come down if only to humble her. As if a female would ever be able to attack me.” He chuckled. “The idea of such an occurrence is ridiculous.”


            “If you want my tongue, come down here and get it.”


            Valerian’s golden brows arched.


            “Not another word from you,” Layel bit out, hand shooting up and latching on to Marina’s thigh. If he hadn’t needed her so much, if there had been any other way to defeat Darius, he would have killed her here and now.


            Later, he comforted himself.


            “His every breath insults me,” she whispered fiercely. She squirmed against his hold. “He’s taunting us.”


            “Obviously you’ve never been in the presence of a nymph before. If you go to him or if he comes to you, you will gladly become his slave. You will beg to remain at his side; you will want nothing else in your life but to please him. The nymphs cannot help it. Their very presence causes women to become enslaved to them.”


            Horror darkened her expression, and her gaze whipped to him. “If you knew that, why the hell did you invite him down here in the first place?”


            “I knew he would refuse the invitation. I also knew it would open our lines of communication.”


            “Why are you here?” Valeran said on a sigh, cutting into their conversation.


            “See,” Layel muttered. “Now we are communicating.”


            Marina opened her mouth to reply, but Layel silenced her by strengthening his hold on her thigh. Painfully. Her lips pursed.


            “We thought to take the palace, but as you arrived first we will leave it to you. However, now that we are here, I wish to inquire about a human man.” As he spoke, hundreds of nymphs lined up beside their king, showing their great numbers. Every one of them was tall and strong with a beauty that surpassed that of any other creature or object. Such exquisite magnificence hurt his eyes, nearly forcing him to shield them.


            “Did you also come hoping to find the Jewel of Dunamis?”


            Layel shrugged. Valerian knew him very well.


            “It’s mine,” Marina screeched. “Do not think you can keep it for yourself.”


            “I think I’ll do whatever I wish,” Valerian said, his sensual timbre laced with amusement.


            Marina’s hands tightened on her horse’s reins, and her green scales drained of color. “Let’s destroy him,” she whispered. “Let’s send these creatures to Hades.”


            Stupid woman. “We do not have the time nor the resources to war with both the nymphs and the dragons. You may take comfort in the fact that once Darius is defeated, we can do what we will with the nymphs.” Not that he’d allow her to attack Valerian, or even that she’d still be alive at that point.


            “I do not want to wait.”


            “But you will.” He cast a glance at the armies behind him. His vampires stood completely still, halving their attention between the demons and him, not paying heed to the spectacle above. They awaited his signal.


            The demons, however, continued to shift restlessly on their feet, licking their lips in hungry anticipation.


            That was the difference between trained warriors and slovenly idiots.


            “You know the dragons will attack you for taking this palace,” Layel told his friend.


            “Of course. We look forward to their visit. If you’ve disposed of the demon by that time, you may come and aid us.” Valerian spoke as calmly as if they were discussing the weather, not a prophecy of war and death. “Now, if you have nothing more to say—”


            “Have you seen the human and the girl?” Layel called for Marina’s benefit.


            “They have not passed through this land today or any day we have been here.”


            “You’re lying,” Marina hissed, and Layel saw her claws elongate, preparing to attack. “We’ll fight our way inside, if we must, and see for ourselves.”


            Valerian shook his head. “I bid you goodbye, Layel.”


            “The portal.” Her features were desperate as she turned her attention to Layel. “What of the portal? We cannot leave it in that bastard’s care.”


            Hearing her, Valerian’s beautiful face drained of all emotion, all amusement. His perfect lips lifted in a slight scowl. “You can, and you will,” he said, his tone dangerous, menacing.


            She gasped. “So, there is one inside? You’ve seen it?”


            “That is none of your concern.”


            “All this time.” Her snakelike tongue flicked out and moistened her lips. “The portals existed, and I had no idea. Javar’s palace—”


            “This is Valerian’s palace now,” the nymph king snapped. “Best you learn the name and use it.”


            “Javar’s palace,” she continued with a sneer, “Javar’s, Javar’s, Javar’s.”


            “If the armies come any closer, kill them,” Valerian shouted to his men. “All of them.”


            Layel knew the king, slow to rage, would not hesitate to slaughter them all now that he’d been provoked. Their friendship was the only reason Marina still lived.


            “We have the information we need,” he told her. “Let us leave. We will head toward Darius’s palace. We must pass through the Inner City to get there and will search for the couple on our way.”


            “No, we can take Valerian. We can slay him.”


            “I have already explained to you why we will not.” He spun around and stalked away from her, before he killed her now, all he’d worked for forgotten. She was forced to follow or die. “I hate Darius. I will help you kill him. But I will not hurt Valerian.”


            She decided to follow. Her horse whined as she turned it around, and she was soon at Layel’s side. “And if the human and the girl are not found? What will we do then, mighty vampire king?”


            “We will fight Darius as planned.”


            “Fight him without the slave at my side?”


            “You were perfectly willing to fight Valerian without the slave.”


            “He is a nymph. He knows how to fuck, nothing more.”


            Layel stopped and glared up at her. Her green scales were vivid and disgusting in the light. Puffs of smoke and sulfur constantly curled out her nose. “Have you just arrived in Atlantis, woman? Is that why you know nothing of the creatures here?”


            “He could be harboring my slave inside those walls.”


            “He is not.” Layel kicked back into motion. “Valerian is many things, but he is not a liar.”


            “How do you know?” she demanded, keeping pace beside him. “Why do you like him so?”


            Their armies followed behind them, and they soon reentered the forest. Limbs stretched long fingers toward them, and twigs snapped under his feet. “If he had her, he would have paraded her across the parapet, showing her to us and laughing. The man has a twisted sense of humor.”


            “We wasted our time coming here.” An irritated statement, not a question.


            “We learned the human and the slave have not left Atlantis. They have not passed through a portal, so they are here, waiting to be found and captured.” Perhaps a lie, perhaps not. But she did not question his “logic.”


            No, she smiled.


            Soon, he reminded himself.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE


            
              
            

          


          
            GRAY AND JEWEL SHOPPED for several hours, buying clothing, weapons, trinkets and food. After devouring three meat pies, or whatever they were, Gray felt stronger than he had in days. And he needed his strength. His backpack probably weighed a hundred pounds, stuffed as it was with Jewel’s purchases.


            He’d watched her skip and laugh from booth to booth like an eager child, simply enjoying her, loving the way her eyes sparkled, the way her cheeks glowed from peaches to strawberries.


            So many times he’d come close to jerking her aside and ravishing her mouth, desperate to taste her. One taste, that’s all he wanted. One taste, that’s all he needed. Just one taste—


            Would never be enough.


            The words slammed into his head, but he shoved them out with iron-edged determination. Denied them. One taste would have to be enough because that’s all he could allow himself. He simply couldn’t risk more. Soon, they would part.


            “I want this, and this, and this,” she sang. “Oh, look at this. I want it.”


            I want you. Only once did he deny her something she wanted. She asked to return to the first table, the one with the jeweled armband. He didn’t want her to buy it for herself; he wanted to buy it for her. He wanted to surprise her with it. With her mind-reading ability, he doubted anyone had ever managed to surprise her. He would be the first, he vowed.


            “We shouldn’t go back to that area,” he said, the excuse lame but all he could come up with in his excitement.


            She accepted his refusal with an adorable pout before racing to a stall overflowing with silks and lace. He scanned the crowd around her and found no hint of their enemies.


            “I’ll be right back,” he said.


            Her only reply was a slight nod. He shook his head and grinned wryly. If the woman had to choose between shopping and him, he had no doubt which would emerge the winner. And it wasn’t him.


            While she haggled over the price of a sexy gold-and-white robe, he snuck off and bought her the armband, burying it at the bottom of his pack so she wouldn’t see it.


            If she realized what he’d done, she gave no indication as he approached her side. She had moved from the clothes to a table piled high with large, painted rocks. The rocks appeared to be ordinary pebbles found on the ground, but the brilliantly colored scenes painted on their surfaces gave them a breathtaking beauty.


            The seller, a female with the face of a bull and the body of a human—God, he might never get used to looking at these bull creatures—wore a dirty robe and paint stained her very human fingers. She didn’t try to talk them into buying, just let them look at their leisure.


            “I want one,” Jewel said.


            “They’re amazing.” Gray was still surprised at the ease with which he spoke the Atlantean language.


            “Thank you,” the woman muttered demurely.


            “You did them yourself?”


            She nodded. “I take great joy in my art.”


            As she spoke, Gray encountered the oddest sensation. Suddenly and shockingly, he smelled her blood. Actually smelled the sweetness of her blood—and he wanted to taste it. Not in a sexual way. His mouth watered like he needed water. His gaze flicked to the woman’s neck, at the pulse thumping there.


            He ran his tongue over his teeth, repulsed by the desire and trying fervently to squelch it. But her sweet scent remained strong in his nostrils and the need for a taste, a single taste, intensified. What the hell was wrong with him?


            He whipped to Jewel, intending to tell her he’d wait for her at a distance. Then he caught a whiff of her blood. She smelled of goodness and innocence, too, but also of power and passion. Hunger ate at him, consumed him, this need holding an undercurrent of sexuality and making it all the more intense.


            That quickly, he almost attacked her. Almost leapt on her and sank his teeth into her neck, filling his senses with her essence. Sweat poured from him as he purposefully locked his muscles in place, holding himself in check.


            His wounds were responsible for this craving. Throughout the week he’d lost a lot of blood, therefore his body wanted to replenish. That’s all there was to it. Still…


            Get the fuck out of here, his mind screamed.


            “I’ll be right over there,” he said, the words a mere croak. “Scream if you need me.” He slammed several drachmas on the tabletop and stalked away.


            Confused, Jewel stared over at him. He stood a good distance from her, but remained within sight, keeping guard over her as always. His silver gaze now churned a stormy gray, fierce and hard. Taut lines formed around his eyes, and his body vibrated with some kind of pent-up energy.


            Had she angered him?


            “Your man—tell him I cannot accept so much money,” the seller said.


            Jewel tore her attention from Gray and met the woman’s warm, worried gaze. Unbidden, she smiled. Hearing Gray referred to as her man was…heady. “I’ve never seen such beautiful work as these. You deserve every bit of money he gave you. Please—what is your name?”


            “Erwin.”


            “Please, Erwin, take it with a happy heart.”


            Her thin lips grew into a smile as she placed the drachmas in her pocket. “Take as many rocks as you’d like.”


            Jewel nodded. She studied the rocks. Some had waterfalls, some had forests. Some had creatures painted on the surface. Each scene appeared to be alive, as if it were actually happening, as if the creatures were truly moving.


            One had two sapphires painted in the center, and they caught Jewel’s eye. She lifted the stone and gasped, realizing it was her face she was seeing. In the portrait, her eyes held sadness and her mouth dipped in a wistful frown. She looked alone and vulnerable.


            “Do you like it?” Erwin asked hesitantly.


            “Why—why did you paint this woman?” She held up the rock, showing the minotaur the features decorating the surface.


            “Look at her. She represents the suffering of all of us, desperate to escape the life she was born to.”


            How true. Except for these last few days with Gray, Jewel couldn’t recall a time when she’d been happy with her life. She’d always prayed for a day, a single day, where she could be as normal and unaware as everyone else.


            “Maybe one day the woman and I will find our escape,” the minotaur added. She reached out and drew a finger over the surface, and as she did, her fingertip brushed Jewel’s palm.


            Jewel jerked as a vision raked her mind.


            A little boy, a minotaur, was ripped from a woman’s arms. This woman’s arms. The seller’s. Night had fallen and shadows danced all around a small hut that had been built under a tree. Both mother and child were crying and screaming, but the demon army carted them both away, seeing them merely as a food source.


            Jewel blinked her eyes and shook her head, clearing her thoughts. Her heart was slamming inside her chest, and a cold sweat had broken out all over her body.


            “You live nearby,” she said.


            Erwin’s furry bull-face became pallid. “That is none of your concern.”


            “You have built a shelter under a tree for you and your son.”


            She gasped and stumbled backward, her hand fluttering over her heart. “How did you—”


            “Very soon, the demon queen will march her army past your home. They will take you and your son and both of you will die.”


            “What? How can you—”


            Jewel knew the woman would never believe her, not without proof. Not knowing what else to do, she reached up and pushed back her hood, letting the light shove away the shadows and reveal her features. Erwin gasped again, this time shock and horror dripping from the sound.


            “You!” she breathed, both hands cupping her mouth.


            “Please,” Jewel said, replacing her hood. “You wish to escape your life, as did I. I have done so. Do not take it away from me by yelling out now.”


            The woman nodded, her eyes wide.


            “You know now that I’m telling the truth. You know that if you do not move out of the forest, you will lose your life and your son.”


            She nodded again. With shaky fingers, she began gathering her things and closing her table. “I will take us both to safety,” she whispered, horror coating every word. “Now. Right now.”


            Jewel’s hands relaxed at her sides. “All will be well for you,” she assured her. “I know it. And I thank you for the rock.”


            With that, she went to Gray, craving his nearness, his heat. The daylight was beginning to thin, the air to cool. Darkness would soon fall. It would be best if they were ensconced inside a rented room and not wandering the streets. Or had he wanted to return to the forest?


            She didn’t want him to know what she was doing, so she threw her arms around him, and while he was distracted, dropped the rock inside his bag. “Thank you for everything.”


            He hugged her back, lingering a moment, before pulling from her. “What were you two talking about?” He no longer appeared angry. His expression was relaxed, his body at ease. “The woman looked sick and ready to faint.”


            “She realized her son was in danger and went to remove him from harm’s way.”


            “Is that so?” There was a wealth of meaning in that one sentence, and Gray was able to deduce the entire story. Jewel had a vision of danger and had told the woman. The woman had rushed to save her child.


            Jewel…amazed him.


            He’d seen her lower her hood slightly and had almost run to her and dragged her back to the forest. But he had remained in place, curious about what she was doing. She’d put herself in danger, risked being seen and stolen by God knows what, to help a woman she didn’t know. Such kindness was as wonderful as it was foolish.


            “I think you’ve seen all the shops,” he told her. “I haven’t seen any sign of the demons, so we can get a room. Are you done here?”


            “Yes.”


            “I’m thirsty. For water,” he added for his own benefit. His bloodlust had thankfully calmed, but now his mouth felt dry and parched. “Drink first, room afterward.”


            “I drank all the water in your canteen. I’m sorry! There’s an inn near here. We can have drinks and dinner there, as well as stay the night.”


            “What kind of creatures run it?” He wrapped his arm around her waist, and they padded down the cobbled street, circling around other shoppers.


            “Centaurs and sirens. They are known allies, often protecting one another. If we keep our hoods over our heads, I can pretend to be an average siren and you can pretend to be a—”


            “Nymph.” He stroked two fingers over his jaw. “I think I’d make an excellent nymph.”


            Jewel chuckled. “They reek of sex and you, well, you smell of delicious human. Besides, you would have a line of women behind you if you were a nymph.”


            He gave a faux, mournful sigh. “So I have to be…what? A one-eyed Cyclops? A snake-headed Gorgon?”


            “Perhaps you can pretend to be a god,” she said thoughtfully.


            “Pretend?” He snorted.


            She chuckled. “Years and years ago, the gods visited us once a week, always taking a different human form and mingling among our ranks. It’s been a long time, but you are tall and handsome enough. As a god, you would be worshipped and no one would dare attempt to harm you.”


            “That’s a plan I can go along with.” He hefted his backpack higher on his shoulder. “I’ve always wanted to be worshipped. How much farther is the inn?”


            “About a mile. If we hurry, we’ll make it before dark.”


            He caught the undercurrent of anxiety in her tone. “You afraid of the dark, Pru?”


            “This area of the Inner City is for all creatures, but it branches off into different sections, one for each race. If we’re in the wrong area at the wrong time…Once we reach the area designated for centaurs, we can relax.”


            He had to admit, his body was aching, his wounds throbbing, and he was more than ready to find a bed. Hell, he might have signed up for a week-long excursion in Demon Town if it meant catching some Z’s soon.


            “I already miss the agora,” Jewel sighed. “The people, the smells, the food.”


            “You know,” he told her, “when I’m gone, you’ll have your freedom. You’ll be able to visit the market anytime you want. Shop whenever you want.”


            Her shoulders straightened; she kept her gaze straight ahead. “That is something to dream and hope for, yes.”


            Manipulating her words again. When would she learn he would not be swayed so easily? “So you can dream about it,” he said, “but you can’t actually have it? Is that what you’re telling me?”


            Jewel’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected Gray to fully realize what she was doing. Suspect, yes, but not call her on it. “What’s to keep another ruler from stealing me? What’s to keep someone who thinks I’m dangerous from killing me?” she added in a whispery, hollow tone.


            A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You need to learn self-defense. You need to learn how to evade your enemy.”


            She snorted. “Evade an entire army?”


            “It can be done. Believe me.”


            “I’ve seen many of your missions, but I doubt I will ever learn to fight and evade as you do.”


            “You’ll do what you have to do to survive.” He squeezed her hip, rubbing his thumb along the curve of her waist.


            She shivered.


            “I was sent to Gillirad, a planet rife with magical wars. Their armies had spells for everything, from freezing someone in place, to spells of sickness. They were destroying each other, and I found myself in the middle.”


            “Why were you even there?” she gasped, horrified.


            “OBI sent me in. I was to do recon, nothing more. To observe them, find out how they practiced such powerful magic, and leave. I had a team of psychics with me. When one of the Gillradian armies spotted us, they cast some kind of spell over my group, a spell that killed everyone but me.”


            She grabbed his hand, linking their fingers. “What saved you?”


            “I think it was the fact that I was the only nonmagical being there. I had no magical qualities, so their magic didn’t stick. They realized that and chased me all over the planet. I overheard one of them say they wanted to study me, to experiment and use me against their enemies.”


            “How did you escape?”


            “The same way I survived when I first arrived in Atlantis. It’s all about blending into your surroundings, knowing when to strike and when to back away.”


            “My face is recognizable. One look at me, and everyone knows who I am.”


            “Maybe you need to disguise your face. Color your hair.”


            Her shoulders slumped, and she fought back a wave of gloom. Some part of her had hoped he’d ask her to return to the surface with him. Another part had yearned to hear him vow to stay with her always. “That is no life, hiding my true identify. That is not freedom.”


            “Is there no one you trust to help you, then? To fight in your behalf?”


            “I trust you.”


            His hand slid up, up, to the edge of her breast. A lump formed in her throat, and she gulped. Fire licked through her, heating her blood.


            “Besides me,” he said, his voice suddenly hard. “Someone who knows Atlantis and its people.”


            She tumbled the question through her mind, then shook her head sadly. “I could go to the dragons, I guess, but it wouldn’t last long. Someone would sell my location and I would be stolen.”


            “What about your father?”


            “As I told you, I have yet to find him. And when I do, I can’t be sure he’ll be able to help me.”


            Gray was silent for a long while. Finally he said, “I’ll think of something. I won’t leave you helpless.”


            She paused. “You could take me with you.”


            Gray liked the idea. A lot. A whole hell of a lot.


            He liked the idea of having her in his house, in his bed. Just thinking about it got him primed; it hardened and excited him. He could strip her every night, sink into her warm wetness. He could enjoy her at his leisure.


            Be her first man.


            His hand fisted at his side as pure, undiluted desire rocked him. He’d teach her the way he liked to be touched, and he’d learn the sensitive spots on her body. They’d make love in every position imaginable—and some positions that weren’t.


            God, he was tempted. So tempted.


            No matter how much he might want her with him, however, he was going to leave her here. OBI would find out about her, take her, experiment on her, and lock her away, just as the people of her own world did. There was simply no way to get her through the portal without their knowledge. They had men stationed outside of it twenty-four hours, seven days a week.


            “Sorry,” he told her, forcing his tone to be as unbending as steel. “I can’t do that. You have to stay, and I have to go.”


            Her eyelids squeezed shut for a brief moment, and she let out a shaky breath. He knew he’d hurt her, and he hated himself for it. “I wish I could, Jewel, but it’s impossible.”


            “I understand,” she said softly. “I do. You don’t have to explain.”


            Frustrated, he raked a hand through his hair. Pain oozed from her voice, and he realized he would rather kick his own ass than hear that again. “You would face the same dangers on the surface as you do here, if not worse. Here, at least, the kings and queens do not hurt you physically.”


            “Sometimes I think that would be better than the emotional pain I’m forced to bear.”


            God, she was tearing him apart inside, and she didn’t even realize it. “Like I said, I’ll teach you to defend yourself. We’ve got some time. I can whip you into a fighting machine in a snap.”


            They came to a white stone building, music humming from the doors, a soft melody that seduced. No one was entering or leaving the place, so Gray couldn’t get a look past those doors. Intrigued, he stopped and read the sign. “The Happy Hoof.”


            “A centaur bar,” Jewel supplied. “With dancing.”


            His silver gaze whipped to her, just as his stomach clenched. Electric currents raced through him as he imagined holding her in his arms. Pulling her close, meshing her breasts into his chest, swaying with her to the gentle melody. He forgot about his aching body in that instant, his arms itching to hold Jewel, his palms burning to caress her. To sweep away her sadness. “I promised you dancing lessons, sweetheart, and I’m a god of my word.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL TRAILED behind Gray as he barreled his way past the double doors and inside the bar. The soft sounds of a flute drifted through the laughter and chatter that permeated the room. Centaurs were scattered in every direction, some sitting at tables, resting on their haunches, others prancing on the dance floor in a tangle of chestnut, blond and carmine fur. Several sirens were also present, their skin glowing incandescently, their dark hair silky and flowing. Then—


            Everyone stopped, paused, and turned toward them, staring. Even the music ceased, cutting to quiet. Jewel shifted uneasily on her feet.


            Gray stepped forward, and several people gasped, muttering, “Human.”


            As he jumped wholeheartedly into his role of god, his brows arched into his forehead, and his lips dipped into an imperial frown. He waved a hand through the air. “I have arrived,” he said, his superior voice cutting through the silence. “Why do you not bow? Do you dare disrespect me?”


            The fluidity of his words, as if he’d spoken her language his entire life, still amazed her. She’d never before considered the abrupt syllables sensual, but when Gray spoke them, a hungry shiver traipsed along her spine.


            “You can’t truly expect us to bow to you, human,” a huge centaur snapped, darting forward menacingly. His arms were tanned and thickly muscled, his chest bare and laced with scars.


            Jewel’s mouth went dry. The centaur planned to snap Gray in half like a twig. She read the thought so clearly in his mind. Coming here had been a bad idea, she’d known it, but had allowed her desire to be in Gray’s arms overwhelm common sense.


            “I am Adonis,” Gray said, layer upon layer of power in his voice, “and you will bow.”


            That voice…compelling and enigmatic, hypnotic, laced with an all-encompassing authority that left no room for argument. Half of the people in the room gasped and stepped toward him, wanting to touch the god who had stepped into their midst. Hope filled them. It had been so long, they thought, their excitement growing, and they hadn’t been forgotten as they’d supposed.


            The centaur wavered in his surety that Gray was nothing more than a human, but retained a firm grip on his doubt. “Prove it,” the horse-man snarled.


            His name is Bradair, Jewel whispered in Gray’s mind. She hadn’t been able to reach him this way since his sickness, and she had no way of knowing if it worked this time.


            “Shall I strike you down with a lightning bolt, Bradair? Shall I turn your flesh to ash?”


            It had worked! Perhaps his defenses against her were down. Perhaps he wanted her inside his head. Either way, she was grateful.


            Color drained from the centaur’s bronzed skin, revealing a fine trace of blue veins. “How did you know my name?”


            He fears snakes, Jewel added.


            Gray never missed a beat. “Shall I toss you into a snake pit?”


            “I—I—”


            Ready to end this, Jewel closed her eyes and projected her thoughts into the patrons’ minds, willing all of them to think Gray was floating, that fire crackled from his head, and lightning sizzled on his fingers.


            Bradair fell to his knees, babbling, “I am so sorry for my doubt, my lord. Please forgive me. I am a foolish man, and I will despise myself for all eternity for daring to question you.”


            “You are forgiven. Make sure it doesn’t happen again.”


            “Yes, yes. Thank you, thank you.”


            “Table, chairs.” Gray clapped, obviously enjoying his role. “I have immediate need of them.”


            Centaurs and sirens rushed to please the man, or rather god, beside her. A table was quickly cleaned, the contents swept to the floor with giddy eagerness, and two chairs dragged in front of it. “Your table, oh Lord of Lords.”


            He strode to it with an arrogant swagger, everyone he passed reaching out to touch him. He helped Jewel into her seat, then plopped down next to her. No one seemed inclined to leave; they hovered around the table, their expressions rapt. A female centaur with a silky mane of carmine hair stepped forward. Her chest was bare, and her large breasts bounced with her movements.


            Jewel’s hands fisted at her sides as she fought the urge to cover Gray’s eyes.


            “Please allow me to serve you, Divine One. It will be my greatest pleasure.”


            “Two of your finest.” Gray flicked Jewel a glance and noticed her chair was several inches away. He grabbed the edge of her seat and scooted her closer, until their thighs brushed.


            She gasped at the hot, electric contact. Her gaze locked with his, and his lips slowly teased in a half smile. Every time she looked at him or touched him, she felt as if her soul were exposed. As if she were raw and vulnerable, and oh so needy.


            “That’s better,” he said to her, then to everyone else, “Continue about your business.”


            Gradually, reluctantly, they obeyed, though everyone kept a reverent eye on him.


            “I never expected you to announce your godliness like that. I thought we’d mention it only if absolutely necessary.” She paused. “You’re always surprising me.”


            “Then we’re even. Besides, I wanted them deferential, not suspicious.”


            Jewel tore her focus from the hot intensity of his gaze and glanced around. The walls were painted with beautiful murals of frolicking centaurs, lush meadows, and blooming flowers. The wide array of colors was breathtaking, from the brightest azure to the palest pink.


            Their drinks were deposited on their table a moment later. “Is there anything else I may get for you, Glorious One? Anything? Anything at all?” As she spoke, the centaur’s finger traced the outline of her nipple.


            “Nothing else,” Jewel snapped. If anyone was going to invite Gray to bed, it was her. Jewel.


            Expression crumbling, the female trotted away.


            “What was that about?” he asked, lips twitching.


            “As if you don’t know. Pervert!”


            “Sheath the claws, Blaze. There’s only one woman I’m interested in at the moment.”


            Her stomach clenched deliciously, but she barely had time to explore the wonderful sensation before he was pushing a glass at her and saying, “Drink up. We really can’t stay here long.”


            Curious and unsure, she sipped tentatively at the amber liquid. It was sweet with an apple flavor. “Mmm.” She drained the rest and despite its coolness, it warmed her inside out.


            Gray gulped back a drink, then paused and grimaced. “What is this stuff?” He held up his glass and eyed it suspiciously. He even sniffed the rim. “It’s like pure sugar.”


            “I’ve never tasted anything so delicious.”


            His gaze dropped and lingered on her lips, intoxicating and heady.


            Her cheeks warmed with a blush, that one look affecting her as strongly as a caress, moving along her skin. Her nipples hardened. What would it be like if he licked her there? What would it be like if his fingers delved between her legs, spread her moisture and glided inside her?


            She shivered.


            What would it be like to clasp his penis in her hand and gently stroke up and down? Tasting the bead of maleness from the tip? So many times she’d dreamed of those things, prayed for them. Been desperate for them. Would he ever give them to her? Would he ever truly want to give them to her?


            Her gaze strayed to the centaurs dancing in the middle of the large room. Their arms were clasped around each other, their hooves swaying left and right, their tails swishing, and a deep pang of longing rebounded.


            “You ready to begin your dancing lessons?”


            “I’ve been ready for years,” she said, then pressed her lips together. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. She didn’t want Gray to know how she felt about him. He claimed he preferred relationships over quick, forgotten entanglements, but she’d seen the number of women who had fallen in love with him only to watch his back as he walked away.


            He was not a man who accepted ties easily.


            Pushing to his feet, he intertwined their fingers and tugged her up. The calluses on his hand ignited an inexorable friction. Everyone watched as he ushered her onto the dance floor. He turned, facing the crowd, his back blocked by a corner, and spun her. He drew her into the hard embrace of his arms.


            Her lashes fluttered down. She lay her head on his shoulder and breathed in his scent. Her hands wound around him, anchoring on his lower back, right above his buttocks and beneath his bag. She felt the strength of his muscles, the heat of his skin, and never wanted to leave that spot.


            The music continued to play, soft and slow, and they swayed to its seductive beat. It felt so wonderful to be in his arms. So…perfect.


            “You’re a natural,” he praised, his voice thick. He buried his nose in the hollow of her neck, inhaling deeply. “Hmm, you smell good. Ever heard of dirty dancing?”


            “No.”


            “Want me to show you?” His legs spread slightly, fitting hers between them, and his hips began to rock forward, brushing and retreating, his erection straining against her core.


            Shock waves of pleasure shot through her, sizzling like the lightning Gray had threatened to use against the centaur, and she gasped. Every point of contact seared her.


            “Move your hips against mine.”


            She did, moving in the opposite direction and connecting in the middle. “It’s—it’s—” The words caught in her throat, suspended on a jolt of pure carnality. Faster and faster they rocked, arching into one another.


            “Perfect. God, I know.” One of his hands strayed to her buttocks, gripping, and the other lifted to her neck, tangling in her hair. He pulled her deeper into his embrace, so deep their mouths were only a breath apart. Gazes locked together with sultry intensity, he moved one of his legs so that the apex of her thighs straddled him.


            “Oh, gods.” Another gasp slipped from her. If they kept this up much longer, she was going to explode. Already her body rushed toward completion. A coiling of pleasure. A search for release.


            “I want you tonight,” he said. “I shouldn’t, but I do. I want you so much I’m aching with it. I told myself I wouldn’t take you all the way, just play a bit, but that’s not going to be enough. Not nearly enough. Right now, I can’t make the consequences matter. I want you tonight,” he repeated.


            I want forever with him, she thought dazedly. Her taste of freedom today had broken something inside her. An acceptance, a passiveness. She deserved a life all her own, a life of love and happiness. Different she might be, but she possessed a very human heart. She wanted Gray in her life now and always. Wanted to strip him down and welcome him inside her body, over and over, night after night, their limbs tangled together.


            He wanted only tonight.


            “What do you feel?” Gray asked her, the words a whispered caress. “How does being in my arms make you feel?”


            “Fire. I feel like I’m burning all over.”


            “That’s good. Real good.” His eyes were liquid silver, alive with…something she was almost afraid to name. It was a look she’d never seen from him, in her visions or in reality, almost brutally tender.


            She moved her palms to his chest, placing one over his heart. His heartbeat thundered, strong if a little offbeat. Fast.


            “You’re begging to be kissed, sweetheart, you know that, don’t you? But we can’t. If I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop. You’re a hell of a distraction, and even though these people think I’m a god, I can’t afford to be distracted in here.” His hand kneaded the back of her neck. “No one else has ever smelled like you, like moonlight and storms.”


            “You said I couldn’t go with you, Gray, but maybe…maybe you can stay here.” She tightened her grip on him, her cheek nuzzling his. “Stay here with me.”


            His eyelids fell to half-mast, and his lips traced her jawline, his tongue flicking out in hot, determined strokes. “I can’t. OBI will send in another agent, perhaps more, and those men will die or kill the people here. I want you, Jewel. I do. More than I’ve ever wanted another woman, but I will leave you. No matter what happens, I’m going home. Never let yourself think otherwise.”


            There was pure honesty in his voice, a bone-deep conviction. He didn’t harbor a single doubt about his words; he believed them with his whole heart. If she allowed him, he would kiss her, perhaps make love with her tonight, but when his mission ended, so did their association.


            They would never see each other again. Never speak with each other.


            That knowledge cut deeper than any knife.


            She’d known he would deny her, of course. The moment she’d spoken, she had known his reply, but hope was a strange, foolish thing.


            Only two options presented themselves. Embrace the time they had together or keep him at a distance. Either way, she would end up with a broken heart. One would leave her with beautiful memories that could destroy her. The other would bring regret, but she would survive.


            “I’ve been honest with you from the beginning,” he said, softening his tone to ease the sting of his previous words.


            “I told you before that you don’t have to explain your reasons to me.” She tried to mask her hurt, but didn’t quite succeed. “I’m very aware of what you’re like.”


            He studied her face. Whatever he saw in her expression angered him because he scowled, grabbed her hand, and hauled her back to the table. His scowl remained as he signaled for two more drinks. He didn’t speak until they arrived and the server disappeared.


            News of Gray’s presence must have spread, because the bar filled with centaurs and sirens, eating away at the space. Every few seconds, someone fingered his hair or caressed his shoulder. For the most part, he ignored them.


            “What do you mean, you know what I’m like?” He propped his elbows on the table and leaned forward while she sipped at the ice-cold sweetness. “And before you remind me that I said we can’t stay here much longer, answer my question.”


            She met his gaze dead on, eyes narrowed, blood surging with her own sense of growing fury. “You get rid of your women very quickly.”


            “That’s a lie, honey. I don’t do one-night stands.”


            “Not in your mind, no. You keep women around for a while, but you never give more of yourself than the barest glimmer. The moment they start to get close to you, you leave them.”


            Gray’s nostrils flared. His last girlfriend had lasted six months. Six months of monogamy and commitment. He’d liked her, had enjoyed spending time with her…but the night she told him she loved him was the last night he spent with her, he realized.


            He blinked, doing a quick mental replay of his other girlfriends. Goddamn it, Jewel was right. In the beginning, his last girlfriend had been content to see him the few days out of the month he was home and talk to him sparingly on the phone. They’d had a great sex life, one where they both found enjoyment. Then she’d started hinting that she wanted more. More of his time, more of him. She’d begun leaving clothing at his house. The shit exploded, however, when he found tampons in his medicine cabinet. Tampons, for God’s sake. It had only been at that moment, as he stared at the feminine products, that he’d realized he was in a hard-core relationship.


            He’d sweated for a couple days, but hadn’t stopped seeing her. He’d wondered, though, why he felt no compulsion to tell her about his life. And why he hadn’t wanted to introduce her to his family. If he had, maybe the “I love you” thing wouldn’t have sent him flinging over the edge.


            He hated one-night stands, or so he’d always told himself. Basically, that was all he’d ever had. One-night stands that lasted several months. He’d never told a girlfriend he loved her, never lived with a woman, either. Never told a woman about his life, his job, or his family. He shook his head in disbelief.


            It wasn’t like he wanted to remain a bachelor for the rest of his life. He actually liked the idea of marriage, children, and happily ever after. So what was the problem? Why did he refuse to allow himself to fall in love?


            Only one answer sprang to mind. He hadn’t met the right woman.


            He frowned, considering the validity of that thought. If that disgusting cliché was true, it would mean there was only one person, one true love, for everyone. His dad and mom, he’d thought, had been soul mates. Then his mom died, and though his dad remained single for a long time afterward, he had found another woman—one he loved more than he’d ever loved Gray’s mom.


            Gray didn’t resent his stepmom, Francis, for that, but it had rocked his views of love. Was he waiting for a deeper connection than he’d had with any of his women? Had he somehow known he couldn’t get it from them? Had his dreams of Jewel ruined him for anyone else, because he’d known deep down what she would be to him?


            Yes, roared inside his mind. He quickly stamped it down, one of the most difficult things he’d ever done. They were from two different worlds, and he could never let himself forget that. Despite his dreams of her, despite her visions of him, they were not destined to be together. They couldn’t be. There were just too many complications.


            He couldn’t deny that he wanted her, though. God, did he want her. Bad. She fired his blood, made him hot and hungry. Made him sweat, willing to beg for it. Made his hormones surge. For her. Only her.


            Only Jewel seemed to excite him now and the knowledge mocked his previous denial of their connection. Her kindness continually rocked him. Her smile continually brightened him. He was more aware of her than he ever had been of another. He wanted to protect and coddle her. He wanted to possess her, brand her.


            He wanted to keep her.


            Gray scrubbed a hand down his face. Fuck, shit, damn. He wanted to keep her with him, now. Always. He wanted to wrap himself around her until he was all she knew. The most primitive part of him demanded he mark her with his essence so she’d never forgot exactly which man she belonged to. So every man would know who she belonged to.


            No. No. He wouldn’t allow that to mean more than a few nights of pleasure. He’d have her—there would be no stopping that, he realized that now, but he wouldn’t keep her. Tonight, he would claim her body, satisfy the hunger that ravaged them both, and purge her from his system.


            “It’s getting late,” he bit out. “And it’s too crowded in here.” The thought of having her was already exciting him, heating his blood and consuming his senses. On the dance floor, he’d been close to coming in his pants like a teenager. She’d felt so damn good, a perfect fit against him. God knew how much better she’d feel naked, under him, her legs wrapped around his waist. “We should go.”


            She lifted her glass and drained the contents. He dropped several drachmas on the tabletop, then stood, Jewel following suit. He didn’t dare touch her right now. He wanted her too much and his control teetered precariously on total annihilation.


            Out of habit, his gaze searched for menacing movements and creeping shadows as he stalked to the door. Since joining OBI, he’d lived his life that way, always searching for those who meant him harm. The proclivity had saved him on several occasions.


            “Return whenever you wish,” someone called.


            “I’ll make a sacrifice in your honor,” someone else shouted.


            Outside, he kept his gaze intent as he scanned the empty street. Night had fallen completely. Stone torches glowed from jagged walls.


            “The inn is over there,” Jewel said, pointing to a building that looked more like a stable than a hotel.


            He would have preferred a bed of silk and satin for his first time with Jewel, but he’d take whatever he could get. Besides, he thought hopefully, maybe it wasn’t as primitive on the inside as he’d feared.


            Wrong.


            As he stepped over the threshold, his boots sank into a thick layer of hay. The scent of sweat and animal enveloped him. An aging male centaur with a long silver beard manned the area.


            “I’d like a room,” Gray told him, sliding the last of his drachmas over the scarred wood surface that separated them.


            “You’re Adonis,” the man gasped. “They said you had come, but I didn’t believe them. I beg forgiveness for my doubt.”


            Gray nodded. Because really, what else could he do?


            His money was slid back to him. “It is my greatest honor to house you, great lord. Please, please. Follow me. If you have need of anything, you have only to ask and I will personally see that it is yours. If you wish a morning ride, I will gladly seat you on my own back.”


            The centaur showed them to a large, cozy room. There was an actual bed, complete with soft blue sheets. There was a bathing pool and enough pillows strewn across the floor to use as a trampoline.


            “You may leave us,” he said, staying in character.


            “As you wish.” The centaur backed out of the room, bowing low. “Thank you, sweet lord. Thank you.”


            Jewel’s gaze shifted nervously from Gray to the bed, to the pool, to Gray again. He looked her up and down, imagining his hands everywhere he looked.


            She gulped. “Are we going to bed now?”


            Instead of answering, he said, his voice rough with the force of his need, “Why don’t you take a bath here, while I search the perimeter.” He needed to map an escape route, just in case, and she needed time alone. If her sudden nervousness was any indication, she knew what was going to happen, wanted it, but needed time to accept.


            When he returned, they were going to put their desires to bed.


            Several times.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL SOAKED in the bathing pool, luxuriating in the sweet scent of the water. Orchid oil had been poured inside, softening her skin. The air around her was cool, but the water was hot, and the two made an intoxicating combination. She scrubbed from head to toe, washing away the trials of the last few days.


            Her gaze continued to shift nervously to the side. She’d placed a screen in front of the pool, so Gray wouldn’t be able to see her if he entered. Still…she sank deeper into the water, the liquid lapping up to her neck. A part of her was afraid he wouldn’t like what he saw, but another part of her, the wildest part, suspected he’d find her sensually beautiful. Irresistible. He’d take her in his arms—but would she know what to do? Would she please him?


            Before he’d left, there had been an intense heat blazing in his eyes. He’d looked at her, his gaze lingering on her breasts and between her legs. She’d felt that same ache she always felt whenever he watched her. Where nothing else mattered but Gray, his voice, his touch.


            That ache plagued her now. Biting her lower lip, she skimmed a hand down her breasts and her nipples hardened. Her fingers lowered, slipping over her oil-slicked stomach, the same way she’d seen Gray touch other women. Her fingers glided back up and circled her nipples. A shiver raced through her.


            Her gaze once again darted to the screen. She’d hear him if he came in; there was no reason to worry.


            “Gray,” she groaned, closing her eyes and picturing the sensual planes of his face. She’d seen him do other things, as well…things that had always fascinated her. She kneaded her breasts, pretending it was Gray’s hands touching her. Her blood heated, and she gasped in a choppy puff of air.


            I’ll die if I don’t touch you, he said inside her mind.


            Her hands trailed down her stomach again, stopping at the small triangle of hair between her legs. What would Gray do to her if he were here? Slowly her hands moved lower. He’d touch her…right…there. She gasped as a shaft of pure pleasure struck her. Her teeth bit more sharply into her lip, and she moved her fingers again, circling this time, slowly, slowly.


            She moaned. In her mind, she saw Gray kissing his way up her body. Kissing her behind her knees. Kissing her inner thighs. And licking his way between her legs, his tongue exactly where her fingers moved.


            “Ahh,” she cried, arching her hips. The water lapped at the sides of the pool, then changed directions and hit her sides, caressing her skin like waves caressing a beach. While she imagined his mouth devouring her, she also pictured his fingers slipping and sliding up her body, pinching her nipples. His tongue circled faster, licking and sucking at her.


            “Oh, gods,” she groaned. The pleasure was building, already so intense she verged on insanity. “Gray,” she whispered. “Gray.”


            


            GRAY STRODE DOWN THE HALL, headed toward his room, intent on finding Jewel and at last finishing what they’d started. He’d given her time to get used to the idea, given her time to calm and accept.


            That time was over.


            After he’d left her, he’d found an escape route, then a place to bathe. His hair was still damp, his robe clinging to his moist skin. Soon he would—


            An image of him and Jewel flashed through his mind, and he stopped abruptly, boot raised midair. She was naked, splayed out in a bathing pool, and he was on top of her, between her legs, pleasuring her with his mouth, drinking in her sweet essence.


            Instantly his body went rock hard, desire more intense than anything he’d ever experienced rushing through him. He nearly doubled over from the force of it. He could almost taste her in his mouth, and he knew he’d never tasted anything sweeter, hotter. He could almost feel her oil-slick skin beneath his hands, and he knew he’d never felt anything so soft.


            In his mind, he glanced up at her. I’ll die if I don’t touch you. Her head was thrown back, her eyes closed, her teeth biting down on her bottom lip. Inky strands of hair floated around her, and her skin was flushed, a bouquet of strawberries, peaches and cream.


            He wanted to eat her up.


            One of her hands was gripping the side of the pool, the other was tangled in his hair. He’d never seen anything more erotic.


            Alone in the hallway, he leaned against the wall. A sheen of sweat broke over him, dripping from his temples. His lips pulled taut.


            “Holy shit,” he growled. The vision in his mind was so real, it was like he really was there. He could actually hear her moan his name. She arched her hips, and his erection jerked. He rubbed a hand down the long, hard length of himself, wishing it were her hand. Her mouth.


            He had to get inside her. In the vision, in reality, it didn’t matter. He had to get inside her. Had to…get inside…her.


            Gritting his teeth against the pain of his arousal, he stalked down the hall. His fists clenched as he entered the room and shut the door behind him, his eyes searching for her. She was nowhere to be seen, but he could hear the sound of her breathing, shallow and erratic. There was a screen in front of the bathing pool, and he strode toward it without a word.


            When he rounded the screen, he jerked to a halt. Sucked in a breath. Nearly came. There she was, splayed out in the water, just like in his vision, her hand between her legs. Her hips were arching, her face glowing with her pleasure. Her nipples were pink and hard and his mouth watered for them. Steam wafted around her, creating a cloudy haze.


            She was on the verge of orgasm. But he didn’t want her to come without him, nor did he want to come without her. He moved to the edge of the pool, his every nerve on alert, his every cell heating.


            “Jewel,” he whispered brokenly.


            Her eyes slowly opened. “Gray,” she said, and she didn’t seem surprised or embarrassed to find him there. Her arousal had reached the point of complete consumption. It was all she could think about, all she could feel. “What’s happening to me?”


            “You need a man. You need me.”


            “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Please.”


            He jerked off his robe and tore off his military fatigues, his movements clipped and quick, desperate. He unstrapped the blades from his wrists, waist and ankles and dropped them to the floor with a thump. He should have forgone the arsenal after his bath, but hadn’t. Now he cursed himself for the time it took to remove them, time he could be touching Jewel.


            Finally he was naked, his erection jutting forward as he stepped into the water, liquid heat swallowing his ankles. He sank as though in a dream. Her gaze raked over him, and she moaned, arched her hips, her own fingers still working at her clitoris.


            The time had come.


            No more thinking about it, no more wondering if it was the right decision. No more worrying about their different worlds. All that mattered was the here and now. All that mattered was being with Jewel, if only for a little while.


            He reached her, unable to go another second without her in his arms. He gripped her hand, her pleasure-giving hand, and placed it at the side of the pool. Next he spread her legs and moved between them. He didn’t enter her, though. No, he wanted to savor her first. Wanted to touch and taste her like he had in his vision.


            But everything inside him screamed to rush, to take her now and take her hard.


            “Were you thinking about me when you touched yourself?” he asked, amazed he could even get the words out. He was that hungry for her.


            She nodded.


            “What did you see in your mind?”


            “Your mouth,” she whispered, “tasting me.”


            “Here?” His fingers circled her clitoris, and she gasped. He raised her pelvis, bent his head and licked her, sliding his thumb down and pressing it against her core. Her sweet, sweet taste tantalized him.


            “Yes, right there.” The words emerged as little more than a moan.


            If he licked her there again, she’d come. And he didn’t want her to come yet. He wanted her to come on his cock. Rising up, he slid a finger into her hot, tight sheath. She felt so good, so damn good. He leaned down, and licked his tongue around one of her nipples, then the other, tasting the nectar of whatever flower flavored the water.


            Her hands clenched the sides of the pool, helping to hold her up. “Gray,” she panted. “I feel so…hot. Make it stop. No, don’t stop. I need more. No, no more. I have to taste you. All of you.”


            Eyes wild, she rose over him and pushed him back before he could utter a protest. Not that he would. Then little Miss Prudence went down on him, sucking his length up and down, bringing her teeth and tongue into play, her hand cupping his ball sac. On and on she continued, until he was shouting, clenching, wild.


            Before his body completed the last spasm, he was hard again. Ready for her. Panting for her, as if he’d never come. A sense of urgency built inside of him, again, beating against his usual need for leisure, about to unfurl completely. He always went slowly with women, always took his time, never allowed himself to be quick and hurried. But his blood was heating, near boiling, about to burst, and he suddenly wasn’t sure of his control.


            He climbed up her body. Water sloshed. His gaze strayed and lingered on her neck, at the pulse hammering there. His mouth watered. What would it be like to sink his teeth in her vein, to let her blood pour down his throat? He kissed his way between her breasts, lingered on her collarbone, then licked her neck.


            She arched against him, writhing. Her hands flew to his back, squeezing him, scratching him. He was going to bite her…had to bite her…and he was going to do it while he filled her with his cock. He was disgusted with himself, but he couldn’t stop the need from growing. He wanted to enter her and bite her at the same time, taking all of her, all she had to give. The need was so strong, he couldn’t control it.


            If he didn’t bite her soon, he’d perish. If he didn’t enter her soon, he’d perish. If he didn’t spill his seed inside her soon, he’d perish. So many ways to kill him, yet all reasons to live. He had to have her, would have her, nothing could stop him.


            “Tell me you’re ready. Tell me you can take me.”


            “Yes, yes. Now. Please now. Pleasepleaseplease.”


            “Jewel. Mine.” He was just opening his mouth, just reaching down, gripping his erection, poising himself for entry, when he heard the door burst open.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            PROTECTIVE INSTINCTS ROARING to life, Gray fought through the cloud of lust encompassing his mind and jolted up. A feral rage burned in his chest, spreading, growing hotter. He hummed with it, vibrated with it, was savage with it. A low, bestial growl emitted from his throat.


            Water splashed over the pool’s edge as he leapt out. His breathing was harsh and ragged, and sweat trickled down his cheeks. Scowling, he grabbed two of his blades from the floor.


            Jewel’s eyes were glazed with passion and she shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She straightened, a look of horror lighting her features. Gray heard no footsteps, only the flutter of wings. He couldn’t see past the screen in front of the bath, so had no idea who this unseen enemy was—an unseen enemy that would die painfully for daring to interrupt him.


            “Where are they?” he heard a deep voice demand.


            He immediately recognized the speaker. A Formorian he’d gambled with—and beaten—at the market. Gray’s gaze narrowed. He should have expected something like this, but he hadn’t. His only concern had been the vampires and demons. And getting Jewel naked.


            “What—”


            “Shh,” he whispered to Jewel, handing her one of his knives. She took the offered weapon with shaky fingers. “Stay here,” he mouthed.


            He found another blade buried under his pants and hurriedly grabbed it. With every second that passed, his rage intensified. Yes, someone was going to die this night.


            “Find the money,” the Formorian barked.


            The sound of destruction rose, breaking wood, ripping fabric. He didn’t know how many there were, but it was only a matter of seconds before they spotted him and Jewel behind the screen. He preferred to keep the action in the center of the room, away from Jewel.


            Unconcerned by his nakedness, he crouched low and peeked from behind the screen, soaking in details. The Formorians used their wings to hold themselves up, their one leg reaching out and knocking everything down, their one arm holding a spiked club. There were five of them. Shit. Shit! He’d been in worse situations, but he would have preferred his gun.


            As he crouched there, deciding the best way to attack, any lingering sexual lust mutated into simple bloodlust. He went from white-hot to ice-cold in seconds. His mind shut down, focusing only on war and death. The thick metallic stench of Formorian blood enveloped him.


            One, he mentally counted. Two. Three.


            War cry blaring from him, Gray sprang from his position and attacked the nearest creature, determined to fight it the same way he’d fought the demons. He might not know these creatures’ weaknesses but nothing could survive a slit throat.


            Because of the element of surprise, he was able to grab the first one-armed, one-legged beast from behind. The creature jerked, hard, and Gray felt the wound in his thigh tear. Determinedly he gave a quick slash of his blade. The creature went limp and dropped his club, falling to the ground, thick black blood seeping from his twitching body.


            One down, four more to go.


            By the time Gray had turned around, two other creatures were flying toward him, fury darkening their ugly features. Seconds before they reached him, he ducked low and grabbed both of them by their ankle. They pulled and struggled against his hold, but he pivoted, slashed up with his feet, using the creatures’ elevated height to anchor him as he kicked them senseless.


            Both dropped to the ground, gasping for breath, and he cut both their necks at the same time. The leader screeched an unholy sound that rocked the walls.


            “Come and get me,” he spat.


            Club raised, the Formorian stalked toward him. Gray’s lips were curling into a slow smile—until he saw Jewel race from behind the screen. His grin died as a sense of rage and helplessness sprouted inside him. She’d haphazardly wrapped her robe around her body and it billowed at her ankles, flapping with her movements. She had her blade raised, ready to battle.


            Her name was poised at the edge of his lips, ready to scream it out and command her to hide, to return behind the screen. But he didn’t want to draw any attention to her. He didn’t mind dying himself, but he’d be damned if he’d let Jewel receive even the smallest scratch.


            A Formorian sensed her presence and turned around, club raised. The leader was still flying toward Gray, Jewel was still racing toward the other. Gray started running, too, and when he was almost upon the leader, he jumped up and slammed his feet into the bastard’s chest, shooting him backward.


            Gray didn’t slow, but the world seemed to slow around him. An agonizing slowness with a reality that there was only one thing he could do sinking into him. And if he failed, if he missed…Jewel would be dead. He kept moving, sprinting toward her and the final combatant.


            The two were almost upon each other. Jewel’s attacker was reaching back with his club just as Gray drew back his arm to throw his knife.


            He was suddenly grabbed from behind with a single hand. Sharp nails dug into his shoulder, tugging him backward. Gray’s blade flew out of his hand, but missed its intended target completely. As he fell, he watched through horrified eyes as Jewel slammed into the other beast. Her knife was raised, ready to strike, but the bastard managed to act first.


            His club pounded into her upper arm.


            Gray hit the ground, howling in fury, a red haze of rage beating inside him. The leader jumped on top of him, and he rolled over, not thinking about his next actions. He simply opened his mouth and sank his teeth into the Formorian’s neck, thick blood sliding down his throat, burning the pit of his stomach. The creature howled and jerked against him, but Gray kept a steady jaw lock, draining the bastard dry.


            When he finished, he tossed the lifeless creature aside and sprang to his feet. Warm drops of blood trickled down his mouth, off his chin. He wiped them away. The remaining Formorian had an unconscious Jewel by the hair and was dragging her out of the room. Her blood left a crimson trail behind her. Gray’s heart stopped beating and he snarled, the sound raw and animalistic.


            He sprinted after them, swooping down and grabbing one of the abandoned clubs as he ran. He hefted its weight in his hand. With another war cry, he raised up his arm and struck, slamming the spiked tip into the back of the creature’s head, putting all of his strength behind the blow.


            Jewel was released; she thumped to the ground. As the creature spun toward him, Gray hit him again and again, until there was nothing but pieces left. He was panting with the force of his rage. Only when his arms shook and his hands throbbed from splinters did he drop the club.


            His gaze found Jewel. Her eyes were closed, her face soft, as if she were sleeping. He knelt and gently gathered her in his arms. Her head fell back, her hair streaming down. A few centaurs were scattered throughout the hallway, gasping at the blood. Gasping at the sight of Jewel.


            “It’s her,” one of them said, his voice reverent. The foolish horse-man took a step toward her, reaching out.


            “Touch her and die,” Gray snarled. Without another word, he carried her to their room, kicking bodies and debris out of the way. He laid his woman on the mountain of pillows. His fingers found the hollow of her neck where her pulse should…beat…Thank God! His knees buckled in relief. Her pulse was weak and thready, but it was there.


            She was alive.


            His satisfaction was a palpable, all-consuming force, and in that moment he recognized Jewel as his woman, the one woman for him. The one he couldn’t live without. He might deny it later, but for now, in this moment, he acknowledged the truth.


            He stayed on his knees, ripping off her robe, searching for her wounds. Blood had dripped onto her stomach, and he cleaned it away to ascertain she hadn’t been hurt there. That kind of wound was often fatal, but he encountered only smooth, healthy skin.


            The only wound he could see was on her left arm. There were dime-sized holes from the club spikes, and the skin was black and blue. As he watched, however, the holes began to close, the bruises began to fade.


            His eyes widened. She was healing at a superhuman speed. His unsteady heartbeat slowed and calmed, and the rage in his blood dwindled. The things he’d done only moments before played through his mind. Without any remorse, he’d sucked the blood from someone’s neck. And he’d liked it. He’d clubbed someone. And he’d liked it.


            Obviously the desire for blood was not because he’d lost some of his own like he’d first supposed. Something was changing inside him, something dark and dangerous. He didn’t understand it, was almost afraid to analyze it, but there it was.


            Jewel gasped, and her eyelids popped open. “Gray.”


            “King of kings, more Formorians will arrive soon,” one of the centaurs said, stepping into the room. “They will sense the deaths of their brethren and come. We must prepare.” Hooves pounded in the background.


            “How you feeling?” he asked softly, not moving from his place beside Jewel. An army could invade, and he wouldn’t have cared. He wasn’t leaving this spot until he was one hundred percent positive of her recovery.


            “Stiff, but good.” She stretched her arms over her head and arched her back. “Did I kill him?”


            “Yes,” he lied, knowing that was what she wanted to hear. He smoothed his hands over her face, lingering over the seam of her lips. “How did you heal like that, sweetheart? Do you need extra time to heal internally?”


            Her face scrunched adorably in her confusion. “Heal? I remember that he hit me and that it burned like fire, but I feel fine now. He must not have hit me very hard.”


            She didn’t know, he realized. She didn’t know the club had cut through to the bone.


            “Easy, easy,” he said as she jerked to a sitting position.


            “Gray, I’m fine—” She glanced down and saw her nakedness. Gasping, she pulled her robe tight against her. “I thought I covered myself!”


            He grinned. His little Prudence would be fine. He didn’t understand it. Hell, he didn’t understand a lot of the things that had happened lately, but he was okay with that because Jewel would live.


            Gray planted a swift kiss on her lips and pushed to his feet. “We have to get out of here.” He scrambled around the room, grabbing his backpack, weapons, and securing his robe over his shoulders.


            Jewel’s cheeks glowed bright as she realized her robe simply wouldn’t cover her breasts. The edges were ripped to shreds. She grabbed the velvet-soft sheet atop the pillows and wrapped it around herself. When she finished, she gazed at the room, at the carnage littering the floor.


            “I should have sensed them,” she said quietly. “I should have known they were coming.”


            “You told me you can’t sense danger to yourself, so how could you have known? I should have known they would do this.”


            “No, I—”


            “I’m taking blame for this and that’s the end of it. Are you strong enough to walk?”


            “I am, yes, but are you? You’re bleeding.” Concerned, she stared at his face, his hands. A frown tugged at her lips, and she stepped toward him.


            “I’ll be fine.” He closed the rest of the distance between them and grabbed her hand. “We’ve got to head back to the other side of the forest.”


            She nodded.


            They raced out of the room and into the hallway, pushing past centaurs. Gray followed the escape route he’d mapped earlier, before his bath. He hadn’t known at the time that he’d need it, but lived by the “better to be safe than sorry” code, and now he was grateful he did.


            The route twisted and turned in every direction, the wall torches becoming fewer in number. He took the narrowest path, the one that led to a staircase. He and Jewel pounded down those steps, and he kicked the door the moment it was within reach. Hinges splintered as the door burst wide open. Cool night air wafted around him.


            His eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, faster than usual. As he raced through the abandoned alleyway, a wave of dizziness struck him. He was losing blood. He’d managed to forget his wounds for a while, but now they throbbed, demanding attention.


            “Keep an eye behind us, okay? Tell me if you think we’re being followed.”


            “Formorians work best in the air, but the skyline is clear. They haven’t spotted us.”


            “Good. That’s good.” The streets were quiet, and he kept to the shadows, moving behind buildings and carts.


            What seemed an eternity later, Jewel said, “We’re almost there, I can feel it.”


            Finally tall oaks filled his vision and he raced toward them. Insects buzzed and swarmed him. Dewy green leaves and branches swatted at him. “Cover your face,” he said.


            “Ow,” she cried, reaching up to cover her cheek from the stinging vines.


            “Let’s find a spot to rest.” His breath was burning inside his lungs. His limbs were growing shaky, and a web of lethargy was weaving through him. He’d taken a lot of abuse lately, more than he ever had before, and he was feeling the effects. He refused to pass out in front of Jewel again. “Tell me when you feel like it’s safe.”


            Once he spoke the words, he realized how much he’d come to depend on her for their safety. He trusted her judgement, her senses. He needed her.


            “Head toward the river,” she panted.


            He listened for the rustle of water and veered right. When they reached the water’s edge, he saw a wide, rocky path.


            “Formorians hate water.”


            “Then we’re crossing.” Not waiting for her reply, he tugged her into the water. At first the icy liquid only reached his ankles, but as he ran through it, splashing it in every direction, it became deeper. Finally he was swimming, unable to touch bottom.


            Jewel swam beside him. It took them about ten minutes to reach the other side, and once they did, they pulled their soaking bodies onto the edge. “We’ve done this before,” he said between shallow breaths.


            “Let’s hope this is our last time.”


            “I want to move a little farther away.”


            She nodded, stumbling forward. He stayed right beside her, crawling through vegetation and sand. How much time passed, how far they actually got, he didn’t know. Finally, he dropped his backpack, painfully aware he couldn’t go another step. “Here’s good.”


            “Here, yes.”


            “Take off your wet clothes.” As he spoke, he stripped. When he was naked, he dug inside his backpack and withdrew his dry fatigues. He spread them on the ground.


            Jewel didn’t protest. She shed the velvet sheet and it pooled at her feet. Her arms wrapped around her waist in a vain effort to guard against the cold.


            Gray lay down on top his clothing, saying, “Com’ere He shouldn’t allow himself to sleep; he should erect some sort of shelter. But he closed his eyes, feeling Jewel lie down beside him, her body contouring to his. She placed her head on his good arm. He could feel her erratic heartbeat drumming against his chest, beating in sync with his. A sense of contentment settled over him.


            He fell asleep like that.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            LIGHT PIERCED Gray’s consciousness.


            He slowly cracked open his eyes and winced. His body throbbed like he’d been thrown into a ring and gone fifty rounds with a heavyweight. Jewel was curled into his side, still asleep. Her features were soft and relaxed and contentment lifted the corners of her lips.


            She was naked. He was naked. And his body liked the contact.


            God, she was lovely. Her skin was as dewy as a morning peach, her legs long and tapered perfectly. Her waist dipped and her hips flared deliciously.


            Fighting the sudden fire in his blood, he brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. Last night’s events sped through his mind. He’d almost lost her. This innocent little peach had almost died. Just the reminder made his palms sweat. In their short time together, she’d come to mean a lot to him. More than any woman ever had.


            She’s safe now, he reminded himself, relaxing. That was all that mattered.


            From this point on, he was damn well going to do a better job of looking out for her. Gambling with the Formorians had been risky, and he’d known better. He’d just wanted to give her an honestly purchased present and the desire had clouded his common sense. Which proved his reasons for not getting involved were well founded.


            The armband rested at the bottom of his bag; he knew it was there. He just didn’t know when—or if—he was going to give it to her. He had to get focused on his job, and if he gave her the gift now, she might think it meant more than it did. Like he’d stay with her or something. His heart skipped a beat.


            “Wake up, sleeping beauty.” He wanted to wake her with a kiss, but didn’t dare. If he kissed her, he wouldn’t stop kissing her until he had her under him, his cock sliding inside her. They had stuff to talk about, and he had stuff to do. It was time he remembered that and put things in perspective.


            Jewel stirred and stretched like a newborn babe, purring low in her throat. The sounds drifted over his nerve endings like an erotic caress. She blinked open her eyes, her long lashes fluttering up and down. He was suddenly thirsty for her.


            “Gray,” she said, gingerly sitting up. “Is everything all right?”


            “Everything’s fine.” He forced his mind to remain on business. “Did last night’s adventure throw us off the path to Dunamis?”


            She pushed her hair from her face, realized she was naked, and grabbed her now dry sheet, tugging it around her. “We were already thrown off, slower than I anticipated. But the temple is only a day and a half walk from here.”


            Walking that long sounded about as fun as a full body waxing. He grimaced and worried a hand on his jaw stubble. “I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to answer honestly. Don’t answer me with a question. Just tell me the truth, okay?”


            Her eyes met his, thoughts spinning in her head. Reluctantly she nodded.


            “Why am I craving blood?”


            A soft sigh escaped her. A relieved sigh? Had she expected him to ask something else? “When the vampire and demon bit you, they left pieces of themselves inside you.”


            So, legends had gotten that part right. Revulsion, dread, and rage pounded through him. “I’m becoming like them?” The words were stark, ripped from his throat. He wanted to howl in denial; they were evil, he was not. He believed in truth and justice, protecting the weak. “Exactly like them?”


            “Only certain characteristics. We won’t know which ones until you experience them.”


            “And there’s no way to stop the changes? I’m going to become evil?”


            “No, never evil.”


            “You say that with such surety, yet you also say I’ll change.”


            “Who you are inside will never change.”


            He took comfort in that, inhaling and exhaling, then determinedly pushing the subject from his mind. He’d deal with each change as it came and not worry about it beforehand. Right now he needed to radio OBI, let them know he was okay. And he didn’t want Jewel to hear the conversation. As he struggled to a sitting position, he pinned her with a pointed stare. “Why don’t you go to the river and wash, honey. You’ve got mud all over you.”


            “No, you’re too weak—”


            “I didn’t want to say this,” he said, cutting through her words, “but you’ve forced me. You kind of smell.” Unlike Jewel, he could lie his ass off. She smelled wonderful; she always did.


            Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open.


            “Come on,” he said. Gray pressed his lips together to keep from smiling, humor at her distress overshadowing the darkness inside him. He wanted to laugh out loud at her horrified expression. He pushed to his feet, every muscle and bone in his body screaming in protest. Damn, he hurt. He picked up his backpack after she dug out her underclothes. “I’ll escort you down there.”


            Cheeks flaming red, she squared her shoulders and hugged her makeshift robe more tightly around her.


            They lumbered to the river’s edge, and Gray did a perimeter search. “Everything appears safe and sound.”


            “Then you can go back to camp,” she huffed. “You are not watching me bathe. And if you need me, well, don’t bother yelling. I won’t come to your rescue.” She stomped away, but paused and turned, facing him. The blue of her eyes gleamed with wicked retribution. “Oh, and Gray? I plan to bathe naked, letting my hands linger on my breasts and between my legs.”


            Truth. She couldn’t lie. “Thanks for that,” he said wryly, already growing hard, delicious images racing through his mind.


            “You’re welcome.”


            While she bathed—naked and touching herself in all the places he wanted to touch, damn it!—he trudged a few feet away and eased down behind a bush. Her words brought images of soft, peach-colored skin, lips parted on a breath, dark hair spread like a rain cloud around her shoulders. Nipples hard and begging for his mouth. Legs—


            “Damn it.” He withdrew his transmitter. “Santa to Mother.”


            Static, then, “Mother here.”


            “Will have package in about two days and head home.”


            “You’ve got us worried, Santa. Delivery is taking longer than expected.”


            “Maybe next time you need to rethink the words ‘in and out.’”


            Pause. “What do you mean?”


            “You know the text we discounted? Well, it’s true.”


            “You mean—”


            “Yeah. That’s exactly what I mean. Read The Book of Ra Dracas again and work me up a list of every creature’s weaknesses.” He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of using Ra Dracas before. “Have you learned anything else?”


            “We found something, but we’re not sure we translated it right.”


            “Tell me anyway.”


            “Basically, anyone who tries to snuff out the breath of life from the Jewel of Dunamis will earn the gods’ darkest wrath.” His boss paused again. “How can a gemstone breathe? Is it alive?”


            Good questions.


            A completely ingenious/dumb-ass idea crashed into his mind, and he stiffened. He blinked his eyes. No. Surely not. But…maybe. “I need to think about this,” he said. “Will contact you later for that list. Over.”


            Gray set the radio aside, intent on finishing his tasks before he allowed himself to work on the puzzle that had presented itself with his boss’s words. He checked his GPS system, only to discover the stupid thing was broken. He didn’t understand. It wasn’t water damaged, wasn’t smashed. For a long while, he reworked the wires, reconnecting and tightening, to no avail. Disgusted, he finally shoved the priceless piece of shit into his backpack.


            Because he himself wasn’t at his best, he needed his equipment to pick up the slack. Obviously that wasn’t going to happen. He expelled a frustrated breath. If he and Jewel were going to sleep out in the elements for another night or two, he’d have to build some sort of shelter, preferably something he could hook to his back and carry. Something to hide and protect them.


            His gaze scanned the surrounding area, mentally cataloging what he could use. Twigs, leaves, rocks. His camo tent had been destroyed his first night.


            Damn Welcoming Committee. They’d messed him up big-time.


            Gray lumbered to his feet. His head pounded sharply, and his wounds pulsed. His legs were still weak from blood loss, and his vision swam, but he managed to stay upright. He really, really wanted to stroll down to the river and shock Miss Prudence Merryweather right out of her inhibitions. To catch a glimpse of those long legs that stretched all the way to paradise…that soft belly and rounded waist…those lush, pert breasts and pink-as-berries nipples that begged for his mouth…


            “Don’t do this to yourself again, man.” Too late. His body hardened, and he forgot all his aches but one. But Gray stayed put—and not because of any gentlemanly tendencies. “Damn shelter,” he muttered, adding it to his shit list.


            Jewel was a walking contradiction, a smart-mouthed, freaky little sex puppet slash shy, innocent virgin nun. Both sides of her intrigued him, and he enjoyed watching the two sides of her nature battle for supremacy. He often found himself wondering which would ultimately prevail. The angel or the tigress? Or a combination of both?


            As he forced his attention on his surroundings, the sound of splashing water echoed in his ears as loudly as screams of pleasure. He could very easily imagine droplets of water cascading from Jewel’s plump breasts, dripping onto her stomach, gathering in her navel, begging for his tongue, before finally catching between her legs and—


            “Not again.” He slapped himself across the face. “Concentrate, man.” He rubbed his cheek, feeling several days’ worth of stubble. “Work. You have work to do.”


            Holding his stinging side, Gray gathered branches and leaves, vines and sapling. Over the years, he’d constructed hundreds of hideaways; the actual building was most likely ingrained in his cells. His expert eye quickly found the best location, a spot that provided an escape route yet hid them under a sloping hill and between two trees.


            The trees stood roughly five feet apart. Using the rope he’d stolen from the centaur, he tied a long, solid branch to each trunk, reaching as high as possible. He crisscrossed the sapling and vines he’d gathered, working his way down the beam, then did the same to the other side. Sweat trickled down his brow, and he wiped it away with the back of his wrist.


            By the time he finished the framework, his arms were shaking and his knees knocking. He hated weakness of any kind—especially in himself. He sipped at the water in his canteen, then jumped back into his work.


            After he covered the braided vines with brush leaves and grass, he pulled back and studied the end results. “Not bad,” he said with a nod. Not a five-star resort, but it would hide them from their enemies and protect them from the elements. When the time came, he would untie the vines from the trees and fold everything up, hitching it to his backpack.


            Deciding to rest while he could, Gray eased to the ground. He closed his eyes. Rocks dug into his back, but relaxing proved easy. All around him, the insects were creating a soft symphony. Who needed an MP3 player when the sounds of nature performed twenty-four seven?


            He rubbed his temples to ease the ache. How long would it take him to heal completely? He knew better than most it was best to keep moving, and keep moving quickly, never staying in the same spot long. Less chance the enemy could ferret him out.


            “God, I need a vacation.” Once he returned home, he’d go to the beach, find himself a woman and rid himself of his growing need for Jewel.


            Funny thing, though. No woman appealed to him but Jewel. His body wanted her, and only her. His mind wanted her, and only her. The thought of being with another woman felt wrong, and the thought of being without Jewel made him sick. And Gray didn’t think a few nights, a month, a year away from her would diminish his obsession in any way.


            He hadn’t lied to her. If he stayed, OBI would continually send agents inside Atlantis, looking for Dunamis. People would die. Dunamis might end up in the wrong hands. If he tried to take her home, well, OBI guarded the portal, so he could never get her through without their knowledge. The moment they saw her, she’d be poked and prodded and dissected by scientists for the rest of her life. She’d never leave the laboratory—not alive, at least. And she couldn’t lie to them, tell them she was a human who had stumbled through. She couldn’t lie, period.


            He scrubbed a hand over his face, infuriated with his lack of choices. Sweat poured down his back as he realized, really realized, that these next few days were all he and Jewel had. That was it. After that, he’d never see her again. A bitter laugh escaped him. He wanted her in a way he’d never wanted another woman. He wanted her taste, her body, her voice, and he knew she would willingly and passionately give herself to him. He could have her all right, but he couldn’t keep her.


            “I’m not going with you.” Jewel’s angry voice tore through his musings. “Let me go. I’ve killed before, and I’ll do it again.”


            Male laughter floated across the distance.


            Instant fury and concern burning inside him, Gray jumped up. Damn it all to hell, not again! Couldn’t they rest for a fucking hour before something else attacked them? Ignoring the sharp tongs of discomfort—all right, agony—he launched forward, swiped his gun out of his bag and sprang toward the river. As he ran, he checked the weapon’s clip. Only one bullet left. Crap. Had he lost one?


            He shoved himself past trees and branches, uncaring as they cut his skin. His adrenaline level kicked up, providing extra strength, causing energy to surge through his veins. At last he reached the edge of the river, gun aimed in front of him. Jewel immediately came into view. She was in the middle of the river, the water up to her neck.


            “You’ll suffer if you continue with this,” she said, her tone hard. “I see your death in my mind.”


            “Our king desires a word with you,” another male said.


            Shit. There were at least two of them. Gray’s gaze scanned, but he saw no one besides Jewel. Where were—


            The two heads smoothly broke the water’s surface and the men were flanking Jewel’s sides, only their naked upper bodies visible. Fiery rage mutated into a murderous craze as one of the men reached for her. She slapped at his hands, but he managed to clasp her shoulder. Thankfully, soaked as she was, she tugged free.


            Gray growled low in his throat, heat burning in his eyes. He didn’t like another man’s hands on her. If they hoped to rape her…His growl became a silent, feral breath as he studied his enemies. They were big, their stomachs and arms ripped with sinew and muscle. Clearly warriors, they carried themselves with confidence and an unwillingness to back down.


            “Come.”


            “Your king can go to Hades.”


            Water splashed. A man grunted. Jewel gasped.


            Gray crouched down, keeping his arm steady. Perhaps, with the right angle, he could kill them both with a single bullet. The men closed in on Jewel, gliding through the water effortlessly. So effortlessly, the water never even rippled. It was as if they were floating.


            “Come on, Pru,” Gray whispered. “Move to your left.” At the moment, she blocked his shot.


            “You’re coming with us. Understand? If you fight, you might be hurt and we do not wish to hurt you.”


            They continued to close in on her. Gray cursed under his breath. He couldn’t risk shooting one and giving the other time to abscond with Jewel. God, he wished he had his rifle and a case of hollow-point bullets. They left a nasty hole going in and a crater going out.


            “I warned you,” Jewel said. Scowling, she bent her arm and jerked up her elbow, landing a solid blow to the closest man’s nose.


            He bellowed in pain, the other guy merely watching in shock as his friend wiped at the blood streaming down his face.


            “You hit me. You hit me!”


            “You hit him!”


            “Well, of course I did. And I’ll do it again if you come near me.”


            “Witch!” The idiot launched himself at her, his intent to hurt evident in the harsh lines of his expression.


            Gray squeezed the trigger.


            The big guy dropped into the water like a lead weight, a red cloud already forming around him. That red made Gray’s mouth water.


            “Brackin. Brackin! What’s wrong?” When the dying—or dead—man failed to respond, the friend darted a confused look around him. His gaze collided with Gray’s, his features narrowed and darkened.


            Gray raised the gun as if he meant to shoot again. The man panicked, grabbed his friend and dove under the water’s surface. A glistening tail slapped droplets in every direction.


            His eyes widened. Tail? Shit. He’d forgotten about the merpeople. He rose. “Get over here, Jewel. Now.” He barked the command in the same tone he used for his subordinates, but didn’t wait for her to obey. He chugged into the water, heading straight toward her. He’d drag her out if necessary.


            She hadn’t moved at the sound of his gun being fired, but she whipped around at the sound of his voice. Her color was high, her eyes bright. He’d expected her to appear frightened. Instead, she appeared excited.


            “Did you see what I did?” She grinned. “I hit him.”


            “Get out of the water,” he barked. He wanted her as far away from this river and those mermen as possible. Jewel would be safest at camp. More than that, Gray needed to get himself away from that blood. Before he did something he’d regret.


            “Did you hear me? I said get out of the water.”


            Unaffected by his brusqueness, she swam to the shallow bank, meeting him halfway. As she ascended from the dappled liquid, the white undergarments she wore clung to her curves like a dedicated lover, revealing the pink thrust of her nipples and the dark patch of hair between her legs.


            He had to force himself to look away. When she was within arm’s reach, he clasped her by the forearm and helped her to shore.


            “Don’t touch me. I’ll make you wet,” she protested.


            “That’s my line,” he muttered. “And I’m already wet. Why the hell didn’t you scream for me?” Launching into motion, he dragged her behind him. He glanced back and pierced her with the force of his glare, knowing his eyes practically sparked with silver fury.


            Her grin faded. “Your wounds are still healing, and I—”


            His male pride roared viciously in response to her words. She hadn’t screamed for help because she’d thought him too weak to protect her. He scowled. “I’ll never be so hurt that I can’t protect you. Understand? If something like this ever happens again—” he almost slammed his fist into the nearest tree trunk over that thought “—if something like this ever happens again and you don’t shout, I’ll, I’ll—” Nothing sounded violent enough.


            “Next time you’re in jeopardy,” he said, forcing himself to calm, “at least project your voice into my head to let me know something’s happening!”


            “I tried,” she said.


            “What?” He paused midstride and faced her. His sense of urgency immediately started screaming, and he jumped back into motion. “What do you mean you tried?”


            “I can’t reach your mind anymore.” She dragged in a breath. “Inside the bar was the last time, and then I was only able to send my voice, not hear your response. It’s as if the ability has weakened with every passing moment and now is gone completely.”


            They reached camp, and he ushered her to a trunk and sat her down. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at her. He never would have let her out of his sight, not in town and certainly not here if he’d known. “You aren’t leaving my side. Not for a single moment. Got that?”


            “Why are you so angry?” She grinned proudly. “Didn’t you see the way I punched him?”


            Gray nodded with grudging respect. His hands itched to draw her into his embrace, to hold her close and assure himself she was all right. “You should have told me there were creatures in that water.”


            She shrugged, kicking at rocks with the toe of her bare foot. “I didn’t know they would bother me. They didn’t before. The moment I sensed them, though, I dressed. That’s why I wasn’t naked. I’m not without some sense.”


            He almost cursed as his attention became snagged on her foot. He’d dragged her through the woods without any shoes. He bent down and clasped her ankle in his hands.


            “What are you doing?” she gasped.


            “I should have carried you.” Her bones were small and delicate, her skin soft and moist. He lifted her foot and inspected. No cuts, thank God. No bruises. Just specks of dirt. He didn’t want to let her go, but he gently placed her foot back on the ground.


            A muscle ticked in his jaw. If he didn’t do something to change her future, this hide-and-seek thing was the life she’d be left with, always on the run, always hunted by one creature or another. She’d told him that. He’d known it was true, but the knowledge had never been more real than right now. But what the hell could he do?


            Unbidden, his gaze moved over her again. He couldn’t help it, really. She was like a magnetic force. Those delicious curves, that smooth skin. She was watching him just as intently, desire in her eyes.


            He wanted to kiss her, was almost shaking with the need, but didn’t. He’d known it before and he knew it now. He wouldn’t be able to stop. And if he didn’t stop, the urge to drink her blood would rise up inside him, gnawing at him, consuming him, making him crave the very substance that kept her alive. He’d sink his teeth into her neck, he knew he would. Look how close he’d come to doing just that inside the inn. Look how close he was now. Her pulse was hammering wildly.


            While he could forgive himself for biting the Formorian, he’d never forgive himself for hurting Jewel. He was supposed to be her protector, not her tormentor.


            The air was cooler than usual and soaked as she was, Jewel had to be cold. A droplet of water snaked from her forehead and onto her upper lip. She licked it away, exactly as he wanted to do. His cock had hardened the moment he’d pulled her out of the water—or maybe he’d never lost his arousal—and hadn’t lessened since. At the sight of her pink tongue, he hungered for her all the more. His mind flashed a visual of all the things he’d like her to do to him with that tongue.


            “You need to change into something dry,” he muttered, his tone rough. He found and tossed her his shirt.


            Her eyelids dipped to half-mast, the excitement of the fight becoming sexual. Breath emerged from her choppily. “Maybe we could…you know, and—”


            “Change. Now.”


            After a heavy pause, her gaze devouring him the entire time, Jewel moved behind the trees to remove her wet clothes and don his shirt. A few moments later, she returned, and the sight of her hit him like a well-placed punch in the gut. The camo shirt hung to the middle of her thighs, but it was his shirt and she was wearing it and the sight nearly undid him.


            Sweating now, he dug inside and withdrew two energy bars. His supply was running low. If he didn’t get out of this underwater hellhole soon, he’d be forced to hunt and eat the creatures here—and a Formorian soufflé was not his idea of a good, nutritious meal. Unfortunately they couldn’t risk going back into town.


            “Time for breakfast.” He handed one of the bars to Jewel and plopped onto a rock.


            She eased beside him, enveloping him in her sweet scent, and nibbled on the edges of the bar. He gulped his down, staying the urge to escape her appeal.


            “Thank you,” she said finally, though she sounded anything but thankful. “I do believe these energy bars are the most horrid things I’ve ever eaten.”


            “It’ll keep you alive, so eat.”


            “I have berries and meats I bought in town.”


            “We’ll save that for later.”


            Nose wrinkled, she finished off the bar. They took turns sipping water from his canteen. She continually cast glances in his direction. He knew because he could feel the force of it. Finally she sighed, sending a small puff of air against his shoulder, and looked away. Sighed. Looked at him again. Sighed.


            What the hell was going through her mind?


            He popped to his feet and paced to the far tree, unable to handle the closeness. Her calves were bare, but her ankles were crossed. She folded her hands in her lap. A very ladylike position. Her eyes told another story, however. They were filled with sadness and desire, hope and need.


            “Listen, Jewel,” he bit out. “I want to be—”


            Without warning, dark, eerie shadows fell over the forest. The insects ceased their chatter. The air thickened with salt.


            “Ah, hell.” Gray groaned. “Guess we aren’t having a heart to heart out here.” This very thing had happened his first night here, so he knew what was coming. “I should have expected this. Whatever can go wrong, will go wrong. Fucking great. Anyone ever tell you you’re a bad-luck charm?”


            “Yes.”


            He heard the hurt in her voice and swore under his breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


            “Why apologize? You’ve known one disaster after another since meeting me.”


            “It hasn’t all been bad.” Some of it had been amazing.


            With a bittersweet snort, she moved to his side. He bent down and hefted up his backpack and her wet things, then linked his fingers with hers and tugged her to the shelter he’d erected. Thank God he hadn’t taken it down yet.


            “You built this?” she asked, a bit awed as she studied the lean-to of twigs and sapling.


            “Yeah. And before you get any ideas, it isn’t the Love Shack.” He pulled the robe from the backpack and rolled it into a pillow, then tucked the pack in the shack’s corner. “Climb in.”


            They had to lie down and crawl with their elbows, but they both managed to get inside, where there was more room to move around.


            The crystal dome creaked open, booming like thunder, and drenched the entire land with ocean spray. Gray knew he should keep his hands to himself, but trapped as they were in the tent, it was no use even trying. He’d give in eventually and better now than later. He couldn’t not touch her when they were so close. He wrapped his arm around Jewel’s waist, the sound of the rain creating a lulling rhythm.


            “Why don’t you get some sleep?” he said. “You’ve had an eventful day.”


            She traced her fingers over his cheek. “Thank you,” she said softly.


            “For what?” Everywhere she touched, his skin burned hungrily.


            “For saving me from the mermen. For…everything.”


            The rain pitter-pattered against the leaves as he contemplated her words. He’d saved her life a few times, yes. But it was he who suddenly felt thankful.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            THE RAIN LASTED several hours, and Jewel somehow managed to doze off and on, despite her sizzling awareness of the man next to her. Her robe had thankfully dried and was spread over their legs. Sometime during the storm, she’d turned her back to Gray, and he’d draped his arm over the dip of her waist. Being cradled in his protective embrace proved as intoxicating as she’d always dreamed, providing the sense of contentment she’d always craved. Not to mention utter carnality.


            As his warm breath caressed her neck, she studied his hand. His fingers were long and thick, the ends callused. There was a light dusting of pale hair below each knuckle.


            Those hands were capable of lethal violence as well as the greatest tenderness.


            Gods, she wanted that tenderness with every ounce of her being.


            Why hadn’t he touched her since they’d left the city? Why hadn’t he attempted to make love to her? They’d come so close. So wonderfully close. As she remembered, her lips plumped, her mouth watered, and moisture pooled between her legs. He’d kissed and touched her hungrily. She’d kissed and touched him hungrily. His decadent flavor had teased her mouth, and the strength and warmth of his embrace had surrounded her in a sultry haze of pleasure.


            She wanted that again.


            She wanted him.


            Had he lost interest in her?


            “What’s wrong, Prudence?” Gray asked, his voice husky and rich with sleep. “You went stiff on me.”


            Jewel forced her body to relax. She needed to get her mind off Gray and sex and kisses and nakedness and—She’d talk about Dunamis. That always sobered her. “What if I told you Dunamis doesn’t actually exist? Not the way you think, at least.”


            Now he stiffened, his entire body tightening around her. “What do you mean?” His tone wasn’t angry, merely hardened with curiosity.


            The darkness was so thick, she didn’t try to turn and glimpse his expression. “What if it’s not a gemstone?”


            He remained silent for a long while, and his hand began kneading her hip, sending ripples of pleasure through her blood. “You wouldn’t be asking me these questions without reason,” he said. “So, let me ask you a question. If Dunamis isn’t a gemstone, what is it?”


            A cold sweat broke over her body. She’d just had to get her mind off Gray, hadn’t she? Now look what she’d done. How could she answer him without admitting the very thing she didn’t want him to know? “I wish everyone would leave it alone. Perhaps any hands, even those of your government, are the wrong hands to own it.”


            “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”


            How she’d feared, and still feared, that very answer. “You never answered me,” she said softly. “Would you still destroy it?”


            “I can’t answer your question until you answer mine.” He kissed the back of her neck, his lips lingering over the sensitized cord of her shoulder.


            She almost cried out in relief and need at the first brush of his lips, everything forgotten except him. Except Gray. There was no reason to keep her mind off his loving if he planned to give it to her. “Do that again,” she whispered.


            “I shouldn’t. I’ve tried not to. But I can smell you, smell your sweetness, and I’m tired of trying to keep myself in check. Tired of thinking all the reasons not to.” Lightning brightened their tent for the briefest of seconds, blending light with shadows. “You lied to me earlier, you know,” he said, his fingers inching up and cupping her breast.


            Her nipples hardened. She arched her back, arched into him. “Mmm, I most assuredly did not.”


            “You most assuredly did lie to me, Prudence.”


            “I didn’t.” She groaned as he licked the edge of her ear. “I swear I didn’t.”


            “You didn’t bathe naked. Yes, you had a good reason to dress, but that doesn’t change the facts. Don’t worry, though,” he said, his voice husky and rich. “I can help you fix that.”


            “Right now?” she asked breathlessly, trying not to beg. “You’re going to touch me? Like before?”


            “Do you want me to?”


            “Yes. Please.” Her tongue flicked out in an attempt to lave her parched lips with moisture.


            “I’ve been meaning to ask.” He slid his hand lower, lower still, until his fingertips played at the hem of her shirt. “Why are you still a virgin, sweetheart? What were you waiting for? Marriage?”


            “You,” she admitted on a moan. “I was waiting for you.”


            Gray’s cock jerked in reaction to her words. His mind roared in possessive wonder. For hours, he’d been waging a desperate war—touch her/don’t touch her.


            Guess who won?


            He’d been hyperaware of her every move, every sigh. Desire hammered through him. Hell, when had it ever left? He craved her like a drug, and he was helpless to resist. He was becoming addicted to her, wanting her constantly, needing to mark her as his, to watch her when she came. To hear his name on her lips.


            Every male instinct he possessed wanted every man who came into contact with her to know that she belonged to him.


            Being with this woman right now was a mistake. He’d told himself a thousand times. If it weren’t for the storm, they’d be out in the forest right now, headed for the Temple of Cronus. But it was storming, they weren’t in the forest, and at last sinking inside her would be the most pleasurable mistake of his life.


            He wouldn’t bite her. He wouldn’t let himself. If the need came upon him, he’d control it, no matter how uncontrollable it seemed. At least, that’s what he told himself to ease his conscience.


            “If you don’t want me to finish this, say so now.” He ground himself against the cleft of her ass. “Once I start, I’m not going to stop. Not this time.”


            “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything else in my life. I won’t let you stop.”


            He flipped her over, sucking in a breath of salt, foliage and aroused woman, and meshed his lips against hers. She opened her mouth and his tongue dove inside, their teeth clashing together with the force of his entry. He cupped her jawline, and told himself to be gentle though all he wanted to do was brand her. Hard. Fast. Forever.


            His need for her grew with every second that passed, intensifying dangerously. Her palms caressed his naked chest, flattened against his nipples, then locked around his neck.


            “I love your heat and hardness,” she gasped out. “Do you think I’ll ever get enough?”


            “No, never. You taste so good.” Sweat dripped from his brow, and his skin pulled tight, urging him to do more. Begging him to increase their pace. He traced his hands over her shoulders, her back, her breasts, pinching her nipples.


            She moaned in pleasure-pain and hooked her legs around his waist, cradling his erection as intimately as possible while still dressed. Her tongue continued its battle with his. Her fingers traveled all over him.


            “I want to be naked,” she panted.


            “I want you that way, too.” He nipped at her chin, at the corner of her mouth, all the while rubbing against her. “How do you do this to me? How do you make me need you so badly?”


            Sheer pleasure sizzled in her veins when he hit the exact place she needed him. “Again,” she gasped. “There.”


            He drew back, pushed forward. This time they both gasped at the headiness.


            “Sometimes…when I saw you in my visions with other women…” She lifted her head and sucked one of his nipples, reveling in the male taste of his skin. “I pretended you were—” she licked her way to the other side and sucked “—with me instead.”


            A raw moan tore from him. Another beam of lightning exploded in the sky, chasing away the darkness for a split second, and in that second, their eyes met. Blue ocean water against warrior steel. Fire and passion blazed from his expression.


            He stared down at her, and his brow furrowed. “We’ve kissed like this before,” he said, his voice strained. “Not in the tub, but—”


            “In your mind. Yes.” She reached for him, wanting to jerk his mouth back to hers, but he gripped her hands and pinned them over her head.


            “I thought I’d dreamed it, but you were actually there. We fought a demon and a vampire, and then we kissed. It really happened.”


            “Yes,” she said, never breaking their gaze. What did any of this matter now? She needed him desperately and didn’t know if she could stand it if he refused her. In these last few days she’d been aroused one too many times without reaching fulfillment. “Does that upset you?”


            “Hell, no. I just—Thank you.”


            A shiver raced through her, vibrating into him. “You’re welcome.”


            “You’re the most beautiful thing, sweetheart.” She loved him, he realized, shock still hammering through him. He’d known she desired him but had failed to realize she’d given him her heart. Until now. When she’d entered his mind that day he’d been injured, he’d read her thoughts and she’d been unable to hide her love for him.


            Love…Far from making him want to leave her, Gray found himself irrevocably drawn to her, needing her so much more.


            He wanted to hear her say it. He had to hear her say it.


            He bent his head to kiss her neck when the scent of her sweet, sweet blood wafted to his nostrils. He gulped. The need for blood, her blood, had awoken with more fervor than ever before.


            He needed to slow things down, bring it to a controllable level while he pleasured her so thoroughly that loving him was the only thing she knew. The only thing he knew.


            He delved his hand along the curve of her hip, along the length of her long leg, then up her thigh until he reached the hem of her shirt. Up…up…he lifted the material. Slowly—it nearly killed him to go slow. He tantalized her nerve endings with barely-there touches, and when the material was bunched at her waist, he paused. Silence encompassed the tent. Not even the sound of their breathing could be heard. Perhaps they both waited, breath bated, for his next move.


            His blood sparked with electricity as his fingers played at her waist again. Her skin was so soft. So perfect. She was silk and roses. “I don’t want to scare you,” he whispered huskily, already knowing she was far from afraid. “Tell me if I do something you don’t like.”


            “I’m not—”


            “I’ll explain everything I’m doing to you,” he added, neatly cutting off her protest. She might think nothing could scare her, but he didn’t want to take a chance. “Right now, I’m simply going to explore you. Your legs, your stomach, your every curve and hollow, every sensitive place that makes you gasp for more.”


            “Yes. All right.”


            “We’ll learn what you like together.”


            “Every time you touch me, I feel flames licking me, burning me. I like that.”


            He uttered a strained chuckle. More sweat trickled down his temples. “If you didn’t feel that way, that would mean I was doing something wrong. It’s my job—no, my privilege—to make the fire become an inferno.” As he spoke, he traced his name on her thigh.


            She was his, that’s all there was to it. Only his.


            “Oh, yes.” Her low, needy moan blended with a sigh of pleasure. The sounds combined, emerging more like a purr.


            A man true to his word, Gray introduced himself properly to her body. “I’m going to touch your breasts.”


            “Like before?”


            “Like before.” He lingered there, kneading and rolling her nipples between his finger and thumb.


            Her hips arched, her body bowed. Her head fell back, her silky hair tickling his chest. Thunder boomed and the rain increased in pressure, pounding against the shelter. He’d never again see another moonlit, stormy night without thinking of Jewel.


            She was passion incarnate and just as wild.


            When he’d kissed her, she’d erupted. Just like that. Her hands had moved over him, her lower body had arched into him. When he touched her…


            “I’m going to make a mental note that we both enjoy this area.” His voice was strained, so strained he barely managed to get the words out. Had he ever been this on-edge before? He didn’t think so; he couldn’t remember a time when a woman had ever invaded his mind so thoroughly. Had they always been meant to be together? He’d wondered before, had denied it. But only Fate explained this…obsession.


            Jewel’s stomach quivered when he stopped to dabble at her belly button. So soft, so sexy. He could have spent the rest of the night there, but continued his exploration. “I’m going to touch your bottom.”


            “Yes. Please.” She whimpered, a mewling heavy with anticipation. When he reached the rounded curves, she arched her hips. He massaged.


            He called himself a million kinds of fool as his gaze fastened on her neck, watching the pulse there.


            “Between your legs now.” He delved his hand exactly where he’d promised. When he began working his fingers up the inside of her thigh, she cried out.


            “Gray, I need—I don’t know! I watched you a hundred times but I don’t know what I need.”


            He gave a desperate chuckle. She was writhing against him, silently pleading. “You need a more intimate touch, baby. Like this.” He tunneled his hand through the tuft of hair guarding her wet folds, then sank one finger inside her tight sheath.


            Her hips instantly shot toward the sky. “Oh, gods.”


            “Do you love me?” He pulled his finger out and spread her moisture with circling strokes. The final vestiges of his control were slipping. A sense of urgency was overtaking him. Always overtaking him.


            “Gray. Gray! Do that again!” she commanded, ignoring his question.


            His mouth stretched tight with the strain of his own arousal, his need for blood. Sweat no longer trickled; it dripped from his temples. God, he loved hearing his name on her lips.


            “Did you touch yourself like this often?” he asked her. So easily he pictured her splayed out on a bed of silk and satin, blue like her eyes, pleasuring herself, bringing herself to climax while she pictured his face.


            The image alone was enough to make him spill, so he blanked his mind.


            She hesitated. “Only that once. In the tub. My skin had grown so hot and tight. And I wanted to experience your possession so badly.”


            Using his thumb on her clitoris, he sank two fingers into her. “Do you love me?”


            “Ohh,” she moaned, another purr. Ignoring the question again. She threw her head back, her pelvis arching and caressing his groin.


            He stilled at the consuming pleasure, the sheer bliss of that one touch. He was as hard as a rock, his breathing ragged. When he worked a third finger inside her, she cried out his name, the sound a broken sob. Her body spasmed and tightened around his fingers. Heat radiated off her, surrounding him with her luscious scent.


            Finish it, his mind shouted.


            Slowly he removed his fingers. He ripped at his boots and pants and kicked them off, his cock finally freed. He would be her first. Her first man, her first lover. His possessive instincts roared to life, a powerful avalanche tumbling through him.


            He couldn’t fight her allure, and he’d been foolish to even try, whatever his reasons had been. They were from different lands? So what. She’d read his mind? Who cared. He might make her pregnant? God, yes. He wanted her to have his baby. He wanted to fill her with his seed. He might bite her? Mmm….


            “There could be consequences. A baby. Do you love me?” Gray fit himself at her entrance, and her legs locked around him. His gaze moved to her neck, his mouth watering. “You’re mine, you’re mine, you’re mine. Tell me you’re ready for me. Tell me you want me no matter what.” The way he wanted her.


            “Now. Please now. I want you.”


            Rocking forward, he worked himself inside her inch by tormenting inch. “Take it all.”


            “Yes—yes—”


            “All of it.” Finally her hymen gave way, and he shoved the rest of the way in, seating himself to the hilt. He roared at the pleasure, somehow managing to hold himself still. “You’re mine, you’re mine, you’re mine. Are you hurt? Did I hurt you?”


            “More, I want more.”


            Another roar of satisfaction burst from him, and he began moving in and out. Quickening his pace, he increased the exquisite sensations. She was arching and moving with him, against him. She kneaded and squeezed his back. She clawed. She bit the cord of his neck.


            She was feral with her need.


            He could barely see her in the darkness, but what little he could make out filled his mind. Her lids were at half-mast, her color high, her teeth chewed on her bottom lip. Raven locks of hair spilled around her shoulders. She was the very picture of eroticism.


            She was his.


            His orgasm rocked him, and he shouted her name, pounding into her as deeply as possible. He hit her in exactly the right spot because she cried out, too, her second climax springing to instant life, her inner walls tightening around him. All the while, he fought the urge to bite her and won. The need was there, but his need to protect her was greater.


            He stayed where he was until the last tremor abandoned him, then finally collapsed beside her, more sated than he’d ever been in his life. A long time later, she peeked at him through the thick shield of her lashes. Something in his chest tightened, seeing her like this. So satisfied. So lovely.


            He couldn’t give her up, he thought then. Ever.


            “Well, shit,” he said. He worried one hand over his face, and pulled Jewel atop his chest with the other. She hadn’t told him she loved him. Did she still? Had he misread her?


            “Is something wrong?” she asked shyly.


            “Go to sleep, baby. We’ll talk in the morning.” His body was already on fire for her, ready for round two.


            He loved her. He did. She was the one for him, the only one. His soul mate. Here in the darkness of the night, there was no denying it. No dressing it up with “maybe” and “probably,” or even the standard “I care about her but…” He had never felt more replete, more sated, than he did at that moment.


            Just what he needed, too. Another complication for this easy fucking mission.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL FLOATED through the clouds, so in love with Gray she might never come down. A smile curled her lips. What Gray had done to her body…pure magic, leaving her decadently content. Memories of the way he claimed her would fuel her dreams for the rest of her life. Making love with him had given her a sense of completion and contentment she hadn’t dreamed possible.


            Night had fallen and the rain had stopped. The ground beneath her was hard, softened slightly by moss and leaves, but Gray’s presence more than made up for any discomfort. She sighed, sated, loving the way she was cradled in his arms, cuddled against him.


            This was the life she’d always craved for herself. Every time she’d been punished, every time someone was killed because of her predictions, she’d pictured herself tucked in the safety of Gray’s embrace.


            She’d come so close to screaming out her love for him. He’d asked her if she loved him, several times, and each time she’d had to fight to hold the words back. If he’d pulled away from her…she shuddered.


            He uttered a string of unintelligible words, cutting through the nighttime silence. His body jerked and Jewel jolted upright.


            “Oww!” she cried when her forehead slammed into the shelter ceiling. She lay back down and edged to her side. It should have been difficult, if not impossible to see in the darkened tent; after all, the dome cast absolutely no light. As she stared down at Gray, she saw every nuance of his face, and her jaw dropped open on a gasp.


            His eyes were open—and glowing that bright, eerie red again. His skin was pallid, and sweat poured from his overheated body. Her stomach knotted into a thousand different loops. More changes were occurring inside him.


            “Gray,” she said. What could she do? How could she help him accept what was happening? If he fought, he would only make himself weaker. Leaning down, she whispered in his ear. “I’m here. I’ll keep you safe. Nothing bad will happen. I promise.”


            Slowly his muscles relaxed.


            “I’m here,” she repeated. “I’m here.”


            Color spread over his skin, returning him to his natural bronze. His eyes ceased glowing, dimming in gradual degrees. The tent darkened, and she breathed a sigh of relief.


            “How do you feel?” she asked him.


            “I can see in the dark,” he said flatly. “And as you can tell, I’m not wearing my night-vision goggles. I’ve got to get out of here.”


            Gray quickly dressed and scooted himself out of the tent. A cool, salty breeze kissed him, taunting in its sweetness. Without bothering with his boots, he grabbed his transmitter and stalked to the river, gazing out at the beauty of the land. Pitch-black greeted him, yet he saw everything as if it were the bright light of day. Leaves shook and wafted on the bright green trees. The clear river water rippled against the wind. A school of rainbow-colored fish swam past, their fins splashing at the surface.


            Seeing in the dark was a cool superhero trick, yeah, one he knew he’d come to enjoy. That wasn’t what bothered him. As he’d lain in the tent, Jewel in his arms, his body sated from their loving, he’d been hit by another desire to bite into her neck and drink her blood. This time, the need had nearly been unquenchable. Unstoppable. Stronger than ever before. With Jewel, the more he touched her, the more he wanted to bite her. Yet once again, the need to protect her had won. Would that last, though, if his longing for blood continued to grow?


            He was human. A man. Not a demon or a vampire, the epitome of evil and all he fought against. At least, he hoped.


            I’m too close to the edge.


            “Santa to Mother,” he said into the transmitter. Maybe his boss could help.


            Jude Quinlin came online moments later and they discussed Ra Dracas and the list Gray had wanted. Apparently vampires loathed fire, demons hated the cold, Formorians could see in the dark, and on and on the list went. Things he’d discovered firsthand already. Shit.


            “Is there a way to change vampires back into humans?”


            “Not that we’ve found, but we’re only halfway through.”


            “Keep digging.” Gray ended the transmission and jerked a hand through his hair. He paused. There was no pain in his arm. No pain in his neck. He moved his hand to his neck. No wound. His gaze jerked to his arm. No wound there, either.


            They were completely healed.


            A gasp sounded behind him, and he whipped around. Jewel’s mouth hung open, and her otherworldly blue eyes stared down at his feet. She held a glow stick, her features illuminated by its halo of light.


            “You’re floating.”


            “What?” His gaze snapped to the ground, and his own mouth fell wide open. My God. His feet were hovering inches above the grass.


            “How do I get down?” he barked.


            “Visualize your feet touching the ground?” A question, not a statement.


            His attention snagged on her. “You don’t know?”


            Without offering an answer, she tentatively closed the distance between them, wrapped her fingers around his ankles and tugged. He floated down until gently hitting a solid foundation.


            “I thought I could handle the changes as they came,” he said rawly.


            “You’re alive. Nothing else matters.”


            “I’m becoming one of them.”


            “No, you’re still Gray. My Gray.”


            Unbidden, his gaze traveled to her neck, to the erratic pulse there. “You wouldn’t say that if you could get inside my head right now.”


            Her hand reached out and moved up his chest, sliding along the ridges of stomach muscles, making him suck in a breath. Making his skin tingle. Just as he’d done to her, she found his nipples and rolled them between her fingers. “You’re Gray,” she said again. “You’re hard and hot and wonderful. You’re not a monster.”


            His blood heated with desire and simmered with need. More desire, more need than even in the tent because all of his senses were suddenly heightened. Her mystical scent drenched him; her heat throbbed at him. Her own desire and need blasted him, swimming and blending with his own.


            His mouth watered. Maybe, if he allowed himself one taste, just one taste of her blood…He jerked away from her. Hell, no. Too much temptation. Allowing one taste would be like opening floodgates and expecting most of the churning water to stay put.


            Hurt and embarrassment crossed her delicate cameo features.


            He almost drew her back, but managed to resist. “Don’t touch me again. It’s for your own good.”


            Her eyes widened with hurt surprise, and she stumbled backward. “But…why?”


            The dome began to emit a slight ray of light, sweeping over trees and rocks. He ignored her as determinedly as she’d ignored his questions of love last night. “Let’s pack up. We need to get moving if we want to reach the Temple of Cronus on schedule.”


            As he spoke, the hairs on the back of his neck rose. The corner of his eye caught a flicker of movement, and every instinct he possessed screamed to duck. He grabbed Jewel by the forearms and propelled them both to the ground. A spear sailed through the air, slicking the spot he’d stood and slamming into a thick tree trunk.


            “We want Dunamis, human. If you give it to us, your death will not be so painful for you.” The deep male voice boomed as loud as thunder—and came from the water.


            Gray forgot everything but protecting his woman. All at once he catalogued his escape route and sized up his enemy. There were at least fifty mermen in the water, spears raised. If there’d been more light, Gray knew those spears would be embedded in his back. The urge to fight them was there, but he wouldn’t risk Jewel getting hurt.


            “Let’s go,” he told her, jumping to his feet and jerking her up with him. He kept her body shielded with his.


            He pushed her into the shadows of the forest, grabbed her wrist and started running. Rocks dug into his bare feet, but he kept moving. “This is my fault. I knew better than to go to the river.”


            “I should have known they would come back,” she babbled. “I should have at least known what they were planning.”


            “At least they have to stay in the water.” A naked limb reached out and slapped his cheek. He grunted, skidding to a halt just in front of their tent.


            Jewel shook her head almost violently. “After a storm, they can walk on land.”


            Of course they could.


            “I can’t believe this is happening,” she rasped out.


            “You have to keep your voice down. Okay, baby? I don’t want to make it easier for them to find us.” Motions quick and precise, he disassembled their tent and hooked it to his backpack. “How long do we have?”


            Jewel remained eerily silent.


            Gray jerked on his boots and raced around the camp, grabbing all of their stuff and cramming it into his bag. “Which way should we go?” He clasped Jewel’s wrist and bolted toward the trees. He did his best to make their tracks as invisible as possible.


            She didn’t answer. Her body was stiff, and she was barely moving, slowing him down, practically making him drag her. He flicked a glance over his shoulder. The blue of her eyes swirled, a fathomless pool.


            “They are even now leaving the water.”


            Her voice was as otherworldly as her eyes. Surreal. Like a thousand voices layered into one. Her features were so blank she appeared to be in a trance.


            “They plan to scour these woods until you are found and destroyed.”


            “Sweetheart, I know that. What I don’t know is where to go. Can you direct me?”


            Silence.


            Her feet tripped over a fallen limb, and she stumbled forward. Her body was too stiff to bend and ease the fall. He caught her, absorbing her weight. Good Lord. What was happening to her? Not knowing what else to do, Gray hefted her onto his shoulder. He broke into a sprint. “Jewel?”


            Again silence.


            He swatted her bottom. “Snap out of it, baby, and tell me where to go.”


            She instantly responded to the direct command. “Travel into the Inner City. There you will find a shield to protect you.”


            “A shield? What are you talking about?” Turning toward the city, he quickened his speed. He didn’t even think about putting her down. She was as still as the dead, her voice still layered with that weird inflection. He was worried about her, wanted to assure himself she was okay, but he couldn’t slow down.


            Something the merman said bothered him…but what? He replayed the conversation in his mind as he maneuvered around the trees and ducked under limbs.


            We want Dunamis, human. Give it to us.


            He blinked. They thought he had the jewel. His suspicion last night, when he’d been talking to his boss, rang in his head. Dunamis could breathe, Jude had said.


            Gray’s arms tightened around the woman on his shoulder. Like Dunamis, Jewel knew what his enemy was planning and knew how to direct him to safety. And she’d told him Dunamis was protected by a man who wanted to destroy it. Protect. Destroy. The two were complete opposites. Gray wanted to protect Jewel, but he wanted to destroy Dunamis.


            He shook his head. He didn’t want to believe it, which had to be the reason he’d taken so long to reach this point. God. What the hell was he going to do?


            The woods were becoming brighter, but Gray did his best to stay in the shadows. He’d been running for what seemed an eternity. His breath emerged ragged, and he hated that Jewel bounced up and down on his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Was he hurting her? She never uttered a protest.


            A spear sailed past her ear, then another, barely missing him. Only his new, lightning-fast reflexes saved them. Gray slanted a quick, backward glance. The mermen were closing in on him. Fast. Their tails had split in two, giving them glistening, scaled legs. How the hell was he supposed to outrun them?


            “Where do I go, Jewel? Where will you be safe? How do I get us out of here?”


            “Fly. Mermen cannot fly,” she said. “You can.”


            Fly? At the river, he’d floated, but it hadn’t been on purpose. He didn’t know how to do it on his own.


            Another spear whizzed past him.


            He actually heard it cutting through the air and was able to slant to the side before getting hit. Down here, like this, Jewel was in danger. That clinched it. He had to try.


            “Oh, shit,” he muttered, then pictured himself flying.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “THE MER KING HAS SENT us a messenger.” Layel stroked his jaw and arched his brows as he awaited Marina’s reaction.


            The demon queen lounged across her makeshift bed of furs, her arms folded behind her neck. Instead of armor, she wore a soft, gauzy gown that barely covered her dry, green skin.


            They were in the forest, just outside the Inner City, planning to make war with the dragons, and she looked ready for bedding. Never had Layel encountered a more vain, repulsive creature. Her army was just as bad. They knew the fundamentals of war, but were even now busy gorging on animal flesh, everything else forgotten.


            “So?” she finally said, at last acknowledging his presence. Sighing, she eased to her stomach, exposing small horns. “What did he say?”


            “The mer king found the human who destroyed your palace and absconded with your favorite pet.”


            Marina jerked up and twisted to face him, her evil features fairly sparkling with excitement. “Where are they?”


            “On their way into the city.”


            Within seconds, she was on her feet and closing the distance between them. “We cannot allow the mers to find them. It belongs to me, and he will die by my hand.”


            Overwhelmed by the cloying scent of sulfur that always surrounded the queen, Layel glided back one step. Two. Across the entire city would not be far enough, really.


            This woman he faced and pretended to hold in some regard was partially responsible for the death of his beloved. She hadn’t struck the deathblow, no. The dragons held that sin. But some of Marina’s people had watched those fire-breathing bastards roast Susan alive and had done nothing except laugh.


            She would pay mightily for that laughter.


            Layel had no other purpose in life than to destroy those who played a part in Susan’s death. She had been—and still was—everything to him. She’d been human, a child of the humans cursed here by the gods to be food for the city’s inhabitants. More important, she’d been his.


            “The man possesses Dunamis. Do you really think the mers will catch him?” Layel drawled. “That’s why the king sent a messenger. He requests our help in the man’s capture because he knows he cannot battle the owner of Dunamis on his own.” Layel ran an elegant hand over the black shirt he wore, a shirt that covered a fire-resistant breast-plate. “I doubt we can capture him, to be honest.”


            Her sharp teeth ground together. “We have our armies at our disposal. Of course we can capture him.”


            “Why waste our time and energy even trying? Together we can defeat the dragons, and that is all that matters to me.” He loved taunting her.


            Her lizardlike tongue flicked out in a hiss. “Our victory will be assured if we capture the jewel.”


            While Layel himself would love to own the powerful jewel again, he did not want the damn thing close to Marina. The queen had owned it over a year, and was the only reason Layel had never acted against her. Now, he could use her—and betray her—and she would never suspect. Until it was too late.


            “I will not be able to fight the dragons to my best ability without it,” she simpered. “I will be too distraught.”


            He had to force his expression to remain neutral, instead of grinning at her obvious try at manipulation. “Then, of course, it is my pleasure to attempt to capture it for you.”


            “I’ll send my men through the city, as well. I wouldn’t want you to forget to tell me you’ve acquired it.” As she smiled with satisfaction, Layel glided from her tent. Demons were everywhere. They spilled from the circular glen, their laughter and noxious scent making his muscles tense.


            He stalked to the cliff at the edge of camp. Full light greeted him, stinging his skin. Some of his people could not tolerate the light. The older ones, like himself, could walk in the day, but not comfortably. He and Susan had lazed days like today away, staying in bed and making love hour after hour.


            Gods, he missed her. The music of her laughter, the softness of her touch. The love in her forest-green eyes. Her sweet innocent blood. His lids slitted and he sent his gaze below, into the city. His vampires were strategically placed atop buildings and hidden along the streets.


            They were warriors, his men. And they were hungry for demon blood.


            Soon. He grinned. Soon.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY


            
              
            

          


          
            “JEWEL.”


            The voice called to her from a long, dark tunnel. She tried to respond, but her lungs refused to cooperate.


            “Jewel.”


            She opened her mouth, surely the most difficult thing she’d ever done, but again no sound emerged.


            “Jewel. Come on, baby. Talk to me.”


            Gray. She’d recognize that sexy drawl anywhere, anytime. He sounded worried and very upset. The fog blanketing her mind was thick, but she managed to push her way through it and—


            Her eyelids popped open.


            Gray crouched in front of her, his silver eyes swimming with a wealth of emotion: concern, relief, fear.


            She blinked and licked her lips, orienting herself. Where were they? What was he afraid of? Pale locks of hair tumbled on his forehead. Dirt streaked his cheeks.


            He caressed a fingertip down her nose. “Don’t ever do that again, or I’ll—Just don’t do it. Understand?”


            Do what? She glanced around her, noticing the stone buildings flanking her front and back, the gravel she lay upon and the robe draped over her head. The sounds of chattering people, pounding horse hooves, and the scents of meats and fruits drifted into her awareness.


            “We’re in the Inner City,” she said. She remembered being by the river, the mers attacking and then…She’d had a vision, she realized with a shake of her head. She always lost track of time and place. “How did we get here?”


            His cheeks burned bright red. “I, uh, sort of flew us. First class,” he added dryly.


            “With wings?” She jolted up and only experienced a moment’s dizziness. “You grew wings?”


            “I did the levitation thing.” His chin canted to the side with an I-dare-you-to-contradict-me air. “Those walking fish men are everywhere. They followed us here.” He cupped her jaw and turned her head toward him. “You were catatonic, and said we’d find a shield here.” Sighing, he leaned back on his haunches. “We’ve got to get to a safe place. I spotted demons and vampires, as well.”


            Her brow puckered. “I knew they were headed this way, but so soon? Are you sure?”


            “I never forget a creature that wants to make me breakfast.” His wry expression matched his tone.


            She chuckled, but her amusement quickly faded. “I shouldn’t be laughing. We’re in danger.”


            “It’s good to find humor at times like this.” His arm snaked around her waist and hefted her up. “You all right?”


            He was watching her so intently, searching her face for…something. What?


            “You want to tell me what happened to you?” he asked.


            She swallowed, licked her lips. How could she explain what had happened to her without revealing too much? “Sometimes I lose awareness. I—”


            A splash sounded, and Gray’s head whipped to the side. A small bird drank from a puddle. When he realized they hadn’t been spotted, he said, “You don’t have to explain now. I shouldn’t have asked. There’ll be plenty of time to talk later.”


            The words I hope hung unsaid in the air, drifting on the breeze with a slight hint of unease. She knew he was not afraid for himself. The man lived for danger. Thrived on it. How many missions had he thrown himself into wholeheartedly, eager for the trials that awaited him? Countless.


            Which meant—he feared for her? Oh gods, he did. He cared for her. Shock and pleasure and happiness held her immobile. He’d pushed her away earlier and she’d thought he had learned of her love and wanted nothing to do with her. But he’d been trying to protect her; the knowledge was there in his eyes, shining brightly.


            Kings and queens fought to own her, to enslave and direct her, to use her, but this man sought to protect her. To give her pleasure.


            “Let’s get out of here,” he said.


            Jewel gave him no indication of her intentions; she simply threw herself against him. His breath whooshed out even as his strong, muscled arms enfolded her.


            “You are a wonderful man, Gray James.” She kissed his cheek. “I know where we can find shelter for the day.”


            He offered her a tender smile, but stepped away from her as if he didn’t dare hold her too long. “I would have been shocked senseless if you didn’t know where we should go.”


            Jewel stepped back into the curve of his body and moved her hands low, cupping his buttocks. Awareness sizzled along her nerve endings. She would have happily remained where she was for the rest of her life, but she gave a gentle squeeze before releasing him. “We’ll survive this if for no other reason than for me to get you into bed.”


            His pupils dilated and his gaze settled on her neck. He swallowed and stepped away again, his expression hardening. Just like that her gentle, teasing lover was gone, and a cold warrior stood in his place.


            “Follow me,” she told him, not allowing herself to experience hurt over his sudden change. He cared for her. That was all that mattered.


            As they entered the heart of the city, the alley shadows faded, and they were surrounded by bright, illuminating light. Mer soldiers marched from the threshold of one building to another.


            Knowing how recognizable she was, Jewel tugged her hood lower over her face, then cast a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure Gray had done the same. He had. But she could see that his eyes were slitted and watery, as if the brightness was too much for him to bear. Probably was. Some vampires never learned to tolerate the light.


            She intertwined their hands. His strong fingers wrapped around her delicate ones, his skin rough where hers was smooth. The city pulsed with activity, just like before. Taverns, inns, and shops lined the streets, each bursting with creatures of every race. She paused as two centaurs pranced past, their whooping laughter echoing behind them. Stalls flowed with silks and robes of every color. Vendors peddled roasted fowl.


            “One day I will not have to guard my every move,” she said with determination.


            “One day,” he agreed.


            Gray’s eyes burned against the light. He found himself staring at Jewel, as usual. Her face was partially covered, but what he could see of her features radiated life, wistfulness, and resolve. As slender as she was, she should have appeared fragile and dainty. Yet, there was a core of strength that radiated from her.


            Three demons darted down the street, shoving their way through delicate-looking sirens, muscled Cyclopses, and tail-chasing griffins. The demons continually scanned faces. Gray straightened his shoulders, his every kill-or-be-killed instinct going on instant alert. He didn’t slow as he shifted his knife from the folds of his robe, his grip tightening on the hilt.


            A minotaur woman whose furry bull face was familiar to him skidded to a halt when she saw Jewel. Her gaze widened, and she shifted her bundle of clothes from one arm to the other.


            “Erwin,” Jewel said, forcing Gray to stop. “How is your boy?”


            “He is well, thanks to you.” Erwin smiled. “They came for us, just as you said.”


            “Ladies, can you continue this conversation later?” As discreetly as possible, Gray positioned Jewel behind him.


            One of the demons several yards in front of them stopped and sniffed the air. He whipped around, his red eyes searching, searching. His gaze locked on Gray.


            “Human!” The scaly creature released a snakelike hiss.


            Not waiting around for a welcome-to-town party, Gray jolted into motion, dragging Jewel with him. “We’ve been spotted, baby.”


            People gasped as he pushed through them. What he would have given for a few hollow-point bullets. Maybe a grenade. Unfortunately he was out of both. His only weapon was his blade. Demons could fly, so there was no reason for him to attempt that little feat again. Plus, they would do better if they lost themselves in the crowd. If he could find a vendor selling robes, he could steal two, changing the colors he and Jewel wore.


            The crowd was thinning at a fast rate. Centaurs galloped away. Minotaurs burrowed in the ground, finding shelter under mounds of dirt. Pebbles flew from beneath Gray’s boots.


            The woman, Erwin, had followed them, racing at his side. “Keep going,” she said. “I will distract them.”


            “No,” Jewel said at the same time Gray said, “Thank you.”


            “We’re in deep shit, so we’ll take all the help we can get,” he added, leaping over a fallen food cart. “Jump,” he commanded.


            She jumped, her robe billowing around her like a storm cloud. Her hood fell, and her hair spilled down her back, a black, glossy river. She looked over her shoulder and saw Erwin throw her armful of cloth at the demons, momentarily shielding their vision before she ran away.


            Gray continued sprinting between buildings and alleys. He knew the demons were getting closer. And closer. And shit! They were doubling in numbers with every step. Their teeth were yellow and razor-sharp, dripping with saliva.


            “There,” Jewel cried, pointing.


            He followed the direction of her finger and spotted a female centaur trotting ahead, completely unaware of the turmoil behind her.


            “No,” Gray said, knowing what she wanted him to do.


            “Yes. It’s the only way.”


            He scowled.


            “Just hop on and ride. Don’t be a baby.”


            If he didn’t know better, he’d swear Jewel sounded excited, rather than fearful for her life. He could not believe he was contemplating this…He didn’t mind riding a woman, but holy hell. He preferred it be Jewel.


            Increasing their speed, they sidled up to the horse-woman. Her pale-as-moonlight hair streamed behind her. Without giving any warning, Gray grabbed a fistful of that hair and pulled himself up, dragging Jewel up behind him. Immediately the centaur tried to buck them off. When that didn’t work, she reared up.


            “Giddy-up, horsey,” he said.


            “Get off me.” She twisted, trying to bite Gray’s leg. When she saw him, her eyes widened and she stilled. “Adonis! My deepest apologies, Great Lord. Thank you for this honor. I shall never—”


            “Just move.”


            Without another word, she kicked into gear, her lithe body spurring into motion. Wind tangled in his hair as she raced stealthily around people, through alleys and over carts. Adrenaline surged in his veins, flowing with the force of an avalanche. He’d experienced more adrenaline rushes since entering Atlantis and meeting Jewel than he had in his entire two years with OBI.


            Just thinking of his employer made his hands sweat. They were getting antsy, he knew they were. It was only a matter of time before they sent someone else through the portal, looking for him. What would happen to Jewel then?


            The female centaur stopped, her hooves digging into the rocky ground.


            He frowned. “Keep moving. Go!”


            “My Lord of Lords. There are vampires blocking the path in front and demons blocking the path in the rear.” Her voice trembled with fear.


            “Layel,” Jewel gasped.


            Gray dismounted, keeping his gaze locked on the trio of vampires. They wore black, and the dark material eerily offset their too-pale skin. Their otherworldy blue eyes were…just like Jewel’s, he realized. What the hell?


            He blinked, but shook off his unease. Jewel tried to dismount. He stopped her with a firm grip on her thigh. A chorus of hissing laughter erupted behind him.


            “When I say so, take off,” he mouthed to the centaur. “Take her to safety. I’ll find a way to repay you.”


            Her only response was a frightened whinny.


            Shoving his hand away, Jewel slipped off and stood beside him. “If you stay, I stay.”


            Their eyes met, locking, clashing. In the next moment, the vampires and demons flew into action, heading straight toward them.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


            
              
            

          


          
            GRAY SHOVED JEWEL to the ground and threw himself protectively over her body. When she regained her breath, she flailed, trying to make herself the shield. His strength prevailed.


            “Damn you,” she cried.


            He merely meshed his lips into hers for a quick kiss, twisted, and raised his blade. Ready to attack and defend. The vampires’ speed was incredible, almost faster than his eyes could see, making them a blur of movement. He didn’t know how he was going to fight all of them, or how he was going to save Jewel. He only knew he’d fight to the death if needed.


            And it looked like that might be needed.


            They were almost within reach, murder in their eyes…almost…His body tensed, readied for impact and battle.


            Neither race touched them.


            “What the hell?” Shock pounded through him.


            The vampires had flown past them and caught the demons midair, crashing together. Hisses rebounded, followed by the sound of sucking. The smell of sulfur blended with a metallic twang.


            The centaur bolted into motion. Gray jumped up, pulling Jewel with him, and tried to follow the path the horse-woman had taken.


            “Wait,” Jewel said, trying to jerk him to a stop.


            “Where’s that safe house you mentioned?” He tugged his hood back over his head, covering his pale locks, determination propelling him onward. After a quick left and right perimeter check—and spotting several mers—he ushered Jewel to another alleyway.


            “Wait!” she repeated.


            This time, he spun and faced her. Half of her face was shadowed by the hood, but her lips—those soft, pleasure-giving lips—were perfectly visible. “Baby, this is life and death. We can talk when I’ve got you tucked away safe.”


            “I read his mind.”


            His brow furrowed. “Who?”


            “Layel. King of the vampires. I read his mind.”


            Understanding dawned. He dragged her inside a nearby cart and slithered the canopy over their heads. He didn’t like remaining sedentary, but flattened himself on top of her, pressing her back into the splintered wood. “All right, I’m listening.” He kept his voice quiet, not wanting the sound to carry. “What did you learn?”


            She shivered at the contact. “Layel wants to help us.”


            “Why?”


            “I don’t know.”


            He leaned into her until their breath mingled, the light in his silver eyes piercing her with its intensity. The hard length of his body fit perfectly against hers. “How can you know one and not the other?”


            Jewel licked her lips and liquefied against him. Gray had been so distant with her since awaking this morning. He’d barely touched her. And now that he was, she couldn’t control her reaction. She wanted him again.


            “Concentrate, baby.”


            “People do not think in sequential ways,” she said, forcing her mind on the task at hand. “I want to help them because of this reason and that reason.”


            He cursed under his breath. “You’re right. I’d feel a lot better knowing his motives, though.”


            “Yes.” Her hands itched to slide up his chest, to have his hands slide down hers. “His men are keeping the mers and demons away from us. He wants us to stay here.”


            “Are you certain he won’t hurt you? You can’t predict danger against yourself.”


            “I’m sure about this. Very sure.”


            He shifted, his erection pressing between her legs. She gasped. He wasn’t immune to their contact, either.


            “All right,” he said. “We’ll wait for him.”


            She brushed her lips over his jaw line, tingling erotically when his beard stubble teased her. Hands climbing up his back, she spread her legs and welcomed him deeper.


            He stopped her action with a shake of his head. “Don’t. We can’t do that here.”


            “We’re perfectly safe.”


            “Doesn’t matter. I don’t want to get caught with my pants down and besides that, our physical relationship is over.”


            “Why?” she whispered, freezing inside. A hollow beat drummed in her chest. “You’re touching me now.”


            “You know what I mean.” His stark tone lashed out.


            “No, I don’t.”


            His teeth ground together, and he remained silent for a long while. It was clear he loathed the subject. Finally, he snapped, “I’ll hurt you, damn it.”


            Hurt her? “The only way you’ll hurt me is by not touching me.”


            His mouth twisted in a scowl. “Things are different now. I’m different.” His fist pounded into the cart, right beside her head. “Damn it. I want to drink your blood. Every time I get close to you, I can smell your blood and I want to taste it.”


            Her eyes widened. He expected her to be horrified, scared. Disgusted. How could he know she was not like the women of his acquaintance? She had been raised in this world, where vampires were the norm.


            His desire excited her.


            She’d never been bitten before, but she wanted to share a deeper part of herself with Gray, wanted to be the first and only woman he drank from. Perhaps it would link them, far stronger than they were already linked.


            “I want you to bite me.” Not giving him a chance to protest, Jewel meshed her lips into his. He groaned then opened eagerly, without protest, his tongue quickly taking control. His flavor, male and heat, invaded her mouth, a welcome conqueror. Their teeth scraped together as their bodies strained for closer contact. Her breasts pressed into his chest. His hands cupped her bottom and jerked her hard against his erection.


            Desire rocked her, hot and hungry.


            “You taste so good,” he muttered raggedly. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”


            “I want you so much,” she breathed.


            He kissed his way down her face, her chin, her neck, and his tongue flicked out, laving the sensitive skin. She felt his teeth elongating, readying for insertion. “I shouldn’t do this.”


            “Please, do it now.” Her body was crying out for all of him. She’d loved him for so long, desired him longer. Craved him. “Maybe my blood will ease the changes inside you and help you conquer them.”


            “I can’t. I shouldn’t. I…Stop me if I hurt you.” He opened his mouth against her neck and applied a slight pressure. Just about…


            “Now, now, children.” The flap covering them was whipped aside. “You should take that somewhere private.”


            Gray sprang up, facing the intruder with a feral growl. Everything about him, from his posture, to his clenched fists and his glowering red eyes, screamed his intention to attack.


            Jewel drew in a shaky breath and hopped beside him, her legs almost buckling under her weight. She curled her hand around his forearm. Instantly he relaxed.


            “Layel,” she said, straightening her shoulders.


            The vampire king inclined his head in acknowledgement. His handsome features were so perfect they could have been chiseled from stone. “Leave the Inner City,” he said. A drop of black blood trickled from the side of his mouth. He licked it away with a shudder of distaste. “The demons always taste sour.” He flicked Gray a glance. “I don’t recommend them.”


            Another low growl purred from Gray. “State your purpose, vampire.”


            Layel arched an uncaring brow. “Marina is determined to have the girl back.”


            “She’s mine.”


            Layel chuckled, the sound filled with rich masculine humor. “Neither of us wants the queen to recapture her. For different reasons, I’m sure. My men will see you to safety.”


            Jewel opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off. “You know you can trust me in this.”


            She nodded. “However, it is your motives I question.”


            “You do not have to fear for your human,” Layel said. “While I’m sure he would make a tasty snack, I’m quite full. And besides that, he has a bit of demon blood, does he not? I’m only interested in dessert at the moment, not more of the same rotten meal.”


            “Give me your hand,” she persisted, “so that I can assure myself—”


            He backed away hastily. “You will not touch me.”


            And in that moment, Jewel felt his fear. He was hiding something and did not want her to know it, but she sensed that it had nothing to do Gray. She dropped her hand to her side. “Very well.”


            “I don’t trust him,” Gray said, stating the words loudly. He struggled to get himself under control, to dim the bloodlust rushing through him. He’d almost bitten Jewel, had almost drunk her blood after he’d fought so hard to ignore the craving.


            He should have been disgusted with himself.


            He wasn’t.


            He was only enraged that he’d been interrupted.


            He didn’t like this vampire king and didn’t like the way the man watched Jewel, as if inviting her to be his friend. But more than that, he didn’t like the fact that the evil creature was swooping in and becoming the hero. Irrational, yes. But it was Gray’s job to protect Jewel, and he’d be damned if he’d allow anyone else to get near her. Especially a vampire.


            The irony of that didn’t escape him.


            The woman was hunted like a prized twenty-point buck during deer season, and he didn’t dare trust anyone with her.


            “Without me, you’ll lose her,” the vampire said.


            “I will allow your men to see us out of the city.” Better to keep them close and use them to escape the demons. “After that, they must leave.”


            “Or what?” Layel asked with amusement.


            “Or I’ll do to your men what I did to the demon castle.”


            Layel lost his smile. His ice-blue gaze narrowed menacingly. “Very well. If Marina captures you, however, I will kill you both before I allow her to use the—”


            “Layel!” Jewel shouted, nervousness blasting from her voice. “You cannot kill me, and you know it. Now be on your way. Marina is looking for you and she is not pleased.”


            The vampire actually grimaced. “Until next time.”


            And then he was gone, two other vampires standing in his place.


            “Let’s go,” one of them said. “We don’t have much time.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


            
              
            

          


          
            THREE HOURS LATER, Gray found himself alone with Jewel and safe in the forest. True to their word, the vampires escorted them safely through the city and left them in peace.


            “This is far enough,” one of them said. “We must go now. Do not return to the city.”


            Before Gray could respond, they vanished in a flap of movement.


            “Wait here,” he told Jewel. He sprinted through the trees, their trunks blurring because of his own speed. He wanted to make sure the vampires didn’t double back and attack. He caught sight of them only once, their white-blond hair whipping past the foliage.


            Satisfied they wouldn’t come back, he retraced his steps. Jewel was exactly where he’d left her, spreading out the meal they’d purchased before leaving the city. She glanced up at his approach.


            “I hope you’re hungry.”


            “Starved.” He plopped down. The air was cool and fragrant with summer scents. Birds soared overhead, and the river trickled beside them. The perfect picnic setting. He could almost forget he’d been chased by crazed mermen and revenge-minded demons.


            He gazed at the food hungrily. After having only a tasteless energy bar for breakfast, he would have sold his soul—maybe he had already and that was a moot point—for a single bite of that succulent meat.


            “Shall we eat?” she asked, as proper as ever.


            He didn’t take time to respond, simply ripped off a piece of meat and popped it into his mouth. He almost groaned at the sheer pleasure of it.


            Jewel did groan. “I don’t think I’ve ever tasted anything quite this good,” she said. “Well, except you.”


            She kept saying things like that, and such boldness from her shocked him enough that he paused, his fowl-filled hand poised just in front of his mouth. “I can say the same of you.”


            Since their last kiss, there had been a heavy tension between them. They were going to make love again; they both knew it. He couldn’t resist her; he just couldn’t. Every time he tried, he only succeeded in driving himself insane. So he was done denying himself. His desire to bite her excited rather than repulsed her. A blessing he wasn’t going to question.


            He didn’t know with one hundred percent surety that she was the Jewel of Dunamis as he suspected. Didn’t know if he’d have one more night with her or many. None of that mattered. He loved her, and he was going to be with her.


            When, he knew, would be sooner rather than later.


            His gaze drifted to her. Dirt and blood specks smudged her cheek. Black-as-night hair cascaded in tangles down her back. And yet, with the vitality sparkling in her ocean-blue eyes, she’d never looked more lovely. More exquisite.


            This tenderness he felt for her, this ferocity. This need to be near her. This furious passion and unquenchable hunger.


            This protective obsession.


            Only his sister, Katie, had ever brought out his protective instincts like this—and now Jewel. But he felt anything but brotherly toward her.


            His sister would love her, he knew.


            “You’re thinking about your family,” Jewel stated. She nibbled on a soft loaf of bread stuffed with cheese.


            His brows arched. “And just how do you know that, oh non-mind reader?”


            “Your expression is wistful. Tell me about them.”


            “You already know about them.”


            “Tell me, anyway.”


            Between bites, he said, “Brian is the unflappable one, always strong, always steady. Erik is the peacemaker and hard to rile, but once he’s mad,” Gray gave a mock shudder, “the wrath of Erik is a terrible thing.”


            As he spoke, everything inside him relaxed. That had been Jewel’s purpose, he realized with admiration. “Denver is probably on a date right this minute with the World’s Biggest Ice Queen.”


            “Madison or Jane?” Jewel asked with a grin.


            “Madison.”


            “I remember her. She never smiles.”


            “I don’t know what the boy sees in her. She’s emotionless and probably as much fun as an alien probe in bed.”


            Jewel gasped in scandalized shock. “What a horrible thing to say.”


            A laugh escaped him, and he was surprised by just how genuine it was. “Maybe warming up a prude is more fun than I realized.”


            Her cheeks reddened. “I am not a prude.”


            “Believe me, Blaze, I know.” He reached over and squeezed her hand. “Nick is probably causing trouble somewhere with his warped sense of humor. Katie’s probably giving her husband, Jorlan, hell, and my dad is probably giving my stepmom, Francis, hell. It seems to be a family tradition.”


            “I wish I could meet them in person.”


            Her words instantly flashed an image through his mind—an image of Jewel surrounded by his brothers, sister and father. They would welcome her with open arms, would love her candor and honesty, and hell, he’d love to watch her face as his sailor-mouthed family shocked her.


            “I’ve always wished I had Katie’s strength,” Jewel sighed wistfully. “When she first met Jorlan, she could have easily been crushed by his sheer maleness. But she ended up conquering him instead.”


            As Jewel had conquered Gray. Overhead, the dome breathed an amber glow and that glow dripped onto her features, casting her in a perfect frame of radiance. His chest constricted. “Dusk is falling, so we need to finish eating. I want to wash up before lights out.”


            They finished their meal in silence, and Gray pushed to his feet. He held out his hand. “You ready?”


            “To bathe?” Jewel looked at him, her gaze unsure. “Together?”


            He nodded. “If you get in that water with me, we’re going to make love.”


            “Finally.” Reaching up, she curled her fingers through his. He helped her to her feet. A rosy flush of excitement colored her cheeks as they strolled the short distance to the river’s edge.


            “Are Mermen going to attack us?” he asked, the thought just now occurring to him.


            “They are still in the city, and I do not sense them.”


            “Did you last time?”


            She nodded. “That’s why I was dressed and was not naked as promised. I’d hoped they would pass me by. We are very much alone here.”


            When she released his hand to unlace the knots on the waist of her robe, he stopped her with a huskily muttered, “Let me.”


            Movements deft, he worked at the material. The dirty covering soon floated to her ankles, leaving her in undergarments. Those he pushed to the ground, too. And then she was suddenly, gloriously naked.


            He drank in the sight of her. Pink, pearled nipples, smooth-as-silk belly, a small thatch of dark curls, and long, tapered legs. Everything he remembered, yet so much more beautiful, framed as she was by his love.


            Perfection.


            Jewel stood completely still for Gray’s perusal. Because the people of Atlantis wanted her for her psychic skills, they saw her as an object. A thing. They even called her “it” upon occasion. They’d never seen her as a sexual being. But the way Gray looked at her…she felt achy. Erotic and craved.


            “You are so beautiful,” he breathed. His eyes were heated, his voice husky.


            “Thank—thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say. Need thrummed through her, and she reached out, peeling away his clothing piece by unwanted piece. Her hands were shaky. His chest was wide and laced with muscle, and his nipples were small and brown, hard points against her hands. A thin trail of blond hair led past the waist of his pants all the way to his penis. The long, thick length of him jutted up.


            She’d seen him like this before. Proud. Aroused. Not in the tent, too dark, but for other women. This time, he wanted her. Was hard for her. Her blood heated with the power of that knowledge.


            “We were made to pleasure each other, I think,” he said, lifting her by the waist and walking straight into the water.


            She wrapped her legs around him as cool liquid enveloped her, making her shiver. Gray’s heat kept her warm and provided an erotic contrast. Her arms wound around him. Breasts to chest. Erection to woman.


            “I’ve wanted you for so long,” she admitted breathlessly.


            “Then take me,” he said, his voice rougher, harsher than she’d ever heard it. “I’m yours.”


            She kissed him then, softly at first. The moment their tongues met, she nearly cried out at the sudden rush of intensity between them. All strength deserted her. Had his arms not been around her, she would have sunk bonelessly to the bottom of the river. One of his hands gripped her thigh, keeping her leg around him.


            The feel of his erection pressed directly against her, ready for penetration—yet just beyond reach. He rocked against her. She whimpered at the indescribable burst of pleasure as every nerve ending in her body awoke.


            “That feels so good. Do it again.”


            He uttered a strained chuckle. “First, I need to wash you. Your breasts…they’re filthy. Just filthy.”


            He sounded so wicked.


            “Drop your legs,” he added.


            When she did, his hands cupped the water and he poured it onto her chest. He watched with barely a breath as each drop slid over her plump breasts, catching on her nipples.


            He licked the first droplet away, then the other. “You’re just so dirty. I need to wash you all over.”


            “Are you dirty?”


            “Oh, yes.”


            He kissed his way down her stomach, not stopping until he was kneeling. The water just reached the apex of her thighs. Darting out, his tongue found the heart of her. She screamed at the pleasure of it, and her head arched backward. Her hands gripped his head, holding him in place. On and on her tasted her.


            Minutes—hours—later, Jewel was desperate. She had to have him inside her. Now. She clawed at him with her nails. He jerked up and they tumbled into the water, their mouths locked together as the liquid washed over them, covering them. Their bodies tangled and strained as their tongues dueled.


            Her head grew light just as Gray gave a powerful kick of his legs, sending them above the surface. She gasped in air, taking his breath. He gasped in air, taking hers. The need to have him, all of him, pounded through her.


            “Don’t make me wait any longer,” she gasped.


            “Now?”


            “Please.”


            He surged up and into her, going deep.


            Her inner walls held him tight, and when he was sheathed completely, giving her body what it had craved all these many days, her pleasure exploded. She spasmed around him. Stars winked behind her eyelids, and heat spread like wildfire through her blood. Because he was inside her, a part of her, her rapture was so much more complete.


            “Shit,” Gray groaned. He rocked in and out of her, and she clung to him. “So good.”


            “More.” So much more. She might never get enough of him. Already the hunger was building again. “I love you.” Unbidden, the words ripped from her throat. They were imprinted on her every cell. Shouting them was as natural as breathing.


            “Tell me again,” he growled.


            “I love you.” He wasn’t upset?


            “Again.”


            “I love you. Gods, I love you.”


            In and out he moved, fast, so fast, droplets splashing around them. She bit the cord of his neck, hard. She tugged at his hair, her need becoming too great to control. She needed…she needed…


            His teeth sank into her neck.


            Exactly that. Instantly another orgasm consumed her. Intense. So intense. “Yes. Yes!” And as she writhed against him, riding the waves of pleasure, he drank from her. His thrusts deepened, grew even faster, harder.


            Faster.


            Harder.


            When he came, a hoarse cry ripped from his throat and the sound echoed through the forest.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL LAY fully clothed in the crook of Gray’s arms. She had wanted to stay naked with him all night, but he’d insisted they be prepared for any unwanted nighttime visitors, as trouble seemed to follow them.


            Right now, his deep, relaxed breathing assured her that he slept peacefully. Her body was sated and relaxed, but her mind refused to quiet. What they’d done together had been wonderful. So wonderfully satisfying. When he’d bit her, oh, the pleasure! Nearly too much to bear. But something about their couplings was beginning to bother her.


            He didn’t linger over her body like he did with other women. He took her savagely, quickly. He didn’t whisper erotic words in her ear; he grunted and growled and uttered guttural things. She loved it, gods, she loved it, but she couldn’t help but worry that perhaps he didn’t like her as well as he’d liked the others. But why then hadn’t he panicked at her declaration of love?


            Jewel sighed and forced herself to sleep. He was here, in her arms, and he did care for her. That would have to be enough for now.


            


            GRAY SLOWLY came to wakefulness, images of making love with Jewel fresh in his mind. He lay on a mossy riverbank, his woman tucked securely in his arms. He loved the way he’d gone wild for her. He loved the way she’d gone wild for him, loved the way she’d clawed and bit at him. Loved the way she’d ferally growled his name.


            He loved her. Period.


            He wasn’t going home without her. He’d find a way to take her with him; he had to find a way. He couldn’t live without her. She might even now be carrying his child; they’d taken no precautions, this time or before. Maybe Atlantean and human could procreate, maybe they couldn’t. Either way, she belonged with him.


            Staying here wasn’t an option. OBI would send in another agent. The only reason they hadn’t yet—or had they? Damn, he just didn’t know. They wanted as few people as possible to know about the jewel. Hopefully that concern was still holding them back. They wouldn’t want to take a chance that another government, or even regular people, would learn about it.


            Later, he and Jewel were going to have themselves a serious conversation. Could she be happy on the surface? Was she the Jewel of Dunamis? If not, what was her connection? And there was a connection, he knew there was.


            Constantly he wavered between yes and no. Yes, she was Dunamis. No, he didn’t want her to be so she wasn’t. She was a woman, for Christ’s sake, a living, breathing, sensual woman. Not a stone. But she could predict when their enemy approached, knew that enemy’s battle plan, as well. She could read minds and knew truth from lie.


            Everything Dunamis could do.


            Shit! Frustrated, he raked a hand through his hair.


            “Do not move again, human.”


            The deep, raspy voice echoed through the darkness. Remaining perfectly still, Gray sent his gaze throughout the night. He’d been so lost in his musing, he’d allowed someone to sneak up on him. Fucking hell!


            Soon he spotted the intruder as clearly as if the sun glowed overhead. His blood ran cold. The golden-eyed warrior had a sword pointed at his heart.


            “Let the woman go,” he said. Slowly he shifted, pressing his skin against the blade’s tip. It pricked and stung, but he was able to settle Jewel beneath him, guarding her with his body. He inched his hand to his waist and the blade strapped there. “Maybe I’ll let you live,” he said, hoping the boast would serve as a distraction.


            The dark-haired warrior chuckled. “I like your spirit, human. Or vampire? Or demon? You smell of all three. Now, awaken the woman. I wish to speak with her.”


            “I’m awake, Renard.”


            Gray released a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. Jewel sounded calm, completely unafraid, and the fact that she knew the warrior by name eased his worry for her safety. That didn’t stop him from gripping his blade and holding it at the ready.


            “Remove your weapon from Gray, please,” she said, sitting up. “If you hurt him, I will find a way to make your life miserable for all eternity.”


            Noticing the way her white robe flowed over her exquisite curves, Gray was immensely grateful he’d insisted that they dress after their explosive lovemaking in the river. He wanted no one viewing her nakedness but himself.


            The warrior Renard did as commanded and sheathed his weapon with a long, drawn-out sigh. “Am I allowed to have no fun?”


            “Not with my man, no.”


            Gray liked those words on her lips.


            “Did you come to steal me away?” she asked.


            “Actually, no.”


            Jewel relaxed. “Truth,” she said.


            Gray jumped to his feet, not wanting the brute to have any type of advantage. “You want to explain why you’re here and threatening me at sword point?” he asked, keeping his voice conversational.


            The large warrior, who stood as tall as Gray, grinned. “Not particularly, no.”


            “Renard,” Jewel said, her expression as stern as a schoolteacher. “Tell us, or I’ll read your mind. Then I’ll tell all your secrets.”


            He shuddered. “First, you enter dragon territory. Then we see you in the Inner City with mers following you. Then demons attack you, and if that isn’t enough, we see the vampires save you. Have you joined with them?” The question lashed out, sharpened with a dangerous edge.


            “Of course not.”


            “Then tell us, please, what is going on.”


            “We? Us?” Gray demanded, already scanning the forest.


            Light began to seep from the crystal dome, chasing away the shadows as four other hulking warriors stepped from behind the trees. Gray rolled his eyes. Not only had one man sneaked up on him, but four of his friends had, as well. Why not post a sign on the trees that read, Human This Way. Follow Path.


            “Brand,” Jewel squealed happily, jumping to her feet. She raced over to the men, throwing herself in their arms one by one.


            “Jewel!” Gray started to go after her, every possessive and protective bone in body shouting a protest. He wanted to jerk her away from them, but he didn’t. He forced himself to remain in place, entranced by the sight of her happiness. The men were gentle with her as they passed her from one to the other. Still.


            He didn’t like anyone else—especially these testosterone filled warriors—putting their hands on his woman. And she was his. She’d purred her love and he’d claimed her, so she might as well get used to it.


            When had he become such an alpha?


            Renard’s golden eyes lit with amusement. “Lucky for you she doesn’t want to part with you.”


            He crossed his arms over his chest. “Exactly how long have you been hanging around here?”


            Smile growing, the warrior said, “We gave you privacy for your mating, if that’s what you want to know.” His amusement died quickly, however. “What kind of creature are you?”


            Gray shrugged, not about to answer or explain. “Jewel,” he called, done with the stranger. She’d been away from him for too long. “Come here. Please.”


            Steps light, she reclaimed her position at his side. Her expression radiated bright, illuminant bliss. “These men belong to Darius en Kragin,” she explained. “He’s the king of the dragons, and the dragons are the closest things I’ve ever had to friends.”


            He almost groaned. He did frown. “Dragons?” Too easily he remembered how one of their race had welcomed him those first few nights in Atlantis.


            “These men are honorable.” She looked to the tallest blond. “How is Darius and his new bride?”


            The warrior, Brand, raised sandy brows, saying pointedly, “You will soon see for yourself.”


            Her smile faded. “Renard said you were not here to steal me. There was truth in his words.”


            “I will not steal you. You will simply come with me willingly. Darius bid us to find you and bring you to him.”


            “No,” Gray said. “We won’t go.”


            “We need to reach the Temple of Cronus,” Jewel added.


            “The Temple of—” Renard, who now stood next to the blond, frowned. “The temple was destroyed months ago when humans came through the portal.”


            Jewel’s body went completely still, her lungs refusing to take in air. Surely he was mistaken. Surely she would have known, have felt something. “You’re wrong,” she managed to gasp.


            “It was decimated, and there is nothing left. I speak true.”


            Yes, he did, she realized, her stomach knotting painfully. An image of crumpled stone flashed in her mind, and she almost cried out. This was what her feeling of foreboding had been about when she’d asked Gray to take her to the temple. She’d ignored it, had refused to contemplate it because then she would have had to give up hope of finding her father.


            But all this time, her hopes had been for nothing. She raised a shaky hand to her mouth, covering her trembling lips. She wanted a family so desperately, wanted to find her father and feel his arms around her. She wanted something like Gray had with his brothers and sister.


            A strong arm wrapped around her waist and tugged her into an equally strong chest. Gray’s masculine scent reached her nose. “I’m here, baby.”


            White-hot tears burned her eyes, and the trembling spread to her chin. Sinking into him, she drew from his strength and swallowed back her anguish. She would not break down emotionally in front of these men. She was strong, damn it. She would survive. Right now she had Gray, and she would cherish their short time together, letting nothing taint it.


            She gave him a lingering hug, then forced herself to disengage. She faced Brand squarely. “Why does Darius wish to see me?” There. Switching the conversation to the dragon king almost, almost drowned the knowledge that she no longer knew where to search for her father.


            Brand tsked under his tongue. “You know only he can tell you that. Are you ready to leave?”


            Gray stiffened, and she knew his blood was heating, preparing his body for battle.


            “I have promised to do something for Gray,” she said, “and that promise comes before your king.”


            “Whatever it is you must do for your man, you can do at our palace.”


            Yes, she could, she realized with both joy and dejection. That would give her more time with Gray, and she grasped on to the reprieve. She faced him. “I know you’re in a hurry to find Dunamis,” she whispered, “and I know your people need you back, but can you stay? For one more day?” Sucking in a breath, she added, “Dunamis will be yours now or later, whichever you decide.”


            He searched her face, his expression guarded. She expected him to ask how he could acquire the stone now that Cronus was destroyed but he didn’t. He nodded and said, “One more day.”


            Relief swept through her, blanketing her sorrow and her fear. “Thank you.”


            “Gentlemen,” he said, never taking his gaze from her. “It appears we will be joining you.”


            “Too bad you agreed so easily,” one of the dragons said, the tallest of the group. “I would have loved to convince you some other way.” The man actually sounded disappointed.


            “You will be safe with the dragons.” Jewel linked her fingers with Gray’s. “They are a fierce lot, but very protective and Darius—” She paused, her words grinding to a halt. A dark premonition slithered through her mind. “Darius is in trouble.”


            The dragons didn’t question her knowledge of this. They knew her powers firsthand and knew she never lied. Simultaneously they roared, growing wider and larger, morphing into their dragon forms, claws, tails and wings sprouting from their bodies and ripping away their clothing. Scales replaced skin, sharp fangs replaced teeth. Fire spewed from their mouths.


            Gray tried to grab her and push her behind him.


            “It’s all right,” she said. “They will not hurt us.”


            “My God. I’ve seen some weird shit, but this…”


            “They will fly us to the dragon palace.” She guided him forward. “Climb on and enjoy the ride.”


            “Dear God.” He grabbed his backpack from the ground and slung it over his shoulder before tentatively climbing on the dragon’s back. Thankfully it remained unmoving, allowing him to settle on top. His every action was slow and measured.


            “What’s taking you so long?” Jewel’s lips twitched, a smile clinging to the edges.


            That smile eased the ache in his stomach, an ache that roared to life when she’d been told about Cronus, and he’d watched her go pale, watched tears fall from her eyes. He’d been helpless to do anything for her.


            “Like I really want to touch something I’m not supposed to. I’m thinking we should walk.” Even as he spoke, he was swinging his leg around, ready to hop off.


            She laughed, the erotic sound of it washing over him in sensual waves. “You are such a man. Just remember, the quicker we get there, the quicker I can have my wicked way with you.”


            Faster than she could blink, he reached down, grabbed her arm, and hoisted her behind him. “Kick it into gear. We’re ready for takeoff.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


            
              
            

          


          
            GRAY HAD DONE some crazy shit throughout his life, but this topped the list. After today, if anyone told him he didn’t have balls of steel, they’d be wrong. Usually he enjoyed flying. He’d jumped out of planes, for God’s sake. Hell, he’d levitated and flown himself into town.


            Right now, as the wind roared through his hair and the crystal dome emitted a soft golden glow above, all he wanted to do was vomit. His only anchor against free-falling to his death was his kung fu grip on a dragon. An actual, fire-breathing dragon. Behind him, Jewel leaned her head against his shoulder, soaking up the experience like they were in first-class accommodations aboard the Concorde.


            “There it is,” she said, pointing straight ahead. “Darius’s palace.”


            Sure enough, a huge crystal fortress loomed, a jagged and glistening monstrosity of uneven towers. All the colors of the rainbow glittered from the edges. Brand flew closer and closer to it, and a cold sweat broke over Gray’s skin. There were no doors that he could see. No windows. And the stupid dragon wasn’t slowing down. Was, in fact, gliding his thin, nearly transparent wings faster.


            Someone should have told him the plan was to crash into the wall and bust it open. He would have come up with plan B.


            “Jewel, hold tight to me. Get ready for impact.”


            But the top of the domed ceiling opened, quickly becoming wider. Sea water cascaded inside the palace. The dragons flew straight into the waterfall. Salty liquid rained on him, and he reached behind him and pulled Jewel’s face into his back.


            Moments later, the dragons glided softly to the wet, tilted floors, the water draining at the sides. Water dripping from him, Gray hurriedly hopped down and helped Jewel do the same. He would not admit to having shaky limbs.


            “Thank you.” Her wet hair clung to her face and shoulders. Now that they were here, there was a sad gleam in her eyes and a melancholy layer in her voice. Was she thinking about the ruined temple? Not knowing what else to do, he kissed her lips.


            She blinked up at him and slowly smiled. Damn if his chest didn’t constrict.


            “What was that for?” she asked.


            “Just ’cause.”


            He turned his attention to the dragons. Because Jewel trusted them so completely, he was able to relax his guard more so than usual. And wasn’t that ironic? He couldn’t trust the human partners OBI sometimes stuck him with, but he could put his life in the hands of a fire-breathing beast. For the first time since entering Atlantis, he didn’t feel chased or hunted. Or like the next item on the menu.


            As he watched, the creatures’ scales disappeared beneath their bronzed skin. Their elongated faces shrank, their tails and wings retracted under small slits of human skin, and they were once again completely human. Of course, they were also completely naked.


            “Don’t stare, Blaze, or I’ll cover your eyes.”


            She snorted.


            “This way,” Brand said. Without waiting for their agreement, he and the others stalked from the room.


            Side by side, he and Jewel followed them into a hallway. Sconces lined the walls, illuminating the glistening wealth. He didn’t know what he expected of a dragon palace, but what he found wasn’t it. Diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, and rubies adorned the walls. Gold and silver provided the glue that held the gems together.


            “My God,” he muttered. So much wealth…He’d never seen its like.


            Forcing himself to look away proved difficult, but he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. “If anything happens, get behind me. Okay?” He might trust the dragons in this room, but he didn’t know what lay beyond these doors. Steadily he moved the knife from his waistband and tucked it under his shirtsleeve.


            “I hope you remember being this protective in the morning.”


            The morning…when she would give him Dunamis? When she would give him herself? “You can count on it,” he said, trying to assure her that no matter what she told him, he would not hurt her.


            She bit her lip then opened her mouth to say something. She closed it with a snap. “I…like you, Gray.”


            That wasn’t what she’d wanted to say. He would have preferred to hear “I love you” again, but those words would do for now. He really liked every damn thing about her. “I like you, too, sweetheart.”


            “Can you two not shut up for a few seconds?” Renard said on a sigh. “You are just like Darius and Grace. Sweetheart this and sweetheart that. We are sick to death of such nonsense.”


            “Where are you taking us?” Gray asked.


            “To meet Darius,” Jewel answered for the dragon.


            Brand pivoted on his heel and approached the far right wall. For the first time, Gray noticed the medallion hanging at the warrior’s neck. It was small and round and now emitted a slight blue glow. As if sensing its presence, two panels immediately opened.


            “I spent two years here,” Jewel said. “Javar was leader then. Darius was but a hatchling, learning the dictates of a Guardian.”


            “And a Guardian is…”


            “A protector of this city. When humans try to enter, Guardians kill them.”


            “Darius doesn’t do as much killing these days,” Renard said. “Grace gets mad. So now he takes the traveler somewhere on the surface and clears his memory.”


            “I was not killed or redirected,” Gray pointed out.


            “Yes,” Brand said. “And we are curious as to why. Darius has every intention of finding out.”


            They finished their walk down the wide, long hall in silence, leaving a trail of water. They turned a corner—and stepped into a dining room of utter decadence. A dragon-clawed table, ivory walls, ebony floors. A large bay window opened in back, overlooking the entire span of the city. His sister, Katie, restored homes and would have killed to own this room. Hooks lined one section of the wall, each dangling a piece of clothing.


            A big warrior sat at the head of the table, a dainty redhead on his lap. She whispered something in his ear and the beast laughed. Even laughing, Gray had never seen a more imposing figure. A scar slashed from the man’s left eye to his chin. He looked like he dined on small children for breakfast and glass shards for dessert.


            “We bring news, Darius,” Brand announced. He stopped in front of the still laughing male.


            Color bloomed bright on the redhead’s cheeks. She popped to her feet, giving Gray his first full look at her. Her hair curled around her shoulders and freckles adorned every inch of visible skin. She wore jeans and a T-shirt.


            He’d seen nothing but robes and togas for the past week, and the modern surface clothes shocked him.


            Darius frowned, standing and skidding his chair behind him. “Dress first. Then tell me what you have learned.” He braced his feet apart and locked his hands behind his back, prepared, awaiting bad news.


            The warriors dressed, taking clothes from the hooks.


            Unlike every other dragon Gray had seen so far, Darius did not have golden eyes. His were blue and swirled like a morning mist, as otherworldly as Layel’s. As otherworldly as Jewel’s. In fact, both Jewel and Darius possessed the same silky black hair. Gray’s gaze shot from one to the other. Jewel had traits of the demons, vampires, and now dragons, yet she appeared human. What did that mean?


            Renard straightened to attention. “Vampires and demons have joined forces. They were making their way here when they stopped in the Inner City to give chase to this human and—”


            “Me.” Jewel stepped around him.


            All eyes focused on her.


            Because he felt a sudden rush of pride for her, Gray didn’t try to push her behind him this time. She stood strong in the face of danger and accepted the consequences. Even though he hated doing nothing, he would not take that away from her. Especially when he sensed these men would not harm her.


            His dad had raised him to believe women needed safeguarding, that they were weak and vulnerable without a man. His strong, capable sister, Katie, proved that theory wrong every day. Jewel, too. She sought to guard and defend his life, to place herself in danger in hopes of saving him.


            “I had heard you escaped from Marina, so I sent my men to fetch you,” Darius said. His voice was as hard and unbending as his expression. “I am unsure whether to trust you. Are you here at her bidding?”


            A wave of hurt flickered in Jewel’s eyes, but she quickly doused it and returned the dragon leader’s frown. “No. Do you truly believe she would have let me leave for any reason? Even your downfall?”


            Darius studied her and nodded. “You are right. I have many questions for you. The human, though—”


            “Is my only reason for coming with your men. If he leaves, so too do I.”


            The dragon growled low in his throat. “Very well, then. If he hurts, destroys or steals anything, I will personally see to his death.”


            “I’d like to see you try,” Gray said without fear.


            Unused to insubordination, Darius advanced toward him. Anger darkened his eyes.


            The redhead stepped forward with a smile, blocking his path. Her smile seemed genuine despite the tension growing in the room. “I’m Grace, the big guy’s wife. It’s so nice to meet you.”


            As she stretched out her hand to shake Gray’s, Darius growled, “Touching Grace is not permitted, human. You will keep your hands to yourself.”


            “Oh, hush up,” she said without turning around. She and Gray shook. “I, for one, am glad to see another human.”


            Darius threw up his hands in exasperation. “You see your brother every day.”


            She only smiled again. “Can you really consider Alex a human?”


            Darius’s lips pressed tight as he fought a grin of his own.


            “Don’t let Darius fool you,” she told Gray. “He’s nothing but a softie.” Grace turned to Jewel. “We’re so happy to have you here. I’ve heard so much about you and have been eagerly awaiting your arrival. Why don’t I show you to a room, and you can prepare for lunch. We’ll all have a nice conversation after we’ve eaten.”


            Darius stalked to the petite woman’s side. “I do not want you taking part in this. You—”


            Grace turned her attention full force on her husband. She batted her lashes and curled her hands over his chest. “I seriously hope you’re not trying to send me away, because you’d be in a shitload of trouble.”


            The man melted, that was the only way to describe it. His expression softened and he reached out and brushed a red curl from Grace’s temple. “Take them to their rooms, then. After lunch, we will question them together.”


            Grace planted a swift kiss on his lips before beaming up at Gray and Jewel. “As I was saying, I’ll show you each to a room.”


            “We’ll share.” Gray shifted to battle stance. No way was he going to be parted from Jewel. “Only one is needed.”


            She looked to Jewel for confirmation. Jewel nodded, her cheeks bright red with color.


            The blue-green of Grace’s eyes sparkled with knowing. “You can bathe, rest or…whatever, and we’ll meet back here in one—”


            “Two,” Jewel said, looking down at her feet.


            Gray’s lips twitched.


            “Two hours.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            THEIR ROOM BOASTED a large bathing pool, an even larger bed, and so many velvet pillows they could drown in them. Vases burst with diamonds, and an array of jewelry sprawled atop a marble vanity. A lamb’s fleece carpet lined the floor.


            “The sheer amount of wealth is amazing,” Gray said, pivoting on his heel to take everything in. He stood in the middle of the room.


            “I’ve lived in many such rooms throughout my life.” Jewel stood a few feet away from him and kept her back to him. She gripped the material of her robe, bunching it between her fingers. The time had come to admit who and what she was. She couldn’t wait till morning. Worry over his reaction had slammed into her, consuming her, the moment they’d shut the door. Do it.


            “I’m sorry about the destruction of the temple,” he said before she could open her mouth. “I know how much you wanted to discover your father’s identity.”


            “Perhaps one day, my father will find me. Perhaps I’ll have a vision of him. Perhaps I’ll stumble upon a clue that points me in the right direction.” Her eyelids squeezed shut, and she straightened her shoulders, gathering her courage. “We need to talk, Gray. I must tell you—”


            “Later.”


            The huskiness of his tone made her shiver. “But you need to know—”


            “I want you on a bed.” He moved behind her, his arms winding around her, his hands finding her breasts. “We can talk later.”


            She twisted, facing him, and he lifted her. He carried her to the silk-covered bed. Gently he laid her on top. Her eyes were already closed, her lips parted as she purred her growing pleasure. Her black hair spilled around her delicate shoulders.


            God, he loved this woman.


            He took her hard and fast, almost savage in his need. He was surprised the urge to drink her blood remained dormant as he hurtled them over the edge of satisfaction. Immediately afterward, he grew hard again. He couldn’t get enough of her, but at least the urgency was gone. Now he could play and savor.


            He kissed his way down her body, lingering on her ankles, the insides of her knees. Soon she was writhing beneath his mouth, crying out his name.


            “You didn’t go this slowly last time,” she gasped out.


            He heard a tinge of upset and stilled. “What do you mean?”


            “You usually go slowly with your women. Like this.”


            A strained chuckle escaped him, and he hugged her close to him, loving the feel of her breasts against his chest. What an innocent she was. “Baby, that just proves I want you more than any other. With you, I lose my control. With you, nothing matters but being inside you.”


            “Oh. Ohh.”


            He licked his way into her mouth, feeding her kisses. She tasted sweet and womanly, the absolute essence of desire. Passion. Hunger. His cock was already throbbing with need for her, but he was going to go slow this time if it killed him.


            As soft as feathers, he moved his fingers down her stomach and glided them to her silky, wet warmth. Teasing her. Taunting her. Pushing her to the edge before pausing.


            “Gray!” She shouted his name like a prayer. “Let me finish.”


            He circled her clitoris with his thumb while two of his fingers moved in and out of her. When she tensed, readying for orgasm, he stopped again.


            “Gray!” She shouted his name like a vile curse. “Finish. Please. Hard and fast.”


            How could he deny such a delicious request? Request? he thought. No, the woman had ordered him. But deny he would. “I thought you wanted me to go slow.”


            “I changed my mind.”


            “I’m glad, but I’m still taking this slow.” Gradually, inch by inch, he entered her. She writhed against him. Her nails sunk into his back, her hands tugged at his hair and pulled his mouth to hers for a kiss. “I won’t have my woman feeling left out or slighted.”


            “Faster,” she gasped.


            “Slower,” he intoned.


            “I already need…I need…”


            “Me. You only need me.” And he needed her. Inch by slllooow inch. When he was in her to the hilt, he pulled out just as slowly as he’d entered, than sank back in. Her hips arched in response. Everything inside him screamed to quicken his pace, to find release, but he didn’t.


            “I’m going to savor you,” he vowed.


            “Savor me faster.” Her nipples were pearled against his chest, rasping against him with his every movement.


            “Tsk, tsk. So impatient.” How much longer could he hold back? Out. In. So slowly. When she gasped his name, his control almost broke. His muscles were bunched with the strain.


            “I love you,” she moaned.


            That was all it took; his control snapped completely. With a growl of need, he slammed inside her, quickly drawing back, only to pound deeper inside her.


            Over and over, again and again, he sank into her depths, loving the feel of her hot wetness. And when she screamed her release for a second time, he spilled deep inside her, his orgasm shaking his entire body.


            


            NAKED ATOP THE BED, Jewel lay cuddled in Gray’s arms, quite positive she’d never been more content. Even the knowledge that the Temple of Cronus was destroyed, her father still a mystery, couldn’t dampen her lassitude. Then…


            “Now we talk,” Gray said, his voice raspy from all the growling he’d done. He rolled to his side, facing her and propping his head on his upraised hand.


            She sighed, mentally saying goodbye to her relaxed mood.


            “What did you want to tell me earlier?”


            Dread curled in her stomach, but she forced the words from her mouth. He deserved to know the truth. She’d promised him the truth. No matter his reaction, no matter what he decided to do to her, she’d promised to tell him. “I am—I am the Jewel of Dunamis.”


            She expected him to gasp, to push her away, or to snort in disbelief. Every muscle in her body tensed, waiting for his horrified reaction.


            It never came.


            He sighed, and the sound echoed hers. “I thought so.”


            Confused, dazed, she jolted upright. “You thought so? You thought so! I’ve been sick with worry and you thought so? Why didn’t you say anything to me?”


            “Honey, it was just a matter of sorting through certain facts.” He tugged her back into his embrace. “Plus, I’m a genius. You said the stone’s protector wanted to keep it safe but would willingly hand it over for destruction. That protector is me, right?”


            “Yes. You’re not angry?” she asked, softening, still unable to believe he accepted her so readily. “You don’t want to destroy me?”


            “Of course not. For an all-knowing being, you sure can overreact. You’re the jewel. We can deal with that. I’m not going to kill you, and I’m not going to give you to OBI. They would hurt you, and that I won’t allow. I love you too much for that.”


            “What?” Heart thumping in her chest, she jolted up again. “What did you say?”


            “I love you.”


            Her eyes widened. Ribbons of happiness curled around her every cell. He loved her. Gray James loved her. He’d never said those words to another, and she heard the truth in his voice. Of all the things she’d imagined happening, this had never entered her mind.


            “This is—this is a dream, right?” She rubbed her eyes, blocking the momentary glimpse of wonder she knew gleamed there. “I’ll awaken soon.”


            “Uh, excuse me,” he said darkly. “Don’t you have something you want to say to me? You’ve said it before, but that was at the height of pleasure, so it doesn’t count.”


            With a whoop, she threw herself into his waiting embrace. “I love you. I’ve always loved you.”


            He reached between them and cupped her jaw with his palms. “That’s better.” One of his hands twisted her hair, banding the locks around his fingers. “You realize you’re coming to the surface with me, don’t you? Don’t even think about saying no. I’ll think of something to tell my boss, even if I have to steal one of the jewels here and give it to him, claiming it’s Dunamis.” He paused, his expression guarded. “You still want to come with me, right?”


            “I’d follow you anywhere.” She licked his collarbone, reveling in the sound of his sharp intake of breath. “We have some time before our presence is required. Think I can keep you busy until then?”


            “I think you could keep me busy forever.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


            
              
            

          


          
            JEWEL RIFLED through the only closet in the room and found several robes. She withdrew a sheer blue one, lace jagged across the hem and small, glistening sapphires sewed into the bodice. They’d bathed and Gray was already dressed in the leather pants and tie-shirt of the dragons. He looked delicious.


            He’d radioed his boss several moments ago and told the man that he had Dunamis in his possession. After minutes of the man’s excited whooping, minutes of her heart skipping multiple beats, Gray pried a sapphire from the wall and gave her a secret, tender grin before stuffing it in his bag.


            How they were going to get her past OBI, she didn’t know. She only knew she was going to the surface and she’d never been more excited!


            “What do you think?” she asked, holding the glittery material up to her body.


            “I think I prefer you naked.”


            She laughed and shimmied the material over her head, covering her nakedness. “I refuse to go to lunch naked.”


            “Too bad.”


            Just as she was fastening the ties of her new light blue robe, a knock sounded at the door. “Enter,” she called.


            The doors slit down the middle and slid apart. A blond warrior stood in the entrance, the dragon medallion hanging from his neck aglow.


            “Brand,” Jewel said with a smile. “Nice to see you again.”


            “And you. Come,” he said, his golden eyes averted to keep him from seeing anything he shouldn’t. His hair hung in disarray around his shoulders, giving his amused features a roguish quality. “Lunch is served.”


            Jewel sighed, already mourning the loss of this wonderful reprieve. Of the soft touches Gray liked to slide over her body, of the hot kisses he liked to climb up her legs. As if he couldn’t stand letting her go, either, he strode to her side and placed a kiss on her lips, their tongues daring a quick mating.


            “Gods above,” Brand muttered, spinning on his heel. They followed him down the hall.


            Gray linked their fingers and gave a gentle squeeze. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’ll see. I won’t leave your side.” Releasing her hand, he anchored his palm to her neck and massaged, shifting strands of her hair. “If there’s any trouble,” he added, staring into her eyes, making her feel warm and cherished, “I’ll go all demon on Darius’s ass.”


            


            THE DRAGON-CARVED TABLE was piled high with food and drink, wafting a mouth-watering aroma in every direction. All of the warriors Gray had met in the forest were there, plus a few more, sitting impatiently, waiting for him and Jewel to arrive. Darius claimed the head of the table with a formally clad Grace on his right. A ruby necklace draped her neck, her red hair was piled high on her head, and she wore a soft pink gown.


            The only two available chairs were on Darius’s left. Gray claimed the one closest to the dragon, and Jewel eased in beside him.


            “You may eat,” Darius said.


            Immediately the men dug into the food, a meal that consisted of honey-glazed ham, cranberry turkey, and some kind of white pudding. Each recipe came from the surface, Jewel realized, for she’d seen Gray eat each of these dishes. She spooned a bite of the pudding into her mouth and closed her eyes in surrender as the rich, decadent flavor spread on her tongue.


            “I hope you found the room satisfactory,” Grace said after swallowing a bite of ham.


            “We did. Thank you.” Jewel offered her a soft smile.


            “Darius explained that you have no name.” The pretty human wore an expression of utter perplexity. “He said most people call you ‘it’ or ‘slave’.”


            “She has a name,” Gray said, his tone flat and hard and brooking no room for argument. “It’s Jewel.”


            “See.” She tossed Darius a smug glance. “I told you she had a name. A beautiful one, at that.” Smiling, she returned her attention to Jewel. “I think it’s so cool you can predict the future. Darius and I could have used that kind of ability when I first came here. You could have told him how much he loved me, so he wouldn’t have fought it so hard.”


            Darius arched his brows, his only reaction to his wife’s taunting. He tossed back a drink of wine. “What know you of the vampires and demons…Jewel?”


            The room tapered to absolute silence; everyone present waited with bated breath for her answer.


            Stomach knotting painfully, Jewel said, “I would like to discuss that with you in private.”


            She meant the discussion to come after lunch. Darius took her words to heart. “Leave us,” he told his men.


            Though his tone was conversational, the dragons reacted immediately, grabbing their food as they jolted to their feet. Their chairs skidded behind them, creating a screeching symphony. Besides Jewel and Darius, Gray and Grace were the only ones to remain.


            Darius looked pointedly at Grace.


            “You told me I could stay, remember?” she said stubbornly. She leaned back in her chair, pinched a piece of turkey from her plate and nibbled on the edges, the picture of relaxation.


            Darius turned that look on Gray.


            “Don’t even try it,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I’m staying. End of story.”


            Jewel drew in a deep, cleansing breath, and met Darius’s piercing stare as he next turned it on her. “I have an impending sense of doom for you. Marina once asked me what I knew of the Atlantean Mists.”


            Fury blazed in the blue depths of his eyes. “What did you tell her?” he growled.


            “Watch your tone, Lizard,” Gray snapped, “or the conversation ends here.”


            At first the dragon king flashed his teeth—sharp and lethal. Then he nodded stiffly and repeated his question in a gentler tone.


            “You know I cannot lie, so I gave her no answer at all. She does know about the mists, however, and hopes to gain control of them.”


            Little by little, the dragon relaxed. He snorted. “As if her puny army could match mine.”


            Tapping a finger on her chin, Grace frowned. “Why would this Marina want control of the portals? Atlantean creatures cannot survive outside of Atlantis. They die within days. Even Darius was not impervious.”


            “What!” Gray straightened. “Atlanteans die outside of Atlantis?”


            Jewel paled. Oh, gods. Having always felt connected to Gray and the surface world, she’d forgotten about her connection to Atlantis. If she traveled to the surface, she would die. She covered her mouth with a shaky hand, hoping to cut off her moan of horror.


            “Jewel,” Darius prompted.


            Would Gray stay here? He claimed to love her, but would that be enough to keep him here? She was too afraid to look at him, judge his expression.


            “Jewel?” Darius said again.


            Gathering her composure nearly proved impossible, but she did it. She squared her shoulders and forced her next words to form steadily. “Marina doesn’t know she will die if she leaves. None of the creatures do. Remember, no one even knew of the portals except the dragons until a group of humans came through and struck a deal with Layel. Of course, Grace and her brother solidified the knowledge of them, since they were not sent by the gods. Now most of Atlantis is aware, yet none know of our vulnerabilities. Marina assumes she can live on the surface without any problem.”


            “In case you’re wondering,” Grace said to Gray, “the Atlantean Mists are the portals you used to get here.”


            Jewel finally looked at him. Gray’s skin was pallid, the lines around his mouth taut.


            “Speaking of the portals,” Grace added, “how did you get past Darius?”


            Finally he snapped back to attention, though his expression remained grim. “You have a portal here? This isn’t the palace I entered.”


            Darius’s lips dipped into a fierce frown. “You entered Javar’s. The guards posted there obviously didn’t see you. Did you hurt them?” He leaned forward on his elbows.


            “No, I didn’t hurt them. They never even knew I was there. They were busy with something else.”


            The war with the nymphs? Jewel wondered. She didn’t mention it to Darius. Not yet.


            Two darks brows slashed upward. “You must be a fine warrior, then,” Darius said.


            “I am,” Gray answered matter-of-factly.


            “Did anyone else enter with you?”


            “No, just me.”


            “What about after you?”


            “No one that I know of.”


            “I knew better than to send such an army of hatchlings,” the dragon king muttered, “but I had to give Kendrick a chance to lead.”


            “Enough.” Grace kissed his cheek. “We can deal with Kendrick and the other portal later. Right now we need to discuss vampires and demons and this sense of doom Jewel has.”


            “I do not know what they are planning,” Jewel stated. “Yet.”


            “You will find out.” A demand, not a request.


            She nodded.


            Gray shook his head. “If she has to do anything dangerous, the answer is no.”


            “Nothing dangerous,” she promised. “Just exhausting.” Without another word, she closed her eyes and blanked her mind, ignoring everything around her.


            Gray watched her, ready to spring to the rescue if she even grimaced. Her features began to relax, her breathing evened out, steady, but slow. Too slow. Several moments passed in surreal expectation. And then she spoke, her voice layered with other voices, the sound eerie. Like a legion of ghosts. It was the same way she’d spoken to him when they’d been chased by the mers.


            “Your enemies hide in the forest, making their way to the border of your land. In three days, they will sneak inside this palace. The demons will attack first, your fire unable to hurt them. While you are distracted with them, the vampires will move through the shadows and conquer the caves beneath us.”


            Darius’s jaw twitched once, twice. “Do they know we possess Dunamis?”


            “Not at this time.”


            “How can I stop them? How can I prevent this from happening?”


            Her expression never wavered, and she continued in that odd voice. “You must attack first. When the third morning dawns, fly into the forest and surround them, then quickly close on their ranks with fire and ice.”


            “I don’t understand.” The dragon king shoved to his feet and paced. “How do I use both fire and ice?”


            My God, Gray thought. This was exactly why men fought for this woman. Why she was so dangerous in the wrong hands. She could outline an enemy’s entire battle plan—and exactly how to defeat it. He’d known, even glimpsed it before, but this…


            If anyone on the surface discovered Dunamis was actually a woman, greedy human hands would always be reaching for her. Hunting her. Like she was hunted here, but worse.


            Finding out he couldn’t take her to the surface with him because she was physically bound to Atlantis had been a blow he had yet to recover from. Watching her in action was yet another blow, driving home the fact that she would never be safe, no matter where she resided.


            “While the dragons breathe fire, the human must use ice.”


            Darius’s hard blue gaze flicked to Gray. “Do you have ice?”


            “No.” He frowned in confusion.


            Grace snapped her fingers, her eyes growing wide. “She means the fire extinguishers. The ones brought in from the last human invasion. The ones you have stored here, but your men can’t use because dragons are weakened by cold.”


            Jewel slumped in her chair. Gray caught her and drew her limp body into his arms. “Sweetheart,” he said.


            She didn’t respond. Her eyes remained closed, her expression soft as if from sleep.


            “I’m taking her to the room,” he said, concern overriding all else. “She’s had enough.”


            Darius nodded. “Will you help us, human? Will you carry the ice when we attack?”


            He didn’t have time. He needed to get home. But the thought of three more days—and nights—with Jewel was an incentive he couldn’t resist. “I have two conditions.”


            Darius arched a brow. “The first?”


            “Jewel was desperate to search the Temple of Cronus for information about her father, but your men stopped us. Send someone to the ruins to search for anything she might find useful.”


            “Consider it done. The second?”


            “When I leave, I want you to keep Jewel here. Keep her safe. You lost her before, and that—”


            “Will not happen again. We are stronger now and no one, no one, will harm her. She will be safe with me.”


            Gray fought past a haze of fury and sadness and relief, and inclined his chin in acknowledgement of their deal. “Then consider me the Ice Man.”


            


            AFTER GRAY TUCKED a still sleeping Jewel into bed, smoothed her hair from her face, and placed a soft kiss on her lips, he gripped his transmitter and hunched over the edge of the bed. “Santa to Mother.”


            Several seconds passed in silence.


            “Santa to Mother,” he said again.


            “Mother here. Has something happened to the package?”


            “Package secure.” He’d hand them the sapphire in his bag without a twinge of conscience.


            Before he could tell his boss the reason for his call, Quinlin said, “Did you figure out that little riddle about the jewel being able to breathe?”


            “It was buried under a mound of rocks.” Lie. “I figure the text was referring to its lack of air.” Bigger lie.


            “Makes sense.”


            Hallelujah. Bringing them back to the business at hand, he said, “I wanted to let you know I’ll be home later than planned.”


            Crackling pause. “Should we send in a cleaning crew?”


            “No.” He ran a hand down his face. “I’ve got everything under control. I’m just having to take the long way home to avoid detaining.” God, when had he become such a liar? “Over.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “I’M SORRY, my queen, but the dragons…they have Dunamis.”


            “Are you sure?”


            “Yes. I saw it with my own eyes, walking along the parapet.”


            If Darius had Dunamis all was lost. Marina would never be able to defeat him—he would already know of their plan. “Layel,” she screamed. “Layel!”


            Within seconds, the vampire flew to her side, his expression weary. “What now?”


            Panicked, she ranted and shouted out the information she’d just been given.


            The vampire king frowned. “So we must assume they know our battle plan.”


            “What are we going to do?”


            “We will attack.”


            “Now?”


            “Now.” He nodded.


            “They must know and will have planned some way to stop us.”


            His frown deepened. “That is a chance we will have to take. I, for one, will not walk away from this war. Let’s prepare our men.”


            


            GRAY AND JEWEL LINGERED in their room for the next two days, making love and enjoying each other. They were naked, and holding on to each other tightly. He couldn’t stop touching her. He planned to make enough memories with her to last him a lifetime.


            “I’m scared for you,” she said softly. “You’re only one man, and I don’t want you to fight the demons alone. I don’t want you to leave this bed.”


            “This is something I have to do, baby.” He trusted Darius to keep her here, and in return he would do whatever the dragon king needed of him.


            “What if—”


            “Baby, I’ve been fighting in wars my entire life. First with my dad, then my brothers, then for my country. I’ll be okay.”


            “Will you go home?” she asked softly, hesitantly. “After? Without me?”


            “Yes.” His tone was finite, leaving no room for argument.


            Tears glistened in her eyes. Hell, he felt his own tears burn in his eyes. “At least we’ve got now, this moment.” His hand explored the hollow of her back and she shivered. “Let’s not waste a second of it.”


            


            LATER, when their passion was sated, Gray taught Jewel how to best defend herself. He’d put it off long enough, knowing it would depress her. She’d done excellently until this point, but he wanted her better prepared. He wanted to know she could save herself from any situation. Just in case.


            She stood in the center of their room, and Gray walked around her, his hands locked behind his back like a military leader. “When I’m gone,” he stumbled over the word, “Darius is going to keep you here. But he won’t always be around, so I want you well able to take care of yourself.”


            “I’ve done quite well so far.”


            “Yes, but I want you to do better. You’re not someone who can scream for help because the people you draw to you might be interested in keeping you for themselves. You have to learn to rely on yourself.”


            Her lips dipped, giving her a sad, vulnerable expression.


            “Quick question. You’re walking through the city alone at night and a group of men approach you, intent on forcing you to leave with them. Do you run away or try and fight them off?”


            “Fight them off?”


            “Wrong. It was a trick question. You don’t walk through the city alone at night. That’s lesson one. Understand?”


            She nodded, her eyes following him as best they could as he continued to circle her.


            “Lesson two,” he said. He needed to cram months of instruction into a few hours, and urgency was riding him hard. “Any room or building you enter, you scan immediately. You study the occupants. You study the best way out. And you don’t let anyone know you’re doing it.”


            “How?”


            “Keep your expression casual and your interest focused. Do it now. Scan this room without looking guilty or purposeful.”


            Her gaze darted left and right, and he shook his head. “Slower,” he said. “Combine a look with an action, but never let your gaze linger too long.”


            She tossed her hair over one shoulder and turned her head, looking directly at him. She grinned, still a little sad, then looked away.


            “Good.” He wrapped his arms around her waist. “Now tell me what you saw.”


            “You.”


            “Describe me. My expression, my stance.”


            “Your lips were taut and hard, and your eyes were determined. You had your hands at your sides, and I think you had an erection.”


            He laughed, his first moment of amusement since realizing he had to go home without her. “That’s good. Real good. People who seem to be in the wrong place should trigger your suspicions. If you see a centaur in the demon side of town, you’ll know he doesn’t belong. Therefore you’ll know to avoid him. And by the way, I don’t want you to ever go into the demon side of town. That was merely an example.”


            “That, I promise you, I will never do.”


            “Good. Always remain calm. Emotions cause people to do stupid things. If someone calls you a bad name, don’t let it upset you. What does the bastard’s opinion matter anyway?”


            “You’re right,” she said with a nod.


            “If someone comes after you, try to get away from them. Don’t try to fight them if you don’t have to.”


            “And if I can’t get away?”


            “Then, and only then, do you fight,” he said, stepping in front of her. “Go for the most vulnerable part of the body first.”


            Her gaze strayed to his groin.


            “That’s a good place, but not always the best. If you poke your assailant’s eyes hard enough, he won’t be able to see well enough to find you.”


            She grimaced but nodded.


            “Anything can be used as a weapon. A rock off the ground. A stick. If you have them, use them. You can shove a thin stick inside the assailant’s ear and slow him down. The eardrum is sensitive and busting it hurts.” His stomach was knotting as he thought of her needing to use these techniques.


            He closed some more of the distance between them, and her gaze traveled up, up, until their eyes met. She gulped. Her intoxicating scent surrounded him as he reached up and traced a finger down her windpipe.


            “This is where air goes from your mouth to your lungs. It’s sensitive and fragile. If you punch someone here, you’ll disable them.” He didn’t mention that she would probably kill them if she punched hard enough. He didn’t want her worried about that; he only wanted her concerned with her own survival.


            His hands lowered, caressing down her arms and spanning over her ribs. “If you’re close enough, if someone is holding on to you like this, you can knee or elbow him in the stomach. That will make it difficult for him to breathe and help loosen his hold on you.”


            She licked her lips, her eyelids dripping to half-mast.


            “You already know about the groin,” he said, trailing his fingertips down her stomach and cupping her.


            Her mouth parted on a shaky gasp.


            “Use your knee or your foot and don’t hold back your strength. Hit as hard as you can and it will paralyze your attacker for several seconds.”


            “What do I do if he’s gotten his hands around my neck?” she asked breathlessly.


            Gray drew his arms up and gently wrapped his fingers around the area in question, but he didn’t apply pressure. “If that happens, you have to act immediately because their intent is to make you pass out. And the longer you’re in that kind of hold, the more lightheaded and weak you’ll become. If you’ve tried to poke his eyes, have tried to kick his groin and neither of those worked, you reach up outside his arms.” When she did so, he added, “Now slam your fists down on the middle, at the inside of my elbow.”


            She did it, but used a touch as gentle as his. Her gaze once more locked on his, and the sexual awareness intensified between them. It never left them, really.


            “Your goal isn’t to beat up your attacker, but merely to disable him and escape.”


            “There’s a difference?” Her nose nuzzled the underside of his jaw.


            He almost threw her on the bed and claimed her then, but refused to end her lesson. This was too important. “In the first scenario, rage is your primary emotion. In the second, survival is your only concern. Next time you punch someone like you did the merman, make sure to load your punch.”


            “How?”


            “Pull back and get as much distance as possible between your fist and your target before you slam forward. Also, if you can shove your palm into your opponent’s nose, that’s even better.” He clasped her hand in his, opened her fingers, and placed her palm inches from his nose. “Hit up and hit hard.”


            She nodded, and he dropped their hands. He didn’t release her, he couldn’t. Touching her provided the link he craved, a link he needed as much as he needed to take his next breath.


            “If you can’t get your palm to their nose, use your forehead. Your purpose is to distract the attacker and free yourself from his clutches.”


            She leaned into him and licked the seam of his lips. “I’ll practice everything you’ve shown me.”


            His tongue pushed past her lips, her teeth, and swept inside her mouth. Her flavor filled him, sweet and wonderful and all Jewel. God, he was going to miss her. He wasn’t sure he could survive without her.


            “Take me to bed, Gray. Drink from me like before.”


            And he did.


            


            A HORN BLARED.


            Gray jerked upright in bed, jolted from a peaceful sleep. “What the hell is that?”


            Beside him, Jewel was pale and shaky and it had nothing to do with the fact that he’d drunk from her neck a little while ago. She was afraid. Very afraid.


            As she pulled herself up, the sheet fell to her waist, revealing the perfect mounds of her breasts. “This is the third day. The demons and vampires are closing in on the palace. I just sent a mental warning to Darius.”


            By the next heartbeat of time, he had already jumped out of bed and grabbed his military fatigues. He slipped them on quickly, then strapped his knife to his belt.


            The horn blared again.


            Beyond the door, he heard the shuffle of feet, the angry growls of men. Gray stalked over to Jewel, who still sat in bed, her features devoid of any emotion. He bent down in front of her and reached inside his bag, where he still kept the armband he’d bought for her.


            “This is for you,” he said.


            “Me?” Her eyes grew wide and watery, and her lips trembled as he slid the band up her arm. “You bought it for me in the city? Why?”


            The horn sounded yet again.


            “Because you wanted it,” he rushed out, “and I knew it would look lovely on you.” He reached up and swept her hair off her shoulders, then anchored the gold band in place. It gleamed bright, the sapphire as enchanting as her eyes. “And because you are the love of my life.”


            Without another word, he stood and strode from the room. He didn’t allow himself a backward glance as he followed several men into some sort of training arena. An army of dragons were already there, lined up, Darius marching in front of them.


            “Show no mercy,” Darius was saying. “We will destroy the vampires once and for all with our fire, and the human will vanquish the demons with his ice. Dunamis has proclaimed it.”


            Their cheers echoed off the walls.


            “These creatures think to surprise us with an attack, but we will show them the error of their ways. The three of you,” the king said, pointing. “Carry the ice makers for the human. Do not let the contents touch your skin or you will be weakened. You will stay with him and hand him the equipment as needed.”


            As Grace said, the ice makers were actually fire extinguishers and there were at least sixty of them. He’d done battle with quite a few weapons, but never with liquid nitrogen. He would have preferred a few grenades, maybe a case of C4, but he would take what he could get.


            “Become dragons, my friends, and let us fly.”


            A legion of roars sounded, echoing through the rounded enclosure. Clothes were ripped away, faces were elongated, wings and tails and claws grew. He’d seen this change before, but he still couldn’t tear his eyes away. The men had become snarling, fire-breathing beasts. One of them—he thought it was Brand—motioned him over with a long claw and onto his back.


            While his mind shouted, “Hell, no,” he climbed aboard. “Let the war games begin,” he muttered.


            


            WITH A FIRE EXTINGUISHER anchored firmly on his back and a black hose in his hands, Gray prowled through the forest trees. Morning had yet to dawn, so he was immensely grateful for his superior night vision.


            Brand had dropped him off about a half mile back before leaping back into the air. The dragons carrying the fire extinguishers silently descended to his side. Up ahead, he could hear the pounding footsteps of the demon and vampire armies as they drew closer.


            The murmur of voices soon drifted to his ears. He heard the clang of metal and the whoosh of footsteps. Gray stopped behind a thick tree trunk and crouched low, preparing to strike. He waited…waited…waited…


            Above him, Darius emitted a war cry.


            Hose raised, adrenaline high, Gray burst into the enemy lines. He sprinted straight to the demons, spraying white foam. Fire spewed from the dragons, white-hot beams of flashing light and scorching rays, a Fourth of July barbecue gone awry. The heat of it instantly wafted to him, and he did his best to remain out of its path.


            Torturous screams echoed through the coming dawn. Amid the cries of pain rose the scents of dying flesh and sulfur. Gray continued to spray, avoiding vampires, keeping the liquid ice trained on the demons.


            When a demon flew at him, he tried to spray it but his tube sputtered. Empty. Shit. He whipped out his knife, and the bastard jumped on him. Before he could make his first slash, it was jerked off of him and tossed onto the ground. A dragon, Renard, cut its throat with his claws.


            “Work on those reflexes,” he told the dragon. “Any slower and I would have been a goner.”


            His only reply was a grunt before Renard flew back into the fray.


            At Gray’s left, a vampire spied him and attacked. They clashed and tumbled to the ground. The vampire was about to bite him, about to sink his teeth into Gray’s neck, when he paused.


            “Dunamis?” the bloodsucker said, shocked and reverent. He released Gray as if he were poison and backed away, disappearing from view.


            They smelled Jewel on him, he realized.


            Someone handed him another extinguisher, and Gray popped to his feet. The rest of the dragons descended from the sky and attacked the remaining army on foot. Their steady steam of fire never slowed. Staying low, Gray crept through the rest of the camp, searching through the shadows. Over and over, he repeated the same action: spray the extinguisher, slit a demon’s throat. Sweat dripped from him and soaked his clothing.


            He could scent the blood around him, and it made his mouth water. However, he kept a tight rein on his impulse to drink, concentrating instead on the task he’d been given. Eleven times he was forced to exchange one extinguisher for another.


            “Damn you, Darius,” he heard a male voice lash out.


            Gray spotted the speaker immediately. Layel. The vampire king who had saved Jewel’s life, as well as his own. Darius suddenly materialized and swooped in. The two men grappled. Gray hated to admit it, but he was torn. He was here to help the dragons, was indebted to Darius, but was also indebted to this particular vampire.


            He heard a growl behind him and spun around, spraying foam. The demon hissed and tore at his skin. Wincing, he shouted, “Darius, let him go,” then quickly dispatched his attacker.


            Darius shot another round of fire, but the vampire king quickly dodged it.


            “Do your job, human,” Darius gritted as Layel snarled, “I need no help from you, human.”


            “This is an old war,” someone said beside him. Brand, he realized. “Do not get in the middle.”


            The two men continued to fight, and Gray watched helplessly, killing any creatures who came along to interfere. Neither man was winning, for they were equally matched.


            “You!” a female screeched.


            Gray pivoted, his eyes narrowing. Marina, Demon Queen, hovered in front of him, her red gaze slitted and glowing. She bared her teeth at him.


            “You stole Dunamis from me. You are the cause of this hell.” She launched herself at him.


            His fingers squeezed the hose trigger, but no foam emerged. Empty yet again. Great.


            She slammed into him, tossing him like a doll. In the next instant, she was on top of him, pounding a fist into his nose. He heard the cartilage snap, felt the sharp sting and the warm trickle of blood onto his lip. Her claws ripped into his shoulder.


            Unfucking believable. His ass was being kicked by a girl. Still, he felt the cartilage in his nose move back into place, felt the claw marks closing. One of the perks of belonging to the dark side, he supposed.


            He shoved her off him, but she flew at him again. He’d never hit a woman in his life but he was drawing back his fist to do just that when she was dragged off him. Layel sank his teeth into her neck, the action fierce, lethal, and as wild as any animal.


            Marina’s body jerked and spasmed once, twice, then stilled completely. Her head fell lifelessly to the side. When Layel finished feeding, he rose and faced Darius with quiet fury. Blood trickled from his mouth. He looked around, seeing the many men he’d lost, seeing the dragon army now surrounding him.


            “I concede this victory to you, but things are not finished between us.”


            “They never are,” Darius said. “Take the rest of your men and go. And know that I allowed you to leave only because you saved the human.”


            Layel grinned, the action devoid of humor. “We’ve done this before. I save one of your humans, and you send me on my way. That will not always be the case. One day, I will feast on your blood. Since you are being so generous, however, I will do you a favor and tell you the nymphs have overtaken Javar’s palace.”


            “You lie. My men guard it well.”


            “Go and see for yourself. We meant to take it, too, Marina and I, but they beat us there. Our battle was with you, so we left them to it.”


            A low growl emerged from Darius’s throat, and he took a menacing step forward.


            “Tell your woman I said hello. I still remember the taste of her,” Layel said, his humorless grin growing wider. “Until next time.”


            The vampire king vanished.


            All around him lay demon, dragon, and vampire bodies. The living dragons gathered around Darius. “You,” Darius said, pointing to a group of them. Fury darkened his features. “Go to Javar’s palace and find Kendrick. Do not let yourselves be seen. I want to know if the nymphs are truly there.”


            Gray’s shoulders slumped wearily, and he blocked out the rest of Darius’s instructions. With this battle finished, his time with Jewel ended.


            He wasn’t even close to being ready to let her go.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


            
              
            

          


          
            AS ALWAYS, Jewel’s visions never told of her own danger.


            Jewel and Grace had sneaked atop the palace parapet, hoping to catch a glimpse of the battle. Jewel paced. Her nerves refused to settle, and she couldn’t rid herself of a sense of apprehension. Was Gray all right? Had he been hurt?


            She couldn’t see the battle in her mind. What good were her gifts if she could not help the man she loved? Constantly her fingers rubbed the armband Gray had given her, trying to take strength from it.


            “Tell me again that they will return to us unharmed,” Grace said, her nervousness as great as Jewel’s. “This is what I hate most about being a warrior’s wife. I love Darius with my whole heart. He’s a part of me, but he fights these wars and I almost die of worry every time.”


            Jewel paused and gave her a half smile. “Your husband will live a long and healthy life. As will you and your children.”


            Grace studied her for several minutes, then breathed a sigh of relief. “I’d rather die myself than have anything happen to him.”


            “I understand. I love Gray with all my heart.” She sighed. A gentle night breeze danced around her, tangling her robe and hair. “But I am destined to lose him, it seems.”


            “Why? There’s no reason for two people in love not to stay together.”


            “I would die on the surface, and if he stays here, humans will continually come through the portals, plaguing our land in an attempt to steal or destroy me.”


            “Okay, that’s a reason. I’m so sorry.” Grace gave her a quick hug before Jewel continued her pacing.


            “Distract me. Tell me of you and Darius.”


            “My favorite subject,” she said with a grin. “I remember when he and I were first dating.” She laughed. “I call it dating, he calls it duty.”


            Somehow, Jewel couldn’t picture the fierce dragon courting anyone. Demand she wed him, yes. Bring her flowers and ask her on dates, no.


            “He was determined to kill me, you see.”


            “What!” Jewel stopped midstep and faced the delicate-looking woman. “He wanted to kill you?” She paused. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. That is Darius for you, a man who does his duty no matter the circumstances.”


            “Darius even had his sword raised, ready to strike. I had just passed through the portal, and it was his sworn duty to silence me permanently. But he didn’t. He couldn’t. He helped me find my brother instead, and in return, I like to think I’ve filled his life with the emotions he had always denied himself and love.” Her head canted to the side thoughtfully. “Gray needs that, too, I think. He’s got that same hard look Darius sometimes wears.”


            “What am I going to do?” Jewel asked dejectedly.


            Neither of them had an answer.


            “Do you think the battle is over yet?” Grace asked, her hands wringing together. “I won’t be able to rest until Darius is in my arms again.”


            Jewel closed her eyes and once more tried to send her consciousness outside of the palace and through the forest. Just as the scene was at last forming in her mind, a sense of being watched flittered over her. A menacing shadow covered her mind, and a sense of danger rocked her.


            “Grace,” she said, looking to her new friend. “We’re in trouble.”


            Grace paled, making her freckles all the more obvious. “What do you mean?”


            “There are demons on their way to the palace. They stole a dragon medallion and plan to use it to get inside the palace.” Jewel glanced around for a weapon, intent on using anything, just as Gray had showed her. She found a long stick and several fat rocks. She handed the rocks to Grace, her hands shaky. “They cannot die without their throats cut, but we can try to hold them off until help arrives. Come on, let’s go down and warn—”


            It was too late.


            Six demons swooped onto the parapet, their wings flapping furiously. Their claws were elongated and their teeth glistening with saliva. Without their queen around, they would not be concerned with keeping Jewel safe and unharmed.


            Death gleamed in their eyes.


            Grace raced beside her, determination hardening her expression and washing away her fear. “You take the three on the right, and I’ll take the other three.”


            “Deal.”


            All at once, Jewel heard their thoughts. I’ve wanted a taste of Dunamis for a long time. The human smells sweet, and so does the babe in her belly.


            “You’re pregnant,” Jewel told her, fearing for them. “Just stay behind me.”


            Grace gasped and her hand went to her belly. She hadn’t known she was pregnant, Jewel realized, not wanting the woman to fight now. “Stay behind me,” she repeated.


            Grace hesitated only a moment before shaking her head. “No. We do this together.”


            Jewel leapt into action. Grace didn’t heed her words, but was right beside her. The demons realized what was happening and their eyes widened. Jewel swung her stick, aiming for its nose. She heard it snap and watched the creature’s head whip to the side. Blood poured down his face. Grace threw one of her rocks and it slammed into one of the demon’s temples. He hissed in pain and shock.


            Grace threw another rock and it slammed into his same temple. This time he flew backward and into the wall. Two others tried to fly at her, but Jewel jumped in front of her and swung her stick.


            She aimed for their groins. Demons might not look like humans, but they procreated the same way. Contact. The bastard howled. She continually swung the stick, keeping the creatures at bay.


            In English, so the demons couldn’t understand, she told Grace, “Back up. If we can reach the door, we can run to a room and hide.”


            “Step with me.”


            “Okay.” Together, they backed up. The demons followed, lashing out with their claws and legs, but Jewel managed to fend them off, never letting her swing grow lax.


            “We’re at the door,” Grace whispered. “I’m wearing my medallion so it opened on its own.” The dragon medallions acted as sensors, opening and closing all the doorways.


            “When we cross the threshold, cover your medallion so the doors will close quickly. They’ll have to wait for them to open again. On my count. One, two. Three!”


            Jewel spun around and stepped past the door, right beside Grace. The doors slammed closed behind them. She heard the demons grunt as they knocked into the thick stone, the medallion they’d stolen probably—thankfully—hidden underneath a shirt, unused to the sensor-abilities as they were. “Run! Faster,” she shouted.


            But all too soon they figured out the problem and opened the door. They raced inside, hot on her heels. Anything in her path, she threw behind her, happy when she heard it thump against their pursuers.


            One of them reached her and grabbed her by the shoulders, jerking her backward. As she fell, she lifted her stick and stabbed upward. Her momentum gave her added strength, and her impromptu weapon imbedded in the demon’s throat. He hissed and jerked, then collapsed.


            Grace was nowhere to be seen; she’d disappeared beyond the staircase. The remaining demons hovered around her, growling low in their throats.


            “You will pay for that,” one of them said.


            In a flurry of movement, Grace suddenly appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “Use this,” she shouted, tossing a dagger.


            Jewel caught it just as a demon spun and launched himself at Grace. The other flew at her. She kicked out and nailed him in the stomach, and while he gasped for breath she finished him off. He fell at her feet and she searched the bottom of the stairs for Grace. The petite woman was holding off the remaining demon with a long sword.


            Jewel leapt on top of him, wrapping her hands around his throat. Her blade sliced. He was dead within seconds.


            And then it was over.


            She stayed where she was, panting, while the dragons who had remained behind to guard them pounded down the stairs. “What happened?” one of them shouted. “Why didn’t you call for help?”


            “I thought my scream of terror was enough,” Grace snapped. She doubled over, gasping for breath.


            Jewel gazed at the blood on her hands. She’d done it. She’d proven she could protect herself, no matter her enemy. That knowledge should have made her happy, but it didn’t. Gray would leave her now.


            A few seconds later, Gray, Darius and the dragon army strode inside. They wore expressions of smug victory…until they took in the scene of blood and death. Darius rushed to Grace and Gray rushed to Jewel, and both men jerked them into their arms, holding tight.


            “What happened?” the two men demanded at once.


            “You’re safe,” Jewel said, tears filling her eyes. Her knees weakened with relief. “You’re safe. Thank the gods.”


            His hands trailed over her, searching for injuries. “Are you hurt? Tell me you’re not hurt.”


            “This isn’t my blood.” She locked her arms around his neck.


            Beside them, Darius was running his hands over Grace, kissing her and scolding her and shouting orders to his men to clean up the mess and kill the demons all over again.


            A sense of urgency rose inside Jewel. Her time with Gray was at an end; she felt it all the way to her bones. She should inquire about the battle, she should allow him time to rest. But she did neither of those things. “Take me to our room, Gray. Right now. Please.”


            He didn’t hesitate; he felt the urgency, too. He swooped her up and into his arms. “Don’t come looking for us,” he said over his shoulder.
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            “I DON’T UNDERSTAND what this means,” Jewel said.


            It had been two days since the battle and Gray hadn’t found the strength to leave her. So here he was, ensconced in the dragon palace, sitting atop the bed with Jewel while she studied broken, faded tablets the dragons had found at the ruined Temple of Cronus.


            She’d spent all of last night fitting the small pieces together like a puzzle, working painstakingly through the long hours.


            “Do you see these words?” She pointed to a line of jagged symbols.


            She looked so lovely. Her hair tumbled down her back. Color bloomed bright in her cheeks, and her lips were lush and swollen from their recent loving. “I see them,” he said.


            “They say I am dragon.”


            He wasn’t surprised. “You do have Darius’s eyes.”


            “But here it says I’m vampire.”


            Brow furrowing, Gray sat up.


            “And here it says I am Centaur. Here, a minotaur. Here, a mer. Here, a nymph. Here—”


            “I get the picture. Shit, baby, you’re everything.” How many times had he looked at her and thought she possessed certain qualities of the different races?


            “I don’t understand,” she repeated.


            “You’re made up of every creature.”


            “That’s…that’s impossible.”


            “Ha! I’ve learned that nothing is impossible. What else does it say?”


            “That I am the daughter of Cronus. Gray,” she said, turning wide, shocked eyes to him. “He is king of the gods. Or he was until his son, Zeus, killed him and used his blood to make us.” The last was said on a sad, broken gasp. “He’s dead. My father is dead. But…how did I see him that day? He hugged me. He held me in his arms.”


            “Perhaps it wasn’t your father who held you.”


            “Zeus,” she said. “It was Zeus. My…brother. He told me he was sorry and I assumed he meant for ignoring me. But Zeus apologized for killing our father. How could I not have realized? It’s so clear now.” She rested her head on his shoulder, and he felt the warm liquid of her tears slide down his arm. “This is so hard. I expected so many things, but not that. Never that.”


            He hugged her to him for more than an hour, simply holding her and letting her cry. He whispered things into her ear, sweet things, loving things, all the things he wanted her to know but would never have another chance to tell her.


            When her tears died, he squeezed his eyes tightly shut. I have to leave. His chest constricted. Now everything was complete. She knew about her past, her greatest enemies were defeated, and she was safe. It was time to tell her goodbye. How he would have loved to spend his life beside her, making her forget her sadness about her father. Comforting her. Simply loving her.


            He must have stiffened or stopped breathing because she suddenly pulled from his touch, not looking his way. “You’re leaving now.”


            How could he live without this woman? She was everything to him, and he wasn’t complete without her. But he forced himself to say, “I have to.”


            Her gaze remained straight ahead. “Take me with you.”


            “No.”


            “Stay here, then.”


            If only he could. “I’ve got to leave. I won’t let you be hunted by another agent. I can’t.”


            “Come back to me.”


            He cupped her jaw and lightly kissed her lips. He felt ripped apart inside. She possessed his heart. To save her, however, he would do whatever was necessary. Even leave her. “I’m going to close the portal, baby. I’m going to make sure no one else ever enters it.”


            And then, before she could say another word, he made love to her one final time, moving in and out of her slowly, savoring everything about her. Her taste. Her scent. Her feel. Branding her essence in his every cell. Afterward, when she fell asleep, he quietly dressed. His stomach felt like a lead weight had taken up residence, churning with nausea.


            Forcing his feet one in front of the other, he walked from the room. Tears filled his eyes. He hadn’t cried since his mom died, but he cried now. And he wasn’t ashamed of his tears. “Goodbye, Pru,” he whispered, and it almost killed him to say it.


            He didn’t allow himself to look back as he hunted down Darius. The dragon king was waiting for him and escorted him to the portal. Gray stepped inside.


            Home.


            Misery.


            


            SURPRISINGLY the portal he exited did not take him to the same location he’d entered from. Gray found himself in Brazil. OBI didn’t know about this portal, and he planned to keep it that way. For days he worked furiously, blocking the portal entrance with rocks. Afterward, he sneaked his way to Florida and radioed home base to be picked up as if he’d washed up to shore and he did not know how they’d missed him, since they had men posted in the water. When they reached him, he handed his boss the huge sapphire he’d stolen from Darius’s wall and with a straight, deadpan expression said it was Dunamis.


            They asked him about his mission, and he lied. Hooked to a lie detector, he lied his ass off. And he passed. He told them of the monsters, just to keep them from sending someone else inside. But he mentioned nothing about Jewel, nothing about the vast wealth, and nothing about his new vampire tendencies.


            They were so excited about Dunamis, they sent him on his merry way, giving him the vacation he’d been due for the past year.


            His vacation sucked. He never left his house. And now, two weeks into it, he was standing in his basement gym, pounding the hell out of his punching bag.


            He had no life without Jewel. Hell, he didn’t want a life without her. What was she doing? Was she safe? Did she miss him? Did she spend every night lying awake, imagining his hands on her, wishing his lips were all over her?


            “What’s wrong with you, man?”


            Gray stiffened. He pounded a few more punches into the bag. His brothers had descended upon him en masse this morning and refused to leave. “Nothing,” he growled. It was the same answer he’d given them the other thousand times they’d asked.


            They kept at it, though, and several times he’d come close to biting them. He thought his eyes might have turned red once because his brothers had also asked him—a thousand times—if he needed to see a doctor. He still craved blood, yes, but only Jewel’s. Only her sweetness.


            At least he hadn’t levitated. Wouldn’t that have been fun to explain? He’d wondered a few times why he hadn’t weakened since leaving Atlantis, since he now possessed some very Atlantean characteristics, but the only answer he could come up with was that he had been born a human and his greatest ties were here.


            “I believe you,” Nick said. He glanced to Erik. “Do you believe him?”


            “I think it’s woman trouble.”


            “Gotta be,” Denver said. “Nothing else could shake him like this.”


            “Shut the fuck up.”


            “Well, finally he says something other than nothing.”


            Gray couldn’t tell them. They knew nothing about OBI. As much as he wanted to describe every detail about Jewel’s loveliness, he couldn’t.


            God, he had to get her back.


            He rested his forehead on the punching bag. He’d meant to do something, anything, to block the portal in Florida but he hadn’t been able to do it. Maybe he hadn’t tried. He hadn’t wanted to sever that final tie with Jewel and destroy all hope of ever seeing her again.


            The second day he’d been home he found a rock with her picture on it inside his bag and had punched a hole in his wall. He’d been so filled with longing he’d almost torn his entire house down.


            Screw it, he thought in the next instant. He’d had enough of this torture. He was going back in. He was going back to Jewel. OBI didn’t know about the portal in Brazil; maybe he could find it again. He’d have to be careful, though. They kept a close watch on their employees, always cautious of leaks.


            If he did this, if he went this route, he’d have to say goodbye to his family forever. Could he? Yes. Yes. For Jewel, he’d give up everything. I’m going to do it. I’m going back to her. He smiled for the first time since returning.


            “Will you look at that?” Nick said. “What caused the change?”


            He was just about to answer when a wild-haired seductress burst into his gym.


            “Gray James,” she said, black hair flying behind her. “I’ve been here for two weeks and survived. I can live on the surface.” She saw his brothers, smiled at them weakly, and muttered, “Hello,” before whipping her focus back to Gray. “Now what do you have to say to that?”


            His knees almost buckled as shock pounded through him. Was this a hallucination? “Jewel?” Heart pounding, he raced to her and jerked her into his arms, closing his eyes as her scent surrounded him. God, she was real. “What do you think you’re doing? You should never have risked your life like that.” He was unable to put any heat behind the admonishment.


            “I told you,” Erik murmured.


            Before she could answer, Gray slathered her face with kisses, happier in that moment than he’d ever been. Praise the Lord for women who rebelled. “I was coming for you, sweetheart. I couldn’t stay away from you.” More kisses. “Now, you have a lot of explaining to do. Where have you been staying? Why didn’t you weaken?”


            “I sneaked through the portal and followed you here. Darius realized what I had done and found me. He took me into the nearest town and rented me a room. He checked on me every couple of days but I never weakened, so he finally transported me here.” She paused for breath. “I’m part of every creature, which makes me part human and must allow me to exist on the surface. And this human wants to be with you.”


            His lips slowly inched upward. How he loved this woman. “How did you follow me without my knowledge?”


            “How do you think? I finally used my powers for something I wanted.”


            His brothers were muttering about the weirdness of the conversation. Humans? Transported? Powers? They didn’t know their brother-in-law was an alien, either. Gray would have a lot of explaining to do later, but for right now, he had Jewel and that was all that mattered.


            “Marry me.” It wasn’t an order, but it was pretty damn close. It was a prayer.


            “You mean it?” Squealing, she jumped up and wrapped her legs around his waist. “Yes, yes, yes! I love you.”


            “And I love you, Jewel, Prudence, Blaze.”


            “That’s Mrs. General Happy to you.”


            He chuckled. “How about Jewel of Atlantis, Jewel of my heart?”
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            CHAPTER ONE


            
              
            

          


          
            Atlantis


            
              
            


            UPON AWAKENING, Valerian, King of the Nymphs, untangled himself from the naked, slumbering woman beside him…only to discover his legs were entwined with two other naked, slumbering women.


            With a sleep-rough chuckle, he fell back onto the softness of the bed, dark strands of feminine hair cascading atop his shoulder. Silky red tendrils floated over his stomach, intertwining prettily with another woman’s blond tresses. Satisfaction hummed inside him.


            There were only four females in residence, and all four were deliciously human. Utterly sexual. Captivating. A few weeks ago, right after his army had taken control of this fortress, the women had accidentally entered through a portal leading from the surface world. The gods must have been smiling upon him last eve because three of them had found their way into his bed.


            He grinned slowly, and his gaze traveled over the sated beauties sleeping so peacefully around him. Tall, rounded and sun-kissed they were, with faces ranging from daringly bold to endearingly plain.


            Whatever they looked like, he didn’t care. Quite simply, he loved women. He loved his power over them and wasn’t ashamed of it. Wasn’t repentant. Oh, no. He enjoyed. Relished. Savored.


            Devoured.


            Though none in particular had ever been more to him than a passing fancy, he adored every luscious inch of them. Their sweet softness, their breathy moans. Their decadent flavors. He loved the way their legs tightened around his waist (or head) and welcomed him into paradise, allowing him a gentle slide or a rough pounding—whichever he happened to prefer at the time.


            As he lay there, light uncoiled slender fingers from the crystal ceiling above, caressing everything it touched and bathing his companions in a haze of glittery shadow and shimmery illumination. Desire scented the air, nearly palpable in its headiness. Heat radiated from each of the female bodies, weaving a dangerously seductive cocoon around them.


            Yes, he led a sweet, sweet life.


            Women had only to look at Valerian to crave him. Smell his erotically seductive Nymph fragrance to ready themselves for his pleasure. Hear his husky, wine-rich voice to strip for him. Feel a single caress of his fingertips to erupt into peak after delicious peak and beg for more. He was not boastful about this; it was simply fact.


            Just then the female with the raven hair stirred and rested her small, delicate hand on his chest. Janet? Gail? He wasn’t sure of her name. Couldn’t recall any of their names, really. They were bodies, in a long line of well-pleasured bodies in which he found succor; females who had chosen to eagerly allow him inside.


            “Valerian,” the dark-headed one breathed, an exquisite prayer. Her expression remained soft from sleep, but her hand began a slow, downward glide and wrapped around his cock, stroking up and down, awakening it from slumber.


            Without sparing her a glance, he reached down and clasped her palm to his, stilling her movement and bringing her fingers to his lips for a chaste kiss. She shivered, and he felt her nipples harden against his side.


            “Not this morning, sweet,” he said, speaking in her native tongue. It had taken him the entire length of the past two weeks, but he’d finally mastered her oddly fluid language. Once he’d figured it out, it was as if some part of him had always known it. “In a few moments, I must be on my way. I’m needed elsewhere.”


            As much as he would love to stay and lose himself in another hour (or two) of such delicious debauchery, his men awaited him in the training arena. There, he would help them hone their sword skills and vanquish the frustration plaguing them so fiercely all these many days. Hopefully their ever-present carnal needs would be forgotten as they prepared for the war he knew waited on the horizon.


            War. He sighed. Since his army had conquered this palace and stolen it from dragons—dragons already weakened from a previous battle with humans—war had been inevitable. He accepted that. But now his men were weakened. Not from battle, though. They were weakened from lack of sex. And that was unacceptable.


            Sexual contact helped their minds and bodies retain strength. Such was the way of the nymphs. Perhaps he should have brought the nymph females with them to this palace. But to keep them safe, he’d forced them to remain behind. He had not anticipated being separated from them this long.


            Since the initial battle was over, he had summoned their females here. Unfortunately, they had not arrived and there was no trace of them in the Inner or Outer cities. Concern grew inside him daily. He’d sent a battalion of men to search for them—with an order to kill anyone who might have hurt them. Woe to that enemy, for a nymph’s wrath was a terrible thing.


            Despite his concern, he would not doubt if the females—who needed sex as desperately as the males—had stumbled upon a group of men and had yet to end their orgy. That didn’t help his men, however.


            “Hmm, you feel good,” the dark-haired woman beside him whispered. “Being near you is better than making love with any other man.”


            “I know, sweet,” Valerian uttered distractedly.


            With no end in sight to his army’s abstinence, he should have felt guilty for his excess last night. And he would have felt guilty, if he’d been the one to summon the women here. But they had followed him, tearing at his clothes and tracing their tongues over every inch of his flesh before he stepped a single foot into the room.


            Truly, he had tried to peel them off and send them to his men, but the women had attacked him all the harder. What else could he have done but give in? Any other man—with a fully functioning cock, that is—would have done the same.


            Perhaps, after the training session, he would suggest once again that these delectable morsels find other lovers.


            “I know you have to leave, but…I’m dying to touch you, Valerian.” Black lashes fluttered coyly, and the raven-haired female dipped her lips into a pouty frown. She eased to her elbow, placing her lush breasts in his direct line of vision. “Don’t tell me no,” she beseeched, tracing a fingertip around his nipple. “You took such good care of me last night. Let me take care of you now.”


            On his other side, his other companions stirred.


            “Mmm,” the one with the fiery curls breathed. “Morning.”


            The other stretched like a contented kitten, uttering a low, throaty purr. “As she inched into a sitting position, her disheveled golden locks tumbled onto her shoulders. When she spied him, she smiled slowly, seductively. “Good morning,” she drawled, sleep clinging to her voice.


            “You were amazing,” the redhead said, her pale blue eyes wide with remembered satisfaction.


            “As were you…sweet.” Again he tried to remember her name, but couldn’t. He shrugged. It wasn’t important, anyway. They were all sweet to him. “Morning has arrived, and it’s time for everyone to go about their duties.”


            “Don’t send us away. Not yet,” the dark-haired one said. Her warm breath fanned his ear a moment before her tongue flicked out and traced the curve of his left cheek. “Let us have another—” she kissed his jaw “—taste of—” nibbled his throat “—you.”


            Three sets of hands and breasts were suddenly all over him. Hot, greedy mouths sucked at him. Wet, needy female cores rubbed against him. The scent of new desire wafted from the bed, enveloping him.


            “Just being near you makes me desperate to come,” one gasped.


            “You always know what I want even before I know,” another panted. “I can’t get enough of you.”


            “I’m addicted to you,” the third breathed. “I’ll die without you.”


            Moans and cries of pleasure echoed in his ears, the women’s insatiable lust making them frantic for his touch. A fiery heat ignited in his own blood, strengthening him as only sex could. At times, when the need came upon him, he was reduced to an animalistic state, taking his lovers with a savage intensity better suited for the battlefield.


            Now was one of those times.


            With a growl, he opened his mouth and accepted someone’s kiss, his hands tangling in hair and sweetly fragranced skin. Perhaps he’d join his men for lunch….


            


            CLANG. WHOOSH. CLANG.


            Sweat trickled down Valerian’s bare chest, riding the ropes of muscle and pooling in his navel as he swung his sword, slamming the heavy metal into his opponent’s upraised weapon.


            Broderick stumbled backward and fell on his ass, flinging dirt in every direction. Some of it sprinkled on Valerian’s freshly polished boots.


            “Get up, man,” he commanded when Broderick remained prone.


            “Can’t,” his friend panted.


            Valerian frowned. That was the fourth time Broderick had hit the ground during this training session, and they’d only been practicing an hour. Usually as stalwart and powerful as Valerian himself, Broderick’s weakness today was disconcerting.


            The guilt he’d managed to deny earlier roared to life. He should have sent the women on their way last eve, should have resisted them more determinedly this morning. While he was stronger than ever, these battle-hardened warriors were reduced to this.


            “Damn it all,” Broderick muttered, his voice strained. Still he remained on the ground, head bent and held in his upraised hands, golden hair shielding his eyes. “I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.”


            “What about the rest of you?” Valerian slashed his sword’s tip into the sand, a tip that had been shaped and honed into the image of an elongated, lethal skull—a tip that inflicted irreparable damage. He’d aptly named it The Skull.


            His gaze traveled the ranks of his army. Some were sitting on a bench, sharpening their blades, while others leaned against a silver-and-white stone wall, expressions lost, far away. Only Theophilus appeared ready for anything more than a nap. And only Theophilus paid him the least bit of notice.


            Well, that was not quite true. Joachim was hunched over, elbows resting on his knees, his head tilted to the side as he gazed up at Valerian with undeniable sparks of fury.


            What was his cousin angry about now? “Line up,” Valerian commanded the entire group. “Now.” The sharpness of his tone finally snagged their attention.


            Slowly they ambled into a clumsy line, only a few of them trying to appear alert. His frown deepened. They were tall and well-muscled, his men, with bronzed skin and perfectly chiseled features. The force of their beauty sometimes caused grown women to weep. But right now they sported lines of tension around their eyes and mouths, shaky grips and unsteady legs.


            “I need you strong and capable, but you’re as weak as babes, every one of you.” At any moment Darius, King of the Dragons, would learn Valerian had taken this palace, defeating everyone inside, and attack. How quickly these warriors would fall if they were challenged today.


            His hands fisted at his sides. Defeat was not something he allowed. Ever. No, he would rather die. A warrior won. Always. No exceptions.


            Broderick sighed and scrubbed a hand down his face, his expression grim. “We need sex, Valerian, and we need it now.”


            “I know.” Unfortunately, the three exhausted humans sleeping in his bed would never be able to handle all of these lust-hungry nymphs at once.


            He could send a handful of soldiers into the Outer City to capture sirens—a race of women who reveled in sex just as the nymphs did. Dangerous women, yes. Women who lured, seduced and killed. Well, tried to kill. But they were wonderfully satisfying to tumble, completely worth the risk.


            However, the few times his men had entered the city in these past weeks, females of every race had remained well hidden, avoiding the nymphs as if they were hideous, foul-smelling demons. None wanted to find themselves enslaved to a nymph’s dark, sexual hunger, losing their very identity, wishing only to please their lover. An inevitable outcome. Even for mates. Those females, whomever they happened to be, wherever they happened to be found, were treasured, but they were still enslaved.


            “I can smell the humans on you, and it’s making my own need all the more intense,” Dorian said. With his obsidian hair, godlike features and mischievous sense of humor, women of every race usually flocked to him. There was nothing mischievous about him now, though. He radiated jealousy and resentment. “I’d kill you if I had the strength.”


            More guilt swept through Valerian. He had to make this right. As much as he hated to admit it, there was only one true solution to this predicament.


            “Do you still wish to travel through the portal?” he asked, bracing his hands behind his back. Since discovering the strange, upright pool in the caves beneath this palace—the very pool the women had used to travel from the surface world to Atlantis—his men had begged to enter it so many times he’d lost count. Each time his answer had been the same: Gods, no. His friend Layel, King of the Vampires, had told him that Atlanteans could not survive on the surface for long periods of time.


            Besides, he needed his men here, ready to fight and defend. But weak as they were now, these warriors would not obtain a victory over a tail-chasing griffin, much less a brutally savage fire-breather.


            If there was a chance they could find more human women, traveling to the surface would be worth the risk, he realized.


            “Well?” he said.


            Nearly all of his men smiled and closed around him. A chorus of “Yes” burst from their mouths. Only Theophilus remained quiet, but then, he had no need to visit the surface. He was mated to the fourth human female in residence.


            Mated. Valerian tried not to cringe. When a nymph mated, he mated for life. No matter his age, no matter his circumstances, when he found the woman destined to live at his side, his body would crave no other; his heart would beat only for one. The one. He’d been told a nymph would know this “one” the moment he scented her, and she would, in turn, recognize him, choosing him above all others.


            Valerian, as well as many of his men, lived in fear of finding his mate, for too well did he enjoy his freedom. He couldn’t imagine desiring only one woman. He couldn’t imagine one woman being able to hold his interest and sate all of his passions for longer than a single night.


            Perhaps he was not destined to take a mate. A man could hope, anyway.


            “Will we travel through the portal?” someone asked, cutting into his thoughts.


            “Yes,” he said. He splayed his arms wide in surrender. “At last, my friends, I relent.”


            “How soon can we leave?” Broderick.


            “Thank you, great king.” Shivawn.


            “Gods, my cock needs some female attention.” Dorian.


            Relief dripped from their voices. Already lust burned white-hot in their eyes, strengthening them. He didn’t blame them for their eagerness to leave the palace. He would have been reduced to a snarling beast had he been forced to go without a woman’s sweetness for as long as they had. But that was something he, as king, had never had to endure. And would never have to endure, he was sure.


            His carnal appeal was greater than any other’s, and quite simply, no woman could resist him. A fact his men had long since accepted—and he himself enjoyed. “Most of you will have to remain here, guarding the palace,” he informed them. “And those who go cannot stay long. No more than an hour, mayhap two. We’ll bring back as many as we can, then decide who gets whom.”


            “We should have gone days ago,” Joachim grumbled.


            Valerian chose to ignore him. He knew frustration spoke for his cousin.


            “Why do we need to return so quickly?” Dorian asked, frown returning. “I want to enjoy a lover or two before coming home.”


            “We know nothing of the surface, their people or their weapons, but more than that we do not know when the dragons will attack us. We must go in, grab the women we want and hurry back.”


            Broderick’s sandy brows arched. “We?”


            “I will lead you, of course.” He wouldn’t send his men into uncharted territory without him. “But do not worry. I won’t be taking a woman for myself. The three happily sated and sleeping females in my room provide enough stimulation for me.” For now. “I’ll leave the claiming to you.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO


            
              
            

          


          
            A FLORIDA WEDDING. Complete with wide expanse of glistening beach, crashing cerulean waves, magical pink-gold sunset and warm, sultry breezes. White rose petals were scattered along the fine-grained sand, dancing and twirling with every gentle wind. The couple even now pledging their undying love stared deeply into each other’s eyes, their hands clutched together, their lips softly parted in expectation of the coming kiss.


            Was there anything sweeter? Anything more romantic?


            Was there anything more gagworthy?


            Shaye Holling expelled a frustrated breath and gazed down at her seashell bikini top and grass skirt. Who picked this kind of crap for bridesmaids? Someone who wanted them to look like hideous beast monsters, that’s who. The uglier the bridesmaids, the prettier the bride.


            God, she was afraid to ponder what the richly dressed crowd of onlookers thought of her let-me-give-you-a-lap-dance hula outfit. I probably resemble one of the slutty undead.


            Pale, that was Shaye. Pale skin, pale hair. More than one person had teased her throughout the years, calling her Casper, Snow Queen, Vampire, Albino. The esteem-crushing list went on and on. The only color she possessed came from her eyes; they were a deep, rich brown and were, in her opinion, her one redeeming feature.


            She could have used the self-tanner her mom had sent her for this event, but the consequences from the last time she’d tried that type of product were still too fresh in her mind: frighteningly orange skin; diseased-looking, spotty hands and horrified stares. Maybe she should have spent a few hours in a tanning bed. They might blister her from head to toe, but at least she’d have some color. Fire-truck red, of course, but it was a color.


            As she stood there, a new idea for her business, Anti-Cards, popped into her mind. I must admit you brought religion into my life, she thought, gazing at the bride, who also happened to be her mother. I finally believe in hell.


            She sighed. The long length of her silvery-white hair dusted her shoulder, a perfect mimic of the creamy satin slip dress billowing at her mom’s ankles. Was there anyone more beautiful than Tamara soon-to-be Waddell? Anyone more surgically enhanced? Anyone else who went through men like sexual Kleenex?


            This was what? Her mom’s sixth marriage?


            At that moment, her mom looked over at her and frowned. “Back straight,” she mouthed. “Smile.”


            As always, Shaye pretended not to notice the helpful commands. She focused her attention on the minister.


            “To love, honor and cherish…” he was saying, his smooth baritone drifting through the waning sunlight. Mostly, Shaye heard blah, blah, blah before she blocked his voice altogether.


            Love. How she despised the word. People used love as an excuse to do ridiculous things. He cheated on me, but I’m going to stay with him because I love him. He hit me, but I’m going to stay with him because I love him. He stole every penny from my savings, but I’m not going to press charges because I love him. How many times had her mother uttered those very words?


            How many times had her mother’s boyfriends groped Shaye herself, claiming they’d only done it because they had fallen out of love with her mom and into love with her? Her, a mere child at the time. Perverts.


            Shaye’s father was another prime example of such “love is all that matters” idiocy. I have to leave your mom because I’ve fallen in love with someone else. Apparently he’d fallen in love with several someone elses.


            After his last wife had cheated on him and then divorced him, Shaye had sent him an “I’m so sorry” card. What she had really wanted to send was a “Finally getting what you deserve sucks big-time, doesn’t it” card. Of course, none had been available—which was the reason she’d started making her own. Anti-Card business was booming. Seemed there were a lot of people out there who wanted to tell someone to fuck off—in a roundabout way.


            She worked eighty hours a week, but it was worth it. Thanks to popular cards like “I’m so miserable without you, it’s almost like you’re here” and “You can do more with a kind word and a gun than with just a kind word,” she provided jobs for twenty-three likeminded women and made more money than she’d ever dreamed possible.


            Life, for the weird-looking little girl who’d never met her parents’ expectations, was finally good.


            “You may now kiss the bride,” the pastor said.


            Thank God. Shaye expelled a relieved rush of breath, her shoulders slumping as her tension melted away. Soon she’d be on a plane, flying home to Cincinnati and her quiet little apartment. No signs of romance to irritate her there. Not even a cat to bother her.


            Amid joyous applause, the brow-lifted, cheek-implanted groom laid a sloppy wet one on Shaye’s mom. The glowing couple turned and strolled down the aisle, the lyrical thrums of a harp echoing behind them. Shaye inched closer to the water, away from the masses, escape within her grasp now that everyone was filing toward the reception tent.


            She’d done her daughterly duty (again), and there was no more reason to stay. Besides, she wanted out of the chafing shell bra and itchy grass skirt ASAP.


            “Where are you going, silly?” one of the other bridesmaids said, latching on to her arm with a surprisingly iron grip. “We’re supposed to take pictures and serve the guests.”


            So, the torture wasn’t over yet. She groaned.


            After an hour of posing for a photographer who finally gave up trying to make her smile, she found herself serving cake to a line of champagne-guzzling guests. Most of them ignored her, merely swiping up their cake and ambling away. Some tried to talk to her, but (she was guessing) found her too abrupt and quickly retreated.


            When will this end? I just want to go home. But the line had stopped moving, prolonging her torment. Grrr. She glanced up. A man had claimed his dessert, but hadn’t stepped out of the way. Instead he watched her, studied her.


            “Can I help you?” she asked.


            “I’ll take a little slice of you if you’re serving it,” he replied, balancing the plate in one hand and swirling his champagne with the other. His green eyes twinkled with merriment.


            He wore a white shirt unbuttoned at the collar, a loosened black bow tie, and formfitting black slacks. His sandy hair was perfectly cut, not a strand out of place. A groomsman, she recalled.


            “Sir, you’re holding up the line.” She forced a hard tone and severe expression as she returned to slicing cake and scooping it onto plates. She’d learned at an early age that it was best to keep people at a distance from the very first. And if she had to make them hate her to do so, so be it, because she could not allow herself the slightest inkling of softer emotion, the very thing that led to disappointment, rejection and heartbreak. “Move. Now.”


            The man didn’t walk away as she’d hoped. “I think perhaps I need to—”


            “Shaye, darling,” her mother called airily. The expensive scent of her perfume wafted from her, blending with the aroma of sugar and spice as she floated to Shaye’s side. “I’m so glad you’ve met your new stepbrother, Preston.”


            Stepbrother? Not another one. Showed exactly how much contact Shaye had had with her mom these past few years. She hadn’t known that groom number six had children. Actually, she hadn’t even met her newest daddy until an hour before the wedding.


            Shaye glanced at Preston. “I’ve never played well with others,” she said to smooth the edge of her earlier rudeness. But that was it, nothing more.


            “So I hear,” he said, chuckling.


            He was even more handsome when he laughed like that. Looking away, she gathered two plates and passed them to the people behind him. “It was nice meeting you, Preston, but I really need to finish serving the guests.”


            The band chose that moment to break into a soft, romantic ballad. Preston still didn’t take the hint and move away. “I never thought I’d say this, but would you like to dance with me, little sister? After you’re finished here, of course.”


            She opened her mouth to say no, but no sound emerged. She wanted to say yes, Shaye realized. Even though her stepbrothers and sisters changed more frequently than her clothing and she’d most likely never see this man again, she wanted to say yes. Not because she was attracted to Preston or anything like that, but because he represented everything she’d always denied herself. And need to keep denying yourself. Safer that way.


            “No,” she said. “Just…no.” Once again she turned her attention to the cake.


            Her mother uttered a strained laugh. “There’s no reason to be rude, Shaye. One dance won’t kill you.”


            “I said no, Mother.”


            There was a heavy pause, then, “You,” her mom said, voice suddenly hard. She pointed to one of the other horrendously clad bridesmaids. “Take over the cake. Shaye, come with me.”


            Strong fingers curled around Shaye’s wrist. A second later she was being dragged out of the reception tent to the edge of the beach. Here we go again…. She sighed. This always happened. Whenever she and her mom were forced to share the same space, Tamara always erupted, and Shaye always left reminded of what a disappointment she was.


            God, I don’t need this. Sand squished between her sandaled toes as a warm, salty breeze wrapped itself around her, swishing her grass skirt over her knees. Slivers of ethereal moonlight illuminated their path. Waves sang a gentle, soothing song.


            Her mom’s velvety brown eyes—eyes exactly like her own—narrowed slightly. She dropped Shaye’s hand as if touching it could cause premature wrinkles. “You’re treating my guests as if they’re diseased.”


            Shaye wrapped her arms around her middle. “If you knew me at all,” she said softly, “you’d know I treat everyone like that.”


            “I don’t care how you treat everyone else! You will treat everyone here, including Preston—no, especially Preston—with respect. Do you understand me? Just—” she shoved a wisp of hair from her face “—pretend you have a heart for a few hours.”


            That stung. Badly. But Shaye forced herself to smile. “Why don’t you go find your new husband and let him calm you down? This kind of upset will only cause you to shrivel up like a raisin.”


            Gasping in horror, her mom patted the skin around her eyes, feeling for crow’s feet. “I just had Botox. I shouldn’t have a single line or crease. Do you see a wrinkle? Do you see a goddamn wrinkle? I can’t lift my brows to find out—the muscles won’t work.”


            Shaye rolled her eyes. “Are we done here?”


            Her mom stomped her foot and ground out, “I’ve finally found the love of my life. Why can’t you understand that and be happy for me?”


            “Uh, hello. This is the sixth love of your life.”


            “So the hell what? I’ve made mistakes in the past. That’s better than cutting myself off from relationships like you’ve done, just to avoid getting hurt.” She paused, raised her chin. “You spurn everything male, Shaye. You never date.”


            No, she didn’t. Not anymore. She’d always been leery of the roads she would have to travel to obtain the fabled happily-ever-after. At one point, however, she had tried the dating thing. She’d quickly discovered that men never called when they said they were going to call. They weren’t interested in her as a person; they were interested in getting her out of her clothing. They admired other women when they were supposed to woo her.


            They lied, they used, they cheated. And they weren’t worth the trouble.


            Shaye twirled a strand of grass around her finger. “I wish you all the best with your new husband, Mother.” No reason to rehash everything. Again. “Now, I’m going home.”


            “You’re not going anywhere until you’ve apologized to Preston.” A finger was shoved in her face. “You treated him shabbily, and I won’t have it. I won’t have it, do you hear me?”


            She had treated him shabbily, and she felt bad for it. But she wouldn’t apologize. That would invite conversation. Conversation would invite friendship, and friendship would invite emotion. Emotion, ultimately, would invite everything she’d worked so hard to avoid. “Do you truly expect me to obey a parental command from you? Now? After a childhood of being raised by nannies?”


            “Well, yes” was the hesitant response.


            “You’re forgetting something. I’m the Ice Princess of Bitterslovakia, the Grand Duchess of Bitterstonia and the Queen of Bitterland. Isn’t that what you’ve called me over the years?”


            A gentle roll of waves splashed in the distance.


            “I should have known you’d act this way,” her mom snapped. With an angry flip of her wrist, she tossed a dark tress over her shoulder and glared out at the water. “All I’ve ever wanted was a nice, normal daughter. Instead I’m stuck with you. You won’t be happy until you’ve ruined my wedding.”


            “Which one?” Shaye asked dryly, pushing aside her hurt. She much preferred the icy numbness she usually surrounded herself with. That numbness had saved her during childhood, sweeping her away from depression and desolation and into a life of satisfaction, if not contentment.


            “All of them, damn it.” Tamara didn’t face her, but continued to stare out at the pristine water. Another splash sounded, this one closer. “You’re jealous of me, and because of that you’ve never wanted me to be happy. Every time I’m close, you do something to hurt me.”


            Of all the things her mother had said, that cut the most. After all, Shaye was here because she wanted her mom to be happy. She’d never shoved the woman from her life, because, despite everything, she did care. It was something she’d fought against and hated, but there it was. The girl who wouldn’t let herself care for anything or anyone else still wanted her mommy’s approval. Ugh. “Don’t blame me for your misery. You alone are responsible.”


            “Conner and I wanted this day to be perf—” Tamara’s eyes widened, glazing with lust as her words jammed to an abrupt halt. “Perfect.” She sighed dreamily. “Hmm. So perfect.”


            The way her voice dropped to a husky purr, as if she wanted to peel off her dress and dance naked in the moonlight, had Shaye blinking in confusion. “Um, hello. Arguing here.”


            “Man.” There was a hypnotized quality to the word, an entrancement that spoke of passion and secret fantasies. “My man.”


            “What are you talking about?” Shaye dragged her gaze to the ocean. Her mouth fell open in shock.


            There, rising from the water like primitive sea gods, were six gloriously tall and muscled barbarians. The moon settled reverently behind them, enveloping them in a golden halo. Each of them carried a sword, an honest to God, I’ll-slice-you-into-a-million-pieces sword, but she couldn’t seem to make herself care. They also carried unconscious scuba-clad men, some anchored under their arms, others draped over their backs. Again, she couldn’t make herself care.


            The warriors were shirtless, and all of them possessed sinewy washboard abs, skin so tanned it resembled liquid gold poured over steel, and faces any male supermodel would have envied. Only better. So much better.


            Unbelievable…surreal…magnificent.


            Shaye gulped, and her heart skipped a beat. Heated air snagged in her lungs, burning and licking her with white-hot flames. All six of the warriors were suddenly looking at her as if she’d make a tasty meal, no silverware required. Strangely enough, she wanted to splay herself on a table, naked, offering her body as the dinner buffet. All you can eat. No charge.


            She moistened her lips, her mouth watering, her skin tingling, her stomach clenching. I’m turned on. Why the hell am I turned on? More important, why wasn’t she running?


            Closer and closer they came. So close now she could see the silvery water droplets sliding down their hairless chests and gathering in their sexy navels. The water slid lower, lower still….


            Snap out of this, dummy, she thought dazedly. Her gaze snagged on the man in the middle, and for a moment she forgot to move. Forgot to breathe. Dangerous, her mind supplied. Lethal. He was taller than the rest, his dark-blond hair hanging in a wet tangle around his wickedly mesmerizing features. His eyes…Oh, Lord. His eyes. They were blue-green, neither color blending with the other but standing alone, and so erotically seductive she felt the pull of his gaze all the way to her bones. Her nipples hardened, and an ache throbbed between her legs.


            There was something wild about him, something untamed and savage, a deceptively calm glint in his expression that said he did whatever the hell he pleased, whenever the hell he wanted. And as she stared at him, he stared at her. He studied her face, searing arousal flickering in those magnificent eyes of his, deepening and mixing the blue-green to a smoldering turquoise. But the arousal was quickly followed by a glint of anger.


            Anger? Was he mad? At her?


            “Mine,” her mom said on a wispy catch of breath, still lost in some sort of trance. “All mine.”


            Never ceasing their confident swaggers, the warriors exited the water and dropped the still-unconscious scuba-men on the beach. Arms now free, the warrior in the middle cocked his finger, beckoning Shaye over to him. Shivering, drowning in his maleness, she somehow managed to shake her head no. Go to him, her naughty mind beseeched. She shook her head again, violently this time.


            The man’s smooth chin canted to the side, and he frowned. “Come here,” he said, his voice a husky whisper that drifted over the small distance, as intoxicating and heady as an erotic caress.


            Another shiver slipped down her spine, so intense she almost fell to her knees. What would happen if he actually touched her? What would happen if he trailed those luscious pink lips along her every curve and hollow?


            Stop, Shaye, a small, rational voice inside her commanded. Just stop.


            “Come here,” he repeated.


            “Yes,” her mom said, already stepping toward them. The dreamy glaze in her eyes darkened with eagerness. “I need to touch you. Please let me touch you.”


            The part of Shaye that acknowledged these men were dangerous also acknowledged there was something wrong with her mom—and with herself—but she still couldn’t seem to care. A stunningly intense sensual fog was weaving through her mind, and nothing else mattered.


            “Fight this,” she told herself. “Fight this, whatever it is.” Waging a mental war, she kicked and shoved at the sudden images of herself and that man, naked and straining together, his mouth on her breasts, his fingers slipping inside her, her legs parting, giving him better access….


            “No. No!” she ground out. Even as she spoke, a blanket of calm settled over her thoughts. A familiar, icy wall encased her emotions, pushing away everything but the need to escape.


            These men, whoever—whatever—they were, were dangerous, their intentions obviously malicious. They had swords, for God’s sake, and they radiated lust. Blood lust, sexual lust, she didn’t know.


            They were almost upon her.


            Scowling, fear cresting, she reached out and latched on to her mom’s arm, jerking Tamara to a halt. “Don’t go near them.”


            “Must…touch.”


            “We have to get help, warn the others. Something!”


            “Let me go.” She struggled against Shaye’s hold, desperate to free herself. “I have to—”


            “We have to go back to the tent. Now move!” Dragging her flailing mother behind her, Shaye raced toward the reception area, toward the laughing voices, soft music and unsuspecting guests.


            As she ran, she dared a glance behind her. The men hadn’t slowed, hadn’t turned away. Lust and hunger intensified in their features as they followed her.


            “Help us,” she shouted, kicking sand with every step. She swept the curtain aside and entered the tent. “Someone call 911!”


            No one heard her. They were too busy dancing and drinking themselves into oblivion, thanks to the open bar.


            “Let me go,” her mom continued to shout. When that failed to gain her freedom, she sank her sharp little teeth into Shaye’s arm.


            “Goddamn it!” Shaye did the only thing she could think of: she hooked her foot behind her mom’s ankles and pushed, sending the bride hurling backward into the dessert table. Food and platters crashed to the ground, but at least her mom remained horizontal, trying to catch her breath.


            Several people glanced at Shaye, then at the fallen bride. Their eyes widened, some in confusion, some in horror, but mostly in amusement.


            “There are men—” Shaye pointed “—out there. Dangerous men. They have swords. Does anyone have a gun? Did someone call 911?”


            Reoriented, her mom jolted to her feet, unconcerned that red-and-white frosting now streaked her ten-thousand-dollar dress. She elbowed her way past the guests. “I need him. Let me go back to him.”


            “Tamara?” her new husband asked, incredulous. He rushed toward his bride and locked her in his arms, his expression concerned as she struggled to break free. “What’s wrong with you, kitten?”


            “I need…him.” The last word was uttered on a relieved, happy sigh.


            The six sea gods had jerked back the tent flap. They stepped inside, consuming every inch of breathable space and blocking the only exit. Immediately the music screeched to a halt. The male guests cowered, as if death had just arrived, and the females gasped in bliss, already moving toward the warriors, reaching out, eager to touch them.


            “Get out of here,” Shaye growled. “We have weapons. Guns…and…and other menacing stuff.”


            All six sets of eyes scanned the crowd, drinking in every detail…searching…searching…and then locking on her. She trembled, dizzying warmth spearing her. Naked images tried to rush through her again. Sweaty skin, flushed, pink with arousal…


            Not again! She forced her mind to remain blank.


            Who were these men? How did they do that? How did they make her long to forget who and what she was and simply enjoy the pleasures she somehow knew they could give her?


            Fighting a wave of panic, Shaye quickly grabbed the cake knife from the ground and held it in front of her. Icing smeared her hand; her heart thumped erratically in her chest. In high school she’d picked a few fights with her stepsiblings. Yes, it had been her misguided attempt to keep them at a distance so she wouldn’t begin to like them only to lose them a few months later, but she’d actually managed to win some of those fights. Not that any of her brothers and sisters had carried knives or sported more muscles than two body builders fused together.


            The warrior in the middle, the exquisitely formed blond giant who had beckoned her over to him on the beach, motioned her over once more. There was still a hint of anger in his eyes, still a too-sensual pull about him. Now, however, he seemed all the more predatory. Sexual. In the well-lit tent, she could see the silver hoop winking at his nipple.


            “Come,” he said.


            Everything inside her might scream to obey, to go to him, to suck that hoop into her mouth while she ground herself against his erection, but she gulped and shook her head. “No.” Erection. God. She hadn’t even looked there. But she knew, as if the knowledge was imprinted on her every cell, that he was aroused.


            His kissable, lickable lips lifted in a slow, wicked smile, as though he’d wanted her to deny him. “I will delight in showing you the error of your ways.”


            Yep. He’d wanted.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            MY MATE, VALERIAN thought, incredulous. He’d found his mate.


            He hadn’t been looking, hadn’t wanted to find her, but found her he had. As legend claimed, he’d caught the scent of her and had known. Known beyond any doubt. Mine. His every cell had awakened for her, responded to her.


            When he and his men had first exited the portal, human sea-warriors clad in strange, tight, black garments had attacked them and tried to drag them onto boats that waited above. There had been a struggle, but the nymphs ultimately won, disposing of both the men and the boats. After that, the nymphs hadn’t cared about the scenery of this surface world they’d only dreamed about. They simply wanted to find some women and sweep them to Atlantis.


            One female in particular had caught and held his gaze. She was tall and slender, yet beautifully curved, her stomach flat, her hips slightly rounded. Her legs were long and tapered and climbed straight to the new center of his world.


            Her angelic face boasted a luscious little chin, glowing cheeks and a daintily sloped nose. Her eyes were big and brown, a rich brown, almost gold, filled with striking vulnerability and undeniable determination, offset stunningly by pale, gloriously long lashes.


            He’d never seen skin as fair and luminous as hers, not even on a vampire. Like the very moon he’d seen shining in the heavens, she was soft and radiant. Ethereal. His hands itched to reach out and caress her slowly, lingering and savoring, making sure she wouldn’t shimmer away, an unattainable dream.


            As to the clothing she wore, well, he vowed to keep her dressed exactly so for the rest of her life. The many strips of green grass hanging from her waist parted with her every breath, revealing succulent glimpses of her thighs. No, he hadn’t wanted to find his mate—and a human, no less—and he was angry that he had. But beneath the anger was a possessive hunger he couldn’t deny. Didn’t want to deny.


            He’d been pleasured by women (many, many women) for so many years he’d forgotten what it felt like to desire one on his own. To simply look and crave. Already his blood heated with a seemingly unquenchable fire, and his skin tightened. Mine. His muscles hardened. Mine.


            Obviously she hadn’t yet recognized him as her mate. In fact, she seemed to want only his disappearance. Humans, he inwardly scoffed. Standing as she was, she appeared untouchable, this mate of his, but touch her he would. He would die if he didn’t.


            Valerian paused, blinked, the words echoing through his mind. He would die if he didn’t. How many times had a woman said something similar to him? That she would die if he didn’t touch her? That she would die if he didn’t fuck her? He’d never understood that until just now, this moment, studying the little moonbeam.


            She was essential to his being. Hate that fact, he might, but there it was.


            As he drank her in, her lips parted slightly, as if she couldn’t decide whether to suck in a breath or belt out a scream. Valerian wanted her to do both. Wanted to hear his name roll from her tongue as she panted and screamed in climax.


            She was his mate—his woman—and he would prove it to anyone who said otherwise. Even her. Oh, yes. His every cell knew it, knew she belonged to him. Never again would he be able to enjoy another woman. Enjoy? he thought. He almost laughed. Had he ever truly enjoyed a woman until now?


            He wanted the moonbeam, with her ghostly hair and frosty skin. The moment he had seen her, bathed so prettily by the moonlight, he’d wanted her. The world around him had faded, and he’d seen only her. She radiated an untouchable veneer his every warrior instinct responded to and relished.


            Gods, he wanted her. Just looking at her now, his body forgot about the day’s excesses. He was starved for a taste of her.


            But she had told him no. Several times. She’d run from him, too. Valerian hadn’t yet tamped down his shock over that fact. Or his arousal. The warrior in him delighted in the challenge of changing her mind and making her desperate to have him.


            His gaze flicked to the small dagger she held, upraised and ready, and the corners of his mouth twitched. Did she really think to keep him from her with such a puny blade?


            Oh, but she had a lot to learn about a determined nymph warrior.


            “Gather all the unmated females,” he told his men, speaking in his native tongue, never taking his gaze from the object of his fascination.


            She retreated a step. When she realized what she’d done, she stilled. She straightened her shoulders, raised the blade higher and stepped back into place. Ah, a woman of courage. One who would fight to the death. He grinned, desiring her all the more.


            “What do you want with us?” she demanded, using the same language the other surface females had used.


            He barely heard her words; he was too entranced by the way her soft-as-petals lips moved so sensuously. By the pink little tongue he’d glimpsed inside. His cock jerked in reaction.


            A female suddenly brushed her fingertips over his arm. He tore his gaze from the moonbeam—surely one of the most difficult things he’d ever done—and glanced down. Not just one female, he noticed, but several surrounded him. They had already worked their way to him and his men and were running their hands over them, oohing and aahing, some even rubbing their breasts against them.


            Valerian bit back a gasp of shock when he noticed one of the human males trying to kiss Dorian. Dorian wore an expression of utter horror and pushed the determined male away.


            “Only the unmated ones?” Broderick asked, his eyes closing in surrender as a pretty brunette licked his collarbone.


            “Only the unmated ones,” he confirmed. The nymphs would be able to smell another man on the women, and those women with permanent lovers would be left here. If the pale little moonbeam who held him so enraptured had already been mated, he would have taken her anyway. Without reservation. But he knew from her sweet, entrancing scent that she belonged to no man save himself.


            Not needing any more encouragement, his men leaped into action, beckoning the unmated females to line up. Of course, these women obeyed without hesitation, their feminine instincts instructing them to obey a nymph’s every edict. The mated ones cried in distress because they weren’t chosen and tried to shove their way into the line, anyway. Even the male who desired Dorian tried to take a place in line.


            When a human man protested the happenings, he was quickly subdued: a hard fist to the temple that swept him straight into slumber. Most were too frightened to do anything and remained hunched and shaking at the edges of the tent. What puny men, Valerian thought. Had they never engaged in battle before? He could not imagine acting in such a way.


            He returned his attention to the moonbeam. “Do you know who I am?” he asked her.


            “What do you want with us?” she demanded a second time, ignoring his question.


            He grinned his most debauched grin. “What any man wants from you. Your body. You will belong to me. Now, come.”


            Instead of obeying, she bared her teeth in a scowl, revealing a white row of perfection. Why wasn’t she entranced by him? Why wasn’t she begging for his touch? The mystery intrigued him.


            “You can’t do this,” she spat. “Get out of here before the police arrive and you’re arrested.”


            Police? Arrested? Valerian frowned. “You will change your mind about my possession of you, this I swear.” He maneuvered around the women still vying for his attention and closed the distance between himself and the moonbeam. Her dark eyes widened with his every step. The closer he came, the more her delectable fragrance drew him like an invisible chain. Except…


            One of his warriors reached her first, his strong arms wrapping around her from behind and swooping her into his arms. She screamed and kicked, fighting like an enraged vampire famished for blood.


            A feral growl rose in Valerian’s throat, and he bit back a wave of utter fury. Fury over her torment; fury over his intense sense of possessiveness. Mine. She belongs to me. He’d never experienced a moment’s jealousy in his life. He and his men shared women all the time. But the sight of another man holding his little moonbeam nearly undid him.


            “Mine,” he barked. Even though he wanted to rip the warrior’s arms away from her, he remained still. “She’s mine.”


            Shivawn paused, the beads in his hair clanging together. The moonbeam continued to fight in his arms, pounding her fists into his face, making him bleed and grimace.


            If he dropped her and hurt her, Valerian seethed, he would die.


            “But, my king, you said you didn’t want any of these surface women. You said they were for us.”


            He had, Valerian realized. The reminder sent another wave of dark fury pounding through him. He’d never broken his word to his warriors before; they would expect him to keep his promise today, and rightly so. Which meant one of his men would expect to claim this woman, his mate, for his own, stripping her, pleasuring her, watching her climax.


            He couldn’t allow that.


            Every instinct he possessed demanded he do something, anything, to prevent it from happening. Yet there was nothing he could do now and he knew it. Eyes narrowing and hands clenching at his sides, he said, “I will carry her,” an edge of steel to the words.


            Shivawn regarded him silently for a protracted moment, then shrugged, handing her over. “She’s a wild one. Be careful of her legs, for she’ll try to kick your manhood.” The moment his hands were free, Shivawn grasped another woman, a dark-haired beauty who looked less than pleased by the happenings around her.


            Hmm. Very odd. Another unhappy one. What was wrong with these surface females?


            Valerian forgot about her, however, as he gently clasped the moonbeam in his arms. She stilled, delicious little bumps breaking out over her skin. She kept her face away from him and wrapped her hands over her stomach. Unable to resist, he burrowed his nose into her neck, breathing in her fragrance of…snow and wild flowers—yes, that’s what her scent was—relishing the softness of her pale skin.


            “Do you smell my scent?” he asked her.


            “N-no. Should I?”


            His shoulders slumped with disappointment.


            “If you don’t put me down,” she said stiffly, as if each word were forced from her throat, “I’m going to claw out your eyes and eat them in front of you.”


            He chuckled, disappointment forgotten. She had a sweet face and a bloodthirsty nature. What a delicious contradiction. “Why are you not begging for me to pleasure you?”


            “Are you kidding me?” she gasped out. “Someone needs to check into Egos Anonymous, I see. Now put me down!”


            “You did not answer my question.”


            “And I’m not going to. For God’s sake, put me down!”


            “I want to hold you. Forever.”


            A muscle ticked in her jaw, but this time she didn’t reply.


            “I wish I could give you what you ask,” he said, “but too well do I like where you are.” The side of her body was pressed into his chest, and everywhere their skin touched, he burned. “Perhaps, though, I would be willing to bargain with you. Perhaps you could convince me to grant your request.”


            Finally she cast her glance in his direction. When their gazes met, blue against golden brown, he sucked in a breath. Awareness sizzled inside him, stronger than before. Such beauty. His nostrils flared, and he knew his pupils dilated. His body hardened painfully.


            She gulped, and her already pale skin became pallid. “No bargaining. Just put me down. Or do you and your steroid goon squad plan to rape us?”


            “Rape?” he asked, unfamiliar with the word. Judging by her tone, it was not favorable. “Explain this rape to me.”


            She did. And in the most disgusted voice he’d ever heard.


            He chuckled again. Unconcerned male pig? Unwilling female? “Sweet moonbeam, how you amuse me. I’ve never forced a woman in my life, and I will never have to. No, when I get you into my bed, you will be desperate for it. Desperate for me.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR


            
              
            

          


          
            WHEN I GET YOU INTO BED, you will be desperate for it. Desperate for me.


            To Shaye, the utter confidence in his voice was more frightening than if he’d screamed the words. As it was, a delicious heat wove through her blood. A heat that begged her to stop resisting and enjoy every stolen touch, every caress of the man’s breath on her skin.


            Never mind that the other women in the tent were petting the warrior as if he were an innocent house cat. Make that an innocent blow-up doll. They were begging—yes, begging—him to make love with them. Moaning, even, and groaning. Sounds of rapture continually wafted to her ears.


            Give in, her body beseeched. Taste him. One taste won’t hurt you.


            Panicked by her weakening will, Shaye slammed her palm into her captor’s nose. His head whipped backward, and blood trickled onto his lip. “Why did you do that?” he demanded after a shocked pause.


            Thankfully, his hold on her had loosened. Shaye bowed her back, and he struggled to maintain his grip on her. She managed to squirm free and tumble to her feet. Get out of here! common sense shouted, drowning out her body’s ever-growing wails for her to stay. She stepped forward, dragging her wild gaze in every direction, scanning for her mom. Her breath emerged in shallow, ragged pants.


            She saw Preston, lying unconscious on the floor. When he’d protested the warrior’s actions, one of them had hit him. She saw Conner, her mom’s new husband, frantically searching the crowd. But there was no sign of her mom. Damn it! Where was she? They might have a rocky relationship, but Shaye couldn’t—wouldn’t—leave her behind.


            Shaye stepped forward, intending to follow Conner’s lead and push through the masses, but the warrior behind her seized her wrist in a viselike clamp. Her blood ran hot from the sensual touch, then cold from fear.


            He’d asked her if she smelled him, and she’d said no. Well, she’d lied. She inhaled his erotic, virile fragrance every time he was near, and it fired her hormones into a frenzy. Now was no different.


            “You hit me,” he said. Undiluted shock layered his words, as if no one had ever dared raise a hand to him before. “Why did you do that?”


            Silent, Shaye turned around and kneed him in the balls. Just lifted her leg and boom. Contact. He doubled over, a strained wheeze gasping from his throat.


            “Not so hot for my body now, are you?” she mumbled, never stopping her search.


            “That…hurt,” he gritted out.


            “Of course it did, and there’s more where that came from if you grab me again.”


            Without another word, she darted away, still looking…looking…There! Finally. In the corner, her new stepdad had his arms wrapped around her mom, locking a struggling Tamara in place.


            Shaye jumped over fallen chairs and skirted around upturned tables, slipping and sliding along a river of red punch. Someone snaked an arm around her waist and hauled her against a stone wall of a chest—and it wasn’t her warrior. This man’s scent was different, not quite as exotic. Even his skin felt different, not quite as hot. His arms possessed a faint dusting of dark hair.


            She screamed and slammed her head backward, hitting him in the chin. Her entire body vibrated with the force of the blow. He growled something, and she didn’t have to know his language to know he was cursing. His arms fell away; she whirled on him, ready to fight.


            She never should have come here, never should have gotten on the plane. Nothing good ever came of her mom’s weddings. Only pain and suffering, and this was the worst of all.


            The he-man regarded her through wide blue eyes. “I only meant to kiss you,” he said, in English this time, his voice so heavily accented she had trouble deciphering the words. When her frantic mind finally deduced his meaning, she slapped him.


            “Ow!”


            “No kissing.” What was it with the Steroid Squad and their carnal obsessions? Let me pleasure you. You’ll be desperate for me. No, no and no! Except for the leader. Or the one she assumed was the leader. Earlier, when they’d first entered the tent, he’d spoken in that strange language and all the men had rushed into action. Him, she foolishly desired.


            Her eyes narrowed. His ethereal, beautiful face formed in her mind. Fuck-me eyes, fuck-me lips. I’ll-fuck-you body. She bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. How did he wield such a heady, seductive power? Even now, she sizzled and ached and yearned.


            An obviously gay wedding guest dressed in a pink sequined top and black velvet pants approached the warrior in front of her. Without asking permission, the man wrapped his lithe arms around the warrior’s middle and kissed his sun-bronzed shoulder.


            The warrior stiffened, and his mouth pulled into a scowl. “I told you to stop. Do. Not. Touch. Me. You are a man. Act like one!”


            Shaye didn’t hang around to hear the rest of the conversation. She leapt around her would-be captor, closing the rest of the distance between herself and her mom. “Come on, we have to get out of here,” she said at the same time Tamara said, “If you don’t let me go, Conner, I’ll stab you while you’re sleeping and cut out your heart!”


            Lines of strain bracketed the groom’s too-thin lips. Concern and fear gleamed in his eyes. “What should I do?” he asked, looking to Shaye.


            Urgency pounded through her. “Just throw her over your shoulder fireman-style and get the hell out of here. Before it’s too late.”


            “It is too late,” she heard behind her.


            The familiar, husky voice made her shiver. Made her muscles clench, ready for sublime satisfaction. She melted. No, she stiffened. One of the leader’s hands slid around her bare stomach, tanned and hard against her pale softness. Goose bumps broke over her skin. His other hand glided down her shoulder, along her collarbone and anchored on her seashell-covered breast. Both arms tugged her gently backward and locked her against him, muscled chest to welcoming back. That delicious scent of virility and dark, moonlit nights wafted to her.


            She should protest. At the very least scold him for such daring. The words refused to leave her mouth, however, and she counted her blessings that she didn’t lean her head against his shoulder.


            “No more fighting.” His warm breath kissed the hollow of her ear, shooting dangerous sparks across her nerve endings. “My nose still hurts,” he added sulkily, “as does my co—manhood. Perhaps the first thing I need to teach you is how to properly treat the aforementioned manhood.”


            Oh, God. Sinking…sinking…deeper under his spell. If it hadn’t been for the shell barrier of her bra, his fingers would have surrounded her nipple, probably pinched and rolled it. Her knees almost crumbled. Ohmygod, ohmygod, oh…my…exquisite. Absolutely exquisite. The long, hard length of his erection pressed into the crevice of her lower back, and he rubbed it against her.


            Her eyes drifted closed in surrender, a strange weakness invading her limbs. She’d always thought herself immune to lust. On all the dates she’d been on, no one had ever affected her like this. Not even the ones that ended in a kiss. Those seemed paltry now, utterly unexciting.


            Men annoyed her, she reminded herself, and this one annoyed her more than any other. Keep thinking it and maybe you’ll believe it.


            To her horror—cough, total enjoyment, cough—he brought his other hand into play, cupping her other breast. “Paradise,” he whispered. “Are you sure you do not smell me?”


            Why did he want her to smell him so badly? “I’m sure.”


            Pause. Then, “Imagine when I have you naked, how intense the sensations will be.”


            Yes, he annoyed her. And she wanted to be annoyed for the rest of her life. “Please,” she managed to gasp out. Sadly, she didn’t know exactly what she was begging for. Freedom? Or more of him?


            “Please what?” Showing her no mercy, he purred the words straight into her ear. His soft lips brushed the outer edge; his tongue darted inside, only to quickly retreat and leave her shaking for more. “Please take you to my home? Please give you untold pleasure? Say the words, and I will do it.”


            Oh, God.


            Around her, excited twitters and breathy moans of passion reigned as other couples stole a moment to embrace. No matter that no one paid her the slightest bit of attention. These people could see her, could see where her captor had his hands positioned.


            If she didn’t stop him soon, he would slide his fingers past her skirt and into the very heat of her. She knew it, felt it in the taut strain of his hold. “Please. Let us go. Just leave us alone.”


            “I’m afraid that’s the one thing I cannot do for you.” He squeezed her breasts. “I need to be inside you too badly.”


            She gulped. Don’t think about his words, don’t think about his words. “I’ll give you nothing but trouble. I’m mean and cranky, and most people can’t stand to be around me.”


            “Soon I’ll have you so well sated all you’ll be able to do is smile.”


            “Sate me,” her mom said, finally ripping free of Conner’s clasp. She curled herself around the warrior’s ankles, kissing his feet. “Sate me, I beg you.”


            “Get up,” Shaye demanded. Seeing her newly married mother humble herself snapped her out of the sensual spell. “Run. Escape!”


            He ignored Tamara, saying, “What’s your name, swee—love?” The question emerged as calmly as if it were an everyday occurrence to have someone slobbering all over his boots.


            “I’m Tamara,” her mom answered before Shaye could speak, “but you can call me anything you want.”


            Sighing, he bent down, lifted Tamara up with one hand, and thrust her at Conner. His hold on Shaye never loosened. “What is your name?” he repeated, having to speak over Tamara’s sudden sobs.


            Mutinous, Shaye pressed her lips in a thin line and forced herself to ignore the heady, seductive fire tingling through her. What could she do to force her mother to listen? To rip the foolish woman out of her enchantment?


            “I will bargain with you. I will tell you my name, and then you will tell me yours.” He paused. When she didn’t respond, he continued, “I am Valerian, leader of the nymphs. You may call me Oh, God. That is what the other surface dwellers have preferred to call me.”


            Valerian. The name whispered along every corridor and hollow of her mind. He—wait. Had he said surface dwellers? “I’d prefer to call you Person Whose Ass I’m Going To Kick, and what do you mean, surface dwellers?”


            A pause, thick and heavy and tense, fell over them like a curtain. Then, “You surprise me,” he said, the honeyed timbre rich with confusion. “I expected my mate—”


            A string of foreign words cut him off.


            Stiffening, Valerian faced the speaker. Shaye did the same. The man was nearly as tall as the one holding her, but his hair was black and his eyes were green as emeralds. He, too, wore only pants and boots, his bronzed, bare chest on ample display. He said something else.


            Valerian responded in the same, clipped language.


            What were they saying?


            When he next spoke, the dark-headed man motioned to Shaye with a tilt of his chin.


            Whatever Valerian’s reply, it was not nice. His tone was hard, utterly unbending. Dripping with command. The warrior paused only a moment, shrugged and strode away.


            “What was that about?” Trying not to panic again, Shaye angled her head and stared up at Valerian.


            That proved to be a mistake. A big, fat chocolate-covered mistake. The moment their gazes locked, a wave of sexual energy sparked between them, stronger than before, undeniable and irresistible. He ate her up with his eyes, bit by devastating bit, mentally stripping her, already riding her. Hard. Fast.


            Look away. Look away, damn it! Any more of that piercing, heady gaze and she’d come. Then and there, no physical stimulation required. Need coiled between her legs, pooling hot and wet, spiraling through her stomach, her nipples.


            “Oh, God,” she gasped out. Look away! The intense ache was too much. “What was that conversation about?” She didn’t mean to shout, but the question ripped from her as she jerked her gaze to the ground.


            “I am taking you to your new home,” he answered. “You will live with me and see to my every need. Will you come willingly?”


            “Hell, no.” Her eyes narrowed on her sandals as she fought the urge to face him again. “I’m staying here. Do you hear me? I’m staying!”


            He leaned down, his mouth teasing her ear. “I’m glad you said that, for now I get to carry you.” Without another word, he spun her around and hefted her onto his shoulder as if she weighed nothing more than a bag of feathers.


            “Idiot! Jackass! Moron!” She fought and kicked with all her might, and her knee slammed into his stomach. “Put me down. I’ll make you miserable. I’ll never stop fighting you. I won’t see to your needs.”


            “You, love, will make me a well-satisfied man,” he gritted out. “That I promise you.” He strode past the line of women.


            Even through her struggles, Shaye held her mom’s watery stare until the tent flap was swept aside and Valerian carried her into the night. At least her mom wouldn’t be forced to endure…whatever these men were going to make her and the others endure.


            The rest of the men fell into pace beside Valerian. The young, single women followed blithely, happily, behind them. From inside the tent, the sound of feminine sobs echoed. “Take me with you,” several called. “Please. I’m begging.”


            Shaye stilled. She rubbed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose. This is not happening. Surely this big, brawny, sinfully gorgeous warrior was not carrying her over his shoulder, striding toward the ocean, determined to take her to his home. Wherever that might be. What should she do? What could she do?


            Valerian hesitated for a moment, as did the others. “Beautiful,” he whispered, gazing at the velvety night sky, the pinpricks of starlight. “So beautiful.” He spoke in English—for her benefit? “Now that we have our women, we can enjoy the sights.”


            “The heavens seem to go on forever,” another said, awed. He, too, spoke in her native tongue, following Valerian’s lead.


            “I’d dreamed of this land, but never imagined such majesty.”


            “Are you sure we cannot stay here, my king? We could bring the rest of the army here and—”


            Valerian shook his head, and the silky tendrils of his hair brushed her bare back. She shivered. “I am sure,” he said. “Layel was very clear. To remain on the surface is to die on the surface. Let us tarry no longer.” He started forward, expecting everyone to follow. They did.


            “For the last time, put me down!” Shaye shouted. She slapped his butt. “Now!”


            He slapped her butt in return, then surprised and excited her by massaging away the sting. His hand lingered and savored the feel of her backside. If her grass skirt parted any more…


            She snarled low in her throat. Angry at him, angry at herself. Remaining cool and emotionless was not an option. “This is illegal. You’re going to get caught. Criminals always get caught. At your trial I’m going to request the death penalty.”


            “As long as I have tasted you, I can die a happy man.”


            “Is that supposed to make me shut up?” She beat her fists into his back, watching sand kick at his feet. The echo of churning waves filled her ears. “Is it supposed to make me happy that you’ve got me trussed up like a sack of potatoes? And why the hell are you walking toward the water?”


            “I told you. We are going to my home.” His gait easy, he stepped over several of the scuba-clad men who were still lying motionless on the beach.


            “Did you kill those men?” she demanded. “Who are they?”


            “They were waiting at the portal and attacked, so I did not stop to seek an introduction. And no, we did not kill them. We simply made them sleep.” Valerian entered the ocean. Cool waves lapped at his ankles…his knees…thighs. Salty droplets sprayed over her face, burning her eyes.


            A gasp slipped from her lips. “Stop! Stop this instant. Put me down.”


            He kept moving, sinking deeper and deeper into the water.


            “Idiot! What are you doing? You’re going to drown me.”


            “I will never allow harm to befall you, little moonbeam.” Still, he continued into the water. The other women followed merrily, each wearing a giddy smile. As if frolicking to their deaths was perfectly acceptable. Even fun.


            Wait. No, not every woman followed happily. The one with dark curls was fighting her captor, struggling for freedom.


            Shaye’s heart pounded in her chest, an erratic drumbeat. A war beat. “You’re going to kill us all, you overgrown G.I. Joe. You’re going—umph.” She swallowed a mouthful of salty water, and the next thing she knew, she was completely submerged. Her eyes burned. Her throat constricted. Hair floated around her face like strands of ivory ribbon.


            The idiot man kept his strong arms locked around her, one at the bend of her knees, one at the small of her back. His palms were hot, so hot, a startling contrast against the chilly liquid. Silver-white hair continued to dance around her. Colorful fish swam past her line of vision. She wanted to scream. Oh, how she wanted to scream. But every time she opened her mouth, she swallowed more water.


            Deeper, deeper he sank. She needed to breathe, damn it! Any minute her lungs were going to burst. Valerian was insane. A drowning murderer on a suicide mission.


            She fought against his hold with all her strength, kicking, beating, scratching. Finally the ocean became so deep he couldn’t remain upright. They tilted forward, and he began using his powerful legs to swim them even deeper. Deeper still.


            I’m going to die, she realized. Truly die. Terror beat through her. Already her lungs shrieked for air. There were so many things she wanted to do, and dying wasn’t one of them. She wanted to write a book, maybe a sappy romance where the heroine experienced the love Shaye had always denied herself. She wanted to get another tattoo, maybe a pretty flower this time. Her first tattoo, a skull and crossbones on her lower back, was something she’d gotten in an attempt to make her parents notice her.


            Her mom had definitely noticed and still mailed her tattoo-removal coupons every few weeks. The coupons amused her, actually made her feel liked—if not loved.


            Another thought tried to form, but her mind blanked, cutting it off and becoming as dark as the water. Breathe, she mentally shouted. Breathe before you pass out.


            Suddenly the water cleared, so glassy she could see as perfectly as if she were on land. Even the salt dissipated, soothing her irritated eyes. Valerian tugged her forward until they were eye-to-eye. Automatically she tried to push herself away from him, but he held tight.


            Maybe that was for the best. She didn’t want to lose her single connection with life. And right now, Valerian was her only solid anchor—psychotic though he was.


            Yes, at the moment he was both destroyer and savior.


            “Breathe,” she mouthed. Her body verged on spasming, on forcing her to attempt to suck in air. No matter that water still surrounded her.


            “Soon,” he, too, mouthed. He motioned with his head, and she squelched her panic enough to turn and look. Her eyes widened when she saw the swirling, gelatinous whirlpool looming ahead. What the hell was that thing? And why was Valerian swimming straight into it?


            Had to…stop him. With a shaky arm, she reached out to block his forward momentum. Her fingertip brushed the whirlpool. Instantly the aquatic world crumbled into dark nothingness, an abyss welcoming her with open arms. A thousand screams ripped through her ears, violent, intense. Needles jabbed at her every pore, the pain nearly too much to bear.


            A stream of bright light erupted and whizzed past her, then disappeared altogether. Wind gusted, spinning her round and round. Where was Valerian? He, too, had disappeared. Dizziness consumed her as she continued to twirl. Alone. Frightened. No end in sight.


            Falling…falling…

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            “I’VE GOT YOU, MOON.”


            Strong arms wrapped around Shaye’s waist, and she gratefully buried her face in the hollow of Valerian’s neck. In that moment she didn’t care who was holding her, she was simply happy that someone was. She even wrapped her legs around his waist, strengthening her grip on him. She could finally breathe, she just couldn’t stop falling.


            “Don’t let go,” she cried.


            “Never.”


            She’d never held on to anyone with such force, such need. That Valerian held on to her just as tightly was…comforting, something she’d craved for many years before convincing herself she didn’t need or want such a thing. And she would believe it again—tomorrow.


            They were spinning faster and faster, left and right, tumbling toward the unknown. Nausea churned in her stomach. She didn’t understand what was happening; she only knew the water had disappeared as if it had never been, leaving only this spiraling black tunnel that stretched for eternity.


            “Valerian,” she panted. “What’s happening?”


            “Don’t worry, love. It will be over in a moment.”


            Did he speak of death?


            Zipping lights once again blazed past her ears, firefly flickers extinguished all too soon and replaced by that thick, oppressive darkness. The bevy of screams increased in volume and shattered her fragile hold on calm. No. No! Her temples hammered with a sharp ache. Her blood froze, yet sweat beaded over her skin. Fear clutched her in a painful grip.


            As a little girl, her favorite fairytale had been Alice in Wonderland. Over and over she’d read about Alice falling down the rabbit hole, and had wanted to fall into that hole herself. Not now. Now that she felt like Alice, plummeting into the unfamiliar, she didn’t like it.


            Alice had landed in a whole new world—and that thought scared Shaye more than never landing at all.


            “I’m not sure…how much more…I can take,” she gasped out.


            Then, suddenly, Valerian hit a solid foundation. His knees bent, absorbing the impact, and the vibration trembled through her. His arms tightened around her waist, holding her up with his determined strength.


            “Take a moment to breathe.” He slid her down his body inch by gradual inch. “Breathe for me, love. I don’t feel your chest moving.”


            In. Out. Air filled and left her lungs. In. Out. Surprisingly, she did calm. She could smell his scent, salty, sultry. Could feel his heat, his strength.


            “Good, good. But you are pale,” Valerian said, a hint of concern in his voice.


            “I’m always pale,” she muttered. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut, she realized, slowly forcing them to open.


            They had entered a cave. She gulped. How had they entered a cave? The walls were bleak and rocky, silver stones splashed with crimson. A metallic tang layered the cold, cold air, and that cold, cold air continued to wrap around Shaye’s soaked, nearly bare body, chasing away Valerian’s warmth. That frigid breeze ruffled her wet skirt and hair, and she shivered.


            She slowly turned, taking in every detail. One by one, the other warriors were walking out of a clear, jellylike pool that swirled mysteriously. They were clasping as many frightened, trembling women as they could hold. Mist curled all around them and drifted to the ceiling. The entire scene was like something found in a movie. Where am I?


            Trembling, Shaye faced her captor once again. Her gaze traveled over him, starting at his booted feet, moving up his muscled legs, skipping over his male…parts to his chest. Droplets of water trickled over his tiny brown nipples, through his silver nipple ring, and pooled in his navel. He had no chest hair; not a strand dared mar his perfection. Rope after rope of tantalizing muscle banded his bronzed stomach.


            How could one person be so utterly flawless?


            Up her gaze went again, finally hitting his face. His savagely, amazingly perfect face. Perfect sandy brows, perfect crystalline eyes, perfect nose. Perfect lips, lush and pink. Of course, he now sported bruises under his eyes because she’d punched him in the nose. Even with the bruises, however, he was the most sensually erotic creature she’d ever seen. He wore confidence like a cloak; he radiated primal ferocity.


            Reaching up, he gently traced his fingertips over her forehead, nose and chin, wiping away the water. She wanted to pull away, but couldn’t summon the strength. His touch reverberated through her like a live wire. Hot. Scorching.


            “Welcome to your new home, little moonbeam.” Desire coated his words—as if he had felt the sparks, as well. “Welcome to Atlantis.”


            Atlantis. She blinked once, twice. Atlantis…the city buried under the ocean? Like the ocean she’d just exited? Her mouth went dry. No way. No damn way. “Please tell me you meant to say Atlanta, as in Georgia, and your accent screwed it up.”


            His brow puckered. “I know not this Georgia. You heard me correctly. You have entered Atlantis, city of the gods’ finest creations. Home to nymphs, vampires, demons and many others that do not bear mentioning, for they are unimportant.”


            No, no, no. Hell, no. She shook her head, her mind valiantly trying to discredit such an explanation. Atlantis was a myth. It couldn’t possibly be real. The creatures he’d named were also myths. They, too, couldn’t possibly be real. For God’s sake, vampires? Demons? In nightmares, perhaps, but not reality.


            Welcome to Wonderland, Alice.


            No, no, no, she thought again. There had to be another explanation. And yet…she could think of nothing else. She’d entered the sea, fallen into a dark tunnel, and now stood in a cave. A cave found below the water, not above it.


            Atlantis whispered across her mind. She gulped, tightening her hold on disbelief, unwilling to relinquish it even for a moment. To do so meant accepting the craziness of Valerian’s claim—the claim of a deranged kidnapper.


            “So I drowned, and I’m in hell.” Eyes slitted, she tilted her chin stubbornly. “Obviously, you’re the devil.”


            “We shall see. Men,” Valerian called, a harsh growl. His penetrating stare never left her face. “Take the women and gather the rest of my army in the dining hall. The choosing will soon begin.”


            With an air of eager anticipation, the warriors leapt into action. One of them tried to grab her arm, but Valerian stopped him with a feral, “I will bring this one,” even as she slapped at the offender’s hand.


            “As you wish, my king.”


            King? King! They pounded up a coarse, wooden staircase, the women close on their heels. Most of the men were grinning and clapping each other on the back. “Who will you choose?” she heard one of them say. Another responded with a hearty, “I want the redhead. Her breasts are…” Their chatter faded away.


            A single man remained behind. Or perhaps he’d been waiting here in the cave. He wasn’t wet like everyone else. He wore a white shirt with a deep V-neck that almost reached his navel and tight black pants.


            Valerian finally released her from his stare and turned to the remaining warrior. “How are the prisoners?” he asked.


            Prisoners? Shaye’s eyes widened, and she clutched at her throat. Dear God.


            The man gave a brusque answer in that odd language she’d heard Valerian use earlier, but Valerian shook his head. “Speak in the human tongue.”


            “Alive,” the man said with a frown.


            Wait. Human tongue? What did that make Valerian’s dialect? Inhuman?


            “Have they given you any trouble?” Valerian asked.


            “None at all, my king.”


            “Very good. Continue to see to their needs.” He waved in dismissal, scowled, then called the man back. “Has there been any word about our females?”


            “None.”


            “Very well,” he said, his disappointment clear. “On with you.”


            The man nodded and clomped off, his boots beating into the rocky ground.


            “What prisoners?” Shaye found herself asking on a trembling breath.


            “Beasts. Killers.” He turned toward her and she was once again hit by the full majesty of him. Icy air at her back, pure heat in front. “Do not fear, for they will not be allowed near you. Some are to be a present to my friend, Layel, and some are to be used to bargain.”


            How ominous both plans sounded. What did the man have planned for her, then? Was she to be a present for one of his friends? Was she to be used as a bargaining tool?


            He watched her with a frighteningly possessive intensity. The water in his hair was already drying, lightening the locks to a rich, honey gold. Several of those amber strands fell over his forehead and trickled tiny, lingering droplets onto his cheeks.


            “I see the disbelief in your beautiful eyes,” he said, leaning one shoulder against the jagged silver wall, “and I will do my best to prove my claim that this is Atlantis. The faster you accept the truth, the faster you will accept me.”


            Before she could respond, he reached out and applied pressure to the boulder behind her. His hand brushed her bare skin, shooting those electric shocks through her blood. She twisted, seeing one of the huge rocks embedded in the wall slide backward and sink deeply. As it descended, a secret doorway revealed itself. Rocks creaked and grumbled as they parted. Inch by inch, smooth, glassy crystal was exposed.


            Her mouth fell open in an imitation of the doorway. Unbidden, her feet walked her to the edge. Water swirled behind the enclosure, and sand swayed at the sea’s bottom. Pink coral and multicolored fish danced a lazy waltz. Emerald plants rose proudly.


            “That’s the bottom of the ocean,” she said, awed and shocked. “That’s the freaking bottom of the ocean.”


            “I know. I discovered this wall only a few days ago and have spent many hours down here. Breathtaking, isn’t it?”


            A gentle hum echoed in her ears when she flattened her palm against the crystal. The coolness and vibrations of the water assured her this was no hallucination. My God. Atlantis. As she peered out, trying to come to grips with what she was seeing, a gorgeous, dark-haired woman swam up to the crystal. No, not a woman. Shaye’s brow furrowed in shock. A mermaid. A bare-chested, tail-wagging mermaid.


            Curiosity gleamed in its—her—green eyes. She stretched out a dainty arm and placed her hand exactly where Shaye’s rested. Gasping, Shaye jerked away. Shock pounded through her, and her hand fell to her side. Her mouth dried. Her knees shook. The creature frowned…until her gaze latched on Valerian. She smiled, pleasure gleaming in her eyes, and waved.


            “You know her?” Shaye managed.


            He nodded, but didn’t elaborate.


            The woman…mermaid…whatever, had the face of an angel, innocent and more lovely than a long-awaited sunrise. Long black hair curled around her delicate shoulders and lush breasts. Her tail shone like spun glass, an irradiance of violets, yellows, greens and pinks, each scale a kaleidoscope of colors. Naked desire adorned her features as she stared at Valerian.


            “Do you believe me now?” he asked.


            “Yes.” The admission left Shaye on a ragged breath. Part of her wanted to sink to the twig-laden floor, curl into a ball and cry. I’ve been abducted by an Atlantean and carted to a city under the sea. The other part of her wanted to—she didn’t know what.


            Another mermaid joined the brunette, a symphony of curves and colors, pressing herself against the crystal and smiling seductively at Valerian. Passion glazed her amethyst eyes. Shaye had no doubt what the two women were thinking: three-way.


            “You said this is the home of the gods’ finest creations,” she said softly. Without facing him, she asked, “What kind of creature are you?” He’d already mentioned that he wasn’t human.


            “I am a nymph.” His tone reeked of pride. “The nymph, actually. King of my people. Leader. Warrior.” He hesitated. “Lover.”


            A nymph. Another so-called myth. A sexual being. Seductive. Irresistible. Able to give pleasure with a glance, a word. Beauty personified. Valerian fit the description perfectly, and that frightened her so much more than if he’d said he was a soul-sucking demon from the deepest depths of hell.


            “I thought nymphs were…” Obsessed with sex—check. Continuously naked—close. Willing to sleep with anything that moved—probably. “Female,” she ended lamely.


            He snorted and stepped closer to her. “There are females, yes, but mostly we are males.”


            God, she had to get out of there. His nearness disturbed her sense of peace and reduced her to a trembling, sex-starved hormone. Already her nipples had hardened. Her stomach quivered. “Take me home, Valerian. I don’t belong here.”


            He didn’t reply. The wall began to close, gradually shutting out the view of water, gradually shutting out the now infuriated mermaids banging on the crystal. Shaye covered her mouth with a shaky hand. “Please take me home.”


            “Love, this is your home now. I swear to you, you will soon come to adore it as I do.”


            How beguiling he sounded. His husky tone promised endless nights of passion and days of wild abandon.


            Resist. Flee. More than ever, she needed the safety of numbness. She squared her shoulders and raised her chin. She would feel nothing for this man; she would be rude, completely unlikable. Sometimes that was the only way to keep someone at a distance. “I’m going home,” she said, determined. “With or without your permission.”


            Before he had time to respond, she jolted into motion and sprinted toward the whirlpool. Her sandals dug into rocks and twigs. Breath caught in her throat, burning, urging her on. Almost there…just another step…


            Valerian grabbed her by the arm and twirled her around.


            “No!” she shouted, kicking backward.


            “If you enter the portal without me, you will die.” The words held an unmistakable edge of fury. His hand tightened on her. “You will never be able to swim the length of the water alone. Do you understand? You will die out there, your body nothing more than nourishment for the fish.”


            She stilled, the blood chilling in her veins. The water…how could she have forgotten the water? As if he’d shackled her wrists and ankles to the wall, she was trapped. Leave and die. Stay and…what? It didn’t matter, really. Living here held no appeal—not when she had King Pleasure to contend with.


            “You can swim the distance,” she said, using her haughtiest tone. “I command you to take me home.”


            “It is my greatest pleasure to give you anything and everything you request, but I cannot give you that. Anything else you desire will be yours.” He released his grip on her arm and traced his fingertip along her collarbone. “One day soon I hope it will be me that you desire.”


            Red alert, red alert. She had to get away from him, had to escape that tempting wish. How? Where could she go?


            “At least tell me your name,” he cajoled.


            “Up yours.” The words emerged breathless, rather than insulting as she’d intended. Exquisite fire trailed the same path as his fingers, then journeyed the length of her spine. Dangerous.


            A heavy pause stretched between them. All the while, Valerian radiated a sense of amusement, sadness and anger. Sadness? She frowned. Surely not. Hulking he-man warriors were never sad. Were they?


            His arm curved around her waist, an impenetrable force. “Come then, Up Yours, and I will show you the palace.” He ushered her up that long, winding staircase, coarse and crudely built.


            Not knowing what else to do, she followed without protest. Really, what could she say? Leave me in this cold, dank cave to rot? God, what kind of nightmare had she entered? Every second that passed became more surreal and damning than the last.


            There had to be another way home; she had only to find it. Shaye studied the markings on the wall. The higher she stepped, the less jagged the rocks became. They appeared to be dusted with glitter, sparkling and inviting her to touch. Unable to resist, she brushed her fingertip over the smooth surface.


            Valerian stopped abruptly. She bumped into his back and gasped at the fiery, full-body contact. As she hastily backed away, he spun around and faced her. He pushed her against the cold wall, his frown fierce, his turquoise eyes gleaming with purpose.


            “Close your eyes,” he commanded.


            His imposing stance didn’t frighten her. No, she struggled against a surge of excitement. Heady, blissful excitement. “Hell, no,” she said.


            “That was not a request, love. That was a demand.”


            “You should have taken me home when you had the chance. I’ll never do anything you say. I told you that before.”


            One of his brows arched. “Keep your eyes open, then.”


            She smirked. “Nice try.”


            He pushed out a frustrated breath. “I do not want you to know the way back to the portal. Do not force me to blindfold you.”


            “Force you? Please.” Her smirk became a glare. “I seriously doubt I could force you to do anything you didn’t already want to do. The same holds true for me. I don’t like you, I don’t trust you and you’ll never be able to bend me to your will.”


            “I could have lied to you.” As he spoke, he closed the small distance between them, crowding her, eating up her personal space. But he didn’t touch her. No, he left her craving it. “I could have told you that you would go blind if you looked at the rocks. You would not have known the difference. But there will be only truth between us. No matter how harsh, I will always tell you the truth.”


            Her defiance drained, and fear claimed center stage—past the kernels of desire fighting for life. His tone was so final. He truly expected her to remain here. He truly expected her to obey him. To trust him.


            Valerian had said before that he and his men wanted her and the others for their bodies. Translation: sex. Were they to be sex slaves? Was she to be Valerian’s slave? Shaye’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits. She’d die first—and kill every male within reach in the process. She’d spent her childhood a slave to her parents’ edicts. Kiss your new daddy, Shaye. Give that woman my phone number, Shaye. Don’t you dare use profanity, Shaye.


            She’d fought hard for her independence and would relinquish it to no one.


            “Did the other women have to close their eyes?” she asked.


            He ran his tongue over his teeth. “No.”


            “Well, there’s your answer.”


            He leaned his face close to hers, cutting away the remaining distance inch by precious inch. His warm breath caressed her face, but still he didn’t touch her. His male scent wafted deliciously. “Unlike you, the others will not try to escape.”


            “I don’t know about that. The one with the curly black hair didn’t look happy to be here.”


            Something dark settled over his expression.


            Don’t infuriate the man. No telling what he’ll do. “What if I promise not to try and escape?” She didn’t plan to try, she planned to succeed.


            “I would laugh at such a blatant untruth and then scold you for lying to your man.”


            “You are not my man!”


            “Not yet.” But I will be echoed between them, unsaid, yet powerful nonetheless.


            “Not ever,” she said through clenched teeth.


            His brow puckered, confusion settling over his beautiful features. “You continue to amaze me. How are you able to resist me with such fervor?”


            Was she resisting him? She didn’t know. She’d never felt so…needy. Even now, when defiance beat hard fists through her, her heart pounded, her skin stretched too tight. His heat slithered over her, inside her, shattering and chipping away at the ice she prized. Her nipples still reached for him. Her legs parted slightly, inviting an intimate glide, a hard press. Just…inviting.


            His nostrils flared as if he sensed her growing arousal. If he moved another inch, he’d mesh himself fully against her. Finally. Part of her screamed in protest, part of her trembled in welcome.


            “I want to touch you and kiss you, love, and feel—”


            “No!” she shouted. “No kissing. No touching. And for God’s sake, stop calling me ‘love.’” But, oh, the thought of his lips feasting on hers was heady. “I don’t know you, and like I said, I damn sure don’t like you. You abducted me. You deserve jail time, not a make-out session.”


            “I can make you like me.” He braced his palms on each side of her head, trapping her in a hard, muscled circle, touching her hair but not her skin. “Oh, I can make you.”


            The truth of his claim shimmered between them unmercifully. Because deep down, she admitted that with every second that passed, she liked him more. She wanted him more. Wanted that skin-to-skin contact he was denying her. Was he doing it on purpose? Making her desperate for something she couldn’t have?


            Idiot! Shaye didn’t need a lot of experience with men to know she dangled on a precarious edge. If he pushed, she would crumble. She would take the momentary pleasure he offered and be glad for it. But in the taking, she would be no better than the others, forgetting his atrocious crime and throwing herself at his sexy feet.


            She’d be one of those pathetic creatures who did anything for pleasure, everything for love. Just like her mom.


            Make him despise you. Hurt him. Now! Determined, she jerked up her knee. He anticipated the action and jumped backward, out of striking distance. His mouth thinned and firmed.


            “I warn you now.” He met her gaze, otherworldly blue against plain brown. Determination against determination. “Fight me if you must, but do not attempt escape. I will punish you, have no doubt.”


            She forced herself to snort. “I haven’t begun to fight. And what the hell do you mean, you’ll punish me?” The fury she didn’t have to force. It increased with every word she uttered. “A little while ago you said you could never hurt me.”


            “There are ways to punish a woman that will not physically hurt her.”


            “And I bet you know every one of them, you sick pervert.”


            He released a long, frustrated sigh. “We have not the time to fight right now. Come. I will show you Atlantis before we meet with the others.” Reaching out, he offered her his hand.


            She stared at his blunt-tipped fingers, at the calluses and scars slashed across his palm, a contrast to his perfect beauty. As she stared, her anger drained. Total strength lay there, dormant now, but ready to kill at any moment. Except…he could have crushed her with those hands at any time. He’d shown her nothing but gentleness.


            Foolish woman, she chided, placing her hand in his. Of course he hasn’t hurt you. He needs a healthy sex slave. His fingers intertwined with hers. At the moment of contact, dark, erotic pulses tingled through her. They’d touched before, and each time had elicited sparks. But this time…it was more intense. A deeper awareness in this skin-to-skin contact she’d wanted so badly but hadn’t wanted to want. Gasping, she tried to tug away from him, to sever the connection. He held tight.


            “Mine,” he said.


            She bit the inside of her cheek against the pleasure that one declaration wrought. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t understand you.”


            “You will. In time.”


            The dire words—warning? promise?—rang in her head as she climbed the rest of the wooden stairs. At the top, two gleaming crystal doors were held open by giant rubies. Jeweled doorstops?


            Curiosity got the better of her. “Why do you have the entrance propped open like that?”


            “A dragon medallion is needed to open and close the doorways, and I do not wish to wear anything belonging to a dragon.” He spat the word dragon as if it was a foul curse.


            What kind of response could she offer to that?


            He tossed a frown over his shoulder. “And you had better not try to search for a medallion. If you do, you will be punished.”


            “Will I be punished for breathing?” she snapped. He seemed to be looking for an excuse to punish her.


            “If it is done in the direction of another man, yes.” The warning was serious, though the tone lacked true heat.


            “Pig.”


            “Lover.”


            “Bastard.”


            He flicked another glance over his shoulder. This time his lips were curled in a wicked half smile, and knowing intent sizzled in his eyes like blue fire. “Say that while we’re naked. I dare you.”


            She gulped and tore her attention away from him. A smart woman would have been memorizing her surroundings for possible escape routes instead of antagonizing (aka drooling over) her captor.


            Shaye forced herself to act like a smart woman. Down a long, winding hallway they strode, the walls jagged once again and completely barren, offering no distinguishing marks to help her find her way back. They turned left. Left again. Right. Left. Right. They bypassed several open doorways, but they moved so quickly she had no chance to peek inside. The sound of their footsteps echoed throughout the hall.


            “Where are we going?” she asked.


            “My bedchamber.”


            “Your what?” Mouth opening and closing, she dug her sandy, squishy sandals into the marble floor. “Hell, no. Hell. No.”


            He could have dragged her along, but he stopped and faced her. His luscious mouth twitched in amusement. “We will not make love tonight unless you beg me for it. Does that appease this sudden fear you have of my room?”


            “No,” she gritted out.


            “I wish only to show you the Outer City from my window.” He sighed another of those long, drawn-out exhalations. “Unfortunately there is not time for anything more.”


            Glaring, she anchored her hands on her hips. “You’re lying. Your kind always has time for sex.”


            “My kind?” The smile quickly faded from his face. “By that I hope you mean the honest kind. I vowed never to lie to you, and I will not. My honor demands nothing less. I said I will not touch you tonight until you beg for it, so that is the way it will be.”


            Shaye didn’t allow his fervent vow to sway her. Even if he kept his word and kept his hands to himself, they would be near a bed. Most likely a decadent, made-for-sin bed. What if she saw it, lost her will to resist, and made a pass at him? “Your honor doesn’t mean shit to me. I’m not going to your bedroom.”


            A muscle ticked in his jaw. An inferno blazed in his eyes, a churning tempest of blues. From cerulean to azure to the palest violet. “Very well,” he said, each syllable precise. “We will not steal a moment for ourselves. We will join the others. I can only hope your prudish nature will prevent my men from choosing you.”


            “Choosing me for what?” she bit out, ignoring the “prudish” comment. She suspected the answer, and she almost screamed when it came.


            His brows arched, and his lips dipped downward. “For their bedmate, of course.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX


            
              
            

          


          
            VALERIAN HAD TO CARRY his intended mate to the dining hall. Something he enjoyed immensely, even though she kicked and shouted profanities the entire way. Her breasts pressed into his back, her legs draped over his stomach.


            He grinned. Oh, but he liked this woman’s spirit. How amusing she was. He only wished he knew her name. Up Yours, indeed. She refused to tell him the truth, and that he didn’t like. He hadn’t cared before, with other women, but knowing this one’s name seemed necessary for his survival.


            “I will not be your sex slave, and I will not be your army’s sex slave. Do you understand me? I won’t!”


            No, she would be his lover. His mate. His. And only his. Earlier he had seen the way his men glanced at her, the way their gazes had trailed over the curve of her waist, awaiting glimpses of the pale skin beneath her grass skirt.


            Perhaps he would not keep her dressed that way, as he’d first thought. Perhaps he would drape her in thick, dark cloth from head to toe. As it was, one of his warriors would probably try to select her. What man could resist the fire burning beneath the cool facade, begging for release?


            Valerian would kill before he allowed another man to have her.


            He’d told her that his honor would not allow him to lie, but really, honor meant nothing in the face of losing her. He’d lie, he’d cheat, he’d do whatever was necessary to ensure that no other man tried to claim her.


            As he turned a corner, Valerian wished the little moonbeam would have let him take her to his room. He would have shown her the city view as promised, yes, but he also would have utilized the stolen time to the fullest. He would have tempted and tantalized her until she thought only of him. A forbidden caress, a lingering, heated glance. His men would have seen how much she desired him, only him, and would have been less inclined to choose her.


            Now he would have to think of something else.


            “Take me back to the beach,” she said, beating her fists against his buttocks. “Right now, damn it! I’m through playing nice. Do you hear me?”


            “I am not sure how many different ways I can tell you that this is your home and you are staying here forever.” Perhaps it was best they hadn’t gone to his room. Now he could get the selection process over with. Now he could prove she belonged to him. Now his men could concentrate on their chosen.


            He, of course, could then concentrate on…Up Yours. “What is your name?” he asked. While her continued defiance was amusing, it was also frustrating.


            “When the cops hear about this you’ll…you’ll…this is kidnapping, you bastard.”


            That she didn’t want him and would have been happiest if he’d left her on the surface world was as humbling as it was shocking. “You are frightened,” he rationalized. “I am sorry for that.”


            “Frightened? Ha! I’m pissed.”


            Despite her denial, he knew she was scared. Her heartbeat drummed erratically against his back, and he could feel the shallow exhalations of her breath against his skin. She fought the emotion, however, showing only fury. His admiration for her increased.


            Gods, he wanted—nay, needed—her. To kiss her. To know the taste of her tongue. He’d come close to kissing her in the cave. But one touch of her sweet little tongue, and he would not have been able to stop. One touch and he would have needed a second and a third. He knew it. He would have spread her legs, laved his tongue through her heat, then pounded inside her to the hilt. So deep she would only have been able to gasp his name.


            He knew women and knew this one would be violent with her passions. Look at the way she reacted to anger and fear, like a hissing, scratching wildcat. Her sexual desire would be no different. Once she unleashed her inner fire, she would erupt into flames, burning her lover to sated ashes.


            That passion belonged to him, he mused darkly.


            Frowning, he came to a halt. “Will you attack any man who attempts to claim you?” With a gentle tug, he moved her body down his. Slowly, so slowly. Their naked stomachs brushed, and she sucked in a breath. His muscles jumped in excited reaction.


            She might deny it, but she was aware of him in a very sexual way.


            “Will you attack them?” he repeated. He’d plant the suggestion in her mind, if necessary.


            “Damn right I will.” Her eyes glared amber fire at him, daring him to contradict her or threaten to punish her. “I’ll fight to the death. Their deaths.”


            As if he would punish her for something he wanted desperately. His lips edged into a contented smile. Since he could not make her admit her desire for him—yet—this was the next best thing.


            Get this over with. Urgency filling him, he intertwined their fingers and pulled her behind him. They quickly bypassed the training arena, as well as the kitchens. “Do you like the palace?” he asked before she could begin protesting again. See the beauty, he silently commanded. Sconces decorated the walls, flames flickering inside and illuminating the path.


            Her eyes locked on the murals, murals so vivid they almost looked alive. Sensual multihued scenes, all, where naked men, women and creatures of every race writhed in different stages of orgasm. He and his men had painted the scenes to make the palace theirs, not the dragons’.


            Nymphs were natural wanderers, flittering from one location to the other, always searching for the next sexual conquest. They’d never cared where they resided. But Valerian had grown weary of that type of existence. He’d wanted more for himself, more for his people. He could not pinpoint exactly what had made him feel this way; he only knew that a sense of restlessness had been growing inside of him for months and that the thought of wandering had no longer held any appeal.


            When he learned a mere hatchling of a dragon had been left in charge of this palace, he’d decided to take it. Quickly. Easily.


            And so he had.


            He did not regret the decision. Once he’d entered the palace, his restlessness had been replaced by rightness. Valerian tilted his head as a thought occurred to him. Perhaps he needed to take the woman at his side the same way he’d taken the dragon palace. With cunning. With precision. With an absolute lack of mercy.


            Oh, yes. Slowly his lips lifted in a grin. She would soon find herself on the receiving end of a full-scale, irresistible attack. He could hardly wait to begin.


            “Do you like the palace?” he asked again.


            She hesitated before saying, “I’ll be honest. Your home…the walls, remind me of you.”


            Our home, little moonbeam, our home. “Thank you.”


            Frowning, she slapped at his hand, trying to force him to release his hold. “That wasn’t a compliment.”


            “Being told pictures of sex make you think of me is not a compliment?”


            Her mouth fell open, but she snapped it closed. “That’s not how I meant it, and you know it.”


            He chuckled. “Deny it all you want, but every time you look at me you think of naked flesh and writhing pleasure.”


            “Don’t forget the gag and rope,” she growled. “Let me go.”


            “I like the sound of the rope.”


            “You would, you dirty pervert.”


            The air was heavy with anticipation and excitement as he stepped into the dining hall. Up Yours stilled, gasped. He stopped and wrapped an arm around her waist. For once, she didn’t protest. Didn’t fight. Shock probably held her captive.


            “We have arrived,” he announced. A contingent of warriors lined one side of the room. A sweet-smelling cluster of females lined the other. And a large wooden table etched with fierce dragon heads separated them.


            He’d meant to destroy the table, for he wanted no dragon possession in his home. But he’d found no other table large enough for his men.


            Perhaps he’d keep it and love his woman on it.


            The walls were plain onyx and ivory. Before, sapphires and emeralds, diamonds and rubies had glittered from the wide expanse, but they had been removed by human soldiers months ago. Those humans had been slaughtered by dragons, providing the opportunity Valerian needed to sneak his men inside and conquer.


            Usually nymphs only attacked when provoked, keeping their bestial natures under strict control. Yet dragons were enemy to the only ally they possessed: the vampires. Unlike every other race in Atlantis, the vampires did not curse the nymphs for their power over women; they did not seethe with jealousy. Layel, the king, found it amusing.


            Wiggling at Valerian’s side, his mate said, “I’m not placing myself on the menu of this—this smorgasbord.” Her elbow slammed into his stomach, almost knocking the air from his lungs.


            “Be still, woman.”


            “Die, bastard.”


            His men watched them with varying expressions of horror. He’d taught each of them the surface language, for he believed knowledge equaled power, so they knew exactly what the little moonbeam had said to him. Women simply did not act that way. Not with Valerian, at least. Women loved and worshipped him. They fought for his notice. They begged for his touch.


            They did not command him to die!


            He was not embarrassed by this display, however. No, he was elated. If Valerian, the most desired of the nymphs, failed to woo her, his men would know that they were destined to fail with her, as well. And by choosing her and failing, they would be forced to sleep alone this night, something they would hope to avoid. For right now, they wanted sex. Not love, not a mate. Just sex.


            Valerian had to force himself to frown when he tapped her bottom, knowing it would encourage her antics all the more.


            She screeched. “Did you just spank me? Tell me you didn’t just spank me, Valerian, before I introduce your nose to my fist. Again.”


            Ah, he loved hearing his name from her soft, pink lips. Because her face was so pale, the color of her lips stood out like a beacon, lush and begging to be sampled.


            “I’m waiting,” she growled.


            “No. You’re beautiful.”


            At first her expression softened and he was given a glimpse of a sweet and vulnerable female. He almost kissed her, unable to help himself. Then fury sparked in her eyes, driving away the heart-melting image. “Don’t talk to me like that. I don’t like it.”


            He blinked. She would rather he utter mean things? Interesting. Confusing and odd, as well, but something to ponder. Why would a woman want such a thing? Was it a defense against him?


            “My king,” Broderick prompted. “We are ready. We have instructed the women to remain in line until they are chosen.”


            A quick count revealed more men than women. “My elite will pick first,” Valerian said. They had fought in more wars, were stronger, faster, and needed sex more than an average solider.


            The elite cheered. The others groaned in disappointment.


            “Stay quiet,” he said to his woman, knowing very well she would do the opposite. “And stay in this line. My men need a good look at you.”


            To his utter delight, she retorted, “Like hell. No matter how eager everyone else might be, I will not quietly accept this T-and-A pageant. I will not passively stand here.”


            Except…she didn’t bolt. No, she pressed into his side, allowing him to surround her with his strength, though she still wouldn’t face him. Her shoulder brushed his chest, and several strands of her silky hair caught in his nipple loop. He could hear the erratic beat of her heart, could feel the warmth of her soft, soft skin.


            He splayed his fingers over her rib cage, and she shivered.


            He had to see her face, had to see what emotions lingered there. Helpless, he cupped her chin and forced her to look at him. Their gazes clashed and held. The rest of the world faded away, as it always seemed to do when he looked at her. Her eyes were dark velvet, rich and warm, absolutely riveting in her pale face.


            “What is your name?” he found himself asking again.


            “There’s no reason for you to know,” she said breathlessly. She licked her lips, then ran the plump bottom between her teeth. His cock jumped in reaction. “I’m leaving soon. Very soon.”


            As if he would ever allow this delicious morsel to leave him. “If I promise to help you drive these men away,” he whispered, “will you tell me?”


            “I—maybe.” Her eyelids slitted, and the length of her lashes cast spiky shadows over her cheeks. “Why would you help me?”


            Why indeed. The answer should be obvious to her. “I want to keep you for myself.” He stated the words as baldly as possible, smiling slowly, eagerly. He needed an extreme reaction from her. Anything to appall his men further.


            As he’d hoped, she began struggling against him. “I am not a piece of meat. This is not a buffet. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


            Valerian forced himself to sigh. “If you will not remain in line, I will be obligated to hold you here.” A wave of triumph swept through him. Things were working out just as he’d hoped. “Broderick,” he called.


            “Yes, my king.” Broderick stepped forward, his color high.


            “As second-in-command and leader of the elite, you may have first choice.” Valerian loosened his hold on his captive so that her movements were more obvious. She squirmed all the harder, her pants and grunts filling the air. The actions, the sounds, aroused him.


            Broderick grinned and approached the females, starting at the far end. Feminine twitters and purrs echoed throughout the spacious enclosure. “Pick me, pick me,” erupted.


            Relishing his role, the warrior slowly edged his way down the line, stopping here and there to unzip a woman’s dress and peek at her breasts. For a joyous few, he also sampled a taste of their nipples. Unfortunately, he had not made his selection by the time he reached the little moonbeam, and he studied her with desire in his emerald eyes.


            Valerian’s jaw clenched. Mine, he thought again, tightening his grip.


            Broderick reached out to part the woman’s grass skirt.


            “I’m Shaye,” she said in a rush, the words almost a screech. “My name is Shaye Octavia Holling.”


            Valerian knew immediately what she wanted from him. I’ll help you drive the men away if you tell me your name, he’d promised her. Promised Shaye. Shaye. He rolled the name over his tongue, savoring. Relishing. The name fit her. Seemingly cool, aloof, yet utterly sensual.


            “Kick him,” he breathed into her ear. “Hard.”


            She did so without hesitation, bringing up her leg and slamming her foot into Broderick’s stomach. The stunned warrior propelled backward, tripped over his own feet and tumbled to the ground. The rest of the army burst into gales of laughter. Broderick popped to a stand, frowning at Shaye in confusion.


            Valerian bit back a grin. His second-in-command quickly selected a pretty, sedate brunette. They rushed from the dining hall without a backward glance. One down…


            “Dorian.” Valerian nodded to the black-haired man, whose muscled body emitted a palpable air of eagerness. “You are next.” To Shaye—ah, he couldn’t get enough of her name, as delicate and lovely as the woman herself—he whispered, “When he approaches you, ignore him. Do not even look at him.”


            “Are you sure?” Shaye couldn’t believe she was relying on Valerian to get her out of this mess. He was the one responsible for it! But she could think of no alternative. Letting one of these barbarians “claim” her, then drag her away and do God knows what to her, held no appeal. “Won’t ignoring him bring out all his caveman instincts?”


            “Not with this man.” He sounded amused.


            Dorian had onyx hair and irises so blue they rivaled the ocean in purity. His mouthwatering beauty was something out of a fairy tale. Somehow, his features were even more perfect than Valerian’s. He didn’t make her ache, however. He didn’t fill her mind with X-rated images of naked, straining bodies.


            Shaye’s stomach churned with nervousness as the man followed Broderick’s example and considered every woman in line. He looked, he tasted, he enjoyed a little too much. Shaye was offended for the women. How dare he treat them so casually? It didn’t matter that they seemed to love it. Didn’t matter that they asked for more.


            When he reached her, he remained out of striking distance and crossed his arms over his massive chest. He studied her, his intense gaze lingering on her every curve. Several seconds ticked by and Valerian stiffened.


            “Remove the shells,” Dorian finally said. “I would see your breasts.”


            Ignore him had been Valerian’s advice. She turned her chin away from Dorian and studied her cuticles. If he tried to remove the bra himself, he’d walk away with a bloody stump in place of his hand.


            “Did you not hear me, woman? I said, remove the shells.”


            She yawned—a nearly impossible feat. With Valerian’s strong arms banded around her, she was foolishly turned on. Not bored. Despite every other emotion—fear, anger, affront—her desire had remained. Grown. She didn’t feel like her normal self around the vain, egotistical giant. She felt like a sexual being whose only purpose was pleasure. Giving and receiving it.


            Why had she not felt this way on any of the dates she’d gone on? Why now? Why this man?


            Dorian expelled a frustrated breath. He tangled a hand through his silky hair and eyed his boss. “Valerian, make her look at me.”


            Valerian lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “I cannot force her eyes to you.”


            “But—”


            “Is she the one you want or not?” The words lashed from him, abrupt, harsh. Filled with impatience. “The others are waiting for their turn.”


            A scowl darkened Dorian’s features. He spun away from Shaye and stalked to the only redhead in the group. “I choose you.”


            The degrading debacle continued for half an hour. Only one other woman seemed upset by the happenings, the same woman who’d been as unwilling as Shaye to blithely walk into the water with the nymphs. She was a tiny thing and very pretty, with dark, curly hair, wide, dark eyes and a button nose. And, despite her innocent, school-girl features, she radiated dark, wild sensuality.


            Unfortunately, she was selected by a tall warrior with beads in his sandy-colored hair. One of the men still in line—she couldn’t see which—slammed his fist into the wall, the force of it reverberating through the room. “I wanted that one,” he growled.


            “Too bad for you, Joachim,” was the smug reply. “She’s now mine.” Beaded Hair clasped Nervous’s hand and tugged her from the line.


            She dragged her heels, but didn’t utter a word in protest.


            Obviously puzzled, he glanced over his shoulder and frowned. “Do not be afraid. I will not hurt you.”


            The girl chewed on her bottom lip, tears in her eyes.


            “Let her go,” Shaye shouted. She’d seen enough. “Let her go right now! She doesn’t want to leave with you.”


            His frown deepened, and he glanced at Valerian in confusion. “But…I chose her.”


            The girl leveled a frightened, watery gaze on Shaye. Still she didn’t speak, just continued to bite her bottom lip.


            “Valerian.” Shaye latched on to his wrist and squeezed. “You have to do something about this. She doesn’t want to leave with him.”


            Seconds passed in absolute silence. “What will you give me in return?” he finally replied. “If I do something as you’ve so sweetly asked, my men will think me odd. But if I was to receive compensation, I would be willing to risk their displeasure.”


            “I’ll allow you to live,” she said through clenched teeth. “That should be payment enough.”


            He chuckled, a husky, sensual sound of pure enjoyment.


            Damn him and his amusement!


            “I’ll be nice to you. For a little while,” she grumbled.


            He didn’t hesitate. “Do you wish to be chosen by another warrior?” he asked the woman.


            Her eyes roved over the remaining, eager men. She shrank back, gulped. Then she slowly shook her head.


            “Take her, Shivawn, but do not touch her unless you have her permission. And do not force her to give permission,” he added as an afterthought. He paused. “Does that satisfy you, Shaye?”


            The way he said her name…she shivered and forced her mind to the matter at hand. No, it didn’t satisfy her. But she knew he would not let the girl return to the beach. “Can Shivawn be trusted to obey your command?”


            “All of my men obey me.” There was a good amount of affront in his tone. “Go,” Valerian told the couple.


            Shivawn hurried the girl from the room before Shaye could utter another protest. Another man, the one who had hit the wall, swore under his breath.


            And on the “selection” continued.


            Every time a soldier approached her, Valerian told her exactly what to do. Spit, curse, faint. Thankfully, no one selected her. The line dwindled significantly, until only Shaye and a few others remained. Everyone else had adjourned to their rooms.


            Later, when this was over, she suspected Valerian would demand some sort of reward for his aid. More than just her promise to be “nice.” He copped a feel when attention was diverted from them, tracing his fingers over the curve of her hip. Dipping his thumb into her navel. Her nerve endings were on fire, clamoring for more of him.


            Oddly, his possessive manner thrilled a secret part of her. A part she hadn’t known existed. When someone approached her, he stiffened. A few times, he even growled low in his throat, as if he had withstood all that he could.


            “It’s almost over,” he whispered. His breath fanned her ear as he trailed a fingertip along the bumps of her spine.


            She almost slumped into a boneless heap. Only the sudden, unexpected feeling of being watched strengthened her resolve to appear unaffected. She felt a heated gaze boring into her, laden with purpose and determination. Eerie goose bumps broke over her as her eyes darted across the remaining men—and collided with a handsome brunet.


            His heavy-lidded, come-to-my-bed stare slammed into her, and she stiffened. He scared her. There was menace in his eyes.


            “Lean on me if your feet hurt,” Valerian said, mistaking her reaction.


            She pulled her attention from the dark-haired man. “I’m fine,” she said, nearly breathless. Then she frowned; she’d meant to snap at him.


            Her captor kept throwing her off guard with his sweet, let-me-care-for-you comments. He was treating her like a precious treasure, seeing to her comforts. She didn’t like it. It made her vulnerable, made it harder to resist him.


            There had to be something she could do to make him hate her. But what? He laughed at her insults, ignored her taunts. Keep trying until you succeed, damn it. If he continued to be nice to her, she would soften toward him. He might just melt the ice she so desperately needed to survive. What would happen to her then? Love? Would she lose herself to a man who could never return the depth of her feelings? God, no. No, no, no.


            With all of her strength she attempted to pull from Valerian’s hold, to at last put distance between their bodies. He locked his grip, cutting off her breath and shackling her in place.


            “Be still, moon. Already my body hungers for yours, and I’m not sure how much more I can tolerate. We are almost done here.”


            She stilled, not wanting to arouse him further. But damn this! Why did she have to feel so safe in his arms? Safe and wonderful and aroused? He was dangerous to the solitary life she had built—and wanted—for herself.


            “Joachim,” Valerian called. “Your turn has arrived.” He lowered his voice, murmuring in her ear, “Your scent is amazing. I want you so much. I want—”


            “That one,” a male voice said. Joachim—the current “picker,” the angry-looking brunet who had been staring at her, stepped forward.


            Valerian froze. Shaye gasped. She’d been so sure she’d scared everyone away…but he had…Dear Lord. Ice chilled her blood.


            “What did you say?” Valerian gritted out. His fingers, wrapped so tightly around her waist, dug into her skin.


            “I want the pale one, the girl in your arms.” Joachim braced his legs apart, his expression stern and smug. Ready. He looked like a man who craved war. “Give her to me. She is mine.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “VALERIAN,” SHAYE SAID, her voice shaky. As shaky as her body. “Help me.”


            “I will take care of this. Worry not.” All at once, Valerian felt infuriated that someone would dare try to take Shaye from him, overjoyed that Shaye felt safest with him and frightened that he might actually lose her.


            And to his cousin, no less.


            They didn’t share an easy camaraderie, for Joachim’s thirst for power made him rebellious. Wild. How Valerian was going to change the soldier’s mind, he didn’t know.


            “There are two other females in line,” Valerian said. “Are you sure you would not prefer one of them?”


            Joachim nodded, never once glancing toward the women in question. Determination filled his eyes. Determination…and lust. For Valerian’s head? Or Shaye’s body? Either way, Valerian would not give up easily.


            Nor would Joachim, apparently. “I want her,” the man said firmly.


            Shaye’s soft body pressed into the hardness of Valerian’s. Her frosty scent enveloped him, fueling his own sense of determination.


            “I will challenge you for her.” Valerian pinned his cousin with a hard stare. “I will give you the opportunity to defeat your king.” Joachim could not take the throne that way, but there was much honor in fighting the king. Even if—when!—Joachim lost, he would be lauded for participating in such a rare occurrence.


            For a moment, an all-too-short flash of time, Joachim considered the offer. He even began to nod but stopped himself. He shook his head instead. “Unacceptable.” Frowning, he gripped the hilt of his sword. “Last night, you had female flesh in excess, making you strong. I have been neglected for weeks. We are not on equal ground.”


            Valerian’s jaw clenched painfully. Did his cousin hope for a night with Shaye, then a fight with the king? “You may spend the night with the three women who pleasured me. They will ensure you are strengthened. We can fight for Shaye on the morrow.”


            Joachim’s black brows arched, and something—an unreadable emotion—brightened his blue eyes. “You said you would not claim another surface woman, yet there you stand, attempting to do just that.”


            “Wait.” Shaye held up her hands. “Hold everything. You slept with three women at the same time, Valerian?” Had she been facing him, he felt certain she would have slapped him. “What, do you expect me to join the love train? You’re disgusting! All of you are.”


            “Do you want them or not?” he asked Joachim, ignoring her.


            Lips curling in a smile, Joachim pointed to Shaye. “I want that one. As is my right.”


            “She will cause you nothing but trouble.” His teeth were clenched so tightly, he had trouble getting out the words.


            “That’s right.” Shaye nodded, tufts of white hair dancing over her shoulders. “I’ll stab you while you sleep. I’ll cut off your balls and use them for earrings. I’ll…I’ll—”


            Color faded from Joachim’s cheeks, and he swallowed. At least her threats to Joachim were more violent, Valerian mused. She’d only wanted to cut out his eyes.


            “I want her still,” Joachim said, though he did not sound as confident.


            His cousin would not relent. Frustrated, infuriated, Valerian gave an animalistic growl. He’d never lied to his men, never gone back on his word. His father had died when Valerian was only a boy, leaving Valerian to take over the nymph army. He’d had to prove himself worthy and capable over and over again. And he had.


            “Honor them,” had been his father’s dying words. “Lead them. Protect them. You are ultimately responsible for their fate.”


            He could take Shaye, and no one could naysay him. Grumble about his lack of honor, yes, even curse him to everlasting Hades. But not naysay him.


            While he had told himself he could surrender his honor to possess Shaye, he realized now that he could not. How could he expect her to fall in love—and love him she would—with a dishonorable man?


            “I have said I would not claim the females brought here, and I will not,” he said.


            Shaye stiffened. She closed her hands over his arms, which were still wrapped around her, and dug her fingernails into his skin.


            “I will not,” he continued, switching to his native tongue so Shaye would not understand the rest of the conversation, “without reaching amicable terms. Allow me to buy her from you.”


            Once more, Joachim shook his head. “No.”


            Damn the man! “What can I do, cousin? The woman—” he stopped, pressed his lips together “—the woman is my mate.”


            Joachim’s nostrils flared, and he bared his teeth. He took a menacing step forward. “She does not seem to think so. She has not accepted you as such.”


            “She is human. Their reactions must be different from ours.”


            “You would say anything to keep her.”


            “In this, I do not lie. If you take her, she can never love you. She will never be able to give her heart to you. In her soul, she will always belong to me.” They both knew the ways of mates and nymphs. Love was love. That Shaye was human made no difference. He had to make Joachim understand. “When you take her to your bed, it will always be my face she pictures. My body she craves. Can your pride stand such a thing?”


            Dark, heavy silence greeted his pronouncement. His cousin paled, his jaw clenched.


            “What did you say to him?” Shaye looked from him to Joachim, Joachim to him.


            Joachim’s gaze narrowed on Valerian. “I must think on what you have said. Let us both stay away from her this night and discuss her ownership in the morning.”


            Since he’d spoken in the surface language, Shaye understood. “Ownership?” she gasped.


            Stay away from her this night? Valerian’s body jerked at the horror. Since the first moment he’d seen her, he’d thought only of possessing her. Denying himself would, perhaps, be the most difficult thing he’d ever done.


            “I am in…agreement.” At least his cousin would not be allowed to touch her, either.


            “Well, I’m not in agreement.” Shaye stomped her foot, determined to be acknowledged.


            He tightened his hold on her, hoping to silence her. Of course, it didn’t work.


            “Let me save you both a lot of trouble,” she said. “I don’t want either of you. Now, I’m a reasonable—”


            Valerian snorted.


            “Reasonable woman,” she finished, glaring at him over her shoulder. “And I’m willing to forget this entire episode of The Male Whores of Atlantis if someone will. Just. Take. Me. Home.”


            Ignoring her, Joachim crossed his arms over his chest. “Where will she stay tonight?”


            “I will place her in the chamber next to mine. We will both guard her door.”


            His cousin paused for a moment, running the idea through his mind. He nodded. “Very well.”


            Valerian dropped his arms from Shaye, instantly mourning the loss of her softness, her heat. She must have felt the same loss, whether she would admit it or not, because she laced her arms over her middle and shivered.


            “Damn it.” She drummed her fingers against her sides. “Will someone pay attention to me and tell me who’s taking me home?”


            “I am,” Valerian answered before Joachim could respond. “I am taking you home.”


            On a startled gasp, she spun and faced him. “Really? You’ll take me home? Now?”


            He drank her in, struck anew by the beauty of her. How could one woman make him ache so intensely? Make him forget everyone who had come before her until only she existed?


            Reaching out, he held his palm face-up. “Will you come with me willingly?”


            Suspicion suddenly blanketed her features. But even that did not detract from her beauty. “You’re not lying to me?”


            “Never.”


            For a long while, she did nothing. Then, she tentatively placed her hand in his. Their fingers intertwined, a perfect fit.


            He knew she’d misunderstood his intentions; this was her new home. But he said nothing. Not yet.


            Joachim growled and held out his own hand to Shaye. Seconds ticked by as she stared at it. Every muscle in Valerian’s body clenched. If she took Joachim’s hand, she would encourage the man’s attentions. She would disprove the validity of Valerian’s declaration.


            One heartbeat passed. Then another.


            She leveled Valerian with an exasperated glance. “Well. What are you waiting for? Let’s go. If we hurry, I’ll be able to make my flight back to Cincinnati.”


            Flight? She could fly? Surely not. He pushed away his confusion and concentrated on his surprise. She’d ignored Joachim and his proffered hand as if they didn’t exist. But him, she asked for aid. Inside, Valerian howled with triumph.


            “Crosse,” he called to one of the remaining men. “Prepare the room next to mine.” Hopefully, the loyal man would know what he truly desired—the removal of all traces of the human women he’d pleasured last eve. Unfortunately, they hadn’t limited themselves to the main chamber. Shaye erupted at the slightest hint of carnality, and he did not want her upset.


            Crosse nodded, cast a wistful glance at the two remaining women and rushed to obey.


            Joachim, who hadn’t moved, at last dropped his arm to his side. “Best you be cautious, woman, and treat me with care.” His voice was low, gritty. “I might change my mind and choose to take you now.”


            “At odds already.” Valerian tsked under his tongue, though he really wanted to attack.


            “Why don’t both of you go to hell and save me the trouble of sending you there?” Shaye said, radiating absolute innocence. Total sweetness. “Now, be a good boy and take me home like you promised, Valerian.”


            He glimpsed Joachim’s astonished gaze and fought a grin. That sharp tongue of Shaye’s just might save them. He turned back to the others. “Terran, Aeson, you may choose between the final two.” As they cheered, he faced Shaye and said, “This way.” He led her into the hallway.


            A few of the warriors, he noticed, had not made it to their rooms. Some were in the process of making love to their new women right there in the hall, while others had simply pushed their lovers against the wall and were feasting between their legs. Moans, purrs and groans of delight echoed.


            “My God,” Shaye gasped out.


            Such a sight was common in a nymph household, but he did not mention that to Shaye.


            With her close on his heels, and Joachim close on hers, he ushered her past the kitchens, past the training arena, past the warriors’ barracks—where more moans and purrs abounded.


            “Do they ever stop?” Shaye muttered darkly.


            Shock and—was that desire?—laced her voice. Yes, he realized. Yes, it was. The shock amused him. The desire excited him on a primal level. If she were his, he would have vanquished the first and leisurely explored the second right then and there. Soon, he swore. Soon.


            His chambers were situated in a hall away from the rest of the palace. Each room was spacious, with a large bathing pool, an immense bed and a panoramic wall of windows that offered a breathtaking view of the Outer City below.


            “Thank you for agreeing to take me back,” Shaye said. “I know you don’t want to, and I’m grateful.”


            He’d never heard such a gentle, tender tone from her. She even wore an expression of genuine gratitude, the sweetness of it softening her features and gifting her with bright radiance. He could not allow her to wallow in false assumptions any longer. “I’m not taking you back to your world, moon. I’m taking you to your home. Your new home.”


            She hissed in a stream of air; her nails dug into his flesh. “You knew what I thought, you misleading bastard.”


            “Does she always speak this way?” Joachim asked, voicing his first doubt.


            “Always,” Valerian and Shaye snapped in unison.


            “I’m not staying in your room,” she growled to Valerian. “I told you that already.”


            He had to drag her (gently, of course) the rest of the way. Joachim watched the interaction with an unreadable expression. Finally they reached the outskirts of Valerian’s rooms.


            Crosse exited the main doorway, swishing the wispy material that hung there. His features were flushed with pleasure; his eyes were closed in surrender as he blindly felt his way out.


            Having caught his scent, the three naked human women chased after him and trapped him in a circle. Instantly their hands were all over him, touching and caressing his back as they moaned in eagerness. In impatience.


            Seeing them, a plan sprouted thick roots inside Valerian’s mind—and it irritated him that he was reduced to planning and scheming to have a woman who should, by all rights, be panting for him. He was a king. A leader. His word was law. “Take whichever woman you desire, Crosse, and go to bed.”


            The warrior’s eyelids popped open in surprise. “My king,” he said. One of the women cupped his testicles, and he moaned. “May I have all three?”


            Valerian rolled his eyes. “No. Two are needed…elsewhere.”


            Shaye’s mouth flailed open and closed, each time emitting a strangling sound. “You’re treating those women like objects, and what do you mean elsewhere?” She pointed a finger at Crosse, but her gaze remained on Valerian. “What if the woman he picks doesn’t want to leave with him? What then?”


            “You have doubt of their willingness?” Valerian motioned to the writhing foursome with a tilt of his chin. “They are eating him alive even now.”


            Her eyes narrowed on them, and she humphed. “Well, you still sound like a pimp,” she muttered. Then, louder, “Stand up for yourselves, girls. Tell these men you won’t take part in their debauchery.”


            In lieu of a response, all three ran their tongues over Crosse’s bare chest and back. The man whimpered in unadulterated bliss. Shaye pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head.


            “Take your woman, Crosse, and go.”


            “Thank you, my king.” Crosse grabbed the brunette, who was even then trying to slip her hand into his pants, and raced away with her. Her giggles echoed behind her.


            The other two groaned at the loss of their lover…until they spied Valerian. They clapped and laughed in renewed delight. He backed away. He even thrust Shaye in front of him as a shield.


            “I am mated,” he told them. Mated nymphs did not usually draw females with the same potency and fever as unmated ones. These women might want him still, but they would never again want him beyond reason. Beyond all sense of self.


            Perhaps humans did not know that was the way of things, for they sauntered toward him, undeterred.


            “Back off, ladies,” Shaye suddenly barked. They obeyed instantly, their features crumbling in a pout.


            Valerian blinked in surprise. Had that been jealousy in Shaye’s tone? Possessiveness? Dare he hope? “Joachim is in need of a lover,” he said, pointing.


            Their gazes slid to the warrior in question—whose eyes were widening in suspicion. And anticipation. Both women grinned slowly and sashayed to him without question.


            “You are so big,” the blonde cooed.


            “And strong,” added the redhead.


            Joachim backed away, determined to resist. “I have made a choice?” he said, but the words were a question rather than a statement. “The…the pale one is to be my next bed partner, and I must guard her door this night. For that reason, you…can…not…touch…me. Touch me.” The last was an unrestrained moan of helpless capitulation.


            They’d reached him, and their hands were already on him, stroking. Their warm breath was probably bathing his skin; their eager scent likely filling his nose. Valerian almost grinned. Perhaps I have already lost my honor, he thought, even as he said, “Shaye will not mind if you do not stand guard at her door this night. A man has needs, and she knows that.”


            “Needs,” the lost-in-a-passion-haze warrior repeated, dazed.


            “I want your naked skin sliding against mine,” the blonde said, breathless.


            “I want you, hot in my mouth.”


            Joachim audibly swallowed. “Valerian,” he began.


            “Go. I will see you in the morning.”


            “The pale one—”


            “Will remain untouched.” Tonight. “I have given you my word.”


            “I trust you.” Joachim strode away then, a sexually charged woman on each arm. Valerian doubted they would make it to a room. Most likely, Joachim was already naked and inside one, pinning her against the wall—


            A woman’s ecstatic cry of pleasure rang out.


            Valerian finally allowed his grin to peek through. Joachim was occupied, and he had Shaye alone. But he couldn’t taste her or caress her body, he reminded himself. He’d given his word, after all, and his cousin trusted him. He lost his smile.


            “Unbelievable,” Shaye muttered.


            He gripped her shoulders and twisted her around, letting her see his frown. “Just what do you find so unbelievable?”


            “The amount of communal sex to be had, of course. Haven’t you people heard of diseases?”


            She looked so lovely standing there in her pique. So surreal, like the moonbeam he called her. Lust coiled strong fingers through his blood. He’d touched the softness of her skin today, but had yet to taste her. He’d held her, but had yet to make love to her.


            The sounds of loving echoed from every corridor of the palace, audible even in this remote hideaway. Shaye’s cheeks pinkened. How he would have loved to taste that color in her cheeks, to see if it was as pure as it appeared. His cock hardened painfully.


            Now that they were alone, his body wanted only to learn hers. To strip her. To sink into her. To pound, hard and fast, a never-ending rhythm. She looked at him, as if she herself had just realized they were finally alone, and her nostrils flared. In desire?


            He had to have her, honor be damned. Had to—He fisted his hands at his sides to keep himself from reaching out.


            “Shaye, listen to me very closely.” The words were nothing more than a growl of barely restrained need. “I want you, but I cannot have you. If you do not go inside that room right now, I’m going to forget that I’m not supposed to have you. I’m going to take you. I’ll rip away your clothes and taste every inch of you.”


            As he spoke, she inched away from him. Her eyes widened, impossibly round, velvet-brown with sparks of, dare he say, need?


            “The cloth behind you covers the only doorway. If you cross it, even once, I will view it as an invitation to take what I so desperately crave.”


            The total conviction in his voice must have frightened her. Pallid, she spun around and sprinted into the room, pale hair drifting behind her like a cluster of falling stars.


            For a long while, the cloth hanging in the doorway rippled, daring him to enter. Finally it stilled, and Valerian covered his face with a shaky hand. Having a mate was going to be hell on his body, it seemed, for he foresaw a long, painful night ahead.


            With no real end in sight.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT


            
              
            

          


          
            SHAYE’S HEART THUNDERED in her chest, pounding so hard she feared her ribs would crack; her ears rang loudly, and she covered them with her hands to block out the awful sound. She sank onto the edge of a decadent made-for-sex bed of red silk and velvet.


            Not daring to breathe, she stared at the sheer, white lace in place of the door.


            She remained in that exact position for over an hour, fearful—and, damn it, anticipatory—of Valerian following her inside the room. That look in his eyes when she’d left him…she’d never encountered anything quite so scorching. So blistering. If she’d reached out, the heat from his gaze would have burned her skin.


            She gulped. Seeing him like that, she’d felt as if she’d traveled too close to the sun, ready to combust into flames at any moment. A part of her had wanted to combust.


            On Earth, or rather the surface, she didn’t have to worry about that sort of thing. Desire, thankfully, wasn’t a part of her life. Her employees were female; she’d purposefully kept the office testosterone-free to avoid temptation.


            “Relationships,” she muttered. Ugh. It wasn’t that she’d watched her mother devour men like candy or that she’d witnessed her father plow through women like a linebacker. It wasn’t the stepdads who had tried to sneak into her room, forcing her to hide in shadowy corners just to get a little sleep. It wasn’t even the charmingly sly men she’d dated in that brief, curious period of her life.


            It was the fear that she would turn out to be just like them, a slave to her own desires. A fool for love. Accepting of whatever crap the object of her fascination dished. Shaye sighed.


            Sure, she’d had more adventure in the last few hours than she’d had in her entire life. She hadn’t experienced a moment of loneliness, hadn’t had to pretend everything was okay. But up there, the men she pushed away stayed away. If someone asked her out and she said no, they left her alone. Most wanted nothing to do with her, to be honest, finding her too…prickly. Too cold.


            Not Valerian. There was no getting rid of him, it seemed.


            She rested her head against the bedpost, which was intricately carved with frolicking dragons and naked females. So far Valerian had proven himself a man of his word and had not entered. He hadn’t even peeked at her through the wisp of lace. She knew he stood guard just beyond the curtain, though. She heard him shift from one foot to the other.


            I have to escape before morning.


            “I’m not a trophy,” she muttered. “I am not a prize for Valerian and his Sex Squad to fight over.”


            “Yes, you are,” the man of the hour said.


            The sound of his husky, sexy voice gave her a jolt of pure pleasure. Made her heart skip a beat and heat coast over her skin. She jumped to her feet, gaze scanning the room for an exit. All she saw was the large tub that was filled with hot water. Tendrils of steam curled to the vaulted crystal ceiling, which showcased the now turbulent ocean above. Waves churned and swirled, leaving wisps of foam behind. No horny mermaids in sight, thank God. Multicolored gowns—togas?—hung in the closet.


            The room looked as if it had been taken from the set of a movie. A period piece with a dash of modern. Glamorous, expensive, surreal. While the vanity was made of ivory, the chair in front of it was composed of diamonds, the cushion layered with vivid violet silks from the palest lilac to the darkest amethyst.


            True to Valerian’s word, there was no other doorway. No other—wait! Biting her lip with the force of her excitement, she raced to a lavender veil hanging over the far wall and shoved it aside.


            The sight that greeted her was not what she expected, but it made her gasp all the same. Her eyes widened. “Dear God.”


            “Magnificent, is it not?” Valerian said through the curtain, as if he could see through her eyes. Pride dripped from his words. “We call it the Outer City.”


            She stood in front of a wall of windows. A lush green view greeted her. Thick, dew-kissed trees, some as bright as emeralds, others as white as snow, circled the landscape. Clear waterfalls tumbled into pristine rivers. Rainbow-colored birds soared overhead.


            In the heart of it all was a crowded, pulsing-with-life city. Buildings of stone and wood created a maze of winding streets. Streaks of light emanated from the dome above, murky and dim, as twilight gave way to night. Light from a crystal instead of a sun, Shaye mused.


            She would have loved to visit, to stand in the midst of such spectacular beauty and simply bask in it. “I’m as close as I’ll ever get to heaven,” she breathed. She stared down the cliffs, amazed by the creatures she suddenly noticed. Okay, maybe not heaven. There were bull-faced men, women with horse-bodies, lions with wings, and—“Holy shit!” She slapped a hand over her mouth, shocked by what she saw.


            A deep, throaty chuckle greeted her ears. “We must work on your language, Shaye.”


            The sound of that chuckle washed over her erotically. The sound of her name on his lips, however, proved more stimulating. Be rude. Make him dislike you. A heartbeat of time passed, and she didn’t say anything. I don’t want to be rude, some part of her whined. She gnashed her teeth. Just do it! “Well…you can just blow me, Valerian.”


            “Thank you. I will.”


            She shook her head in frustration. The man simply couldn’t take an insult the way it was intended. A horde of harpies—the very thing that had so shocked her a moment ago—took flight, their huge breasts jiggling as they ascended into the air. Long, sharp talons stretched from their hands and feet. Their faces were hideous with beak noses and evil, black eyes.


            “There was no need to travel to the beach, Valerian,” she said, trying again. “Your perfect mate was right here in your own city all along.”


            “Only you would do, love.”


            Her stomach tightened at his words. Forcing her attention away from the fantastical metropolis, she studied the windows. They were made of the same crystal as the dome, only smoother, with no cracks, no seams. Translation: no way to open. She stomped her foot. So what that she couldn’t have scaled the walls outside. So what that she was high up, and falling to her death would be the most likely outcome. A girl needed options.


            “Perhaps you should use this time to come to terms with your fate instead of finding a way to escape,” Valerian suggested from his post.


            “Perhaps you should shut up.”


            Another husky chuckle rumbled from him, and she scowled at the dark, drugging sensuality of it. It was more potent this time. Beguiling. Quietly beseeching her to join him in his merriment.


            “Why do you find my insults so humorous?” Most people ran as fast as they could to get away from her.


            “You do not really mean what you say,” he explained patiently. “I suspect you want just the opposite, in fact.”


            A tremble moved through her. Shock—yes. More than ever before. Awe—certainly. No one, not even her family, had ever suspected the truth. She did not enjoy hurting people; she simply wasn’t brave enough to risk making a friend. How did he know? She cleared her throat, striving for a hard tone. “You don’t know me well enough to judge what I mean and what I don’t.”


            “But I would like to.”


            As he spoke, his face swam before her mind. Perfect masculinity, rugged and untamed. If she dared touch him, his hair would be silky soft, and the gold strands would tickle her palms. She knew it.


            “Will you let me know you, Shaye?” he asked quietly.


            She could make out the shadowed outline of his body, just beyond the doorway. She watched his strong fingers trace the lace separating them. Was he imagining the cloth was her body? Imagining those fingertips circling her nipples, trekking down her stomach, past her panties and—A shiver racked her, and she frowned.


            This type of reaction was unacceptable.


            “No,” she said. “There will be no getting to know each other.” Already she wanted him. What would happen if she actually learned what made him tick?


            She valued her independence, her solitariness, and being with a nymph would strip those things away layer by precious layer. So many times now, she’d seen women become mindless around them, forgetting everything except sex. Shaye refused to allow the same fate to befall her.


            “I need something from you, little Shaye, and I am willing to deal with you. Bargain,” Valerian said, interrupting her thoughts. “Negotiate.”


            Her eyes narrowed on his large silhouette. “For what, exactly?”


            “I will be silent for the rest of the night if you agree to give me your affections.”


            She snorted. “You’re not getting my affection.”


            “Compliments, then. Will you give me compliments?”


            “No. Absolutely not.”


            He sighed with regret. “Won’t you give me something?”


            “I’m giving you grief, aren’t I?”


            He paused, chuckled. “So you are.”


            Stop talking to him and find a way out of here, her mind shouted. Steps clipped, she approached the far, jewel-encrusted wall. In the hall and dining area, the walls had been bare, as if someone had stolen the gems. Here, wealth abounded. Maybe…She brightened. Maybe one of the jewels was actually a latch that would open a door into some sort of corridor.


            “I wish to become your slave, Shaye. I wish to cater to your every desire, to see to your every pleasure.” Valerian’s voice was smooth, mesmerizing. “Do you not desire such things from me?”


            She struggled to harden herself against him, to retain the wall of ice around her emotions. If she ever decided to—God forbid—enter into a relationship, it would not be with a nymph (aka male whore). No matter how irresistible. Shaye knew herself well enough to know she despised sharing. She’d shared her parents with their ever-changing lovers. She’d shared her childhood with sometimes cruel, rarely caring stepsisters and brothers, with loneliness and disappointment.


            If ever she gave herself to someone, it would be to a man who wanted her and only her. A man who would give up his life to make her happy. She, in turn, would do the same.


            Was she asking and offering too much? Absolutely. But it was what she wanted, and she wouldn’t settle for less—even though she knew it was an impossible dream. Perhaps that was why she wanted it in the first place. If she couldn’t have it, she didn’t have to worry about heartbreak.


            Valerian talked a good talk, and God knows he could probably walk a delectable, mind-shattering walk all over her body, but he’d do the same for any and every woman who caught his fancy. He wanted “now” from her, a momentary dalliance, no ties afterward.


            No, thank you.


            She could have had that on the surface.


            Silently she worked the room for two hours, feeling every ounce of wall and floor she could reach. To her vast disappointment, frustration and fury, she found no hidden latch. She was stuck here. If she were home, she would be peacefully tucked in bed right now. Alone. And lonely, her mind piped up.


            “Shut up, you stupid brain,” she muttered. Lonely was good. Besides, she had a fulfilling life. She would have woken up in the morning, had coffee with her assistant and discussed the day’s events. She would have presented a new card idea, probably something along the lines of Congratulations on your new promotion. Before you go, would you mind taking the knife out of my back? You’ll probably need it again. Her assistant would have laughed, the rest of the staff would have laughed, and she would have felt like a smart, appreciated person. Not like a confused, horny teenager.


            “Go to sleep, moon,” Valerian said, cutting into her thoughts. “I sense you’re upset. Since I cannot comfort you as I would like…”


            “Well, you’re responsible for it.” She tangled a hand through her hair, nearly ripping out the strands. “Please, Valerian. Take me back to the beach.”


            A pause. Heavy. Thick. “What is so important there that you must return to it?”


            “My home.” Paid in full. “My job.” Her only real source of accomplishment.


            “What was your job?”


            He’d used past tense. She made sure to use present. “I make anti-greeting cards,” she said proudly.


            “Tell me of these anti-cards,” he beseeched.


            It was a subject she embraced. “There are many companies that produce sappy I love you, I miss you type salutations. Not mine. They say just the opposite.”


            “I am not surprised,” he said, chuckling. “Can you not make such cards here?”


            She could, but she didn’t want to, so she ignored his question. God, how was she going to get out of here?


            “I notice you do not mention friends and family,” he said a short while later.


            Knowing exactly where this conversation was headed, she should have stopped it then. Should have told him to get lost and leave her alone. But for some reason, she didn’t. Couldn’t. “That’s right,” she found herself saying.


            “Why?”


            She leaned her forehead against the cool wall and squeezed her eyes closed. Lie. Make him feel guilty. “I don’t have many friends,” she admitted instead, the truth a tangible entity that refused to be denied, “and I don’t get along with my family.”


            “Why?” he repeated.


            Why, indeed. “You might have noticed I don’t have the sweetest of personalities.”


            He barked a quick laugh. “Yes, perhaps I did notice.”


            “That tends to drive people away.” The way she intended. Her hands slid up the glittering stone and anchored beside her head. Telling him about her life was dangerous, giving him ammunition against her, but she couldn’t seem to end it. He called to something deep inside her. Something…primitive.


            “You have not driven me away,” he said quietly.


            “No, I haven’t.” She sighed. Why hadn’t she? Why hadn’t he run from her? Run as fast as his feet could carry him?


            “What is so important about your home and job that you cannot stay here with me? I can be your family. I can be your friend. You can sell the cards to me.”


            “I worked hard for my home. It’s mine. I worked hard to make my job a success. I have nothing here.”


            “But you could.” He was still speaking in that soft, tender voice. Let me give you everything, his words implied.


            A hot ache squeezed at her chest. She needed to fortify herself against this man, she reminded herself. “Why are you doing this to me? You could have any of the other women. They would eagerly come to you and do anything you asked of them.”


            “They are not you.”


            A simple sentence, yes, but it rocked her to the core. Scowling, she straightened. “What’s so special about me, hmm? I defy you to name one thing.”


            For a long while he didn’t reply, and that both elated and defeated her. Stupid, she chastised herself, to crave praise from him. The goal was to convince him he didn’t want her. Right? “Well?”


            Still nothing. Not a single remark or declaration.


            “I didn’t think so,” she finally muttered. She turned her back to the door and stomped toward the bed, battling despair. She needed to think, to consider all her options. Chatting it up with her abductor wasted valuable time.


            She’d stay awake all night if she had to, but she wasn’t giving up. She would find a way home. She wouldn’t sleep, even though she needed the rest. In slumber, she would become even more vulnerable to Valerian. He would be able to sneak into the room and do whatever he wanted to her—and she would have no idea.


            But deep down, she knew that was a lie. A defense against him. When that man pleasured a woman, the woman would know it. Even in sleep, she would know. Her body would sing and weep with pleasure.


            The man was a menace.


            A menace who couldn’t name one thing about her that he liked. Bastard.


            “Don’t come inside this room,” she barked. “Do you hear me? And don’t speak to me again. I need silence.”


            “Shaye.”


            His guttural growling of her name froze her in place. He’d sounded like he was in pain, like he was about to fall down a long, dark, never-ending pit. “What?” She hoped for a waspish tone, but the question emerged as nothing more than a wisp of air. Was he hurt?


            “You are the woman of my heart. The one I have been awaiting the whole of my life, though I didn’t know it until I spied you. There isn’t one thing that makes you special to me, but all things. Now sleep. Tomorrow promises to be a day ripe with unpleasantness.”


            Just like that, her knees buckled. She would have fallen flat on her face if she hadn’t grabbed the edge of the bed and held herself upright. Dear God. Those words. No one—not her mother, not her father, not brother or sisters or an endless string of nannies—had ever spoken to her like that. Made her feel so important, so necessary.


            She barely knew Valerian. In their short time together, she’d railed at him, desired him, cursed him and hit him. Now, with a few words, he made her long to throw herself at him. To destroy every wall she’d ever built, melt every piece of ice she’d ever surrounded herself with, and just throw herself at him.


            “Dear God,” she whispered, horrified. Everything she’d ever secretly dreamed of hearing had just come from Valerian’s lips. How was she going to resist him now?

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE


            
              
            

          


          
            VALERIAN SPENT the entire night posted at Shaye’s door. She’d finally obeyed him, had at last slipped into sleep. Stubborn girl that she was, she had fought it until the end.


            He was hyperaware of her every movement. Every sound she made. For hours she’d searched for a way out of the room, then she’d paced and muttered under her breath about “stupid men,” “stupid emotions” and “stupid mystical cities coming to life.” But her steps had eventually slowed, her curses eventually ceased. He’d heard her drift into unconsciousness with a soft sigh. A quick peek had confirmed that she did indeed sleep, sprawled on the cold, hard floor, her hair spilling around her like a snowy curtain.


            He suspected she’d avoided the bed on purpose, and he was still frowning about that fact. Did she think he would not take her if she was not on a bed? Silly woman. He would take her wherever, however he could get her.


            Gods, he wanted so badly to touch her.


            Just one touch…Such a heady thought. Surely there was nothing wrong with placing her on the bed. He was her man, after all, and it was his duty to see to her comfort.


            He shouldn’t—he knew he shouldn’t—but he allowed himself to enter the room. He swept aside the lace that covered the doorway. Much as he might crave sexual contact with her, he would not touch her in that way. That had been his promise to Joachim…and to Shaye. And he would keep that promise. Gods help him, he would keep it.


            His steps quiet, he moved toward her. She still lay on the ground, on her back, one hand over her head, the other next to her ear. He sucked in a breath.


            She looked like a winter goddess, a snow nymph, lovelier than Aphrodite herself. That pale hair ribboned around her delicate frame, the strands so silky they glistened as if they’d been sprinkled with starlight. Her eyelashes were light, only a shade darker than her hair. Her lips, those soft, lush, all-your-dreams-come-true lips were parted, begging to be kissed.


            Resist, he commanded himself. Resist her allure.


            Too late.


            She uttered a breathy, sleep-rich sigh. His inexhaustible desire clamored to instant life, reaching for her. Frantic for her. He wanted that sigh in his ears, on his chest—lower still—her breath warm and caressing. If only she didn’t appear so soft and vulnerable, so ripe for the taking….


            She was to be his greatest satisfaction, his greatest pleasure.


            Damn Joachim to Hades, wanting something—someone—that belonged to Valerian! As the curse echoed through his mind, he found his lips lifting in wry humor. Could he blame the man for coveting such an enchanting morsel as Shaye?


            Hades, yes! he decided in the next instant. He scowled. She was meant for no man save himself, and those who thought otherwise deserved a painful death. Valerian had never wanted anything as much as he wanted Shaye, and not being able to have her immediately was…difficult. Hard—literally.


            Bending down, he scooped her into his arms. She was as light as he remembered. As soft. As warm. As lovely. “I will have you yet,” he told her. “Say nothing if you agree with me.”


            Of course she made no reply.


            He was grinning, his humor restored, as he carried her to the bed. Gently he placed her on the mattress, his arms already protesting her loss. He removed her sandals and traced his finger over her coral-painted toes. As he straightened, he smoothed the hair from her face and reveled in the feel of her glorious skin. As cool as she looked, she was surprisingly, wondrously hot.


            “Dream of me, moon,” he whispered.


            The pink tip of her tongue emerged and swept over her lips. A wave of desire swept through him as he imagined himself meeting her tongue with his own. Twining. Dueling. Tasting.


            Sucking.


            “I’ll dream of you, I have no doubt.” Lingering a moment more, he traced his fingertip over the seam of her lips. She sighed breathily again. His stomach clenched; every muscle in his body hardened.


            He couldn’t tear his eyes from her, but he knew he had to leave her soon, or he wouldn’t be able to do so at all. The longer he stayed, the more his control would slip. Already it clung precariously to a sense of honor he wasn’t sure he possessed anymore. A sense of honor he truly despised for the first time in his existence.


            One look at Shaye and she was all he thought about, all he craved, wanted. Needed.


            Leave! Now. Slowly, so slowly, he backed out of the room. His gaze remained on her heavenly form for as long as possible. When the lace finally blocked his view, his hands tightened into fists. He leaned his forehead against the cool wall.


            I have to win her. I cannot let another have her.


            Straightening, he paced the length of the antechamber, skirting around lounge chairs and armor. The thick soles of his boots thumped against the onyx floor. For the first time in weeks, not a single member of his army had approached him during these twilight hours. They were locked in their rooms—or in the halls beyond—floating on the clouds of ecstasy found only in a woman’s sweet arms.


            Even Joachim had stayed away.


            Valerian prayed his cousin became so enamored of his current lovers that he forgot all about Shaye. If not…well, Valerian would just have to think of something Joachim would find irresistible. Something he’d place above the importance of a bedmate. What?


            Joachim was a good man (at times), a strong warrior, with a (slightly) loyal heart. What were the man’s weaknesses? Women? Beyond a doubt. Women were the weakness of all nymphs. Power? Definitely. Weapons? Most surely. Joachim collected them. From every warrior he’d killed or bested, he had taken their weapons and hung them on his bedchamber wall.


            Valerian’s gaze strayed to his own blade, resting against an onyx chest. The Skull. Large, sharp. Lethal. One of the finest swords ever made. No, the finest ever made. Crafted by Hepaesteus, blacksmith of the gods. The weapon had slayed many of his enemies, rending them with unmendable injuries. It was the only one of its kind. Its twisted frame and elongated skull tip were envied by every soldier who spied it.


            He hated to give it up, but his mate held much more importance to him. Even a mate who wanted nothing to do with him. Would Joachim accept it?


            He sighed, the answer remaining a mystery. As much a mystery as how to win Shaye’s well-guarded heart. Jewels? Pretty clothing? If he thought, even for a moment, that she valued those things, he would sweep her up that very second and take her into the Outer City. He would buy her everything she desired. But so far she had seemed unimpressed by his wealth, wanting only to return home.


            Did she have enemies in need of slaying? If so, he would gladly lay their lifeless bodies at her feet.


            He pushed a hand through his hair. Uncertainty about a female was foreign and horrible and challenging and exciting. Winning her—defeating Joachim and overcoming Shaye’s own resistance—awakened his deepest warrior instincts. He’d gladly present Hades with his soul and live forever damned, just to be with Shaye.


            “She will be mine,” he vowed to the heavens. “She will be mine.”


            


            THREADS OF LIGHT flowed from the crystal dome above, gradually brightening the room. Different-colored shards shot in every direction, a lovely rainbow spray. Blues, pinks, purples, greens. Shaye tore her tired gaze from them and stared directly above the—she gasped. The ceiling above her was composed of glass, not crystal, and she was given a full view of her reflection.


            She was splayed atop a bed of red silk sheets, her pale hair and skin a startling contrast. Her eyes were at half-mast, heavy and slumberous, with dark circles under them. One of her arms rested at her side; the other was raised and bent at her temple. Still wearing her seashell bra and grass skirt, she could have been taken straight from the pages of Beach Bunny magazine.


            She looked ready and eager for a man.


            Not just any man, though….


            She gulped and rolled to her side. She shouldn’t be on this bed, she thought, recalling how her knees had given out and she’d tumbled to the floor, too exhausted to get up.


            Her gaze narrowed on the door. Had Valerian entered without her knowledge? Had he carried her here? Seen her like this? Posed her like this? That…that…Calm down. Nothing you can do about it now.


            At least he hadn’t woken her up and tried to seduce her. Not that she would have had the strength to send him on his way. Not last night. Not after the things he’d said to her.


            She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, damn it. She should have been searching for a way out, not dreaming of her sexy captor. Of his hands on her, tracing the arch and planes of her lips, holding her to his chest. Cherishing her.


            “Diabolical man,” she muttered. Surprisingly, she wasn’t stiff or sore as she eased up. She yawned and rubbed the sleep from her eyes, then scanned the room, hoping the way out would reveal itself in the light of day. The bathing pool still steamed with hot water, like a natural spring. Cloth still draped the windows. Columns still rose to the ceiling with Roman majesty.


            Except for the lace-covered doorway, no exit magically presented itself.


            I have to get out of here, she thought, suddenly urgent, before he comes to get me.


            He. Valerian. Unbidden, his image rose in her mind. Strong, proud. Sexual. A hedonist to the extreme, with skin that looked like dark, lickable cream, hair as radiant as spun gold, and eyes…God, his eyes. They beckoned. They teased. They promised. His turquoise irises were as mesmerizing as a turbulent ocean and just as deep. Those long, dark lashes acted as the perfect frame, the perfect contrast.


            What are you doing mooning over him? Dummy! It’s time to leave. Fighting a rush of desire, she lumbered to her feet—and tripped over her sandals. So. He’d taken off her shoes. She should be grateful that was all he’d removed.


            Shaye used the surprisingly modern bathroom and washed her face, hoping the water would also wash away her unwanted feelings. Then she circled the room, seeing everything she’d seen the night before—a prison.


            There might not be a secret exit, she thought then, but there was a way out. The front door. Was Valerian still guarding it?


            As quietly as possible, she tiptoed toward the lace. The closer she came, the stronger Valerian’s masculine scent became, a heady mixture of aroused man and determined warrior. Her skin prickled with delight. She tried to hold her nose, to fight the scent’s allure and the weakening effect it had on her.


            Once at the doorway, she clasped the material and inched it to the side. All the while, her heart drummed a staccato rhythm. Da-dum da-dum da-dum. Would he be there, awake and waiting? Or had he thankfully, blessedly, fallen asleep?


            “Good morning, Shaye.”


            She gasped. Valerian stood just in front of her, arms crossed over his massive chest, legs braced apart. Their gazes linked, clashed. Her treacherous heart lost its rhythm and skipped a beat. He looked as unbelievably mouthwatering as before. Shirtless. His body roped with the tightest abs she’d ever seen. Golden hair tumbled onto his forehead and shoulders.


            She licked her lips. “What are you doing here?”


            His blue gaze raked over her, peeling away the shells, parting the grass. “Waiting for you, of course.”


            A shiver tripped along her spine. Oh, his voice. How could she have forgotten that take-no-prisoners voice? Pure temptation. Utter decadence. She mentally reinforced the icy walls around her. He’s a lecherous abductor. Dangerous in every way.


            Yes, she’d wanted to throw herself at him last night. Now, in the light of day, she told herself that had been a moment of impaired judgment. A moment of exhaustion and insanity.


            “Did you dream of me?” he asked.


            “Yes,” she admitted grudgingly. She had. She’d dreamed of his hands caressing her, of his mouth devouring her.


            His lush lips inched into a surprised but pleased smile.


            “You were naked,” she told him.


            His grin spread; his eyes gleamed with satisfaction.


            “And tied up…”


            He arched his eyebrows in smug expectation. “I did not know the idea of bondage would please you.”


            “Oh, I love the idea of tying you up.” She paused dramatically. “Just like in my dream, you’ll be secured to an anthill and the little things will eat you alive.”


            His grin faded completely, but the twinkle in his eyes did not diminish. “Cruel woman.” He propped his shoulder on the side wall, a pose of carnal relaxation. Sink into my arms, his posture proclaimed. I’ll catch you. “I dreamed of you, too. Naked.”


            Suddenly light-headed, she backed up a step.


            He showed no mercy, and stepped toward her. “You were splayed for my enjoyment.” His eyes were heavy-lidded now, wicked. Intent. “And enjoy you I did. Twice.”


            She dropped the curtain in place, cutting the sexy man from her view. Breathe, she had to breathe. The oxygen she did manage to draw in burned her throat, singed her lungs. He had only to speak, and his words began to paint a picture in her mind. A terribly beautiful picture.


            His rich chuckle floated across the small distance, wrapping her in a decadent shiver. “There are robes in the closet if you wish to change,” he said. “The shells look…uncomfortable.”


            That hadn’t been the word he’d wanted to say, she knew. There had been a wicked inflection in his voice, as if he’d meant to say “easily removable” or “exquisite.” So, change? Hell, yes. “Will you take me home today?” Her voice trembled.


            “You are home.”


            She flipped him off, taking a small amount of satisfaction from the action, even though he couldn’t see it. Then, with nothing else to do, she trudged to the closet. She’d given the gowns inside only a cursory inspection last night. Changing clothes would be nice.


            Feminine dresses abounded, a sea of colors and silks. They were long and flowing, barely there scarves held together by sheer luck. One in particular drew and held her attention. It was a drapery of ivory, threaded with gold. Both the hem and leg slit were twined with amber leaves and emerald flowers. Jewels sparkled from the deep vee in the bodice.


            “Once you have bathed and dressed, Shaye, we will have breakfast.”


            She snorted. “I’m not bathing until there’s a lock on the door.”


            “A lock would not keep me out if I wanted in.”


            He was right, she realized with frustration.


            “You will feel better after a bath.”


            “I’ll feel better once I’m home,” she told him darkly.


            “Must I state the obvious?” He sighed. “Again?”


            Her teeth ground together, causing her jaw to ache. “What about that warrior? Joachim?”


            “We will deal with him when he awakens.” The words growled from low in Valerian’s chest.


            Her fingers tightened over the ivory fabric; it was cool and soft against her fingertips. Do not think about Joachim. You’ll only drive yourself to panic. The dresses, she’d think about the dresses. Once more, her gaze slid over the one she held. She had never worn anything so feminine. Never owned anything so feminine, for that matter. This was something an ancient Greek or Roman queen would have worn. Luscious and exquisite. Not a stitch out of place or a flaw to be seen.


            “Whose room is this?” she asked. Valerian had said it was his—hadn’t he?—but surely he would not own this many gowns.


            “The room is mine,” was his answer.


            She faced the door. His silhouette paced back and forth, a large slash of black. A phantom. “Do you often wear women’s clothing, Valerian?”


            “Gods, no!”


            She grinned at the affront in his voice. “Then why do you have all these robes?” The answer slammed into her, and she lost her grin. They were for his women. His too-numerous-to-count conquests.


            “Shaye,” he said warily.


            To wear the gowns was to imply she was one of his women. “I do not belong to you, and I will not dress as if I do.” She turned away from the closet, from the lovely ivory silk she wanted so badly to slip over her head. She’d suffer in her shells and grass skirt, thank you very much, rather than proclaim herself Valerian’s lover. Even in so small a way.


            Tiny allowances like that one could open the door to other, more severe allowances. Like giving in to his expert touch.


            “We could bargain,” he cajoled.


            What was with the man and his bargaining? “I wear one of the gowns and you’ll…what?”


            “Kiss you?”


            She gulped and had to blank her mind against the passionate images trying to force their way inside. “You really need to work on your bargaining skills. They suck.” Had her voice shaken?


            “I would like to,” he muttered. “Suck you, that is.”


            Her cheeks fused with heat, and a tremor stole over her. “I don’t want your kisses.” There. Finally, at long last, she knew she sounded convincing.


            “A fake protest, if I’ve ever heard one.”


            “Offer something else!” she demanded, before she pounded out of the room and slapped him.


            “Such as? And do not mention taking you to the surface, for you know I will not negotiate on that point.”


            “I don’t know why I’m even talking to you.” She huffed out a hot breath. “Stubborn, that’s what you are.”


            “Do not change if that is your desire. I am not forcing you, moon. I like seeing your skin. I see it, and I imagine myself licking it.”


            O-kay. So. She couldn’t stay dressed in the shells and grass, after all.


            Shivering, with molten lava running through her veins, she gazed around the room. Valerian’s room, he’d said. She remembered seeing male clothing when she’d searched the place last night. Where…where…the vanity! She grinned as she raced to the thick, intricately carved marble beauty. The drawers slid out easily. Inside the top one lay stack upon stack of shirts. They were huge and would swim on her, but at least they would cover her (apparently lickable) skin.


            With a quick glance at the doorway, she tore off the hated shells and tossed them on the floor with relief. She tugged on a shirt, and the black, buttery-soft material made her sigh in delight. The second drawer held pants, all leather, all black. The fact that they were folded so neatly struck her as…odd. Domestic.


            These nymphs were anything but domesticated.


            She wouldn’t have doubted if the women she’d seen leaving the room last night were responsible. Caring for all of Valerian’s needs, even his laundry.


            A spark of jealousy burned inside of her. “No, that’s not true. I am not jealous,” she muttered in a futile attempt to convince herself. Motions clipped, she unwound the grass from her waist, letting it pool on the ground, then tugged on the pants. She had long legs, but even so the panels of material dwarfed her. She had to roll the hem numerous times and belt the waist with a scarf from one of the gowns in the closet. She slipped on her sandals.


            There were no mirrors (unless she counted the ones above the bed), so she had to guess how she looked. Ridiculous, she was sure. Sloppy. And that, to her way of thinking, was perfect. She wanted that too-intense Joachim guy to find her completely unattractive.


            Valerian, too, she reminded herself.


            As she stood there, deciding what to do next, Valerian’s masculine scent wafted to her, filling her nostrils. Strong, spicy. So arousing her nipples hardened, abrading the shirt she now wore. Why was she smelling him? She wasn’t by the door, wasn’t even close.


            She twisted and turned, only then realizing the heady fragrance curled from the clothes. Her eyes widened. Wretched clothes! Wonderful clothes. Had he worn them? Had they touched his body? An ache throbbed between her legs.


            She’d never been a sexual creature, and these new, continued sensations rocked her. How long could she deny them? How long could she resist? She’d wondered before, but the answer suddenly seemed imminent. She almost ripped the shirt and pants off. She did moan, the sound raw and needy.


            “What are you doing in there?” Valerian asked, his voice tight, drawn.


            Did he know she was aroused? He couldn’t know. Please, don’t let him know. “I was—I’m just hungry.”


            For several seconds he didn’t speak. She used the time to calm herself down, to recite math equations in her mind. If he knew just how vulnerable she was to him, he’d pounce without mercy.


            “Come, moon,” he said evenly. “I will feed you.”


            She swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. She’d eat breakfast with him because she needed out of this room and needed to keep up her strength. Then she could escape him and search the palace for a way out. A way home. She couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t stay with this potent man a moment longer than necessary.


            “Let’s get this over with,” she muttered.
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            JOACHIM LAY IN HIS BED, his arms propped under his head. Scowling, he stared up at the glistening crystal, wishing he could take comfort in the plethora of colors shooting from the jagged shards. Pink, like a woman’s nipples. White, like a woman’s skin. Russet, like a woman’s soulful eyes.


            Alas, he took no comfort.


            Night had long passed, and morning was here. Through it all, his thoughts remained black and refused to settle. He shifted and eyed the wall of weapons he’d acquired over the years. A weapon for every man he’d slain. Their numbers were so vast, he’d long ago lost count. He was not ashamed of that. No, he reveled in his victories.


            That was why his behavior last night cut his pride so deeply.


            After leaving Valerian and Shaye, he had brought the two females to his room. He’d been about to enter one; he’d held his cock in his hand, poised, ready. She’d been willing, so willing, writhing in passion, opening herself wider. And he’d stopped. Stopped!


            As he had stared down at her, the sense of all-consuming need had abandoned him. There one moment, gone the next. An image of the dark-headed witch he’d wanted so badly at the selection ceremony, the one with the curly hair and ripe little body, had flashed through his mind. Suddenly he’d wanted her. Only her. He’d pictured her in Shivawn’s arms, moaning, mindless with pleasure, and a terrible rage had overcome him.


            Joachim’s two bed partners had tried their hardest to excite him after that, but they’d failed. He should have taken them anyway. He needed to sate himself and regain his strength. Yet…he’d sent them away to find another lover and pleasured himself instead.


            Still. He was as weak as before. But at least Valerian, too, would be weakened this day, having gone without a woman’s touch. His mate’s touch, if he were to be believed. Mate. How Joachim wanted to find his, that one woman who would love him above all others.


            He sighed. He didn’t want to take the pale woman from Valerian. She did not excite him. Not really. Not like the dark-headed one with her sensual, lush curves, her innocent and wild contradictions. What was her name? She hadn’t said. Hadn’t spoken at all. He wondered what her voice would be like. Low and husky? Sweet and soft? If he’d had the opportunity to choose her, the night would have ended differently. Damn Shivawn for taking her and forcing him to change his plan.


            As his friend had led the lovely witch from the room, Joachim had decided to console himself by taking Valerian’s crown.


            He liked and admired his cousin, but he liked and admired power more.


            Joachim did not enjoy being told what to do. He never had. He preferred to give the orders, to have others do his bidding. Even his women. He was master. He was commander.


            His cousin ruled with an iron fist, expecting total and complete obedience. It was time to change that. It was time for Joachim to rule.


            Valerian had offered to fight him, true, but Joachim could not become king that way. No, Valerian had to willingly agree to surrender his throne. Would he? Valerian had had a night to consider his options, to realize there was only one thing to be done to keep the pale woman.


            “The crown will be mine,” Joachim snarled.


            Some men were meant for greatness. Some were…not. And Valerian had made many foolish mistakes lately. The first and most important was leaving the nymph females behind to take this palace. The women were now lost, no trace of them to be found in either the Inner or Outer City. Yes, Valerian had a contingent of men searching for them even now. But that wasn’t enough. They would not need finding if the king had brought them along in the first place.


            The second and most unforgivable mistake Valerian had made was not letting the men travel to the surface until yesterday, when their strength was nearly drained. The palace needed guarding, true, but the men could not guard if they were weak.


            I would not have allowed such things to happen. His eyes narrowed. The pale woman was simply a means to an end. He’d seen the way Valerian hovered over her, protecting her, silently willing the warriors away from her. So Joachim had chosen her, hoping his cousin would do anything to keep her.


            His hope had paid off.


            And perhaps, when he became sovereign, he would simply take the dark-haired witch from Shivawn. He grinned at the thought.


            Oh, he was going to like being king.


            


            WHEN SHAYE BRUSHED ASIDE the door cloth and stepped toward him, Valerian’s breath caught in his throat, burning like the hottest fire.


            Would she always affect him this way?


            She wore his shirt, his pants, and even though they bagged on her slight frame, she was the most beautiful sight he’d ever beheld. The dome’s rainbow flecks glistened over her cheeks. Like a siren she was, luring him, tempting him. He would willingly go to his death for her.


            “If you’re going to tell me to change,” she said, challenge in her voice, “save your breath.”


            Tell her to change? Never. “I like you just as you are.”


            Surprise darkened her eyes, making the brown velvet swirl with black.


            He held out his hand, not touching her, but needing to. So badly he wanted her to accept him. He wanted her willing. Wanted her to find joy in each and every moment of contact they shared, as he did.


            That glorious gaze of hers flicked to his palm. Slowly the color abandoned her cheeks. So pale now, he thought. She could have been a dream, a ghost. A phantom come to torment him.


            A flicker of something blanketed her expression. Pain? Panic? “No. No touching.” She shook her head, punctuating the words. She even whipped her hands behind her back, as if to remove temptation.


            Hearing her rejection, he decided to push her—to see how far she would allow him to push her, really. He wanted her touch too much to admit defeat so early in the game. “Sweet moonbeam, why won’t you acquiesce over something so small? I am not asking for more than a touch.” Yet.


            “Please. I’m not stupid. One touch will lead to one kiss. One kiss will lead—” She flushed, returning that heavenly, rosy glow to her skin. She cleared her throat. “You get the picture.” Chin high, she sailed past him. But she stopped abruptly at the fork of doorways. She didn’t turn to face him. “Which way is breakfast?”


            “What if I told you I was the main course?” He watched her back stiffen, watched her hands clench at her sides. However long it took, he’d chip at her resistance until she caved. I’ll have you begging for me, love. “Would you be so eager to leave then?”


            Waves of anger and frustration radiated from her. “Which way?” she ground out.


            He paused a moment before responding, drinking in the vision of her pale hair tumbling down her back. Some of the ends curled, some of them fell straight. What he would have given to sift his fingers through the thick mass. His home? His life?


            His soul?


            Yes, all of those things. The need was sharp inside him, yet so unattainable at the moment. “I will show you the way,” he said, his voice deep, nearly a croak. He closed the distance between them, his long legs quickly eating up the short space, and brushed past her, purposefully caressing his arm against hers.


            Gasping, she jumped away from him as if he’d shoved her. She even glared at him with suspicion. His lips twitched in amusement and victory. Oh, yes. She will be mine. Her awareness of him—for that’s what this reaction was, whether she denied it or not—would ultimately be her downfall.


            She might not have accepted him as her mate, but her body recognized him. Desired him. And when the physical body desired something, or someone, it did whatever was necessary to convince the mind to seize it. People could not help themselves. They wanted what they wanted, bad for them or not.


            Shaye would be no different.


            Soon, he thought. Soon.


            “Don’t you ever wear a shirt?” she grumbled, turning away her gaze.


            “I saw how you looked at my chest and decided it was in my best interest to never wear a shirt again.”


            Her lips compressed into a thin line. “I was staring in horror.”


            “Who are you trying to convince? Me? Or yourself?”


            She bared her teeth in a scowl.


            He had made his point, so he let the subject drop. For now. “Breakfast is this way.” He clasped her hand (without permission) and led her out of his quarters, down the winding hallway of his army’s barracks. Several couples had decided to camp there, even when the loving was done. They lay naked and intertwined in the open. Unlike the chaotic moans of last night, all was now silent. Most likely everyone was exhausted from their long night of sexual gratification and debauchery.


            How he would have liked to be in their numbers, to have experienced that same satisfaction.


            Perhaps tonight…


            “So, what are we going to do about Joachim?” Shaye asked. “I’m not going to be his slave. No matter what. And don’t tell me we’ll deal with him when he wakes up. Give me an answer this time. I hate not knowing.”


            We, she’d said. Not I. Not you. We. He liked the sound of that, liked that she did not reject the thought of his aid. Liked that she saw them as partners in this. “Worry not. I will do whatever is necessary to keep you with me.”


            “Would you—” she gulped “—kill him?”


            “If necessary.” He answered without hesitation.


            She uttered a frustrated groan. “If you would just take me to the beach, he couldn’t have me and you wouldn’t have to commit murder.”


            “If I took you back, I couldn’t have you, either.”


            “Exactly.”


            “Your plan—what is it you told me about my bargaining skills?—sucks. Yes, your plan sucks.”


            He kicked a pile of clothing out of their way and turned a corner. Finally the dining hall came into view. A fresh, warm scent wafted to him. The male centaurs and minotaurs he’d acquired from the city had prepared the usual breakfast of fish, fruits and nuts.


            Beside him Shaye purred, “Mmm.” Her stomach growled.


            Usually at this time of the morning warriors surrounded the table, devouring every morsel of food. Now he and Shaye were alone, the servants having already retreated to the kitchen for their own meal, his men still sleeping and recovering from the night’s pleasures.


            Without a word, Shaye commandeered the chair at the head of the table. As she did so, she eyed him, expecting him to balk, he was sure. When he didn’t, she shrugged and piled a plate high with food.


            She swallowed a bite of coconut cream, and her eyes closed in sweet surrender. “Who prepared this? Surely not your army. They may look life beefcake, but I doubt they know how to cook it.”


            “As if I would allow my men to cook,” he said, filling his plate.


            “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with a man knowing how to prepare a meal.” She popped a grape into her mouth.


            He eased onto the bench beside her. “Warriors battle. Warriors kill. Warriors seduce. They do not cook. That is a servant’s job.”


            “What if all your servants get sick and can’t work? What if all your servants are stolen? What will all your big, strong warriors do then, huh?”


            He blinked, the idea never having occurred to him. Who would be foolish enough to steal from a nymph? “We would acquire new servants.”


            “Typical,” she said dryly. Her gaze traveled the room.


            Looking for a way out? he wondered. He wouldn’t doubt if she’d engaged him in this conversation about servants just to distract him. He let her do it, though. Talking with her excited him. “How is such a thing typical?” He leaned back and bit into a strawberry. How he would have loved to trace the berry over her lips and lick the juice away.


            “In my experience, men such as yourself are—”


            “Men such as myself?” he interjected.


            “Yes.”


            “What kind of man is that?”


            Her gaze returned to him, and she seemed to forget her search. “Arrogant. Bossy. Chauvinistic. Pigheaded. Stubborn. Half-witted. Spoiled. Demanding. Self-absorbed. Morally corrupt.”


            When she paused for breath, he grumbled, “Is that all?”


            “No. Horny. Overbearing. Mean.” She paused, tapped a finger against her lips, then nodded. “That’s all. Anyway, as I was saying. Men are—”


            “Mean’?” He frowned. “I have been the epitome of nice to you, catering to your every need. Have I not clothed you? Fed you? Kept you safe and warm? Refrained from making love to you?”


            She pursed her lips. “Did you not steal me from everything I hold dear? Have you not refused over and over again to let me go?”


            Unconcerned, he waved a hand through the air. “One day you will thank me for my refusal. Now, please continue with your explanation of my ‘typical’ male behavior.”


            “Fine.” She raised her chin, looking down at him. “But you won’t like it.”


            “Nevertheless. I will listen. Because I am nice.”


            “Nice? Really? To save your male pride from doing something you consider beneath you, you would rather steal someone from their home and their family so they can do it for you.” She bit into a strawberry of her own, white teeth sinking into the fruit. Droplets of juice trickled down her chin. “I’m living proof.”


            His body tensed. Once again he was overcome with the desire to lick juice off of her lips and chin, perhaps cover the rest of her with strawberry juice, as well, and lick that, too. Several sweetly tart droplets would pool in her navel, of course, before dripping to the pale, silvery hair between her legs. She would writhe when his tongue followed the liquid. She would tunnel her hands in his hair. Her knees would squeeze his temples.


            The fantasy came to a halt when she wiped the naughty juice away and scowled over at him. “You’re staring at me, and I don’t like it. Stop.”


            Her voice held a strangled edge, as if she fought a wave of anger—or desire.


            “Yes, I’m staring,” he said. “You are a beautiful woman.” He popped another grape into his mouth and relished her dismayed shock. Normally he ate his share of fish, as well as the fruit, but right now he hungered only for Shaye. His woman. His mate.


            “Do you have no reaction to my words, then?” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I all but called you dishonorable.”


            “Why should I react to your words? They are true. I would rather steal someone from their home than cook for myself.”


            Her mouth fell open, forming a delightful O.


            He arched a brow. “My easy admission surprises you, I see.”


            “Well, yeah.” She regarded him warily.


            “I have only ever taken those in need of a better life, Shaye, or those I thought I could give an easier life, whether they thought they needed it or not. The men who prepared this meal were slaves to the demons before I stole them. They were forced to steal, kill and destroy, and would have one day become the main course of a demon meal. Believe me, they are grateful that I took them.” He leaned back on the bench, stretching out the long length of his legs, watching her, gauging. “Perhaps, though, you will help me see the error of my ways. I am more than willing to let you try to convince me of my terrible deeds—over and over again. I listen best when the speaker is naked.”


            As he watched her, a flush of pink suffused her cheeks. Another blush. The hedonistic women of his acquaintance were as comfortable with sex and erotic banter as he was. That Shaye found the topic risqué enough to blush excited him. Mesmerized him.


            He had to touch her.


            He was just leaning toward her, outstretching his hand to see if that blush of hers gave off any heat and perhaps spread to her breasts, when two of his warriors strode into the room. Disappointed, he fell back into his chair.


            Both men wore wide, toothy smiles of sheer bliss. Their faces were completely relaxed, utterly radiant. Power emanated from them. Each wore gilded breastplates, black pants and jewel-studded armbands. After their night of loving, they were ready to train.


            “Good morning, great king,” Broderick said. His voice had never sounded so joyful.


            “This is the best of days, is it not?” Dorian sighed happily.


            They whistled as they circled the table and heaped their plates with food. They must have worked up hearty appetites during the long hours of the night. Valerian glared at them. He had yet to sample Shaye’s sweetness—yes, he knew she would taste sweet—so no, this was not the best of days.


            A few seconds later, Shivawn entered. He wasn’t smiling, wasn’t relaxed. No, he was stiff and glowered at everyone. He slammed himself onto the bench beside Valerian, hair beads rattling, and silently filled his plate with the food in front of him. He didn’t bother to reach for anything more.


            Had his woman denied him? Valerian wondered. He and Shivawn probably wore the same expression. “Where is your chosen?”


            “Sleeping,” Broderick and Dorian replied in unison, as if he’d asked the question of them. Their grins grew wider, and they slapped each other on the backs.


            “Flying through the gates of Olympus,” Dorian added.


            “Did you stop and make sure the women were willing before you bedded them?” Shaye asked, her tone dripping with loathing.


            Dorian blinked at her, the question foreign to him.


            Broderick chuckled. “Your woman is amusing,” he said to Valerian.


            “Amusing?” She popped to her feet with an angry growl. “I am not amusing when discussing rape.”


            At least she hadn’t denied the fact that she belonged to him, Valerian thought, pleased.


            “As if a woman would turn me down,” Broderick said.


            “Believe me, it happens,” Shivawn muttered. He swiped up his plate and stalked from the room without another word.


            Everyone watched him leave, each with a different reaction. Broderick—laughter. Dorian—intensified confusion. Shaye—satisfaction.


            “FYI, gentlemen,” she said, drawing attention back to herself. “Just because your mojo entrances a woman doesn’t mean she truly, deep in her soul, wants you.”


            “Mojo?” Having no more room on his plate, Dorian eased into the empty seat beside Valerian. “What is that?”


            “Doesn’t matter.” Shaye crossed her arms over her chest, causing the neckline of her shirt to gape and reveal soft hints of her breasts. “What matters is this—if the women knew you, your personality, your likes, your dislikes, your past, your plans for the future, would they want you still?”


            If a woman knew you echoed through Valerian’s mind. Not an altogether welcome thought, either. He’d never taken the time to discuss his life—past, present or future—with any of his bedmates. He hadn’t cared to discuss it, and they hadn’t cared to ask. Still, the question intrigued him.


            He wanted that with Shaye, he realized. He wanted to tell her about himself and watch her reaction, hear her thoughts. He wanted to listen to her tell him about her own life. Wanted to know what gave her joy. What she secretly desired with every ounce of her being.


            Too, he found himself wondering what type of man she had favored in the past. Scholar? Warrior? How had these men treated her?


            Had she loved them?


            His hands clenched at his sides, one nearly snapping the bench arm in half. A need to maim, destroy, kill any man who’d once held this woman’s affections consumed him. Searing. White-hot. Hotter than even a dragon’s fire.


            Perhaps it was hypocritical of him—all right, it was hypocritical, considering his own debauched past—but he didn’t like the image of his woman splayed and open for anyone save himself. Her passion—his. Her heart—his. He didn’t want her deepest desires awakened by anyone but him. Couldn’t tolerate the thought.


            He yearned to brand his very essence into her every cell. She’d know no scent but his own. Feel no touch but his own. Crave only him, as he craved only her.


            “Well, I see my chosen has quenched one hunger,” a male voice suddenly said from the doorway.


            Valerian stiffened as his eyes narrowed on his cousin. Joachim, who obviously still thought to claim Shaye, stood poised, ready. He wasn’t dressed for training, but for war. Silver armor etched with battle scenes covered him from head to toe.


            Valerian didn’t stand. If he did, he would have leapt over the table and attacked. Joachim wanted to war, so they would war. It was past time he showed his power-hungry cousin the error of his ways. Beginning now.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            TENSION AND TESTOSTERONE sparked around the room, hot enough that Shaye felt burned. Fury sizzled and snapped; a raging inferno, barely banked, burned in Valerian’s turquoise eyes.


            Shaye was used to being around emotional people. How many tirades, fits of jealous rage, had her mother thrown over the years? Countless. If a husband came home late, crystal china was thrown at his head—right along with accusations of infidelity. If a birthday was forgotten, tires were slashed.


            Yet Shaye didn’t know how to react to such potent fury from Valerian. Someone who, until this point, had shown only desire, amusement and patience. Well, he’d given glimpses of anger, but nothing like this.


            The need to kill was there in his expression. His lips were thinned, his teeth bared like an animal’s. He was cold, capable of any evil deed.


            “I have a bargain for you, Joachim.” Never had his voice sounded more brusque.


            Joachim gave no outward reaction, though his eyes did bear traces of the same dissatisfied tension Valerian and Shivawn possessed. Seemingly unconcerned, he leaned against the towering door frame, a column of twisted gold filigree. “I am listening.”


            “I will give you my sword,” Valerian said. “You may have it with my blessing, but you must renounce all claim to the girl.”


            “Unacceptable.” Joachim removed his helmet and anchored it at his side. His black brows were winged arrogantly. “Make me king, and you can have her. She will be yours to do with what you will.”


            Shaye laid her palms on the table, looking back and forth between the men. She didn’t know what to do, what to say. She felt as helpless now as she’d felt watching her parents fight as a child.


            Tense, Valerian shook his head. “I cannot simply make you king. You know that. My men would never follow a man who had not proven himself worthy.”


            “True,” Joachim allowed. “That is why I’m willing to prove myself worthy.”


            “And just how do you plan to do that?”


            “Yesterday you were willing to fight me. Are you still?”


            Valerian’s hands clenched and unclenched. “Yes.”


            “But are you willing to give up your reign of leadership if I best you, thereby proving myself worthy?”


            A predatory stillness came over Valerian. For a long while he didn’t speak. Considering his options? Shaye wondered. Finally he said, “Such a thing has never been done,” his tone careful, guarded.


            Joachim’s hand tightened over his sword hilt. “Yet such a thing has often needed to be done.”


            Shaye had thought tensions already high. With Joachim’s last words, the room began to pulse with danger. More than ever, she didn’t want these larger-than-life men fighting over her. With swords, for God’s sake. She didn’t want Valerian fighting, period. Strangely, the thought of him getting hurt unsettled her.


            Only because you don’t want to be stuck with someone else, someone less tolerant, she assured herself.


            She eyed his opponent. Joachim appeared confident in his ability to win. He radiated the same arrogance as Valerian, yet at the same time he glowed with a bloodthirstiness that did not encompass the king.


            “Why don’t you fight me instead?” she found herself asking Joachim. The words slipped from her unbidden. “It would be my greatest pleasure to cut off your balls and feed them to you.”


            A muscle ticked in Joachim’s jaw. Valerian’s lips twitched as he fought back a…grin? A scowl? The two men at the table chuckled, thankfully relaxing.


            “That I would like to see,” the too-handsome-to-be-real one said. Black hair, violet eyes. If she remembered correctly, his name was Dorian.


            “Shaye will not be fighting,” Valerian said.


            “As if a woman could best me,” Joachim snorted. “Well, Valerian.” He straightened, his armor clinking ominously. “What say you? Shall we fight, the winner made king with all rights to the woman?”


            Slowly Valerian eased to his feet. “I accept. However, winner will remain king and keep the woman.”


            “Only time will tell,” was Joachim’s satisfied reply.


            “Now wait just a minute.” Shaye slapped the table, frustrated when the bowls failed to shake and the food and drink failed to spill. “You’re acting like children. There’s no reason to fight.”


            Valerian leveled her with a fierce gaze. At least she’d gotten his attention. “In this, moon, you will not have your way. My cousin is in dire need of a lesson.”


            “He’s your cousin?” She scrubbed a hand over her face. This was worse than she’d thought. “There were times I wanted to kill my family, Valerian, but you have to resist the temptation.”


            “You will not change your mind?” Joachim asked him, ignoring Shaye as if she were not even in the room. “When you lose?”


            Dorian and Broderick snarled like animals at the insult to their king, then there was only silence. Wave after terrible wave of Valerian’s fury wrapped around Shaye, and she was immensely grateful it was not directed at her.


            “Are you. Calling me. A liar?” Each syllable seemed to be ripped from him.


            Joachim’s cheeks colored bright, vivid red. “My apologies. That was not my intent.”


            Only slightly mollified, Valerian splayed his arms, encompassing the room and everyone inside. “We have witnesses. Dorian and Broderick will hereby attest to my consent to this battle—and the outcome.”


            Panic unfurled sharp fists inside of Shaye, beating painfully. They were going to do it; they were going to fight. The knowledge was there, churning in their eyes.


            “What is your weapon of choice?” Valerian asked his cousin, crossing his arms over his chest.


            “Swords, of course,” was the reply. “The weapon of a true warrior.”


            “To the death?”


            Joachim considered the idea and frowned. “I do not want to kill you, Valerian. I do not hate you. We were friends once, as children, but I was born to rule. Commands should be mine to give, not receive.”


            For a long while the two men simply stared at each other. Finally Valerian nodded. “Go to the arena, Joachim. I will be there shortly.”


            “Another command.” Joachim looked as if he meant to protest but ultimately nodded. He turned on his heel and strode away. Shaye was not given time to argue.


            “Dorian,” Valerian said, “gather the rest of the men. I want them to watch what happens to those who think to usurp my rule. Broderick, go and prepare my gear.”


            Chairs skidded backward. Footsteps pounded.


            I can’t believe this is happening, Shaye thought.


            She’d been kidnapped from her mother’s wedding—shrug. She’d been dragged underwater and into a lost city—yawn. She’d been chosen to be the king’s mistress—could someone pass a nail file? All of that suddenly seemed paltry, dreamlike.


            This battle, though…it was pure nightmare.


            “I’m asking you not to do this,” she said to Valerian. They were alone now, no one else in sight. “He obviously doesn’t want me. He just wants to hurt you and take your crown.”


            Valerian sat down, leaned back in the bench and regarded her intently. “Do you fear for me, moon?”


            She snorted. Inside, though, she trembled with fear. “I could care less about you, actually.” Lie. Stupid of her, yes, but a lie all the same. His safety did matter to her, she admitted silently. He’d said all those nice things to her. His touch electrified her. And he was…sweet, damn it. “I just don’t want to be pawned off on that Joachim jerk.” Truth.


            Casually, he popped a grape into his mouth. “I told you I would do whatever was necessary to keep you and I meant it. Now I am not going to take offense at your lack of confidence in my skills as a warrior because you have yet to watch me fight. You do not truly know me.”


            “And I might not have a chance to know you. Not that I want to,” she added quickly. “But still.”


            “I will, however,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “take great offense if this lack of faith ever occurs again.”


            Her eyes focused on him with forced unconcern. “I’m shaking. Really.”


            His eyes rounded with incredulity, and he shook his head. “Have you no sense, woman? I’ve just warned you of my wrath and you mock me?”


            “Two words—hell, yes.”


            Far from angering him, though, her words seemed to amuse him. “I like your wit, Shaye. I also like your courage. You please me, for you are a worthy mate. A worthy queen to my warriors.”


            Queen? Hardly. Look at the mess that her own life had become. Like she really needed to be in charge of other people. And as for the other, well, she didn’t want Valerian to like her. Okay, she did. She just didn’t want to want him to like her. The more he liked her, the more determined he’d be to keep her, the harder he’d pursue her and the tougher it would be to resist him, to remember who and what he was—and the less she would want to escape.


            “Come. I have tarried enough, yet I was unable to resist stealing a moment alone with you.” He pushed to his feet and held out his hand, palm up, a silent command for her to take it. “They are awaiting us in the arena.”


            She studied his palm, powerless to turn away. She knew that if she intertwined her fingers with his, warmth would tingle up her arm. Such drugging warmth. Unwanted warmth. Dangerous warmth.


            Her throat constricted. She stood, keeping her hands at her sides. “Lead the way.”


            He remained where he was, beckoning with a single wave of his fingers.


            She crossed her arms over her chest.


            His lips dipped into a disbelieving frown as he realized she was refusing him yet again. “I allowed you to refuse once. I will not allow you to do so now. I need your touch, Shaye. I need your strength. My victory depends upon it.”


            Ah, hell. Way to stick a knife in her. Their gazes locked in challenge. The lush length of his black lashes cast decadent shadows over his cheeks. How did a man with blond hair have such dark eyelashes? They should have been pale, like hers. “Sorry,” she said. And she was.


            “You are stubborn,” he said. “And you want to be cold.”


            She raised her chin. “I assure you, I am cold. I’m a bitch.”


            “Given time,” he added smoothly, “I will heat you. I will make you burn.”


            The words were laced with promise, dripping with determination, and drifting beneath them was a challenge: every resistance will be met and conquered until you’ve soared over the sweet edge of surrender.


            She gulped, but still didn’t allow herself to reach for him.


            A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You have a choice. Take my hand or be carried in my arms.”


            “You didn’t mention my third choice. Leaving.” She skidded around the chair and backed away, a single step.


            “You? Leave?” He shook his head. “No, you are too brave. I will give you till the count of three to decide, then I will make the decision for you. One.”


            Another step backward.


            “Two.”


            Yet another.


            “Thr—”


            She rushed forward and clamped onto his hand. At first contact, the warmth she’d feared speared her, spreading up, spreading out, overtaking her entire body. But if he had chased her and thrown her over his shoulder—and he would have—the sensations would have been so much worse. More potent.


            She scowled up at him. Light banked his features, giving him a breathtaking radiance no one person should possess.


            He grinned. “That was not so hard, was it?”


            “Shut up. Just shut up.”


            He chuckled, but his laughter didn’t last long. His expression grew serious. “I have your scent in my nostrils, moon, and can find you wherever you are. Wherever you go. Do not think to try and escape from me during the battle.” With that, he turned on his heel and stalked out of the dining hall, dragging her with him.


            Hissing a breath between her teeth, she fought to keep up with him, flying forward at neck-breaking speed. “Slow down. And what do you mean, you’ve got my smell in your nose?” She recalled yesterday, how obsessed he’d been with making her smell him.


            “Just that your essence is branded into my every cell,” he said, not bothering to face her. “As mine will soon be in yours.”


            “There will be no branding!”


            “Actually, there will be no stopping the branding.” Utter confidence cascaded from his voice.


            Another promise.


            Don’t engage him. Don’t encourage him. Her gaze snagged on the wall. White marble inlaid with silver stone, crumbled in bits and pieces. Scratch marks, as if someone had taken a tool to every inch. Changing the subject she said, “What happened here?”


            “Humans invaded, is my understanding.”


            Her gaze whipped to his back. Hard muscle and sinew strained under bronzed velvet. “Humans know about Atlantis?”


            “Some do.”


            Wow. People actually knew about this place, yet they’d managed to keep it a secret. “Have you always lived in this castle?”


            “No. My army claimed the palace only a short time ago.”


            Claimed. Aka “stole,” she was sure. “Who did it belong to before you?”


            “The dragons.”


            She skidded to a stop, forcing him to stop, as well, or drag her prone body. “Dragons? Did you say dragons used to own this property? And you stole it from them?” That explained the dragon murals, the dragon etchings, the dragon medallion he’d told her about.


            Slowly he faced her, his expression confused. “This upsets you. Why?”


            “Dragons spew fire and eat humans as tasty snacks. They’ll want their palace back.”


            “Yes.”


            Her eyes widened at his nonchalance. “And that doesn’t bother you? The thought of battling such fierce creatures?”


            “No. Why should it?” His chest seemed to expand before her eyes. “I am fiercer. I am stronger.”


            God save her from male arrogance. “Sorry I don’t share your confidence,” she said dryly.


            He frowned. “If the thought of dragons scares you—”


            “Terrifies me,” she interjected.


            “How will you react when I introduce you to the vampires?”


            A strangled gasp wheezed from her throat, and she covered her mouth with a shaky hand. “I’m not meeting vampires.”


            “They are our friends.”


            He’d said our. He hadn’t said my. But our, as if they were already a couple. “You told me those creatures were in Atlantis, but I never thought you’d make me interact with them! Vampires drink blood, Valerian.”


            “They will not drink yours.”


            Grrr. There was no arguing with him. He had a response for everything. “That’s right, they won’t. I’m not meeting them, and I’m not staying here.”


            “Vampires are our allies. You have nothing to fear from them.” You have nothing to fear from anyone in this land. I will always protect you. With my own body, if necessary.” His voice dipped with sexy, husky promise, once again flashing images of naked bodies, sweat-soaked skin and quivering pleasure through her mind. Grrr!


            “You know, if you had any chance of convincing me to stay here—which you didn’t—you blew it with talk of dragons and vampires.”


            He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “How you distract me, woman. Why are we discussing this now? I have a battle to win. A woman to claim,” he said as he tugged her back into motion.


            Crap. The battle. In the distance she could make out the sound of swords clanging together. Grunts. Male laughter. Excitement.


            “I’m going to say this one more time. I don’t want you to fight.”


            He lost his air of affection. He stopped, turned and took a menacing step toward her. Close enough that she felt the heat of his skin, the heady scent of it. Saw the flecks of blue and green in his eyes, brighter than the most precious jewels. He became utterly wrapped in malevolence.


            “I warned you what would happen if you voiced such doubt in my ability again. I am powerful, a force to be feared, and I will have your faith.”


            If he expected her to apologize or back away, he did not get his wish. She stepped toward him, destroying even more of the open space between them. Where she attained such bravado, she didn’t know. She only knew she could not let him in that ring. “And I told you I didn’t give a shit about your warning.”


            Sconces blazed from the walls, their glow flickering over the contours of his face. Shadows and light fought for dominance, playing over his cheeks. He suddenly appeared even more harsh than he had a moment ago.


            Tendrils of desire, the same consuming desire she’d encountered when she’d first watched him stride from the ocean, glittered inside her.


            “You will,” he said, right before he tangled his fingers in her hair and jerked her to him. Instantly his lips slammed into hers with such force she gasped.


            He used her open mouth to his advantage. His hot tongue pushed inside, past her teeth, past any thought of resistance. His big body engulfed her, set her on fire with ethereal flames. Flames that spread with dizzying speed. Wondrous speed. In mere seconds she went from cool, uncaring, untouchable Shaye to wild, aching, never-stop-touching Shaye. A woman who existed only for pleasure. For sex and debauchery. For this man.


            He consumed her. Dark need consumed her. And she discovered that she liked being consumed.


            His tongue worked hers with expert precision, causing her nerve endings to leap to blissful life. Her nipples hardened, her thighs ached, her stomach quivered. His taste was pure sexual heat, exotic, addictive. She shouldn’t want to, knew she should pull away, but she found herself winding her arms around his neck and accepting him fully, demanding more.


            A feral growl of satisfaction escaped him, raw, as if he couldn’t hold it back.


            “Do you want me?” he whispered fiercely.


            As always the sound of his wine-rich voice excited her. More so than ever before. He’d been made for her, only her, his every action, every breath, existing simply to please her. The thought was intoxicating. Like the man himself. Heady and sultry and drugging.


            “Do you want me?” he asked again.


            “No,” she forced out, then contradicted herself by licking the seam of his lips. Who was this wanton woman she’d become?


            Valerian’s woman drifted across her mind.


            His callused hands slid from her neck over each vertebra of her spine and settled softly on the curve of her hips. His fingers gradually scrunched up the hem of her shirt.


            “I want you,” he said fiercely. Warm breath fanned her cheek.


            There was a reason she should push him away. Yes, there was definitely a reason. A reason she should…drag his mouth back to hers. Taste him again. Feel the strength of his chest straining against her, feel the barely leashed power humming through his blood. Her nipples beaded tighter and hurt, actually hurt, for contact.


            He released her shirt and reached under it, his fingers tickling her skin. She gasped in wonder.


            “Your nipples ache for me, I know it.” His hot gaze lingered on the area in question, making them pearl all the more.


            “No, they don’t,” she denied.


            “It would be my pleasure to prove it to you. I could stand you in front of a mirror, slowly remove your top, baring your flesh inch by precious inch. I could cup your breasts in my hands, framing your nipples as they cry for me.”


            She should have been used to it, expected it even, but the picture he described tunneled into her mind. Valerian behind her, his arms reaching around her, kneading her breasts. One of his phantom hands began a slow, languid glide down her stomach, stopping at the pale curls between her legs.


            “I hate that idea,” she lied breathlessly. “Hate it.” She brought her hands to his chest, her palms over his nipples. They were hard little points her tongue yearned to lick. To suck. As her fingertip curled in the steel loop anchored there, she wanted to lick and suck that, too.


            He groaned. “I like the way you hate.”


            Oh, she did, too. Their breaths mingled together. Their gazes locked, a sultry clash of turquoise against brown, passion against passion.


            “Hate me some more,” he breathed.


            She didn’t think to resist. She rose on her tiptoes—her body seemed to have a mind of its own—placing her lips just in front of his. His hands tightened on her waist, the grip needy, hard, commanding. Not allowing escape. He urged the lower half of her closer to him, so close, until she nestled against the long, hard length of his erection.


            A hot, raspy gasp shuddered from her. Spears of pleasure arced through her, spawning other bursts of sensation. Needed sensation. Welcome sensation.


            “I want to hate you, too,” he told her in that same soft tone. “I want to hate you hard and fast, the first time. Slow and tender, the second.”


            “My king,” someone called.


            Shaye heard the voice distantly and despised the interruption. More kisses. She wanted more kisses.


            As if Valerian didn’t notice the voice—or simply didn’t care—his gaze slid to her mouth. Wicked intent gleamed in his eyes. So much desire blazed from him, she had trouble catching her breath. He was a man ready to give her as many kisses as she desired.


            “My king,” the voice said again, this time projecting equal measures of reverence, impatience and eagerness.


            Valerian’s fingers clenched at her waist. “I don’t want to stop hating you,” he said softly, a growl.


            Saying “You must” almost killed her.


            “Must hate you?”


            “Must stop.”


            He ran his tongue over his teeth. His nostrils flared, as if her taste lingered there. “For now,” he allowed.


            “Forever.” What are you, stupid? She gulped. She’d never been kissed with such passion. Such fervor. As if the man doing the kissing savored her. Would be destroyed without her. And she wanted like hell to experience that urgency again.


            Dangerous, her mind whispered.


            But totally worth it, her body responded.


            “Don’t ever hate me again,” she forced out. She tugged from his embrace, turned away, suddenly cold and empty. Hollow, as she’d been through her entire childhood.


            He gripped her shoulders and spun her around. His eyes were compressed to tiny slits, his thick lashes nearly intertwining top with bottom. “My greatest pleasure will be—what is it your people say?—making you eat your words.”


            “Valerian,” another man called. Joachim, this time. She recognized the deep baritone. Impatient now. Valerian didn’t face him. “The woman is not yours to kiss.”


            Shaye drew her arms over her middle, tamping down a tremor of dread. She glanced over her shoulder, only to see that the dark-haired man resembled an angel of death. Great. A sign?


            “Yet,” Valerian said, the single word more lethal than a sword. His eyes never left her face. “Yet.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE


            
              
            

          


          
            AFTER ONE FINAL LOOK at Shaye, Valerian whipped around, facing his cousin and shoving the moonbeam behind him, his body acting as a shield. How dare his first kiss with Shaye, his mate, his one and only, be interrupted. And by this man! Fury seethed and bubbled through his blood, a rushing river of molten lava.


            “May I recommend the two of you sit down and discuss your problems before you resort to bloodshed?” Shaye suggested primly. She tried to sidestep him. When that didn’t work, she peeked around his shoulder.


            “No.” Joachim. Smug expectation colored his face. The man truly thought to win and become king.


            “No,” Valerian replied, even knowing Shaye didn’t want him to fight. While he did not want to deny her anything, fight he would. Even though he was at a disadvantage. While Joachim had spent the night gaining strength thanks to his sexual conquests, Valerian had…not. He had not even self-pleasured.


            Without looking behind him, Valerian reached back, palm extended, for Shaye to place her hand in his. She’d refused twice before and coercion had been necessary. He expected her to refuse once again. But he had to try, had to touch her once more before entering the arena.


            Shock pounded through him when her fingers slowly laced with his. Her hand was soft and delicate, the bones fine, the skin smooth. He couldn’t help himself. He stood in place, tracing his fingers over hers. Her nails felt perfectly rounded, and he knew they were painted the color of coral shells. More than anything, he wanted to suck them into his mouth.


            She squeezed his hand, and his shock intensified. Did she offer him comfort? A silent warning? He didn’t know, but he reveled in the action.


            Was she coming to care for him?


            She’d responded to his kiss so passionately, erupting from cool to blazing in seconds. She’d responded, and she’d wanted. Just as he had. He’d bedded many women over the years, more than he could count. Yet none had ever stirred his heart like she had. A simple kiss, and he’d burned for her uncontrollably. He hadn’t wanted just her body. He’d wanted all she had to give.


            Later, he promised himself. Later.


            “I am waiting,” Joachim said, impatient.


            Valerian’s eyes narrowed. “Come,” he said to Shaye, ignoring his cousin. Anger fueled his steps as he ushered her down the rest of the hallway.


            Joachim remained in place, watching them.


            Valerian barreled past him, shoving the foolish man out of the way. No one would treat him with such disrespect. By the time their private war ended, anyone who harbored thoughts of taking his place would see the error of his ways.


            Perhaps he should take Shaye to his room and place a guard at the door. He wasn’t sure he wanted her to see his most vicious side, the animal inside him. An animal that maimed and conquered. Already she protested the confrontation.


            Yet as much as he wanted to protect her from the beast inside him, he wanted her to see it, to know his strengths and know that he could take care of her. Whoever, whatever the enemy.


            “Well, this is fun,” Shaye said dryly.


            “Wait until the battle actually begins,” Valerian replied.


            Joachim’s gaze bored into his back, and he felt the heat of it as he strode forward. Sand flung from his boots. The arena overflowed with warriors, he noticed. They circled the walls, brimming with anticipation and eagerness. Good. He wanted all of his men to witness the coming event.


            Several warriors had brought their women, and these females stood interspersed with the men. They were draped in Atlantean robes, violet and yellow and rose-colored scarves woven with silver thread. Sapphires, rubies and emeralds sparkled from the soft materials, and all of the scarves split at the bottom, offering glimpses of thigh. Fine, metal links looped around the women’s waists, showcasing the shapely curves of some, the lean delicacy of others. They ranged in age, size and beauty, but each had her own appeal.


            None of them, dressed as finely as they were, compared to Shaye. Not even close.


            Valerian stopped in front of Broderick. “Is all ready?”


            “I have taken care of every detail.” Broderick grinned and wound his arm around his chosen, a pretty brunette. “Women and war in one day. The gods must be smiling upon us.”


            Smiling…or cursing. “Watch this little morsel for me,” Valerian said, gently thrusting Shaye at him. She humphed. “Guard her well and allow no one to touch her.” He paused, considered Broderick’s past liaisons, and added, “Not even yourself.”


            Broderick’s grin faded, and he lost all traces of his enjoyment. “Keep her with me, but do not touch her? This is the wench who fought you. What if she tries to run away?”


            “She won’t.” He turned his gaze on Shaye and met her rebellious eyes. “Will you?”


            She studied her fingernails. “Whatever you say, big guy.”


            He expelled a hot breath. “I do not want to punish you, Shaye, but I will if you force me.”


            “If I force you?” She glared up at him. “Now there’s Barbarian Mentality 101 if I’ve ever heard it. Perhaps I need to make a card for women who find themselves stuck with a Neanderthal. It could say something simple like, ‘Got Razors’?”


            He did not even pretend to understand what she had just said. “Promise me you will stay here. If I am worried about you, I cannot concentrate on the sword being swung at me.”


            She paled once again, a lovely ice queen. He drank in her snowy beauty.


            “Promise me,” he said again, tenderly this time.


            Her expression softened ever so slightly. “Fine. I promise. But only for the fight. The fight I don’t want you to participate in. After that…”


            Satisfied, he looked to Broderick. “When I return, I want her in the same condition I have left her. Not a single bruise.”


            “As if I would ever hurt a woman,” his friend grumbled.


            “As if I would allow him to hurt me,” Shaye said, her chin tilted stubbornly.


            Broderick arched his brows, a who-is-this-woman expression on his face. Valerian fought a grin.


            The brunette at Broderick’s side pointed an accusing finger at Shaye. “I don’t like you standing near Broderick.”


            Shaye rolled her eyes.


            Broderick regained his amusement and grinned. “Rissa is possessive of me, what can I say?”


            “Just make sure she keeps her hands off Shaye.”


            “I can take her,” Shaye said. Her dark brown eyes glowed with challenge.


            “I know you can, moon, but if you were to hurt her I would owe Broderick another woman.” He clasped her delicate shoulders in his hands and rubbed her arms. Brave, sweet thing. “I would rather not have another battle on my hands.”


            Shaye’s lips pressed in a mutinous line, and she peered down at the sands. At least she didn’t offer another rejoinder.


            He wanted to kiss her just then, to thrust his tongue into her mouth and feel her heat, her wetness. Taste her sweetness. He couldn’t. Not yet. Not again. Not with Joachim’s challenge hanging over their heads.


            “Valerian!” a female squealed from behind his mate. “Valerian!”


            His muscles stiffened. Damn it! Already Shaye resisted him, and she’d made her dislike of his past lusts very clear. Yet now, heading straight toward him, was one of the three women from the other night. She shoved her way through the crowd, swathes of red hair trailing behind her.


            “My sweet king. I came to wish you well.”


            Shaye, too, stiffened—before she was shouldered out of the way. He scowled, was about to issue a stinging rebuke, but the redhead’s hands were suddenly caressing his bare chest, lingering over every curve and hollow, pulling gently at his nipple ring, then riding the ridges of his abdomen and cupping his backside.


            “I just heard about the fight, and wanted to cheer for you.”


            “Isn’t this special,” Shaye said, an airy breeze to her tone. “A Lust family reunion.”


            Eyeing the newcomer, Valerian said, “Our association is at an end, sweet.” He kept his tone gentle, not wanting to inflict unnecessary hurt. He felt guilty for not learning her name. “Joachim is your lover now. Warm his bed this night, for he will need all the loving he can get.”


            Her pink lips dipped into a pout, and she traced her fingertip over his navel. “I don’t want to warm his bed. Joachim didn’t please me like you always do.”


            “Did. Always did. I have a mate now,” he reminded her. His guilt increased.


            “You can please more than one woman at a time, I know for a fact. The three of us can—”


            “This conversation is boring.” Shaye sighed, but the breathy exhalation held a sharp bite. “I believe your cousin is ready to cut your head off. You might want to hurry out there.”


            Jaw clenched, Valerian wrapped his hands around the clinging redhead’s waist and handed her to one of his men. Whom, he didn’t care. She opened her mouth to protest, but he held up his hand for silence. Instead of simply quieting her, everyone in the arena stopped speaking.


            He did not want an audience for the conversation he needed to have with Shaye. “I will speak with you about this later,” he said, his eyes only for her.


            She shrugged as if she didn’t care, but she couldn’t hide the fire in her gaze.


            He had to force back a chuckle of satisfaction. His woman did not like others to handle him. She might deny it, but he knew women very well. She was jealous.


            Finally, something was going right in this seduction.


            “Are you, at last, ready to begin?” Joachim demanded behind him.


            With a final glance at Shaye, he turned. It was time. Joachim stood in the center of the sandy arena, swinging a spear over his head, loosening his muscles. The metal whistled and zinged in the air like a war cry. In his other hand, he held a silver shield. Except for the color, Valerian’s shield was exactly the same, with two wings embossed on each side. In the center of both shields rested a sword.


            Joachim replaced his helmet, covering his skull and ears. The movement caused his armor to glint.


            Valerian held his hand out, and Broderick slapped a spear into his grip. He felt its familiar weight, nodded. Broderick then handed him a shield. He handed it right back. “Remove The Skull from the center and replace it with another sword,” he commanded.


            “But, my lord, you have never—”


            “Do it.” He had never used a sword other than his own, but he did not want to inflict irreparable damage to his cousin, and that was what The Skull would do.


            He didn’t want Joachim to die. As Joachim had pronounced earlier, they had been friends as children. The best of friends. Then Valerian’s father died and Valerian had to take control, become leader. That was when Joachim’s resentment first sprouted.


            Valerian wanted his cousin to live, forever an example of what happened to those who challenged the king.


            “Any sword will do,” he said. “Any save The Skull.”


            A pause, then the shield was taken out of his hands. Footsteps. The cool press of the shield’s handle. His gold shield, yes, but his sword no longer lay inside of it. A plain, sharp-tipped blade now held the honor. He nodded in approval. This battle was not just about Shaye. Not anymore.


            “Your helmet, my king,” Broderick said.


            “No.” He kept his gaze on Joachim. “Not this time.”


            Broderick frowned. “What of your other armor?”


            “No.”


            “I hope you pound each other to a bloody pulp,” Shaye mumbled behind him. “This is stupid.”


            Her words elicited several male chuckles and several feminine gasps of horror. He suspected that her anger was merely a defense against something she feared. Losing him? He should be upset by her lack of faith, but he was strangely thrilled.


            “How dare you say such a thing,” the redhead said accusingly.


            “She is allowed to say whatever she wants,” Valerian informed everyone, “for she will one day be your queen.” He tossed her a glance over his shoulder and saw that she now wore an expression of pique. “That doesn’t mean I will always give in to her desires. This time, however, I will take great pleasure in granting part of her request.”


            “I, too, will enjoy granting part of her request,” Joachim said.


            Valerian scowled at him. He hefted the weight of his spear in one hand, his shield in the other, and stepped into the arena. Determined, he circled Joachim. The man watched him, never slowing his swinging lance. “Shall we begin?”


            “We shall. I’ve wanted to be king for a long time,” Joachim admitted.


            “I know. But what makes you think you will be a better commander for my army? You are too war-happy, too ravenous for control.”


            “Such qualities should be lauded.”


            “Lauded? When the hunger will never be appeased? There will always be someone else to conquer. Were you to rule my army, you would lead them straight into war. In the end, I have every faith you would conquer Atlantis and all the kings and queens inside, but you would also destroy the entire city.”


            “Better to rule a decimated land than not to rule at all.” With a roar, Joachim leapt at him.


            Their spears clashed together midair. Immediately Valerian countered, ducking low, pivoting and slashing. He missed as Joachim sliced to the side. Clang. Their spears met again. In the next instant Joachim raised his lance and Valerian rammed it high. He spun, aiming for his cousin’s neck.


            Joachim darted out of the way with a grin. “Getting slow, Valerian.” He removed his helmet and tossed it aside.


            Valerian stabbed forward, his spike and shield swinging simultaneously. Joachim quickly lost his smile as he was forced to duck. He stumbled backward. Valerian’s spear nearly sank into his stomach, but Joachim blocked, swung. Thrust.


            That low thrust grazed Valerian’s thigh, slicing cloth rather than skin. Valerian dropped to one knee, absorbing the next blow with his shield. When he regained his footing, he lunged forward. The tip of his weapon whizzed past Joachim’s side, taking a hunk of armor with it.


            “Still think I’m slow?” Valerian asked.


            Their fiery gazes met, blue against bluer, and Joachim scowled. He swung to the left, missed, then swung to the right. As the lance dipped toward the ground, Valerian leapt over its middle, trapping it between his legs and jamming his elbow into Joachim’s nose. Blood squirted and Joachim howled as he tripped, falling away from striking distance and flinging dirt in every direction.


            “Get up,” Valerian commanded.


            “You’ll pay for that.” His cousin jumped to his feet and ran straight at him, continuously stabbing forward.


            Valerian circled quickly, shield blocking. His muscles began to burn, and sweat began to run down his face and chest in rivulets. Already his breath emerged in shallow pants. Damn this! At this rate, his strength would be quickly depleted. Lack of sex did that to a nymph.


            Looking tired himself, Joachim arched high, intending to puncture his shoulder on the downward swing, but Valerian hit Joachim’s wrist and his cousin dropped the spear. At a disadvantage, Joachim dove, rolled and reached for it. His fingers closed around the middle. Maintaining a fluid pace, he spun back to his feet. But Valerian was already there, stomping on the lance and snapping it in two.


            Growling low in his throat, Joachim kicked up. His foot slammed into Valerian’s wrist and Valerian, too, lost his spear. Both men sprang apart, unsheathing the swords from their shields.


            As blood continued to drip down his face, Joachim launched forward, wildly swinging. Air whistled, zinged, just like it had before the battle began. Movements slower than normal, Valerian didn’t duck in time. The blade sliced his forearm. He felt the sting of it, the burn of torn flesh.


            He didn’t give a reaction, didn’t allow it to slow him further.


            He stabbed low, then up, twisting before Joachim could counter. The tip of his sword whizzed by his cousin’s face, and the man paled. He raised his shield and slammed it into Valerian’s other arm, the sharp wings cutting skin. Valerian used the momentum to spin around and slice into Joachim’s thigh.


            His cousin shouted, and his knees buckled into the sand.


            “Get up,” Valerian snarled. “I’m not through with you.”


            Gritting his teeth, Joachim lumbered to his feet. He still clutched his weapon and shield. His eyes were dark with rage, his lips swollen with his thirst for power. “I am not through with you, either.” He dropped his shield and slid a second dagger from his side. Valerian hurled his shield aside, as well. He held out his free hand, and Broderick tossed him a second dagger. He easily caught the hilt. Two blades against two blades.


            Instantly he and Joachim leapt for each other. One blade clashed, then the other, a lethal dance of dodge and slash. Valerian spun as he worked his blades, lunged and stabbed.


            “I should have been born to your father. I should have been king,” Joachim panted as he ducked.


            “The gods did not think so.” Stab, turn, stab.


            “I was created to rule.”


            “You were created, yes, but not to rule. Verryn should be here, commanding us both, but he is gone. My father is gone. And that leaves me. It is well past time you accepted that.” The first blade finally hit home, jabbing into Joachim’s side.


            His cousin screamed and dropped to his knees. Valerian’s momentum kept him from drawing back his other weapon. He wasn’t sure he would have, though, even if he could. But he did angle his arm, his second blade embedding in Joachim’s shoulder, close to his heart, but not hitting directly. The silver glided smoothly through the links of armor. Joachim gasped for air as a trickle of blood ran from his mouth.


            Total silence filled the arena.


            Valerian straightened, panting.


            “Why did…you let…me…live?” Joachim gurgled. “Should have…hit…my heart.”


            “You will live, and you will regret,” Valerian said, unemotional and loud enough that everyone could hear. “If you ever again challenge my leadership, I will kill you without a thought. Without hesitation. Without mercy. No matter that we are family. No matter that we were once friends.”


            Joachim’s chin fell to his chest, and his eyes closed. Dark shadows couched his blood-coated face. He tumbled into the dirt, unconscious. Grains of sand sprayed onto Valerian’s boots.


            He slammed the tip of his dagger beside his cousin’s body and whipped around to eye the crowd of warriors who watched him in openmouthed shock. Perhaps they had expected him to kill his cousin. Perhaps they had expected him to deflect the final blow completely.


            His gaze connected with Shaye’s. Mine, his mind shouted. Mine now. No one could say otherwise.


            Like his men, her face was darkened with shock. And horror? He knew he must look a sight, blood and sand covering his arms, legs and face. Strands of sweat-soaked hair clung to his temples.


            Perhaps the surface dwellers did not fight quite so violently, but he couldn’t force himself to regret what had been done. She belonged to him, would live here with him, so it was better for her to learn his way of life now.


            Tearing his gaze from her, he looked at each of his men. “Is there anyone else who wishes to challenge my authority?”


            After the echo of his voice settled, silence reigned. He paced in front of them. “Now is the time to issue such a challenge.”


            No one came forward.


            He stilled, hands clenched at his sides. “Then I hereby claim Shaye Octavia Holling as my woman. Mine. My mate. Your queen. He that questions this shall meet the steel of my sword.”


            Amid Shaye’s choked squeaks, he moved in front of Broderick. He didn’t look at Shaye again. Not yet. He wasn’t ready to see what expression she now wore—rebellious? Furious? Disgusted? He wasn’t ready to know her thoughts.


            Broderick cleared his throat. “What should we do about Joachim?”


            “Pray that Asclepius and his two daughters visit.” The words were uttered out of habit, for when a nymph became injured, prayers were raised to those gods of healing, even though they had wanted nothing to do with the people of Atlantis for many, many years. No one knew why the gods had abandoned them, only that they had.


            Valerian still did not want Joachim to die. He wanted him to suffer.


            Valerian scanned the crowd of onlookers. “Is there a healer among you?”


            After a pause, Shivawn’s silent, black-haired wench stepped forward. There were tears in her eyes as she raised a tentative hand. He nodded at her and faced Broderick. “Take Joachim and the healer to the sick room. She is to bandage him up and nothing more. Make sure she does not touch him sexually.” If she did, Joachim would heal quickly, his injuries forgotten all too soon. Before the fight, Valerian had thought to give his cousin a speedy recovery. Not so now. He did not have time for the trouble the man was sure to cause.


            Broderick nodded.


            Without another word, Valerian grabbed Shaye’s hand and tugged her into the corridor.


            Now she truly belonged to him—and it was time he proved it to her.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            POSEIDON WAS BORED.


            He was god of the sea, ruler of fish, merpeople and ocean waves, and he was bored. Lately even the storms and destruction he caused failed to amuse him. People screamed, people died, yada, yada, yada.


            Maybe he’d care if the humans had not forgotten his existence. But they no longer served him; they no longer worshipped him—both of which were his due. After all, he’d helped create the ungrateful race.


            He traced his fingers through the dappled liquid surrounding him. There had to be something to combat this constant sense of ennui. Create a hurricane or a tsunami—no. The last few had been yawners. Start a war—no. Too much effort for too little reward. Abandon the water and enter Olympus—no again. The other gods were selfish and greedy and he did not want to deal with them.


            What could he do, what could he do? The only worlds he had dominion over were Earth and Atlantis, he thought, straightening. Oh, oh, oh. Was that…yes, it was. For the first time in what seemed an eternity, he experienced a flash of excitement.


            He hadn’t considered Atlantis and its people in years. He’d walked away from them, thinking—hoping, perhaps—that they’d destroy themselves so that he’d never again have to gaze upon what he considered an abomination. Instead they’d thrived and he’d let them, because they had obeyed the laws he’d set in place. More than that, he’d been completely caught up in his humans and had forgotten about the races of creatures made before the formula of Man had been perfected.


            Yes, it was past time he checked on Atlantis and its citizens.


            Poseidon couldn’t help himself. He grinned.


            


            SHAYE STARED at Valerian’s back as he led her through the palace, following the same path they’d taken earlier. She didn’t protest. Muscles strained and bunched in his bare shoulders. Blood blended with sand, and both were splattered all over him, forming lines and circles on his skin.


            He’d very nearly killed a man. His own cousin, no less. Might have, actually, if Joachim’s wounds became infected. He had done this without hesitation. Without remorse. She’d watched him do it and hadn’t flinched.


            She’d been too relieved that he was the winner and would live.


            The fight had unfolded like something out of a movie. Valerian had moved with grace and fluidity, each intricate step as beautiful as it was dangerous. A menacing ballet. Her heart had drummed erratically in her chest, then stopped altogether when Valerian was injured. She’d been unprepared for the anger she’d felt toward Joachim in that moment.


            She’d been unprepared for the fright she’d felt for Valerian.


            She could have run away and escaped the madness. But she hadn’t. She’d stayed. Not because she had promised Valerian—a promise made under duress wasn’t really a promise, to her way of thinking—but because knowing the outcome of the battle had seemed vital to her own survival.


            I hereby claim Shaye Octavia Holling as my woman. My mate, my queen, he had said.


            His words drifted through her mind, making her shiver now as they had in the arena. He’d said them, and they hadn’t bothered her as much as they should have. They hadn’t bothered her at all, really. She’d actually experienced a tremor of—she growled, just remembering—contentment.


            Just then Valerian stumbled over his own feet. He quickly righted himself, but the action brought her to the present. “You’re injured,” she said, as if he didn’t already know. Her concern for him doubled. “You need a doctor.”


            He didn’t turn to face her. “You will act as my healer.”


            The thought was as appealing as it was disturbing. “I know nothing about wound care.”


            “I trust you.”


            Why? She didn’t trust herself. Not around him. “I might do more harm than good.”


            “Shaye,” he said, clearly exasperated. “You are the only person I want touching me in any way.”


            Put like that…“Fine. But when you die, you can tell God I warned you.”


            His shoulders shook, and she heard the rumbling purr of his laughter. Unbidden, her lips inched into a half smile and she forgot her concerns. She liked his amusement.


            “Were you trying to save him,” she asked, “or did you accidentally miss his heart?”


            The question made him stiffen. “I never miss an intended target.”


            Apparently male pride was the same for nymphs as it was for humans. “What if he challenges you again? And what if he cheats next time, hitting you unaware?”


            “He will not.”


            “How can you be sure?” she persisted.


            “Joachim lost. He was shown as the weaker warrior. Whether he kills me in the future or not, he will never be accepted as leader.”


            “Oh.” She barely managed the one-syllable reply, so upset was she by the thought of Valerian dying.


            “What’s more,” Valerian continued, unaware, “he did not need to die for you to become my woman, and that is the main reason I fought him.”


            A shiver rolled through her. “I am not your woman.”


            “Cease your protests, moon. They will only embarrass you when you at last admit your love for me.”


            She snorted, but quickly changed the subject. His words were a little too…prophetic. “Where are you taking me?” she said, studying the torch-lit hallway with its familiar nicked-and-scuffed walls. Recognizing the area, the answer hit her, and every molecule of air in her lungs froze. “No!”


            A pause. A sigh. “My bedroom,” he admitted reluctantly. “Yes.”


            Her stomach clenched against the sudden bombardment of erotic sensation. Valerian. Bed.


            Hell. No.


            She shivered again. “Are you going to lock me inside?” The question trembled from her.


            “No.” There was more determination in that one word than she’d heard in her entire life.


            “Wh-what are you going to do to me?” Deep down, she already suspected the answer was going to be—


            “Make love to you, moon. I am going to make love to you.”


            “No, no. No!” She dug her heels into the polished ebony floor, bringing them to an abrupt halt. “I refuse. Do you hear me? I refuse!”


            Slowly he turned and faced her. He didn’t release her hand. His lush lips were firm, his harsh expression etched in stone. “I have been injured,” he said, as if she should know why that was important.


            She scowled up at him. “I can see that you’re injured. I even pointed it out to you. But you should know that you’ll sustain more injuries if you try and take me to bed.”


            “I am injured,” he repeated. “Sex strengthens me. I will heal faster once I have penetrated you.”


            A hot gasp bubbled in her throat, nearly choking her. “Uh, you can die for all I care. I’m not letting you—” she weaved a hand through the air “—penetrate me.”


            “You will find my lovemaking exquisite.” The corners of his mouth edged into a deep frown. “I assure you.”


            “No.”


            “Shaye,” he cajoled. “Sweet moonbeam.”


            “Valerian,” she snapped. “Whoremonger.”


            A muscle twitched beside his eye. “I have turned away all other women for you. I have publicly vowed to make you my queen.”


            “I’m going on record right now saying I don’t give a shit and my answer is no.”


            If she’d thought his expression hard before, she was now shown the error of such an assumption. His gaze became frosted with turquoise ice; his nostrils flared. His cheekbones looked cut from glass. “I can make you beg for it.”


            She quivered with trepidation but said, “I don’t beg for anything.”


            He regarded her silently for a long while, then pushed a hand through his hair, causing several blond locks to fall over his eyes. A foreign part of her—a part that revealed itself more and more lately—urged her to reach up and caress those errant strands from his beautiful face. Yes, he could make her beg for it. There. She’d admitted it. His decadent flavor was still in her mouth, the press of his lips imprinted on her memory. But she had to resist him. She had to fight him.


            And she had to, at last, escape him.


            Before she could take a step, however, he moved toward her and licked his lips, as if he knew—knew, damn him—exactly what naughty memory played through her mind and planned to exploit it by whatever means necessary. All thoughts of escape vanished.


            “I need you, Shaye. More than I’ve ever needed another.”


            Only Valerian spoke to her in that tone. Husky rich, honey warm. As if the thought of her ravishment was an exquisite bliss. As if, in his mind, she was already naked and he was already inside her. She had no response for him—not one she was comfortable giving.


            Silence once again encompassed them; this time it was a knowing silence, a heavy silence. A tempting silence. He waited, letting her mind and body battle for supremacy. Stay strong. Be cold. If he touched her…Wait. He was touching her, and it felt good.


            She ripped free from his clasp and inched backward, not caring if the action was cowardly. “I’ll clean your wound, but that’s it. Nothing more. Do you understand?”


            He considered her words as he stared into her eyes, gauging her inner resolve. “Are you resistant to me because I almost killed a man?”


            “No,” she admitted.


            “Then why? Some women abhor violence. Some are titillated by it.” Closer, closer he came to her. “Which are you?”


            “Neither,” she said, and backed herself straight into the wall. She gasped. “I just don’t—” say it, hurt him “—like you.”


            He stilled, popped his jaw. Maybe she had hurt him, maybe she hadn’t. She’d definitely hurt herself. Lying like that caused her stomach to clench painfully and her throat to constrict.


            “Very well, then,” he said, toneless. “I will allow you to care for my wounds. Both of my arms need tending.”


            Be casual, unaffected. “Gee, thanks. You will allow me.” She snorted, hoping she appeared properly unimpressed. While she administered aid, would he “accidentally” touch her? Would he purr his warm breath into her ears, over her skin, and let his white-hot gaze devour her? “But there will be no…petting.”


            Because here was a better question: Would she be able to resist him?


            Already her resolve teetered on precarious ground. Perhaps playing doctor wasn’t so smart, after all. She would have to be on full alert. Being with Valerian, she suspected, would be like shooting herself full of heroin. Addictive, lethal and absolutely stupid. If she could resist taking that first, experimental taste, she wouldn’t have to deal with withdrawal. And after she patched him up, she could leave him with a clear conscience.


            You’ve already had a taste. Remember that white-hot kiss? Shut up!


            “While you help me,” he said, “I will not pet you. If, however, you change your mind and wish me to do so, you have only to say.”


            Not giving her time to respond, he grabbed her hand, pivoted and kicked back into motion. With his final words ringing in her ears, she was aware of every point of contact between them. Smoothness against rough calluses.


            “Do you have any Neosporin?” she asked, hoping to get her mind off everything related to sex.


            “I have no idea, as I do not know what that is.”


            When his hair was damp, it had a little curl to it, she realized. Then she scowled. Why did she care about his stupid hair? “It’s medicine for your arms.”


            “I will gather everything that you need.” They came to the room’s entrance, and with his free hand, he swished aside the white lace.


            He stepped inside; she followed on his heels. Though the room was located in the same corridor as the one she had slept in, it was more masculine than hers, a combination of battleground and leisure. A large bed occupied the far section, with rumpled violet-and-gold sheets and the imprint of a large male body. Gold armor and an arsenal of weapons hung on ruby hooks. Rainbow lights glistened from the walls, like diamonds trapped in glass.


            To the side, steam curled from a bathing pool, twining around the flower petals that floated on the surface. That was a very feminine touch, and she knew Valerian was not responsible. One of his many lovers must have prepared the water.


            “This is your main bedroom?” she asked.


            “Yes.” He released her hand.


            Slowly she twirled around. “I noticed that some of the walls have holes, as if things have been scraped out of them. Jewels, right? Like these?”


            “Yes,” he repeated.


            “Why is this room still intact? And the other room of yours, the one I slept in?”


            “After I took possession, I made sure they were worthy of me.”


            He spoke with no hint of smugness, no hint of pride. Only truth. “You don’t think too highly of yourself, I see.”


            Standing there, Valerian drank in the sight of his woman. Then he drank in the sight of the bed. Large, beckoning. Violet sheets with golden trim. He wanted Shaye there, splayed and open for his view. For his touch. Being inside his room, having a bed nearby and Shaye within reach, proved an intoxicating dilemma.


            Why had he promised not to touch her sexually while she tended him?


            He’d never had to seduce a woman before. They always desired him, no provocation needed. Shaye made him feel at a loss. While he hungered for every part of her, she continually pushed him away. And of all the women in the world, she should want him most.


            How much longer could his body withstand the rejection?


            Not much, he suspected.


            He gathered clean rags, a basin of hot water, a jar of cleaning oil, and a vial of healing sand from the Forest of the Dragons. He placed all of them on a tray. His ears remained attuned to Shaye’s every movement, lest she decide to bolt for the door. Surprisingly, she didn’t. She remained exactly where he’d left her, in the center, gazing around.


            Their eyes locked as he walked toward her. Gods, she was lovely. Her pale hair was pulled over her shoulders, an erotic curtain. Kiss her. Instead of placing the tray in her outstretched hands, he leaned down, slowly, giving her ample time to realize what he was doing.


            He couldn’t resist. He had to do this, was helpless to stop. Not petting, he rationalized.


            His lips lightly brushed hers. A gentle kiss, no tongue, but arousing all the same. Her snow-sweet scent filled his nostrils as he captured her gasp in his mouth. “Thank you for tending me,” he said, his voice as soft as his touch.


            Her eyes had widened and now they glinted with a trace of fear. Of him? Or herself? “I’m not known for my gentleness,” she warned. Her voice trembled. “So you might want to save your thanks.”


            He fought a smile and straightened. “Then what are you known for, little moonbeam?”


            “Being a bitch.” Biting her lip, she appropriated the tray from his grasp and spun on her heel.


            “That is not a compliment, I take it?”


            Her shoulders lifted in a shrug as she moved toward an amethyst chest. “Not to some.” She anchored the tray on the surface.


            After he explained what she needed to do with each item, he hefted the room’s only chair—trying not to grimace—and placed it next to Shaye. “You like people to think you are cold and unfeeling. You have even tried your hardest to convince me of this. Several times. Why?”


            Her lips pursed, and she motioned to the chair with a wave of her hand. “Just sit down and shut up. My mom made me see shrinks when I was a kid, so I don’t need an amateur diagnosis right now.”


            “Tell me,” he beseeched. He remained standing. She might think she wanted to be cold, but he saw the moments of warmth and softness she tried so hard to hide. He noticed the way she sometimes hesitated before she issued an insult, as if she had to force herself to say it. And when she spoke of her uncaring nature, there was wistfulness in her brown eyes, a neediness she hadn’t yet accepted.


            “There’s nothing to tell, really. Over the years, I learned that emotions bring only pain and upset.” She pushed on his shoulders. Her strength was no match for his, but he eased into the chair nonetheless.


            With somewhat shaky fingers, she brushed the dark sand from his shoulder, careful to avoid his wound. He winced as sharp pain radiated from one corner of his body to the other.


            He frowned. “I would not be suffering right now if you would simply accept the inevitable and make love with me.”


            “Don’t be a baby. I warned you that I wasn’t good at this sort of thing.” She soaked one of the rags with oil. “This smells good. What is it?”


            “Soap, I think your people call it.”


            “Our soap doesn’t smell like this, like orchids and magical waterfalls.”


            His chin tilted to the side, and he eyed her. “You wish me to think you aloof and yet you enjoy pleasing your senses with delicious smells.”


            Scowling, she slapped the cloth against his wound. He laughed, for he was beginning to see a pattern to her bouts of anger. When her sense of detachment was most threatened, she reacted with waspishness.


            As she gently rubbed the flesh around the wound, cleaning away sweat and dirt, she said grudgingly, “You did good out there.”


            His amusement died a quick death; shock pounded through him. A grunt of relief even gusted past his lips. Perhaps violence did not bother her as much as he’d feared. He was glad, for that meant she might more readily accept her life here, where wars constantly raged. “Are the men of the surface allowed to combat each other with swords?”


            “No. Not without consequences.”


            “What do you mean?”


            “If a man on the surface maims another man like you did today, he is hunted down and locked away. If his victim dies, he can be executed.”


            He rolled her explanation through his mind. “What if the man is protecting himself or those he loves?”


            “There are still consequences, they simply aren’t as severe. People in my world sue for the dumbest stuff imaginable. I heard about one case where a man broke into another man’s house. The thief fell off the roof and sued the homeowner. He actually won the case, too. How dumb is that?”


            “I do not think I would like living on the surface, then.”


            “Well, I like it,” she said defensively.


            He sighed.


            “This cut is pretty deep,” she muttered, probing the edge with her fingers. “I think you need stitches.”


            He bit his lip to hide his wince. He’d never had to deal with his wounds before. After a battle, he immediately made love to a woman and his wounds disappeared of their own accord. “What I need is sex.” He tried for a seductive tone, but sounded reproachful. “With you.”


            She scowled, even as she tenderly dried the injury. “I’m more than willing to go get one of the other women for you.”


            As her words echoed between them, she pressed her lips together. A combination of rage and trepidation—that he would take her up on the offer?—flitted over her expression.


            “Ah, little moonbeam. When will you learn that only you will do?”


            She relaxed, her expression softening. “Yes, well, when will you learn that I don’t sleep around?”


            “Have I not already explained that you are my mate?” He did not want to listen to another of her denials, so he added, “Your protests are silly.”


            “A mate is a willing partner, right? I think we both know I’m not willing. Nor am I your partner. Or queen. I am not a queen.”


            Unable to help himself, he plucked the ends of her hair and sifted the silky strands through his fingers. He brought them to his nose and sniffed. Ah, sweet heaven. “You smell so good.”


            “I can’t say the same for you.”


            He didn’t take offense. “I am most definitely in need of a bath. Would you care to join me?”


            A quiver raked her, and she dropped the rag to the floor. “Damn it. Stop saying stuff like that.”


            “Why? I want you. I am not one to deny my desires.”


            “Yeah. I get that.” Bending down, she scooped up the rag and tossed it into the unlit hearth. She picked up a clean rag and scooped sand into a gaping pocket. “You do realize I’m about to put sand in an open sore, right?”


            “Right.”


            “And you still want me to do it?”


            His brow puckered. “Of course.”


            She shook her head, incredulous, then shrugged. “Whatever. It’s your infection.” But she hesitated a moment before smearing the grains into his injury.


            He didn’t speak for a long while. He concentrated on her breath, gently fanning his shoulder. He concentrated on her teeth, nibbling on her lower lip. His cock grew increasingly hard.


            “Desires are a natural thing, moon,” he said. “The more you deny them, the stronger they become, until they are all you can think about, all you can see.”


            “Stop right there.” Her voice shook, and he knew she wasn’t unaffected by what he’d said. Her nipples were hard little points against her shirt. “Don’t try to engage me in a conversation about desires, okay? I’m not interested.”


            He grabbed her wrist, closing his fingers around her delicate bones with soothing finesse. Still not petting, he assured himself. He tugged her in front of him. Her gaze slid to his mouth, to his erection. A surprised gasp slipped from her.


            “You’re right,” he said. He needed her so badly. “We should not talk about it. I should show you. Tell me to show you, Shaye. Tell me.”


            Suddenly panicked, she leapt away from him and to the wall, where she grabbed one of the smaller swords. She held it in front of her, looking very much like the warrior queen she so vehemently denied being. “No. No! Do you understand?”


            Shaye had been fighting a fierce desire for him since he’d first sat down, and every time he touched her, every time he looked at her, every time he spoke to her, her resistance crumbled a little more.


            He froze in place, a blank shield shuttering over his expression. Only his eyes revealed any hint of emotion. They were blazing with need and rage and disappointment.


            “Very well,” he said. “Tonight is yours. I will not touch you.”


            No, her body wept. Don’t listen to me. Fight for me. “Thank you.” She had to stay strong. She couldn’t give in. The ramifications were simply too great.


            They stared at each other, locked in a silent battle. “Tomorrow, however, belongs to me. There will be no more denying me. Do you understand?”


            She gulped, didn’t dare speak.


            “If you attempt to leave this room, you will regret it.” He stood and left her then, striding away without a backward glance.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            DR. BRENNA JOHNSTON tied her black curls on top of her head with a thin strip of cloth. As always, a few of the shorter curls escaped confinement and cascaded down her temples.


            How did I get myself into this situation?


            She gazed down at the man lying unconscious on the bed of sapphire silk. His beautiful dark hair was spread over his large shoulders. His eyelashes etched shadows on his cheeks. His nose was slightly crooked, his lips lush.


            He looked like a fallen angel.


            A dying, bloody, pain-entrenched fallen angel.


            Blood oozed from the thick gashes on his chest and thigh. His skin, she knew from seeing him earlier, was usually tanned. Now it was pale, tinted slightly blue because he’d gone into a mild form of shock. She was a surgeon, but she would have preferred her tools in her hospital with her nurses. Not the jars of oil and sand she’d been given, not the nonsterile environment, not the lughead standing guard at the door. Still, Brenna couldn’t let her patient die. She wouldn’t.


            She had been terrified since she’d been taken by these giant, hulking beasts, but for the first time since entering this…whatever it was, she felt in control. Like herself. Confident and in her element.


            Brenna motioned to the guard stationed at the door, and he approached her. She didn’t back away, but forced herself to stand her ground as she signed what she needed.


            His face scrunched with confusion, and he held up his hands, a command for her to be still. “I do not understand what you are doing. Can you not speak?”


            She sighed inwardly. Her vocal cords had been severely damaged years ago. There weren’t any scars on the outside; no, her scars were internal. She’d been attacked—a blurred, blackened, hated memory she could not allow herself to relive at the moment, not if she hoped to function—and while she could speak, her voice was…ugly.


            “Needle,” she croaked. “Thread.” Primitive that he obviously was, he probably wouldn’t know a scalpel from a butter knife. “Operating tools.”


            He cringed at the rough, broken sound, but nodded and raced off. When he returned a short while later, he handed her a lumpy black satchel. She unrolled it, finding a bronze scalpel, long, thin hooks and several iron needles.


            “Fire,” she said. “Hot water.”


            Understanding, he grabbed a lit sconce from the wall and tossed it into the hearth. The logs inside quickly caught flame, crackling and burning. After he had gathered the bowl of water, she heated the instruments over the fire.


            Once everything was as sterilized as she could get it, her hands scrubbed clean, she at last approached her patient, ready to act. He had yet to move, had yet to make a single sound. His features were relaxed, unaffected.


            That both elated and worried her. At least he wouldn’t feel the pain of her needle. But such a deep sleep…Brenna squared her shoulders and got to work. She cut off his pants, cleaned the gaping wounds on his legs and chest, and did her best to repair the torn tissue—which was in better shape than she’d dared hope. Sounded easy, sounded quick, but she was by his side for several hours and sweat beaded over her skin. Toward the end, fatigue shook her arms and back.


            That will have to do. She would have liked to give him a transfusion but knew such a thing was impossible here. The man who had chosen her last night, Shivawn, had attempted to ease her distress by explaining where she was and why she’d been brought here. Of course, his explanation had only intensified her fear.


            Nymphs. Atlantis. Sex. At first she hadn’t wanted to believe him. However, after everything she’d witnessed today, she no longer had the luxury of disbelief. Sword fights and bejeweled walls. Silk pillows lining every wall and warriors having sex atop them. Mermaids and a crystal ceiling that produced light. Women going mad, becoming sex starved.


            Shivawn had expected the same easy (and enthusiastic) response from her. How surprised he’d been to be met with slaps and kicks and, she was ashamed to say, sobbing. But he’d finally left her alone. He’d been oddly…sweet about the entire situation. Surprisingly protective.


            Still, he regretted his choice already; he had to. This morning she’d caught glimpses of other warriors (naked) in bed with their chosen (also naked). Some of them hadn’t been sleeping. Shivawn had to want that for himself, but she couldn’t give it to him. She simply couldn’t.


            Brenna had only allowed him to pick her so that she would be taken away from the large group of men. One warrior she could (possibly) fight. But all of them? No way.


            She sighed. For the next several hours, she remained seated beside the unconscious man—Joachim was his name, she recalled—sponging a warm, wet rag over his forehead and doing everything in her power to make him comfortable and keep him from getting cold. As much blood as he’d lost, he was susceptible to hypothermia.


            “Brenna,” she suddenly heard Shivawn say from the door. He sounded hopeful. “It is time I took you to my chamber.”


            Her heart kicked into overdrive. Remain calm. Bit by bit she turned to face him. He stood beside the guard, who was pretending to study the wall. Shivawn was a handsome man, with brown hair and green eyes, and a part of her wished she was a normal woman who could enjoy someone like him. Truly, just looking at him made her feel…achy inside. But she shook her head.


            His shoulders slumped, and his lips compressed into a thin line. “Why do you continue to deny me? Have I hurt you in any way?”


            She shook her head a second time. He hadn’t, and that still shocked her.


            He stepped forward. “I only wish to give you pleasure.”


            Again, a shake. “I stay.”


            He’d heard her voice before, so he didn’t cringe this time as he had at first. Would her continued refusal cause Shivawn to erupt? Would he try to force her? Morph from nice guy to beast? A terrible trembling began in her limbs and spread to her stomach, twisting and turning.


            His expression softened as he peered at her. “You do not understand the ways of the nymphs, Brenna. We must be with women or we grow weak,” he explained patiently, as he would to a child. “I am growing weak, while the others become strong.”


            “No.” When she finally decided to be with a man, it would be with one far less…intimidating. Someone who couldn’t snap her neck with a flick of his wrist. Besides, she had a job to do. She pointed to her patient. “Needs me.”


            Shivawn regarded her for a long while, a play of different emotions on his face. Disappointment. Regret. Resolve. He spun on his heel and stalked away. She breathed a sigh of relief and, shockingly, disappointment.


            Get back to work, Johnston. She rotated back to the injured warrior and smoothed a hand over his too-cold brow. Would he survive? He’d lost so much blood.


            He was bigger than Shivawn. Probably stronger. More dangerous, surely. But she found herself leaning forward, as if pulled by a power stronger than herself. She placed a soft kiss on his lips, willing him to get better. She hated to see anyone suffer. No one knew better than she how it felt to lie in bed, broken, beaten. Near death.


            His eyes blinked open, as if that one action had given him the strength he’d needed to awaken. He spied her hovering over him and frowned, confused. She quickly straightened.


            “Did I die, then?” she heard him say.


            His voice was weak, strained. Still…she had to force herself to remain in place. He’s feeble. He can’t hurt you. Hand shaking, she again touched his brow. His eyes were opened only slightly, but she could see the pain-ripe gleam of his sapphire irises.


            “Did I enter Olympus?”


            She shook her head.


            His gaze darted around the room. “Why are you here? Why am I—” His words ground to a halt. “Valerian,” he gritted out. “The fight. Lost. I lost.” He tried to sit up.


            She gently pushed him down and smoothed his hair from his face, trying to soothe him and defuse his anger. Brenna didn’t know what she’d do if he decided to fight her. Surprisingly enough, her touch seemed to appease him. He relaxed.


            Drawing in a deep breath, he reached up and wrapped his fingers around her wrist. Remain calm, remain calm, remain calm. She tried to pull away but he held tight.


            “What are you doing here, Shivawn’s woman?”


            Her pulse hammered in her neck as she pointed to his bandaged wounds.


            His brows drew together as he studied her. “You are a healer?”


            Brenna nodded and once more tried to free herself, but his grip remained strong. He should have been weak as a baby.


            “Can you not speak?” he asked.


            “Broken,” she said, motioning to her neck with her free hand.


            He didn’t flinch at the sound of her voice, and amazement filled her. He released her hand and raised his own to her neck, where the pulse still fluttered wildly. His fingers brushed the soft skin, as if searching for an injury. She shivered, both appalled and needy. What was wrong with her? She hadn’t reacted to a man in years, yet she’d responded to two today.


            “How?”


            People always asked, as if they were inquiring about the weather or about where she bought her shoes. In the beginning, the question had thrown her, brought back the horrible memories of being pinned down and choked by her enraged, jealous boyfriend. Now she always answered with a casual, “car accident,” but she doubted this archaic warrior would understand what that meant.


            Brenna bit her lip and leaned toward him. Tentative, she wrapped one of her hands gently around his neck and shook, then pointed to her own neck with the other.


            His eyes narrowed, and his hands closed over her wrists, far more gently than before. “Someone choked you?”


            Nod.


            “A man?” The words were so quiet she barely heard them.


            Again she nodded.


            “No touching,” the man in the doorway said, probably just noticing. “The king’s orders. Release her, Joachim.”


            She’d forgotten about him.


            Joachim’s eyes darted to the guard, and he scowled. The two men engaged in a heated conversation in a language she didn’t understand. During it all, Joachim retained that gentle grip on her.


            She finally managed to jerk herself free, though. Relief swept through her, and she rubbed her wrist. Where he’d touched, the skin was warm. Sensitive. The man was frightening, volatile, violent; qualities she abhorred. She should not like his touch.


            “Would you like me to kill him for you?” Joachim asked, surprising her.


            She blinked in confusion and pointed to the sentinel at the door.


            “No. The one who hurt you.”


            She hesitated a moment, then shook her head.


            “Power is good,” he said, his voice suddenly growing weak. “Hurting a woman is not.” His eyelids drifted closed, but he pried them open.


            She didn’t know whether he believed what he’d said or not. Either way, he struck her as one of those people who could not control their actions when they were enraged. After today’s sword fight…


            “What’s your name?” he asked.


            “Brenna.”


            “Brenna,” he said, the name like a treat savored on his tongue. But in the next instant, his mouth pulled tight in a grim line. Fury darkened his eyes, churning like a violent sea. “Where is Shivawn?”


            She found herself rising from the bed, trembling. In the blink of an eye, he’d become angry. Why? What had she done?


            He frowned as his eyelids dipped shut once more. “Why are you backing away from me, woman? Are you going back to your lover?” The last was sneered.


            Before he could rise from the bed and grab her, she turned and fled the room, unsure where to go. Only knowing she had to leave this place. Had to leave him.


            


            JOACHIM FORCED his eyelids to open and cursed long after Brenna had gone. He’d never felt so powerless, and the feeling infuriated him. He didn’t want her to go to Shivawn. He wanted her to stay. With him. Wanted her to talk to him.


            Had he been able, he would have vaulted from the bed and forced her to return. He was master here. But he couldn’t even comfort her or thank her properly for taking care of him. Instead, Shivawn had the privilege. Not that the man would thank Brenna for helping him.


            “Follow her, damn you,” he commanded Broderick, who stood in the doorway. “Make sure she arrives at her destination safely.”


            “You had best watch who you order about,” the warrior growled before taking off after Brenna.


            Joachim wanted to blame Valerian for this predicament, but he couldn’t. He’d issued the challenge, and his cousin had beaten him fairly. As a man who valued power and control above all else, he respected Valerian’s win. And, at the moment, he understood his cousin’s need for the pale woman, his willingness to do anything to keep her.


            Joachim would have done anything just then to have Brenna.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            HIS OWN WOMAN wanted him to stay away from her so badly that she’d held a weapon on him, Valerian thought as he stormed into the dining hall. “My own mate,” he grumbled. “Refusing to pleasure me. Refusing to let me pleasure her.”


            Sadly, he knew not what to do about the situation.


            Except, perhaps, drink himself into oblivion.


            He halted abruptly when he spied Shivawn at the table, a different flask in each hand. The man already had red, glassy eyes and was wobbling in his chair.


            Shivawn was young, nearing one hundred years of age. A babe, really, compared to Valerian’s six hundred. Shivawn was a strong warrior, though, and swift on his feet. He did not hesitate to render a death blow to his foes. In fact, if an enemy needed torturing, Shivawn would volunteer for the job.


            Good man, that.


            However, Shivawn was impulsive, led by his emotions. Perhaps he was that way because his father had been staid, a rule follower in the extreme. Never deviating. Like Valerian’s own father. Neither of them wanted to end up like their sires. Both men had died battling demons. Demons who had claimed to be allies, only to change their minds during a peace talk and slaughter every nymph present.


            Such was the way with demons. Valerian, of course, had gathered the men, babe that he’d been, and attacked their camp the very next day. Much blood had spilled during the ensuing battle. Demon blood. It had been his first victory—the first of many.


            Where was his victory now? He could defeat an army of demons, but not one small wisp of a woman.


            “Women,” Shivawn groused.


            “Women,” Valerian agreed. He plopped beside the warrior and grabbed one of the flasks. Only half of the liquid remained. He drained the contents in one gulp. Unfortunately, he found no comfort in the river burning to his stomach.


            “My bedmate doesn’t want me,” Shivawn said bitterly. “How is that possible? I am a nymph.”


            “As am I. I am king. I rule this place. My word is law.”


            “Maybe—maybe Brenna only likes other women.”


            “Ha! Her sexual preference doesn’t matter. All women like nymphs. They adore us.”


            Shivawn’s shoulders slumped. “I do not understand her. She actually fears me. Fears me, as if I am a monster who wants only to hurt her. I have never hurt a woman, Valerian. Never. All women worship me. Desire me.” He sighed heavily.


            “Why are you complaining? Your woman did not hold you at sword’s length.” Valerian confiscated the other flask and drained it. “Besides, Brenna is not your mate. Why do you not find another lover?” Oh, that he could take his own advice. He should find another since Shaye did not want him.


            No, that wasn’t true. She wanted him. He’d seen the desire in her eyes, heard it in her voice, watched the way her nipples beaded. She just didn’t want to want him, and so fought him every step of the way.


            Their kiss, though…


            She’d erupted, come alive. A living spark. She hadn’t hidden her desire then. She’d reveled in it. Her body had burned for his, desperate for him to quench the seemingly unstoppable need.


            Why do you not find another? drifted again through his mind. His hands clenched around the empty flasks, and he slammed them onto the tabletop. He didn’t want another woman. Couldn’t abide the thought of having another in his bed, actually. His arms craved Shaye. His legs craved Shaye. His cock craved Shaye. She exuded a special scent, and every part of him recognized other women as imitations. Imposters.


            Shaye had wrapped him in a terrible and wonderful and hated and loved…lust. Consuming lust. How could he win her? She’d said she craved her home and her job. Well, he could not give her the first, but he could give her the second. Anti-cards, she’d said. She liked to write, she’d said. First thing in the morning he would deliver canvas and writing stones.


            Would that melt her resistance?


            He could only hope.


            Aside from winning her affections, he wanted to know everything about her. Her past, her present, her future. What had made her the woman that she was? While he wanted to ram her defenses into the ground, just plow right through them, he suspected she would need gentle wooing. He sighed.


            “…can’t find them,” Shivawn said.


            “I am sorry. I was thinking of Shaye. What did you say?”


            Frowning, Shivawn plucked a crumb from the table and tossed it aside. “The only women without lovers are the three surface women who came here first. I cannot find them. And believe me, I have searched.”


            “They are around here somewhere.” He rubbed his jaw. “They will show up sometime, I am sure. You can claim one and give your black-haired wench to another warrior.”


            “Women,” Shivawn said again. He stood, stalked to the kitchens and returned with an armful of bejeweled flasks.


            “Women,” Valerian agreed. He quickly drained two of them, the contents no longer burning. “I have told Shaye how much pleasure I can give her, but she does not listen.”


            “Perhaps she needs to hear a few testimonials from your former lovers.”


            He blinked. In his current state, that didn’t seem like such a bad idea. She could assume his profession was nothing more than pride, but she would have to believe the women who’d actually experienced the bliss of his touch. Wouldn’t she? Nothing else had convinced her.


            “I do not think Brenna would care about testimonials.” Shivawn’s voice was a little slurred. “I think she would still fear me. Women,” he growled. “We don’t need them.”


            “Don’t need them,” Valerian parroted, raising yet another flask. But the declaration tasted foul in his mouth. His survival depended on Shaye, so yes, he needed her.


            “I’m becoming weak as a babe,” Shivawn admitted. “Earlier, I tripped and fell in the hall like a clumsy dragon hatchling.”


            “The gods surely cursed us when they bound us to sex.”


            “Before coming here I would have said they blessed us. I would have said we were obviously their favored.”


            Neither of them had that illusion at the moment.


            “Much longer,” Shivawn added, “and not even self-pleasuring will help me.”


            “Don’t our women know we have needs?”


            For a long while, neither man spoke. Shivawn finally said, “I don’t think I ever want to find my mate. Perhaps I will wander all of Atlantis, servicing every woman I encounter.”


            “The danger in that, my friend, is that many women will become enslaved to you. And since there will be no other nymphs with you, you will have to see to their needs. All of their needs, on your own. They will become resentful of the time you spend with the others—and if they left behind a spurned lover, that lover will hunt you down for vengeance.”


            Shivawn glared at him. “Thank you for destroying my dream,” he said dryly.


            “You are welcome.”


            “Theophilus’s human mate isn’t giving him problems. Why is that, do you think? What is he doing that we are not?”


            Valerian linked his fingers behind his neck and leaned back, casting his eyes to the ceiling. He blinked in surprise. Two mermaids had their breasts, hands and faces pressed to the crystal, gazing down at him and Shivawn.


            When they realized he’d spotted them, they smiled prettily and waved. He returned the greeting, but he was groaning inside. He pinched the bridge of his nose—a gesture he’d caught Shaye making a few times. These girls wanted him, would have welcomed him eagerly if he but asked (and even if he didn’t). Why wouldn’t Shaye?


            Shivawn slapped his arm to gain his attention. “Do you not have an answer?”


            “I have forgotten your question,” he said, looking away from the mermaids. “Sorry.”


            “You are distracted.” A statement, not a question.


            “Yes.”


            “I wish to know why Theophilus’s human mate gives him no trouble.”


            Valerian, too, would have liked to know the answer to that. He pictured the woman in question. She was a timid little bird. Plain, yet possessing a deliciously plump body made for a man’s hands. She had put up no fight whatsoever. Had simply taken one look at Theophilus and offered herself to him.


            Next he pictured Shaye, who wanted the world to think of her as arctic and untouchable. Who would not speak of her family. Whose loveliness blinded him to all others. “Perhaps our women have secrets—sad, painful secrets. Secrets that allow them to hold themselves away from us and remain unaffected.”


            He knew Shaye had secrets.


            Unlocking them was becoming an obsession. A necessity. Like breathing. Like sex. If she again refused to tell him, well, he might be reduced to plying her with drink. One way or another, he would learn the truth about her.


            She would tell him every detail of her life. And in the telling, perhaps he would find the key to softening her and winning her heart.


            Shivawn jerked a hand through his dark hair, and the beads clanged together. “I will try and divine Brenna’s secrets, and see if she will have me afterward,” he said, parroting Valerian’s thoughts. He paused. “This…working to win a woman. It is not fun.”


            “No.”


            “I have learned I do not like challenges.”


            “As have I.”


            “Women,” Shivawn grumbled.


            “Women,” Valerian agreed.


            They clinked their flasks together and drank deeply.


            


            SHAYE LAY ON THE BED, wondering where Valerian was, what he was doing. Who he was doing.


            Was he with another woman?


            He’d been aroused when he left her. Painfully, utterly aroused. He professed to want no woman but her, but men often changed their minds. Especially when they were aroused and one woman told them no.


            She wadded the silk sheets in her hands. She was mad at herself. Since Valerian had stormed out, she hadn’t tried to escape. No, she’d bathed. She’d thought of Valerian. She’d tried on the pretty gowns in the closet. She’d thought of Valerian. She’d lain down for a nap.


            She’d wanted Valerian.


            She’d…missed him.


            She dreamed of him when she closed her eyes and desired him when she opened them. There was no escaping the man’s appeal.


            The day had passed. Night had come and gone, and morning had once more appeared. Neither offered her any relief. Today, she decided, she was going home. There could be no more lingering. No more distractions. She’d come too close, too damn close, to giving in and stripping for him. To allowing Valerian to take her—body and soul.


            He was too dangerous. Too potent.


            “Come.”


            Shaye nearly jumped out of her skin, startled as she was by his voice. Slowly she sat up, dreading—anticipating—what she’d see. Her heart leapt inside her chest the moment she spied him. He stood in the doorway, holding the curtain out of the way. He was total masculinity, pure sex. He wore black pants, a black shirt that tied at the collar, and his hair was in complete disarray.


            “Come,” he repeated. There was no hint of emotion in his tone. His eyes were taut, his mouth thinned in…displeasure? Pain? He held out his hand and motioned for her with his fingers.


            “Why?” Remaining in place, hesitant, she fingered the ends of her still-damp hair. “Where are you taking me?”


            He again motioned with his fingers. “I am not going to pounce on you, if that is what you fear.” How distant he was, so unlike his usual self.


            Had he already given up on her? Did he now plan to take her back to the surface? Disappointment rocked her. You should be thrilled, you big dummy!


            She gulped, but stood and walked to him. She clasped his proffered hand. He immediately turned and tugged her through the hallway. “What’s going on?” she asked.


            “I must practice with my men. To ensure you do not cause mischief while I am preoccupied, you will stay in a room with the other women.”


            “Oh.” He wasn’t taking her back, and she was mad about that—really she was.


            A few minutes later they reached the room in question. She didn’t utter a single protest, even though she did not want to spend time with the lovesick, sex-crazed females from her mother’s wedding. Well, you can always use the time away from Valerian to escape. Like you freaking planned.


            Yes, that’s exactly what she’d do. No more mooning over Valerian. No more crazy thoughts about staying.


            Several men stood guard at the entrance. One held a bundle of paper and thin, colored rocks. Valerian scooped them up and handed them to her. “I thought you might enjoy writing some of your anti-cards.”


            A moment passed before his words registered, and her mouth fell open. With shaky hands, she clasped the bundle. How…sweet. He’d gathered these for her. Her stomach tightened with several different emotions—emotions she didn’t want to name. He hadn’t gone the easy route and given her flowers and candy. No, he’d searched for something she loved, something specific to her.


            “Thank you,” she said softly.


            “My pleasure,” he said, his voice rough. He pivoted to the men, saying, “I want two guards—no, four guards posted at this door at all times. No one is to enter or leave without my permission. Understood?”


            Each of the warriors nodded.


            Valerian turned back to her. “I must go.”


            Their eyes met, and she fought the urge to rise on tiptoe and breathe in his scent, absorb his strength. Kiss me, she silently beseeched, hating herself for the desire but unable to stop it. In the end he didn’t. He held back the curtain and gave her a gentle push inside the room.


            “Until later,” she heard him whisper. And then he was gone.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “I’VE NEVER, IN ALL MY LIFE, been pleasured like I was last night.”


            “Me, either.”


            “God, me, either.”


            Shaye gazed around the room. There was a couch, a thousand silk pillows, books that looked as if they were made from canvas rather than paper, needles and thread. A hobby room, she thought. Great. Women were everywhere, a sea of twitters and laughter. She’d never seen a better example of a harem.


            Shaye’s gaze strayed to the curtain-covered door, and she bit her lip. Now is the time. “Ladies,” she said quietly. She clapped her hands until she’d gained everyone’s attention. “It’s time to think about getting out of here. There are enough of us to overtake the guards. We can look for a way home.”


            Someone laughed. “Why in the world would we want to do that?”


            “I’m not leaving,” someone else said.


            “I’m staying.”


            “If you try to run, I’ll scream for Valerian.”


            Shaye gritted her teeth in frustration and in irritation. “Why do you want to stay?” She said the words for herself, as well. “You mean nothing to these guys.”


            For over an hour the ladies lauded the sexual ecstasy they’d been given. For over an hour she countered with speeches of home and respect. Several women finally got tired of listening to her, and called for the guards. Much to her chagrin, Valerian was summoned.


            It didn’t take long for the king to respond. He strode into the room without preamble. He was sweaty and dirty. He didn’t say anything, just pounded to her, wrapped her in his arms, and proceeded to kiss the breath right out of her.


            The kiss lasted only a few moments, just enough to remind her of his taste and drive her crazy as it consumed all of her senses. When he pulled away, he was panting. Women were closing in on him, reaching for him…touching him.


            Shaye scowled at them.


            “Be good,” he said, “and I will take you into the Outer City when I finish training.” With that he left.


            Oh, unfair, she thought, to issue such a promise.


            Disappointed sighs filled the room. Trying to slow her erratic heartbeat and cool her heated skin, Shaye found an open corner and plopped onto a pillow. She couldn’t help it; she really wanted to see the Outer City in person. The single glance she’d had wasn’t nearly enough. From the moment she’d first spied it, she’d wanted to breathe its air and absorb its ambiance.


            She would escape tomorrow.


            I’m not relieved about this. I’m not happy to spend more time with Valerian. To distract herself, she used her new supplies to make anti-cards. Making the cards had always been a big stress reliever for her, and if she’d ever needed to de-stress, it was now. She already had a few good ones in mind.


            “As the days go by, I’m so happy you’re not here to ruin them for me.”


            “You want a piece of me? Oops, sorry. I already gave one to your brother.”


            A third card popped into her head, and it was so unlike the others that she blinked in surprise. “Some men aren’t so bad. I guess.”


            Before she could ponder it, someone said, “I’m so jealous that you were chosen by Valerian, the hulking blond beefcake.” In that moment all eyes focused on Shaye. “Was he as good as he looks?”


            “He even fought over you.” Another sighed dreamily. “How romantic is that? I’m Jaclyn, by the way.”


            “I’m Shelly,” said an elegant, almost regal blonde. “I belong to Aeson.”


            “I’m Barrie,” said a plain, soft-spoken brunette.


            “Rissa,” said the redhead who’d wanted to fight her for getting too close to Broderick. Now she appeared jovial, even affectionate.


            On and on they introduced themselves. Though they’d been wedding guests and friends of her mother’s—or maybe the new husband’s—Shaye hadn’t really met them until now. “Aren’t we the luckiest girls in the world?” Jaclyn said.


            Several squeals of delighted agreement erupted.


            “Well, was Valerian good?” Barrie asked eagerly. “If he walks like a wet dream and talks like a wet dream…I bet the king fucks like an animal.”


            Shaye bet he did, too.


            And she didn’t like this woman wondering about Valerian, perhaps picturing him naked. A sense of possessiveness rose up inside her, hot and angry. It was a nail-baring, teeth-snarling possessiveness that surprised her with its undeniable force.


            You don’t want him, remember? You held him off with a sword. You had your chance with him and didn’t take it, so let him go. She should be happy someone else wanted him. She should encourage Barrie to find out for herself if Valerian did indeed fuck like an animal.


            She didn’t, though.


            She couldn’t.


            Something inside her, a greediness she hadn’t known she possessed, said, Mine. Only mine. She hated the feeling, but there it was. It refused to leave.


            Barrie and the others soon got tired of awaiting her answer. Actually they forgot about Shaye entirely, and resumed their conversation about their lovers as if it had never been interrupted.


            Shaye stretched her legs and propped her feet on top of a pillow. Frustration—for so many different reasons—ate at her. Sexual frustration? Yes. Confusion? Definitely. Sighing, she gripped her notebook and stones to her chest. She didn’t want to become one of these lovesick women. Didn’t want to lose herself in a man.


            And that’s what would happen if she gave in to Valerian. Foolishly, that seemed to matter less and less.


            A short while later, different warriors began to straggle into the room, collecting their women. They were covered in sweat and sand, even blood. Each time the curtain lifted, she found herself tensing with dread and anticipation. Would it be Valerian?


            It never was.


            Soon there were only a few females remaining. One was the girl with curly black hair and sad brown eyes, the one who had struggled on the beach and, like Shaye, hadn’t wanted to be chosen by a warrior. Shaye watched her for a moment, then gathered her supplies, stood and walked to her.


            Normally Shaye didn’t approach strangers and strike up conversations. That totally negated her “remain detached” preference. But there was something vulnerable about this girl. Something almost…haunting. She found herself drawn to her, found herself sympathizing with her obvious unhappiness.


            “Hi. I’m, uh, Shaye.” God, she felt awkward. Without an invite, she sat.


            The girl flicked her a nervous glance. “Brenna,” she said. Her voice was deep, rough, halting and strained. A smoker?


            “I’ve noticed that you’re the only other person who isn’t ecstatic to be here. Were you…did the one who picked you…”


            Brenna shook her head.


            “Good.” Shaye sighed with relief. Just in front of her, there was a table piled with food. She leaned over, swiped a handful of bread squares, then handed a few to Brenna. They ate in silence for a bit. “I, uh, also noticed you said you were a healer and that you were put in charge of Joachim’s care.”


            A nod—this one hesitant.


            “How’s he doing? Will he live?”


            Another nod—this one sure. And, Shaye saw, there was a gleam of something…hot in the girl’s brown eyes. Oh, oh, oh. What was this? Did Brenna have a crush on her patient? “You like him?” she asked.


            Brenna shook her head violently. Protesting too much, in Shaye’s estimation. She knew all about that. “Scared,” the girl said.


            Scared. Yeah, Shaye had experienced her fair share of that emotion. In the beginning, her fear had been of the unknown and of whether or not Valerian meant to hurt her. Now, well, her fear was for an entirely different reason. If she desired Valerian so intensely now, what would happen if she actually knew what it was like to make love with him?


            Don’t you dare find out, either. Keep fighting the attraction. “I wonder why all the women are slaves to their hormones and we aren’t,” she mused aloud.


            “Smart,” Brenna said, and they both laughed.


            But Shaye’s humor quickly faded. “I don’t feel smart.”


            “Me, either.” Brenna sighed dejectedly, her humor gone, too.


            Shaye opened her mouth to ask why, but her gaze snagged on the two men who suddenly entered the room. Shivawn and Valerian. Valerian stopped and stood utterly still, watching her. A shiver of awareness swept through her.


            Unbidden, she eased to her feet. Her grip tightened on the notebook, but she never removed her eyes from him. He was the most beautiful sight she’d ever beheld, and all she could think about just then was his mouth on hers.


            “Come,” he said, just as he had earlier that morning.


            She did. Without protest. Brenna and everything else forgotten. Mine, her mind whispered, all of her possessive instincts resurfacing. He led her through the hallway, and her heart gave a nervous flutter. He looked determined. Hardened.


            “Where are we going?” she asked.


            “The Outer City, just as I promised.”


            


            VALERIAN ESCORTED SHAYE out of the palace and into the afternoon heat. The crystal dome glowed brightly, and birds whistled playfully. They hadn’t left yet, but already he had a fierce need to return. So when he reached the stables, he quickly commanded one of the centaurs to prepare for travel. The dark horse-man leapt into action, trotting over to him.


            “It will be my pleasure to take you into the city, great one.”


            Shaye gaped up at him. “Uh, that horse is half man,” she said, “and you expect me to ride him?”


            “Yes.”


            She gulped. Valerian mounted and held out his hand. Tentative, she placed her palm over his. He lifted her up behind him, loving the feel of her pressed so close to him. Much as he loved it, though, it increased his need to hurry this trip along. You want her to fall in love with the city, remember?


            “Was practice rough?” she asked after the centaur began descending the cliffs. She sounded nervous.


            Valerian didn’t answer. He’d worked his men and himself until sweat had poured from them. Until exhaustion had set in. He’d needed an outlet for his frustration, but it hadn’t worked.


            There was only one thing that would work.


            Shaye, in his bed. Shaye, joined with him.


            He’d never been more determined to win her. “I’m sorry, but we can’t stay long.”


            “I don’t care. I’m just happy to visit.”


            Happy. Just the way he wanted her.


            They reached the Outer City in minutes. As usual, there were no females present. Having sensed his arrival, they’d hidden away. Only males—centaurs, minotaurs and formorions—manned the tables and booths, selling their wares, from food to jewelry to clothing.


            While they were there, Valerian saw to Shaye’s every need. Whenever she wanted to look, he took her. When she was thirsty, he bought her a drink. When she was hungry, he purchased her a snack. Delicious meat pies that seduced the taste buds. As time ticked by, he forgot about his need to return and simply enjoyed her.


            At first she was wary of him and treated him coolly, distantly. But as a troupe of siren males passed them on the cobbled street, singing of love and passion, she began to warm, as if she just couldn’t help herself. She watched with delight. Griffins charged by them, chasing their tails, and she skipped after them. He’d never seen her so relaxed; he’d never seen her so happy.


            Looking at her, light glowing around her like a halo, love swelled inside his chest. This was the real Shaye. He knew it, sensed it, and he would bring her here every day if needed. Next time he would even take her to the waterfalls and watch her splash in the pools.


            “Is anyone selling oranges, do you think?” she asked him wistfully, slowing to a walk.


            “We shall see.” But the few stands that sold the fruit were out. Shaye couldn’t hide her disappointment, and Valerian vowed to search all of Atlantis if necessary. His mate would have her oranges before the day ended. “Ready to return?”


            She cast a wistful glance at her surroundings. “Yes. I can’t believe how beautiful this place is,” she said as they found and mounted their centaur. “It’s paradise.”


            She was paradise.


            “Thank you for taking me.”


            “My pleasure, love. My pleasure.”


            She shivered against him.


            His lips lifted in a slow smile—thankfully, it was a smile she could not see. Her defenses were down, just as he’d hoped, and her desire for him was making itself known. They reached the palace a few minutes later, and his blood heated. Almost time…


            At the stable he dismounted and helped Shaye do the same. She no longer hesitated to touch him, he was pleased to notice. After thanking the centaur for the ride, he led Shaye to his room. Along the way, he sent a few of his men to search for oranges.


            “I have a surprise for you,” he told Shaye.


            “Good or bad?”


            Before collecting her for their journey, he’d gone to his own chambers and filled them with food. He’d scented the pool with oil and removed some of the wall sconces for a dimmer atmosphere. He’d also circled a group of satin pillows around a low table nearly spilling over with fruits and desserts.


            When she saw what he’d done, her eyes widened. “You’re…this is…”


            “Sit at the table,” he instructed.


            For a minute she didn’t obey. She glanced from him to the table, from the table to him. She gulped. He expected her to say something in rebuke, but she surprised him by walking to the table and sitting.


            He loved the way his shirt and pants draped her slim body, but all he could think about was getting under them.


            He removed his armor, unbuckling the links at his shoulders and letting the gold pieces fall to the ground. He washed his face in the basin, splashing cool water over his skin. He should have bathed before collecting her and taking her into the city, but he’d been too eager to see her. And a part of him hoped to bathe with her.


            “We are going to have a conversation, you and I,” he said, striding to the table. He sat across from her and filled two goblets with wine.


            “Very well.” She sounded reluctant, unsure. At least she hadn’t denied him outright.


            “I was going to have a few of my former lovers advise you of my wondrous skill, but in the light of day that did not seem so wise.”


            “No,” she said, nearly choking on her wine.


            “Instead, I will tell you something about myself. Then you will tell me something about yourself. A conversation, as I said. Do we have a bargain?”


            “I hate talking about myself,” she said, tracing her fingertip over the bottom of her glass.


            “Still, you will do it.” Pause. “Please.”


            She bit her lip again, but nodded.


            He sipped his goblet of wine, watching her over the rim. “I will begin.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. How did one go about getting to know another person? What bits of his past should he give her? “I…had a brother,” he said. It was as good a place as any to start, he supposed, as it was something he rarely spoke of, and never with a woman. The subject was too painful.


            “Had?” she asked softly.


            Nodding, he pinched a piece of fish between his fingers and popped it into his mouth. He chewed, swallowed. “He was my twin. He was stolen when we were children.”


            Her eyes widened. “Who took him?”


            Familiar rage filled him, but he tamped it down. “The gorgons.”


            “The gor—what?” She crossed her legs, one over the other, and leaned forward, propping her elbows on the table. He had her full attention. She was interested in what he had to say, and her usual shields were still down.


            “Gorgons are a race of women who can turn a man to stone with only a glance. Snakes slither on their heads. They are evil. Pure evil.”


            Ah. Like Medusa. “Why did they take him?”


            Valerian slid a platter of grapes toward her and beckoned her to take one. She did. “They hoped to trade him for my father’s aid—which they did not receive,” he added darkly. “They killed Verryn for it. He and I shared a mind connection, and when that went dark I knew that he was gone.” The last emerged as little more than a whisper. He glanced to Shaye, trying to clear his mind of the hated memories. “Now, it’s your turn. Tell me something about yourself.”


            What should she tell him? Shaye wondered. He’d divulged something personal, something painful. She could do no less. Still, she tried to hold herself back. Tried not to reveal too much. He’d completely enchanted her today, and she feared she would never recover.


            “Once I had a stepsister who chopped off all my hair,” she said. “I was sleeping and didn’t know it until the next morning.” The action had been punishment, in her stepsister’s mind, for cutting the hair of her favorite doll—a crime Shaye hadn’t committed. That honor went to her stepbrother.


            When ten-year-old Shaye ran crying to her mother, she was told to “work it out like a big girl.”


            Valerian’s features darkened. “Your hair is sheer beauty, like moonlight and stars. Anyone who cuts it deserves death.”


            Pleasure speared her, utterly sweet in its headiness. She wasn’t used to receiving compliments, yet Valerian gave them to her so readily. “Thank you.”


            “Living with the little demon must have been difficult.”


            “Yes. Thankfully, though, my mom was only married to her father for a year.”


            “Your mother had more than one mate?”


            Shaye nodded. “She’s had six.”


            “Six!”


            She nodded again.


            “Here a man takes but one mate, and keeps her for eternity.”


            She frowned as she considered his words. “What if the mated people are miserable with each other?”


            “They must perform a blood ritual and offer a sacrifice.”


            “Oh, ick.” She bit her bottom lip, not allowing herself to ask what type of sacrifice.


            Valerian’s gaze caught and lingered on her mouth, making her tingle, making her blood flow hot and achy. Then he shook his head, as if pulling himself from a spell. “What else would you like to know about me?” he asked.


            “What about your first time?” she found herself saying. She wanted him, she did, and the more they talked, the weaker her resistance became. Surely hearing about his escapades with other women would strengthen her resolve.


            He arched a brow. “Are you sure you want to know?” When she nodded, he said, “It was with my mother’s favorite servant. She came into my room to bring me clean clothing, found me in the pool and joined me.”


            At her disappointed expression, he laughed. “What did you expect? Toys? Orgies?”


            “Well, yeah.”


            His smile grew. “What about you? How was your first time?” The moment he asked the question, he tensed. His eyes darkened with what looked like fury.


            Okay. What was he mad about now? “I, uh…” She stumbled over her words, even felt a blush heat her cheeks. “I haven’t had a first time yet.”


            His mouth fell open. “Surely you jest.”


            “Hardly. Look,” she said, defensive. “I never wanted to have to deal with the problems associated with a sexual relationship.”


            “What problems?” Valerian’s shock had yet to fade; it only seemed to intensify. Shaye was virgin. She was untouched.


            She was his.


            He wanted her more in that moment than ever before. He wanted to be the only man to taste her. Now. Ever.


            “Emotional entanglements are messy,” she said. “And if I don’t get involved, I don’t have to worry about getting hurt.”


            “I will never hurt you, Shaye. I will never lie to you.” He’d meant to learn more about her, to let her learn more about him. But he found himself saying, “I think, perhaps, the only way to convince you of this is to show you. So from this moment on, there will be no more talking. Only doing.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “I AM GLAD YOU RETURNED,” Joachim said.


            Brenna inched toward his bed. Shivawn had escorted her here and now stood at the doorway behind her, watching and guarding her. She’d allowed it before, and she allowed it now. Usually, however, she could not stand having anyone behind her. That was how the attack had happened. Ethan had come at her from behind, surprising her, before flipping her around and—She cut off the thought.


            They’d been together for a while, but his temper had grown blacker and blacker. When she’d tried to end things, he’d snapped. She should have died that day, so badly did he hurt her. So many times since then, she’d wished to die.


            But today, having someone behind her—having Shivawn behind her—didn’t scare her. She was coming to like Shivawn and his gentleness. Despite everything and even in such a short amount of time, she was beginning to feel safe with him and had even pictured herself doing…intimate things with him. Him, she assured herself. Not Joachim.


            Earlier, when she’d been locked inside that room with the other women and they’d been retelling their sensual exploits, wanton images had bombarded her. She hadn’t been able to picture the man’s face as he pleasured her in her mind, but she’d known it was Shivawn because she’d felt protected. He made her feel that way. Joachim…didn’t. He made her feel dizzy and achy and weak, completely out of control.


            At one time, she might have welcomed those things. Yeah, she’d once loved sex. She’d once loved men. But that had changed. Or so she’d thought.


            It’s Shivawn who turns you on. Has to be. Except, she’d been waiting for this moment all day, wanting to see Joachim again, to hear his voice and trace her hands over his body. That, she couldn’t deny and it scared her. He was nothing like Shivawn. He wasn’t kind, and he wasn’t gentle. He was a hard, volatile warlord who wasn’t afraid to use his fists. Yet even now, thinking about him made her heart race, and not just with fear.


            Stupid, she told herself for the thousandth time. If she ever allowed herself to be intimate with a man again, it would be with someone like Shivawn.


            Stop thinking about sex, Johnston. Get to work. Silently she cleaned and rebandaged Joachim’s wounds, glad to see he was healing nicely. No sign of infection. He was still too weak to rise, but his strength would return. He would even have full use of his arms and leg, once the tissue reconnected.


            Just as she was finishing up, a new man stepped inside the room. He carried a long, menacing sword; she saw it from the corner of her eye and immediately tried to jump toward Shivawn, the only safe haven available, but Joachim latched on to her hand and held tight. The action terrified her—not only because it was abrupt, but also because it fired her blood in a way it shouldn’t. She cried out and was instantly released. She stumbled to her feet, away from all of the men.


            “You are needed in the dining hall,” the intruder said to Shivawn.


            Shivawn looked at her, then Joachim, ignoring the stranger. He frowned fiercely. “Did he hurt you?” he asked her.


            She rubbed her wrist and shook her head no.


            “Valerian has summoned you,” the stranger added impatiently.


            Shivawn flicked the man an irritated glance, then stepped forward and gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “I hate to leave you, but I must obey the king. Will you be all right without me?”


            Panic sprouted wings inside her chest. She didn’t want him to go. Truly, he’d become her safety net in this unknown and wild land. But she forced herself to nod. Depending so desperately on one person was foolish.


            “Would you like to go with me?” he asked.


            Again, she shook her head no. She would stay. She would be brave. And she wouldn’t allow Joachim to affect or scare her. Easier said than done, Johnston.


            Shivawn gave Joachim a brief but dark look, gently caressed Brenna’s cheek, and then strode into the hallway, following the messenger. Brenna and Joachim were alone.


            You can do this. You can do this. Joachim’s too weak to do anything to you. Slowly she turned toward him and eased back onto the bed. She was careful not to look into his eyes, those blue, blue eyes that seemed to cut straight to her soul. Her fingers shook as she finished wrapping the last bandage.


            “I am Joachim,” he said, breaking the silence.


            “I know.” Her voice trembled as much as her hands. “Should not have challenged king.”


            She imagined his nostrils flaring in fury. Still, she forged ahead. “Silly. Strength lies in compassion, not battles.”


            For a moment the air was so charged she thought he meant to yell at her. But he didn’t. He changed the subject, admitting grudgingly, “I thought of you last night.” Half pain, half accusation. “And today. I cannot seem to get you out of my mind.”


            Before she could stop it, her gaze jumped to his. She gasped at what she saw. Desire. White-hot desire. Her hands stilled, poised over his thigh. She had a sheet draped over his middle—to protect her modesty rather than his. The sheet was higher than it had been a moment ago.


            “I see fear in your eyes,” he said, still speaking low, voice heated. “But I also see interest.”


            She bit her lip and shook her head. She would not admit to any type of interest. That would only encourage him. But…


            “Talk to me, Brenna,” he said. “Tell me of yourself.”


            His quiet beseeching surprised her. She never would have expected it from such a power-hungry warlord. “Wh-what would. You. Like to. Know?” Her throat was constricted, making it harder for her to speak.


            “Everything.” Joachim tilted his head and regarded Brenna more intently. “I want to know everything about you.” Already he knew her smell—violets and the sunshine he’d encountered so briefly on the surface. He knew her voice—scratchy and harsh, eliciting visions of passion and naked bodies.


            Now he wanted to know her past. Her likes. Her dislikes. All the things that made her Brenna, the woman who obsessed him more with every second that passed. Strength lies in compassion, she’d said. He wanted to snort at that, but couldn’t. He didn’t know why.


            “We will begin with something easy,” he said. “What is your favorite color?”


            She glanced at the door, as if wondering what she should do. Stay and talk, or run. “Blue,” she finally replied.


            If she were his woman, he would give her all the sapphires he owned. “Do you have family?” A family she missed? Wished to return to?


            She shook her head. “Dead.”


            He should not have felt relieved, but he did. “How did they die?”


            “Car accident.”


            Car? He was intrigued by a “car” that could kill an entire family, but was more curious about Brenna herself. “I am sorry for your loss, little one.”


            Features shadowed, she waved a hand through the air. Her hand was shaking, he noticed. “Long time ago,” she said in that broken voice.


            He wanted to grab her up and kiss her, anything to wipe away those shadows, but he ended up fisting the sheets and keeping his hands at his sides. “Do you like this new world? Atlantis?”


            Her gaze drifted away from him, onto the wall behind him. She shook her head.


            “Why not?” Disappointment hummed through his blood. He’d hoped she had already come to love it as he did.


            “Scary,” she admitted softly. She traced a fingertip over the sheet.


            “You are frightened of us?”


            She gave no response. Didn’t move a muscle.


            “I would never hurt you, Brenna,” he told her as gently as his fierce timbre would allow. “This I swear to you.”


            A shiver stole through her. “Might not mean to, but—”


            “Never. Never.”


            “What are you saying to her, Joachim?” Shivawn demanded as he strode back into the room. “You have no right to use that tone with her.”


            Brenna jolted to her feet, looking between them with fear in her eyes.


            “Watch your tone, boy,” Joachim snapped. “You’re scaring her.”


            Shivawn’s features instantly softened. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “I was called away to look for oranges, but I’m here now. I’m not angry, I promise you.”


            Brenna gazed between the two men, a little…aroused and unsure who—or what—was causing that arousal. They were trying to soothe her and it was working. It was working! She was actually standing between two men who despised each other, two men who could attack and kill at any moment, and her fear was dissipating.


            How are they doing this to me? she mused, dazed.


            Even more shocking, as the fear left her, something else took its place: desire. White-hot, consuming. An image of naked, straining bodies suddenly filled her mind. Once again, she couldn’t see the man’s face, but the image was so lifelike she even heard the pleasure-moans of the couple. Her nipples tightened; moisture pooled between her legs.


            Joachim bared his teeth and hissed in a breath. In fury? “You’re aroused. I can smell it on you.”


            Her cheeks heated to a blazing inferno.


            “I can, too,” Shivawn said brokenly. “Brenna…”


            She heard him take a step toward her, heard the thump of his boot. Again, there was no fear inside her. What’s wrong with me? What’s happening to me? This wasn’t like her, not at all.


            Joachim eased to a sitting position, and Shivawn continued to move forward.


            “You are in need of a man, Brenna,” Joachim said, showing no mercy to her embarrassment. “But you are afraid of your desire, yes? You must be, to resist.”


            “Yes,” Shivawn answered for her. “She is.”


            “Have you ever been with a man?” Joachim asked her.


            Breathless, she nodded.


            “Did you like it?” Shivawn.


            Another nod. She should stop this line of questioning, but a part of her was strangely relieved to have it out in the open.


            “The man who hurt you and damaged your voice,” Joachim persisted. “Did he make you afraid of sex?”


            She hesitated for a long while, finally opting for the truth. “Yes.”


            Both men growled low in their throats, as if they wanted to kill the man with their bare hands. Still, the fear did not return. “I understand now,” Shivawn said. “Once a woman has been forced, she is not the same.”


            “Yes,” Joachim said. “I, too, understand.” His voice sounded far away, a little weak.


            “Joachim?” she said, sudden concern for him making her forget all else.


            He fell back onto the bed, and his head lolled onto the pillow, his skin draining of color.


            She hurried to him. “Okay?”


            “Dizzy. Weak,” he admitted in an enraged snarl. “Shouldn’t have sat up.”


            She could tell the lack of strength did more than anger him; it unnerved him. As much of a fighter as he was, he was probably used to absolute control. Hadn’t he told the king, Valerian, that he respected and liked him, but he just didn’t want to take orders anymore?


            Finally bits of her fear returned. Control. Something she valued, as well. She couldn’t relinquish hers, no matter how aroused she became. And to give herself to either of these men was to give up her precious control. How could she have forgotten that, even for a second?


            Frowning, she moved toward the door.


            Realizing she meant to leave, Joachim uttered an abrupt, “Stay.”


            There was total command in his voice. Oh, yes, he expected absolute obedience. Shaking her head, she backed up another step. Her eyes were unnaturally wide, she knew they were.


            “Brenna,” he said. He tried to sit up again, but he didn’t have the strength this time. “I will not always be so weak.” There was a warning in his tone.


            She maneuvered around Shivawn, her gaze again darting between the two men. They were so beautiful, it almost hurt to look at them. And they were offering everything she’d once wanted for herself: love, passion, companionship. That dream is dead, remember? It’s safest that way.


            But a wave of longing swept through her. For a moment she wished one of the men would reach for her. Touch her…kiss her…slip inside her, sinking, gliding erotically. No, not one of the men. Shivawn, she told herself. But it wasn’t green eyes she suddenly glimpsed inside her mind, above her, staring down at her. The man’s eyes were blue. She scrubbed a hand over her own eyes to block the image.


            How could someone like Joachim arouse her like this when no man had been able to do so for many years?


            “I won’t hurt you,” Shivawn said. He held up his hands, all innocence.


            “Come to me, Brenna,” Joachim intoned.


            “No,” she told Shivawn and Joachim grinned. “No,” she told Joachim, wiping away his smugness. Better to be without both of them.


            “I want to know you,” Shivawn said. His voice was gentle. “I’ll keep you safe. I won’t let anyone else hurt you.”


            “Do not let your need for safety destroy your love of life. I can teach you to conquer your fear and finally live again,” Joachim told her.


            Shivawn faced Joachim, and the two squared off. “I can teach her to conquer her fear, too.”


            “Maybe. But you will never truly make her happy,” Joachim snapped.


            Perhaps neither of them could, and the knowledge filled her with a keen sense of disappointment. For with the return of his anger, Joachim had reminded her of exactly why she would never allow herself to be with him. If he ever directed that anger at her, he would kill her. Control, she reminded herself.


            For a moment, that one precious moment when the fear had vanished, she’d thought to really live again. Now…knowing such a thing was impossible, she ran out of the room before she did something stupid. Like cry.


            


            SHIVAWN DIDN’T FOLLOW her, but remained in the room. For a long while he and Joachim did not speak.


            “I want her,” Joachim admitted softly.


            Shivawn’s hands tightened into fists. He’d known that, but hearing the words…“I want her, too, and she is my woman. Who do you think will get her?”


            “I will challenge you for her,” Joachim gritted out.


            “Not accepted. She looked at me with desire, and I find that I need to see that look again.”


            “That desire was for me, boy. Me. Anything you saw was merely a reflection of that.”


            Shivawn frowned. Yes, she had looked at Joachim with desire. More desire than a woman had ever projected at him, and the knowledge did not settle well. But she had wanted him, too. He would swear to that. Frustrated, he tossed his arms in the air. “So where does that leave us?”


            “Give her to me.”


            “No.”


            Joachim stroked his chin with two fingers. “I will not give up. I will pursue her.”


            “Is that a threat?”


            “Merely a warning. I want her, and I will do all that is in my power to win her.”


            Shivawn nearly drew his sword, his anger was so great. He felt protective of Brenna, wanted her to be happy, and couldn’t stand to think of such a delicate creature with this power-hungry warrior. “If you scare her, I will kill you. Do you understand me? I will kill you.”


            A dark cloud descended over Joachim’s face. “I would never scare her.”


            “Ha! You scared her with your forcefulness. That’s why she ran.”


            “Do not try and pretend you know her reasons, and do not pretend you know what she needs. You scared her just as badly or she would have given herself to you by now.”


            “Perhaps she will. Tonight,” Shivawn taunted.


            Fury blazed in Joachim’s eyes. “No. She will not give herself to you. That I know, because you will never understand her the way I do.”


            “You? How do you think to understand her?” Shivawn said through clenched teeth.


            “That you have to ask proves my point.” Joachim closed his eyes, bringing Brenna’s innocent face to the forefront of his mind. Someone had hurt her during sex—someone who would feel the end of Joachim’s sword one day soon. If he had to travel to the surface and hunt the bastard down, he would.


            He would stake his life on the fact that Brenna had been a woman of passion and vitality once. There was a spark in her eyes she just couldn’t hide. Deep inside, no matter how strong her fears, she had to crave that type of life again.


            He could win her from Shivawn, he knew he could. She’d looked at him with undiluted passion, and he knew she would not be happy with anyone else. When she’d looked at Shivawn, there had been no passion. Desire, yes, but it hadn’t been sexual. It had been…fearful, as a child sometimes looked to its mother. For protection.


            Which meant Joachim did indeed scare her. Which also meant he could not claim her until he had conquered her fears. Forever.


            And he would. Whatever was necessary.


            More than he wanted his own satisfaction, he wanted hers. Strength lies in compassion. Again her words played through his mind. Compassion…something she valued.


            She needed something special for her first time. Oh, he knew she wasn’t virgin. She’d said as much. After her torture—for that’s what it had been—she’d cut herself off from men. So her next time would be like her first time. She’d cut herself off from desires and the sweetest of intimacies. She needed an avalanche of both to push her out of that staid existence. Compassion.


            Once he was healed…there would be no stopping him.


            “I will have her, Shivawn,” he said. “It’s me she will always crave in her bed.”


            A muscle ticked in Shivawn’s jaw. “You’re wrong. She wants safety. To her, I am safety. Not you. And I’ll prove it.”


            


            POSEIDON HUMMED with the intensity of his relish. Waves whirled and crashed against him, their cerulean beauty lethal to mere mortals. He tasted salt in his mouth, smelled it in his nose, its familiarity increasing his enjoyment.


            No Atlantean was permitted to enter the surface. Well, that was not entirely true. A Guardian of the portal was allowed to enter to protect the secrets of the underground city. But none of the nymphs were guardians—and they had entered anyway, it seemed. It was now Poseidon’s greatest joy to punish them.


            “So. You’re telling me that you saw the nymphs steal human women from the surface and bring them into Atlantis?” he asked, his voice booming across the ocean floor. Sand jumped, floating high in the water; pink and white coral vibrated. Colorful fish darted in every direction, desperate to escape his vicinity.


            The two mermaids before him bowed their heads. Both possessed hair as inky black as the night, and those tresses blended together, floating around their delicate shoulders.


            “Yes,” Denae said.


            “Yes,” Marie agreed.


            “Through the portal?” he insisted. He slammed the end of his trident into the marble base he stood upon, cracking it from one end to the other. This was the most excitement he’d experienced in ages.


            “Yes,” both women said again, in unison.


            “Very good.” Poseidon’s lips lifted slowly as he stepped from the dais, his white robe dancing around his ankles. From where he stood, he could see the huge crystal dome encompassing the cursed city. It radiated golden rays, sparkling like a mound of glitter. He whisked himself to it, far away one moment, in front of it the next. He needed no portal or doorway to let him inside a world he himself had helped create. He simply walked through the crystal as if it were not there.


            He didn’t yet want the citizens to know of his arrival, so he kept himself hidden in a cloak of invisibility. He breathed deeply of the pure, salty air. Closed his eyes, enjoyed. Yes, he had turned his back on this land and its people for far too long. A mistake.


            Hundreds of years had passed since he’d last entered, and all seemed quite tranquil. Minotaur children played in mud puddles, centaurs frolicked through thick, dewy grass. Vampires, dragons, griffins, cyclops, gorgons, harpies—they were all present.


            These monstrosities were the gods’ first attempt at creating Man. But they had grown more powerful than intended. A few of the gods had panicked and had cursed them to live under the sea. To Poseidon, they’d been abominations, ugly, but not a threat. Perhaps Poseidon and his immortal brothers and sisters should have destroyed the lot of them a millennium ago, but they’d thought to use the creatures for…what? Sex? Some of the women of Atlantis were pretty. Why had he not known that? For warring? The warriors were strong.


            He couldn’t recall the right answer, though, and didn’t really care anymore.


            How to punish the nymphs, how to punish the nymphs…Waving his trident, he whisked himself to the palace where Valerian, King of the Nymphs, now resided, maintaining invisibility. Within seconds he found himself in a room occupied by three very human women. They were discussing the various positions in which they’d been taken, the various positions in which they wanted to be taken, and how sad they were that Valerian now had a mate and paid them no attention.


            Slowly Poseidon allowed his form to appear, though he took the appearance of a nymph warrior. Dark-haired, vivid blue eyes. Muscled. Tanned. When the women spotted him, they smiled, jumped to their feet and rushed to him.


            “Did you come to make love to us?”


            “You are the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen! More beautiful than Valerian, even.”


            “Silence,” he said, the sound booming. Now was not the time for pleasure. Later, though…“Sit down.” He motioned to the mound of pillows behind them.


            They sat without question, without comment, eyeing him as if he were a delicious platter of chocolate. He settled beside them and allowed them to drape themselves over his legs, stroking him like a prized pet. Hmm, nice. Very nice.


            Nymphs needed sex to survive. That was probably why they’d stolen the women. Still, their reasons didn’t matter. The law had been created, the law must be obeyed. For Atlanteans to enter the surface world was to destroy it, or so prophecy claimed.


            “First you will tell me exactly how you came to be here,” he said. He would hear the damning truth firsthand. “Then you will tell me all you know about the nymphs.”


            One of the women kissed his thigh. Another kissed his shoulder. He closed his eyes, a blissful moan slipping from him. Answers, smanswers.


            He cleared his throat. “You may tell me later,” he said, and began to kiss them back. Already his venture into Atlantis was doing more for his boredom than a thousand tropical storms.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “I AM DONE WAITING, Shaye.”


            Shaye jumped to her feet and backed away from Valerian as if he were poison. He still sat on the pillows, watching her, a smile curling the edges of his mouth. He didn’t want to talk about his first time anymore—he wanted to give her a first time. Languidly, her mind added. Deliciously. Quickly. Roughly. Softly.


            Panic? Yes. Anticipation? Absolutely. The gleam in his eyes…the husky richness of his voice…


            “I need to rebandage your arm. Blood is, uh, seeping from it.”


            “After,” he said, a heady entreaty. He stood inch by agonizing inch, unfolding his big, strong body. He never removed his gaze from her. His pants were tight over his muscled legs, but even tighter over his large erection.


            Her eyes widened as he stepped closer. She’d wanted him many times since meeting him. Now, faced with the inevitability of it, she was panicky. More so than usual. “Stay where you are, okay. I need time to think about this.”


            “Thinking about it has gotten us nowhere.” Stalking forward, he waved a hand toward the wall. “You will notice that I removed all the weapons.”


            Her wide gaze scanned the room. Sure enough, all the blades were missing. “Valerian,” she said warningly.


            “You simply fear what you do not know, Shaye. I realize that now.”


            “Stop!” She squared her shoulders, refusing to retreat yet again.


            “You are my woman, yet you issue orders and expect them to be obeyed. Perhaps I should train and treat you as a warrior, then.”


            She forced out a laugh, but the sound was completely devoid of humor. “I’m not your woman.” Yet. “And I’m not one of your warriors. What, are you going to fight me?”


            “Oh, no. I’m going to give you a command and you’re going to obey. If you fail to heed the command, I will punish you.”


            Her nostrils flared. “Don’t you dare threaten me.”


            “Threaten? No, I merely promise.” His eyelids dipped to half-mast, giving him a slumberous, I-need-a-bed cast.


            “Didn’t we discuss this the very first day? I will not accept punishment, and I will not obey you.”


            “Yes, you will. And you will enjoy it, I assure you.”


            She stomped her foot because she knew, knew, she was about to lose this battle. And a part of her was glad. “If you think I’ll sit quietly while you spank me or something, you’re wrong.”


            “What a naughty little mind you have, moon. I meant only to lash you with my tongue. If you prefer I spank you, I will do so. You know how I love to please you.”


            Evil, evil man. She shivered. “Is that how you punish your warriors? By licking them?”


            “You saw how I punish my warriors. As I refuse to hurt you, special consideration must be taken.” Another step.


            Her stomach twisted. She wanted to run to him, to take what he offered. True. But too much did she dread what would happen afterward. Would he dismiss her? Would he turn his attentions to another? Would she crave more of him? Fall in love, lose herself? Make a fool of herself for him? Would he ultimately hurt her, as everyone else in her life had?


            “I need time, Valerian.”


            The words dripped between them along with all of her fear, all of her desires. He paused, looking tortured. Then he gave a stiff nod. He didn’t want to, she saw it in his eyes, but he caved. Again. Her wish his to grant. “If time is what you desire, time you shall have.” With barely a breath, he added, “I am in need of a bath. You may join me, if you wish, or watch me. The choice is yours.”


            “I…I choose neither.” She wasn’t going to bathe with him, and she wasn’t going to watch him. Water droplets would trickle down his neck, perhaps catch on his nipples before falling to the ridges of muscle on his stomach. His soap-lathered hands would glide over his strength. “I want to go back to my room.”


            “You’ll watch or you’ll join. This is a give-and-take between us, Shaye. I give you time, and now you must give me something in return. Choose.”


            Her lashes nearly fused all the way together, leaving only a tiny line of vision. He occupied every inch of it. “What happened to giving me everything that I want?”


            “You do not know what you want.” He closed the rest of the gap between them, so close his chest brushed hers. Behind him, he left a trail of sand and blood. His wounds had opened. He showed not an ounce of pain, proving just how capable he truly was. A warrior, through and through.


            His scent filled her nose, sexual and fierce. Heat curled from him, wrapping her in sultry coils, squeezing so tightly she had trouble dragging in her next breath. A rush of passion flooded her.


            He was the kind of man women fantasized about but never actually encountered. And he continually offered himself to her, an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord of erotic delights. Whatever she could consume was hers for the taking.


            How tempting it was to take….


            He licked his lips and leaned toward her. Her heartbeat drummed in her ears, an eternity passing between each one. Accept him or reject him, but do it now!


            Gathering her strength, she jerked away from him, nearly tripping on her own feet as she scrambled backward. “No,” she said. “No.”


            A muscle ticked beneath his eyes. “Never has a word sounded more foul,” he said between clenched teeth.


            She raised her chin. “It’s all you’re going to hear from me.”


            “I could push you for more, Shaye. We both know I could. We both know you’d like it.”


            “No,” she said again. This time it was a trembling, wispy entreaty.


            Struggling with the force of his need, Valerian paused and studied Shaye. Damn this! He didn’t want to force her to acknowledge her desires. He wanted her to accept them—and him—willingly.


            When she’d told him she was virgin, he’d simply reacted. Blood and need had traveled through him at lightning speed. His cock had hardened painfully. The need to brand her as his woman had sung in his ears. He’d known, deep down, that she’d waited for him. He only wished he’d waited for her.


            He felt like a virgin with her, however. Unsure, eager. Excited by the possibilities. In such a short time, she’d become everything to him.


            Want me. Come to me.


            She didn’t. And as the minutes ticked by, her resolve to resist him seemed to intensify. Finally he said, “Yet again I find that I am unable to force you to accept what is inevitable.”


            “Valerian,” she said in that shaky voice.


            “Not another word, moon.”


            “It’s not you, okay. Well, maybe it is. A little. I just…can’t, okay. I can’t let myself want you. Not yet.” He looked tortured again, she thought, sad and wistful and rock hard. “I wish I could. I do. But…” Too many things stood in the way. The thought of letting someone so close to her was terrifying.


            He stalked from the main room and into the bathing area without another word, leaving her alone. Alone with only her throbbing body, her treacherous thoughts.


            Why had he left? He’d said he meant to make her choose.


            Doesn’t matter, she decided in the next instant. He isn’t the man for you. He liked sex, and he liked it with multiple women. Shaye wasn’t her mother and wouldn’t accept the small scraps of affection some man decided to toss her way. She wouldn’t fall in love, using the fickle emotion as an excuse to have the good while tolerating too much of the bad.


            She liked being alone, was content that way. And her deepest feminine instincts sensed that to make love with Valerian was to fall so deeply in love with the man that she’d give up everything for him. Even herself.


            The curtain blocking her view from the bathing pool continued to rustle. The sound of falling clothing echoed, then the splash of water. She gulped. Was he naked? Most likely. Steam was probably wafting around him. His skin probably glistened with moisture. He probably resembled an angel floating through the heavens.


            In that instant all the reasons she’d rejected him faded from her thoughts. Desire. So much desire. She’d said she wouldn’t watch him bathe, but one peek suddenly didn’t seem so bad. One peek…Really, there was no harm in that.


            Unbidden, she found her feet moving toward the entrance. He couldn’t possibly be as exquisite as she was imagining. Could he? She quietly peeled the curtain to the side—but only a little. Valerian’s naked back came into view. Muscles rippled under tawny skin as he cupped and poured water over himself.


            Steam did indeed waft around him, making him appear nothing more than a dream, a fantasy, a genie visiting from a lamp, come to grant her every wish. His hair was soaked and dripping down his back. She bit her lip. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to be with him once and finally put her body out of its misery. If she guarded her heart, she could use him and be done with him. Right?


            He turned to the side and clamped his hand around a sapphire glass bottle. He poured whatever was inside—more of that orchid oil?—into his other hand. Oh, to be that oil, she thought, watching, throat constricted as he rubbed the oil into his chest. The fragrance joined the steam and floated to her.


            “You can still join me, you know,” he said, his voice rough.


            She yelped and released the curtain. It fell back into place, completely blocking him from view. Her cheeks erupted into flames.


            She was saved from having to analyze her thoughts and actions when Brenna burst into the room. The girl was panting; her gaze was wild. Black curls bounced over her face. She stilled when she spotted Shaye and exhaled a huge sigh of relief.


            “What’s wrong?” Alarmed, Shaye rushed to her side. “Did something happen?”


            Behind her, she heard the splash of water, the pound of footsteps, then Valerian was there, standing in the doorway. He was naked. Mouthwateringly naked. He didn’t seem surprised to see Brenna with her, even though the girl had made no real noise. “Did something happen?” he echoed.


            Shaye’s mouth fell open at this first, full-frontal glance of him. He was tall and well muscled, but she’d already seen that. What she hadn’t seen was his erection. Until now. It was as long and hard as she’d imagined, rising proudly from between his legs. He wasn’t modest and didn’t reach for any type of covering. Water droplets cascaded from his hair, down his stomach, and onto his—


            Dear God.


            Brenna’s mouth had fallen open, too, and Shaye had to tamp the urge to cover the girl’s eyes. “We’re fine.” Shaye gave a jerky point. “Go back to your bath, Valerian. Please! For God’s sake, we’re just going to have a little girl talk.”


            With a nod, he stalked off. Damn the man, he looked as good from behind as he did from the front.


            Only when the drape blocked him was Shaye able to breathe again.


            “Big,” Brenna said in that broken voice of hers, her eyes still wide.


            Mine, Shaye almost snapped. She frowned. She had no right to him. She’d just turned him down. Again. Concentrate. “Did someone hurt you, Brenna? Or threaten you?”


            Brenna shook her head. “Problem.”


            “What kind? With whom?”


            “Joachim.”


            Her frown deepened. “Is he hurt?”


            “No.”


            “Did he hurt you?”


            “No.”


            O-kay. Shaye clasped her friend’s hand—was Brenna her friend? she wondered. She’d never really had one before. Assistants, yes. Employees, yes. But had she ever really spent quality personal time with someone else? Well, whatever Brenna was, Shaye led her to the couch. “What’s wrong?” she asked again, settling into the cushions.


            “Shivawn,” Brenna said.


            Her brows furrowed together. “Is he hurt?”


            “No.”


            “Did he hurt you?”


            “No.”


            Had she ever had a more confusing conversation? Shaye pushed out a frustrated exhalation. They were getting nowhere this way. “You have to help me understand what’s going on.”


            A rosy blush stained Brenna’s cheeks. She bit her bottom lip. “Want. Them.”


            “You…want them?” Shaye blinked. “As in, sexually?”


            The girl’s blush intensified, and she looked away. “Maybe. But…think I really want one when I should want the other. Scared. Confused.”


            “That would scare me, too.” She could barely handle her desire for Valerian. She didn’t know what she’d do if she should want to be with one of his warriors, instead. “It’s that whole duty versus desire thing, huh? Like we see in the movies?”


            Brenna gripped her hands, perhaps willing her to understand. “Kind of. Maybe. I don’t know!”


            “I wish I had an answer for you, and if we were on the surface, I might. But these men, these…nymphs. They cast a spell over everything female and screw with our common sense.” Shaye’s bitterness seeped through her tone. “I don’t like it.”


            “You once mentioned escape.” Brenna mimed the last so Valerian wouldn’t hear.


            Shaye’s body went still; even her heartbeat stopped for several seconds. Escape. What she’d wanted from the beginning. What she wasn’t sure she wanted right now, but knew was for the best. You have a home. A job. Employees who count on your revenue.


            “I haven’t found a way out,” she admitted softly. Not that she’d looked all that hard. “But there is one sure way. Do you remember the portal?”


            Brenna nodded.


            “Valerian said I couldn’t survive it alone. Together, you and I can swim to the surface. We just have to find it.”


            They stood in unison and glanced to the bathing curtain. “There’s no better time than now,” Shaye said, speaking past the sudden lump in her throat. She wished she had time to tell Valerian goodbye, wished she could kiss him once more. “Are you ready?”


            Again Brenna nodded.


            As if he’d heard their entire conversation, Valerian called, “Shaye!”


            Her eyes widened, and Brenna gasped. If she didn’t leave now, she would lose this opportunity. “Come on.” They sprinted past the front door and into the hallway.


            “Shaye!” A command now. Water splashed.


            She plowed into a couple writhing on the floor and tumbled face-first. Frantic, Brenna helped her up. The couple yelped, but didn’t stop their naked dance. Shaye’s lungs nearly burst from strain as she dared a backward glance. A naked Valerian was closing in on her. How could she want to run to him?


            “Move!” she panted. “Faster. Do you know the way?” All she remembered was that the closer they came to the portal, the barer the walls would become. Fewer jewels. Fewer sconces.


            “Yes.”


            They encountered a fork, and Brenna swerved right. Shaye followed. God, she hoped this was the right direction. If Valerian caught her…The walls looked the same to her. Doorways branched in every direction. They raced past other women, other warriors. The men regarded them with curiosity, but didn’t try to stop them.


            Then, suddenly, steal clamps anchored onto her waist and she was thrown into the air. Her arms flailed. She screamed. Brenna ground to a halt and whipped around just as Shaye’s legs kicked out, reaching for a solid foundation. As she fell, she screamed again.


            Strong arms caught her, wrapping around her and locking her in place. She was panting and didn’t allow herself to meet Valerian’s angry gaze. Or look down at his wet, aroused body.


            “When a warrior runs from his commander,” he said ominously, “he is punished. Are you ready for your punishment, Shaye?”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            VALERIAN ESCORTED BRENNA to Shivawn without a word. The warrior accepted her with a frown and a muttered, “Thank you, great king,” and then they were off. Shaye had never been so nervous. This was the first time Valerian had ever projected such bleak fury in her direction.


            And yet, she was oddly relieved that she’d failed to escape.


            “Go back to your duties,” Valerian growled to the soldiers watching in the hallway.


            His men jumped into motion, looking anywhere but at his naked form. Looking anywhere but at Shaye, who was carted unceremoniously over his shoulder. “Valer—”


            “Do not speak,” he snapped at her.


            “Valerian,” she persisted. “I told you I would try to escape. You can’t say I didn’t warn you. At least I didn’t lie to you. We’ll always be honest with each other, remember?”


            “I gave you what you wanted, Shaye. I did not press you to make love, and yet you ran from me.” Valerian still couldn’t believe her daring. He stalked to his room and tossed her onto the bed. She gasped. He stood in place, staring down at her. She didn’t try to run again, just watched him warily.


            Light as she was, carrying her shouldn’t have affected him. But he was panting. His arms fell to his sides, and he realized just how quickly he was losing strength.


            He needed sex.


            He needed Shaye.


            He’d felt her watching him during his bath. Had smelled her desire for him. He’d thought victory was within his grasp. And then she’d run. Run! Was the thought of welcoming him into her body that abhorrent to her?


            “The time has come,” he said darkly.


            She scrambled to the far edge of the bed, as if the spell of motionlessness she’d been under had lifted with his words. He continued to stare down at her. Her overlarge shirt gaped open, revealing succulent hints of her breasts.


            “Let’s talk about this,” she said nervously.


            “You tried to escape me. The time for conversation is over.”


            “Couples should always make time to chat.”


            One brow winged up. “We are a couple now?”


            She kept her gaze on his chest, not daring to look down, where he was thick and ready. He watched a tremble sweep through her. In fear? In desire? Something inside him lurched. He sighed heavily. Would she always tie him in knots? He tried a different approach.


            “You look so beautiful on my bed, moon, with your hair draped over your shoulders, your legs stretched in front of you. But…”


            “But?” she prompted, frowning.


            “But you will look even better on me.” He let his knees fall on the mattress, followed by his hands. Slowly he crawled forward.


            Eyes wide, she tried to scoot back even farther. The wall blocked any escape. “Stop,” she said. She sounded breathless. Eager. “Just stop.”


            “You feel the connection between us, I know you do.”


            Her teeth ground together, and a flash of something dark settled over her expression. “So what if I do?” she snapped. “That doesn’t mean I want to sleep with you.”


            “Innocent moonbeam, neither of us will be sleeping.” His gaze swept over her, and he suddenly wished he possessed the fire of the dragons so he could burn away her clothing. “I know you have never been with a man, but have you ever engaged in love play?”


            Stubborn as always, she pressed her lips together. “That’s none of your business.”


            “I do not smell any man on you, not even the faintest hint.”


            “I—I lied to you earlier, okay.” She studied her nails, yawned with exaggeration. “I’ve been with lots of men. Thousands.”


            He paused, his hands on either side of her knees. That she didn’t try to kick him was more telling than she probably knew. Some part of her wanted him.


            Untouched echoed through his mind. His mate was untouched by any man. He would be her first. Her only. He’d be careful with her. “I like that you are virgin, moon.”


            She flicked a piece of lint off her shirt. “I don’t like the fact that you are a male whore, Valerian.”


            “I am sorry that I do not come to you pure.” Nymphs never saved themselves for their mates; they were too sexual, their needs too great. But now he wished to the gods that he’d waited for her. “Perhaps every other woman was merely practice for the day I met you.”


            She swallowed, bit her lip. Her nipples hardened beneath the shirt, and she could no longer pretend boredom. “That’s, like, the corniest line I’ve ever heard.”


            “It is true nonetheless.” Blood heated to a sizzle inside his veins. Possessiveness and pride stormed him as surely as his army stormed castles. No man had ever sneaked past this woman’s cool facade to discover the passion underneath, but he was close. So close to victory. I will give her so much pleasure she will scream with it.


            He crawled the rest of the way up her body, placing them nose to nose. “Was I right? Is that why you have denied me? Why you’ve denied yourself?” he asked, placing the softest of kisses on her lush mouth. “Because you have not known a man?”


            Her mouth parted on a gasp—perhaps a sigh. “Don’t…don’t fool yourself.” She ran her tongue over her lips. “I want no part of you. That’s why I denied you.” Again she sounded breathless. Needy.


            “I think you want every part of me.”


            “You’re delusional.”


            “Or perhaps I’m more perceptive than you are comfortable with.”


            Her eyes narrowed, hiding the emotion banked in their depths. “Are we going to talk all day or are you going to get this seduction routine over with?”


            As she uttered those last words, he reached out and palmed the fullness of her breast. Her eyes closed, her hips arched slightly. A look of divine pleasure blanketed her expression.


            “We can get it over with,” he said. “But are you sure you want it to end quickly?”


            “I…I don’t know,” she breathed.


            “Tell me to leave you right now, and I will. Tell me.”


            She opened her mouth but said nothing.


            “Tell me to leave, Shaye. I will not force you. I will walk away from you.”


            Again, not a word. Satisfaction speared him. He plucked at her nipple with his fingertips. “Do you hate me when I do this?”


            A moan shuddered past her lips. “It feels…it feels terrible.”


            Gods, he loved seeing her cheeks pinken with arousal. “Just think how much worse it will feel when I suck this hard little morsel into my mouth.”


            She groaned, a sound so laden with need he responded on a primal level, his muscles clenching, his bones vibrating. When he removed his hand—only for the barest of seconds—her groan became a growl. He slid his fingers under her shirt, gliding over the smooth skin of her stomach, surely the softest, sweetest flesh he’d ever encountered.


            Her features clouded with rapture, and she trembled.


            “Does this make you shudder in revulsion?” he asked, strained. His fingertip brushed the underside of her breast.


            “Utterly,” she gasped.


            “Me, too. Oh, me, too. See, I’m shaking with the force of my disgust.”


            “It’s the…worst thing…ever,” she said, panting. I should make him stop, Shaye thought. Should make him stop…in just a…little while. His fingers were white-hot, searing, and everywhere they touched, a fire kindled below the surface of her skin. He sank more deeply into her, making her gasp.


            His body was like a live wire, she realized, and then her mind went blank, consumed only with pleasure as his hand closed over her bare breast. Instinctively she parted her legs, a silent invitation for him to pin her completely.


            He didn’t accept. In fact, he lifted slightly.


            She almost cursed him.


            With his other hand, he inched up the hem of her shirt. “If I cover you, I’ll take you,” he explained. “I need to see you first.”


            “Yes,” she said, wondering who this passionate creature was. Not Shaye, surely. She wasn’t concerned with either of their pasts, wasn’t concerned with what would happen once the loving was finished as she lifted her hips to make it easier for him. His bare erection rubbed against her. Absolute pleasure. Total sensation.


            He hissed in a breath, and she did the same. Despite the clothing she still wore, it felt as if he touched the core of her. “Mmm, yes,” she said. “I like. No, hate. I hate.”


            Her stomach tightened, quivered. Unable to stop herself, she did it again, purposefully this time, and caressed herself against his cock. Valerian sucked in another breath. He jerked her top over her head, freeing her breasts for his gaze.


            “I have to taste them. Have to have those sweet little beads in my mouth.”


            Shaye shouldn’t let things go any further, but curiosity was getting the better of her. At least, she was calling the unquenchable desire to feel him slide and pump and grind inside her curiosity. To know and understand how people became slaves to their emotions over this one act.


            Valerian closed his fingers over her wrist. “What are you thinking about?”


            “Passion,” she admitted. “Sex.”


            “Look at me.”


            She didn’t think to disobey. Her gaze jerked to him, and she stilled, amazed by what she saw. He was drinking in the sight of her breasts as if they were the most beautiful things he’d ever beheld. As if her too-pale skin and her average-size breasts topped his Christmas list.


            “I am thinking that I have never seen a more wondrous sight. Your loveliness captivates me,” he said, his tone reverent.


            “But you’ve been with a thousand women,” she reminded him softly. “A thousand times more beautiful than me.”


            “None are more beautiful than you, love.”


            “I’m nothing,” she insisted. “I’m—”


            “Everything.” One of his hands cupped her jaw, and his thumb caressed the side of her face. He forced her to look at him, to see him. “I told you that. You are everything to me.”


            It was too astonishing to believe and yet, it was everything she’d ever wanted to hear. People just didn’t say things like that to her. Tears stung her eyes, and she scrubbed them away. She’d always prided herself on her independence, on her lack of need for another’s approval. But until this moment, she hadn’t realized how incredible approval could actually be. How powerful it could make her feel.


            I have to be cold, she reminded herself—how many times would she be forced to issue the reminder to herself? I have to be heartless. But as her gaze slid over Valerian, she couldn’t force herself to rebuke him.


            He was poised above her, his big, hard body illuminated by a golden glow of light. Muscles bunched, strength and arousal exuded from him in mouthwatering waves. His stomach was ripped and hard. His penis stretched toward her center, so thick, so hard, reaching for her. The heavy weight of his testicles was surrounded by a sprinkling of golden hair.


            The sight of him, this god of beauty and sex, made her breathless. “You—” she cleared her throat “—aren’t bad-looking, either,” she said. She’d never given a man a compliment before; she always shoved them out of her life as quickly as they entered.


            His lips twitched. “I am glad you do not find me ugly, for you are everything I’ve ever needed.”


            Inch by agonizing inch, he lowered his head. A gasp of anticipation caught in her windpipe. His mouth closed over her nipple, surrounding it with moist heat. When his tongue flicked back and forth against the pearled bud, her hand tangled in his hair, holding his head in place. He kneaded her other breast with his hand, and the double sensation had her hips writhing.


            “Did I not promise you it would feel terrible?”


            “Awful, just awful. Don’t stop.” Wait. She’d meant to tell him to stop. Things were getting out of hand.


            “You make me feel feverish, as if my very life depends on you.” He sucked hard, and she groaned at the pleasure/pain of it, then he licked away the sting and she moaned at the heady bliss. “When a nymph makes love, he becomes completely absorbed in the act, ferocious and bestial. Nothing else matters except his woman.”


            Need him the way he seems to need you, she thought, yearning, and something cracked inside her. Something crumbled. The last vestiges of her resistance? Fear? Doubt? They were suddenly gone, replaced by a need to know him, all of him. In that moment he became more important to her than breathing.


            Growling, she wrapped her legs around his waist, locked her ankles and jerked him on top of her. All of his weight—blissful. She savored, reveled in the exquisite press of him. Basked in her first true taste of capitulation. No more denying her needs, no more ignoring her secret wants.


            “Shaye?” he said, his voice hoarse. He closed his eyes in sweet surrender, his expression entranced, shocked, awed.


            “Valerian.”


            He nipped at her collarbone, licked up and down her neck. His hand worked at the waist of her pants. His fingers glided past them, under her panties, and through her fine tuft of pubic hair.


            She nearly screamed as she arched her hips to urge him further.


            “Most women think this is the most pleasure-receptive place on their bodies.” His fingers pinched her clitoris lightly. He was sweating, trying to go slowly when she wanted him fast.


            With that one touch, she almost reached the gates of paradise. So close to climax…so close…“They’d be right,” she managed on a pant.


            “No, they are wrong.” He slid a finger through her damp folds and into the very heat of her. “Small,” he said, strained. “Tight. Wonderful.”


            Had she thought she’d neared paradise before? Not even close. Her feminine walls clamped around him, holding him captive. In and out he moved. Slowly. Sheer torture. She gasped and gasped and gasped.


            “Some women think this rhythm is the cause of their desire.”


            “Are they…wrong, too?” Holy hell, she was on fire. Her cells were traveling through her bloodstream at full speed, scorching everything in their path.


            “Oh, yes. They are wrong.”


            He continued sliding those fingers into her, and her stomach coiled, tensed; her leg muscles quivered around him. Orgasm teetered on the sweet brink of arrival. “Valerian,” she beseeched.


            “Oh, how I like my name on your lips.” His thumb brushed her clitoris.


            Her head thrashed from side to side. She burned, so hot, nearing explosion. “Show me the most pleasure-receptive place on a woman’s body.” She had to come. Had to…would die…soon…


            “For a kiss,” he said, wanting to bargain even now. “I’ll give you the world for a single kiss.”


            Without hesitation, she meshed her lips into his. The moment his tongue collided with hers, his taste filled her mouth. The exquisite sensations between her legs intensified. She unlocked her ankles, letting her knees fall apart and onto the bed, spreading her wide open for whatever he might do.


            Lost in passion, that was Shaye. She was exactly what she’d feared: a slave to it, desperate for it. But she didn’t care. The kiss was hard and hot and only became harder and hotter. Tongues battled, teeth clashed. Valerian’s fingers continued to pump her, as frantic and insatiable as the kiss.


            But then, suddenly, he stopped. Stopped the kiss, stopped the motion of his fingers. Her body throbbed, and a sob nearly burst from her lips.


            “What are you doing?” she moaned. She tangled her hands in his hair and tried to force his mouth back to hers. Finally she’d allowed herself to enjoy a man, and he stopped?


            “Now I will show you where you are most sensitive, where you will verge on climax every time I touch you.”


            Hmm. Yes. “Hurry.”


            Sweat continued to trickle from his temples. The lines of tension around his eyes had deepened, bracketing his features. He, too, needed relief, she realized. Did he ache with an almost unquenchable ferocity like she did? Was he desperate, eager? Did he feel like he would blast past the stars if he didn’t touch her again?


            His lips brushed her softly, once, twice. “Your taste…it’s like no one else’s. Like nothing I’ve ever had. It’s addictive. I think I would die without it.”


            Touch me. Make love to me. “Valerian, I’m glad you like how I taste and everything, but you’ve got a point to prove here and I’m a little disappointed that I have to remind you of that fact.”


            He uttered a labored chuckle. “You’re right. I just need to look at you a moment longer, just need to savor the sight of you. Very soon I will strip you completely. Very soon I will slide your pants over your legs.”


            As he spoke, that image filled her mind. She could see very clearly that he was stripping her. He was wrapping his hands around her—


            “Ankles,” he said. “And I bring your foot to my mouth. I lick—”


            —the arch, gliding his tongue slowly. She saw it, saw the pictures, more vivid with every second that passed. His mouth moved up her calf, swirling little hearts over her skin before—


            “—biting your inner thigh. You pant and writhe, just like you’re doing now, and you grow even wetter for me. So wet. I bring your own hand between your legs and watch you touch yourself. You—”


            —circle her own finger over her clitoris, watching him all the while. In her mind, his eyes lowered to half-mast and his hand curled around his cock, moving up and down. He told her how much he wanted her mouth to replace his hand, how much he wanted his mouth to replace hers. Then he kissed her but it—


            “—wasn’t enough. I crave another taste of you, a more intimate taste, and talking about it won’t be enough, either. I lower my head between your legs. Your hands grasp my hair, pulling roughly because you’re so far gone with need you aren’t able to control your reactions.”


            She couldn’t control her reactions now. By this time, Shaye was writhing insatiably. She still wore her pants, but it actually felt as if phantom hands were working at her, as if a phantom tongue was licking her. She was gasping, her breath hot in her throat.


            “Valerian, Valerian,” she chanted. “Valerian, please.”


            “Please what?” His voice was rough, so rough. Husky, so husky.


            “Please finish me.”


            “But I like savoring you.”


            “Show me the most erotic place on my body, damn it. You won’t live to savor me if you don’t hurry.”


            “I’ll die of pleasure either way.” His voice broke with arousal. He pinched her clitoris again, and she nearly jumped off the bed. The decadent sensations were acute, almost painful. “I’m going to taste you here before I love you,” he said. “And when I love you, you’re going to know the most pleasure-receptive place on my body.”


            “Your penis?” she gasped out. She was almost beyond speech. It was too much. He was too much. His words, his actions. His very essence.


            “No, my—”


            “My king,” a voice said urgently.


            Valerian stilled. He growled low in his throat, and it was an animal sound. A killing sound.


            A moment passed before Shaye realized what was going on. There was a warrior standing at the edge of the bed, his eyes on Valerian, his expression concerned. Losing her passion haze, she screamed and scrambled for the bedcovers. Mortification bombarded her as she covered her bare breasts. Yet still she ached for Valerian.


            “Turn around, Broderick,” he growled. His teeth bared in a fierce, lethal scowl. “I’m close to killing you already.”


            Broderick instantly turned.


            “Leave us, or I will kill you.”


            “Dragons,” Broderick said. He didn’t leave as he’d been commanded. “They are approaching, intent on war.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY


            
              
            

          


          
            VALERIAN COULDN’T BELIEVE someone had entered his room without his knowledge. Even when he was caught up in the most animalistic of his desires, his warrior instincts did not diminish.


            Not so with Shaye. With her, he concentrated only on the loving. Such a thing had never happened before.


            At the moment he battled a fierce torrent of rage and desire. He had Shaye where he’d wanted and needed her for so long, and now he had to leave her. But her safety came before her seduction. Always.


            Her safety came before his own pleasure.


            Perhaps he was trapped inside a nightmare, for this was the worst thing that could have happened to him. “Warn the others,” he told Broderick, the words ripped from him. “I want everyone in full armor and in the arena. I will be there shortly.”


            “Consider it done” was the reply before his second-in-command rushed off.


            He rubbed a hand over his face. Gods, he’d known this day would come. Why could it not have come in the morning? “Broderick,” he called, and the warrior quickly returned. “Have the women been seen to?”


            “They are being hidden even now.”


            “Excellent. Go, then. You have your orders.”


            Broderick stalked from the room a second time, his hurried footsteps echoing off the walls.


            “I’m sorry, moon,” Valerian said, gazing down at Shaye. Color flushed her cheeks; her pale hair splayed over the bed like ribbons of white silk. Her breasts, covered by the violet sheet, were outlined, her nipples pearled. “I must go.”


            She didn’t respond.


            He didn’t know what else to say. Withdrawing from the bed, from her embrace, was the most difficult thing he’d ever done. He wished there was time, at least, to sate her desire and give one of them relief.


            As he hurriedly dressed, tugging on his pants and retrieving his chest armor—still stained with blood from today’s practice—he realized he was still not at full strength. His grip wasn’t as tight, his limbs not as steady. There was no help for it now. He laced up his boots.


            “You’re going to war?” Finally his woman spoke, but her voice gave no indication of her emotions. It was as blank and cool as if he’d never caressed her. Never moved his fingers inside her.


            That angered him as much as Broderick’s interruption. “If that is what is required to keep this palace, then yes, I will go to war.”


            “But…you’re injured.”


            “Yes.”


            “You shouldn’t be fighting. You’ll make your wounds worse.”


            He kept his back to her as he gathered his helmet and shield. The Skull rested inside. “Do not begin doubting me again, moon. I am well able to protect and defend.”


            “Why don’t you just give the dragons back their palace?”


            He would not have his army become wanderers again, no real home, no real refuge. “It is mine now, and I keep what is mine. Always.” He uttered the words as a warning to her. She was his now, and he would never let her go. “Get dressed.”


            She glanced down at the sheet she clasped, at her gaping pants. She gasped as if she only then realized she had yet to cover herself completely. Motions stiff, she grabbed the black shirt from the floor and tugged it over her head.


            Valerian mourned the loss of her seminakedness. He held out his free hand and motioned her to join him. Surprisingly she did so without protest, anchoring her belt into place as she walked. However, she didn’t take his offered hand.


            “Where are you taking me?” she asked. Deep concern swam in the dark pools of her eyes. For him? he wondered hopefully. He doubted it was for herself.


            “I want you safe, which means I’m going to place you with the other women.”


            “Where?” she insisted. “The room we were in earlier today?”


            “No. I will show you.” He knew she would balk if he told her where she would be placed. If he simply took her there, her steps willing, he would save them both time and exertion.


            Urgency battered him. He must get Shaye to safety.


            He grabbed her hand and tugged her through three separate hallways. Several of his men rushed past him, nodding in acknowledgment as they headed for the arena. That was not his destination. As he continued on, the air became cold, thick with moisture. Mist curled toward the ceiling.


            “You’re taking me to the portal?” Shaye slapped him on the shoulder. “I thought you said I’d drown if I went back through.”


            “I am not, nor will I ever send you into the portal. Not for any reason.” Cave walls came into view. Rocky. Jagged. Sensual murals painted all around. He bypassed the swirling portal, careful not to touch the dappled liquid separating him and Shaye from the sea.


            “I don’t understand,” Shaye said.


            The sound of female voices filled his ears. Twigs and bones—left over from when the dragons owned the palace and killed every human who strayed into Atlantis—snapped under his boots. More than once Valerian had wondered why Atlanteans could not survive upon the surface but humans could come and go as they pleased. Armies had once passed through, which was why the dragons had killed so unmercifully, why this cavern had once been a place of death and destruction.


            Still, Valerian thought it was better off in his hands. Innocents did not deserve to die. What if Shaye had passed through before his arrival? She would have been slain.


            “Are those bones?” Shaye covered her mouth with a shaky hand. “I didn’t notice them before.”


            He explained about the dragons, about the portal. “Humans have tried to destroy the creatures of Atlantis in an attempt to steal their riches. Dragons did what they thought was right to protect the Atlanteans.”


            Valerian descended a flight of stairs, this one hidden in the narrow crevice between two bloodstained boulders. The portal was exactly why the dragons wanted control of this palace again. They would fight to the death to have it. Darius, King of the Dragons, was Guardian, a slayer of trespassers.


            “You never told me the most erotic place on a woman’s body,” Shaye said. Fear layered her voice, as if she was desperate to think of anything but war and death.


            “Nor will I,” he replied. The mystery would occupy her mind, keeping her distracted. “Not until I have you in bed again.”


            “Jerk.”


            “Beauty.”


            A pause. A sharp intake of breath. Shaye ground to an abrupt halt. “What is this place?” Her voice echoed around them.


            They had reached the bottom of the stairs, had entered a new room. Valerian propped his shield against the wall and slipped a hand around Shaye’s waist, urging her to his side—if only to prevent her from running when she spied the prison cell. “Welcome to the dungeon, moon.”


            The gaggle of voices tapered to quiet a second before happy coos sprang forth. “Valerian, you gorgeous thing! I’m so happy to see you.”


            “Valerian!”


            “Hi, Valerian.”


            Glowing blue bars came into view, bars that held all of the other women.


            “Hell, no,” Shaye said, and he knew she’d seen the prison—a prison that could hold an immortal if necessary. She jerked from him, cutting off all contact. “I’m not letting you trap me like that. I will not be helpless!”


            Determined, he faced her. She, too, wore an expression of determination. Her dark eyes flashed fire as he backed her into the wall.


            “Try and intimidate me all you want.” She squared her shoulders and raised her chin, the picture of total defiance. “I’m not staying down here while you war it up, up there.”


            “This is the safest place for you.”


            “What if you’re killed? Will we be stuck down here forever?”


            “That will not happen,” he insisted.


            “Can you guarantee it with one hundred percent certainty?”


            “Yes.” He would allow nothing bad to happen to himself because Shaye’s life depended on him. That was fact.


            She crossed her arms over her chest. “How can you guarantee such a thing? Are you psychic?”


            His eye twitched as he jerkily pointed to the group of warriors standing in front of the prison bars. “If anything happens to me, these men will release you. Satisfied?”


            “I’m not a little cupcake who will do stupid things while the big, strong he-warrior takes care of her. You don’t have to worry about me rushing into the battle. I’ll stay in this room, okay. You don’t have to lock me up.”


            “The bars aren’t for you. They are for the dragons. If they catch you, they will burn you or ravish you. Perhaps both. Is that the fate you desire for yourself?”


            What little color her face held drained away.


            He softened his tone. “Try and keep the others calm while I’m gone. Will you do this for me?”


            She stared into his eyes, and for a brief moment he caught a glimpse of sheer terror. For him. For his safety. But she frowned and nodded. “Fine. I’ll do it. But they aren’t upset,” she grumbled. “They’re freakishly happy to see you.”


            “We are, Valerian,” a brunette said, stepping forward. She gripped the bars. A buttercup-yellow robe draped her lush body. “We’re very happy to see you.”


            Shaye pinched the bridge of her nose. “If you don’t come back, I swear to God I’ll kill you.”


            Valerian nodded to Terran, who stood sentry at the cell. Terran extended his arm and brushed his fingers against the bars, making them nothing more than mist. Valerian couldn’t help himself. He crushed Shaye’s lips with his own, his tongue swooping inside for a quick taste, bringing all of his fiercest desires to the surface. She responded violently, brutally, taking everything he could give her.


            As he kissed her, he backed her into the cell. When she was ensconced inside, he jerked away from her and the bars solidified in front of her face.


            Their eyes locked. Silence sizzled between them for a heartbeat. Her gaze widened in understanding, and she gripped the bars. She gave them a good shake, but they did not even rattle. “You bastard! I said I would willingly stay here. You didn’t have to trick me inside.”


            “I’m sorry.” He hated to leave her. Wanted to kiss her again. Wanted to linger. He couldn’t. He hefted up his shield and stalked from the enclosure, her curses ringing in his ears. He headed for the dining hall. Broderick met him halfway.


            “The men are ready.”


            He pushed Shaye from his mind, determined to act as a warrior should. Cold, unemotional. Lethal. “Excellent. How far are the dragons from reaching us?”


            “They are still in the Outer City.”


            “Have they any allies with them?”


            “No. They come alone.”


            “Darius leads them?”


            “Yes.”


            Valerian nodded. He and Darius had fought once before, and though Valerian had injured the hulking beast, the end had been a draw, with neither man able to completely conquer the other. “I want our best men on the parapet and a group of soldiers strategically placed in the surrounding forest. I want the dragons’ every move tracked. I want to know if they send flyers onto the roof.”


            “And if they do?”


            “Cut them down.” All dragons had wings that allowed them to soar through the air. They were also fire-breathers and if they weren’t stopped quickly, they could decimate everything in their path. The nymphs’ greatest strength lay in their power to seduce. Even men were not immune and could be caught in their spell, slaves to their will. More than that, the nymphs’ passion spilled into every area of their lives. Not just sexual passion, but fury.


            The dragons would not fall prey to their charms, which meant they would have to rely on their wits, sword skill and potent fury. At least the palace, which had been made for dragons, was fire resistant.


            “Do you want traps set?” Broderick asked.


            He considered the idea. “No. Let the dragons reach us without incident. They’ll be less likely to rush in to attack, and we can launch a surprise assault of our own in the coming darkness.”


            Broderick rushed to convey all he’d been ordered.


            In the dining hall, Valerian strode to the wall of windows and gazed out. Empty streets greeted him. The citizens who lived in the Outer City must have spied the dragons and run home, fearing for their lives.


            War had finally arrived.


            Valerian spun on his heel and strode to the arena. Broderick was busy instructing the men. As they received orders, they raced to obey. “May the gods go with you,” he told those who passed him.


            “And you, my king,” he heard uttered numerous times.


            Those without assignments formed a line and eyed him expectantly. He paced in front of them, saying, “I want you to circle around the Outer City undetected and remain behind the dragons. I want them flanked by nymphs on every side.”


            They nodded in unison.


            “When you receive my signal, close in on them and let them know you are there. Now go.”


            Hurried footsteps echoed as the men rushed to obey. Valerian found himself alone. Gripping his sword hilt, he stood there a moment, his thoughts drifting inexorably to Shaye. Had she not been here, he most likely would have led a section of his army into the outskirts of the city and attacked the dragons there. As it was, he wanted all of his forces surrounding the palace. Close at hand. A circle of protection.


            All he had to do now was await the dragons’ arrival. And kill, of course. Kill each and every one of his enemies.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


            
              
            

          


          
            SHAYE STUDIED the other women locked inside the cell. Of course, they were the same ones who’d been locked inside the hobby room with her. They didn’t seem to mind the current situation, and were, in fact, chatting amicably with each other.


            How could they possibly be from the same planet as her? God, what a nightmare. Was Brenna here? Shaye really needed an ally. Someone to share her worries with, someone to keep her calm. “Brenna,” she called.


            The girl shouldered her way through the thick crowd. “Here.”


            “Thank God.” Shaye pulled her into the nearest corner. “How are you? Did Shivawn punish you for trying to escape?”


            “Escape,” the one called Tiffany groaned. She leaned against one of the side bars. “Please tell me you two aren’t going to try to escape again. At least, not right now. Don’t you know you’re supposed to wait until everyone is sleeping, then run? That’s how all the movies do it.”


            “I still don’t understand why you’d want to escape Valerian.” The dark-haired girl who’d left Valerian’s room that first night stepped toward them, unabashedly joining the conversation. “He’s amazing.”


            Yes, he was, Shaye thought, her hands fisting at her sides as jealousy speared her.


            “I still dream about him,” the woman added, sighing dreamily. “Does he ever speak of me? I’m Kathleen, by the way.”


            Shaye’s teeth gnashed together as images of Valerian and Kathleen—naked and straining—consumed her mind. This jealousy thing was new to her, and she didn’t exactly know how to deal with it. “No. He hasn’t mentioned you.”


            “Oh.” Kathleen’s shoulders sagged with disappointment. “Hopefully he’ll tire of you soon. I really, really, really want him back.”


            “What makes you think he’ll tire of me at all?” she snapped. She hated that she possessed that fear herself. How long would Valerian remain interested in her? How long until his eye began to rove in search of someone else? Someone sweeter and more biddable?


            Kathleen shrugged. “You tried to escape him. I can’t see that such behavior will appeal to him for long. I give you a week, two at most.”


            Shaye stepped forward, hands clenched, ready to strike. Brenna grabbed her arm, a silent command to stop. “No tools to patch Kathleen,” her friend said hoarsely.


            Expelling a deep breath, Shaye turned away from the bitch in question. She wanted out of this cell, away from these women. She wanted to go home, to be alone—except the thought left her with a hollow ache in her chest.


            The group began chatting about the arrival of a new nymph, one more handsome than any of the others, including Valerian. Apparently this nymph liked to ask questions and could bring women to climax with only a look. After a while Shaye tuned out the prattle. Fury seethed like a ticking bomb in her blood, detonation assured.


            If she stayed here, this was the life she would have. She would be trapped in a cell every time war threatened. One day, she would be forgotten by Valerian, just another of his conquests. And all the while, she would crave him because he’d awakened desires that she’d thought buried.


            What would she do when he got tired of her? He’d said he wouldn’t, but he could not predict the future. Another woman might one day catch his eye. He was a nymph, after all, and that was par for the course.


            I can’t let him dump me.


            Everyone she’d ever come to love had either abandoned her or disappointed her. No one stuck around. No one wanted to work at relationships. She knew that. She also knew that if she didn’t love, then she didn’t hurt when everything crumbled.


            Yet here she was, falling for Valerian and giving him more of herself than she’d ever given another.


            Her first instincts had been right. She needed to leave him.


            Determined, she faced Brenna. “This is our best chance for escape,” she whispered. The ache that had sprouted in her chest just a little while ago intensified dramatically. Ignoring it, she leaned forward and curled her fingers around the bars. “Are you with me?”


            Indecision played over Brenna’s features. She nibbled on her bottom lip and wrung her hands together. Finally she nodded, the action hesitant.


            The bars were thick and blue, bright, about the width of a baseball bat, and hot to the touch. Not enough to blister, but enough to burn. She rattled them, or tried to at least. They didn’t move.


            “Do you know how Valerian turned the bars to mist?” As she spoke, she attempted to shake them again.


            Brenna shook her head.


            Shaye replayed the goodbye kiss Valerian had given her through her mind. His lips had met hers and he’d backed her into the bars. Only, the bars hadn’t been there. They’d—what? Disappeared? Her eyes widened. Maybe they had. Maybe an outside touch was required. Valerian hadn’t pushed a button or used a key. His guard had simply touched the glowing bars and they’d vanished.


            She had to get one of the guards to reach into the cell. “I’ve got it!” she told Brenna, then strode over to Kathleen. “You want to get rid of me, then you have to help me.” She explained what she wanted the woman to do.


            Kathleen’s eyes narrowed. “So you plan on leaving Atlantis? Forever?”


            Again Shaye’s chest throbbed with prickles of pain. “Yes.”


            “In that case, helping you will be my pleasure.” Kathleen sashayed her way to the front of the crowd. She gripped the bars, smiled sweetly, and said, “Terran, you look so handsome today. I could just eat you up.”


            He grinned over at her, hungry yearning in his eyes.


            “You look handsome, too, Dylan,” Kathleen added, playing her role perfectly. “Your muscles are so big. Can I feel them?”


            Both men trudged toward her as if pulled by an invisible cord, but they didn’t reach for her.


            Shaye kept her attention divided between the men and the bars, ready to exit at a moment’s notice.


            Kathleen whispered throatily, “May I lick your neck, Dylan? Please. I have to taste you.”


            He didn’t even think of denying her. “Of course.” He gripped the bars and leaned into Kathleen’s waiting lips.


            In that instant, the entire cell turned to mist.


            “I want to lick you, too,” Shaye heard other women say.


            The girls surged forward, past the mist. They were suddenly crawling all over the two guards, completely claiming their attention. Shaye easily and silently slipped out of the prison, Brenna beside her. She smiled smugly as she tiptoed from that section of the cavern.


            “Women, return to the cell. Return to the cell!” Amid the guards’ now-frantic pleas, she and Brenna rounded the corner. Yes! We did it! Following the curls of fog, they soon came to the portal and approached tentatively. It swirled and churned, its jellylike center beckoning. Shaye shivered from the cold—not from regret, she assured herself—and wrapped her arms around her middle.


            “I can’t believe how easy that was,” she said. But she didn’t go another step farther.


            Brenna didn’t respond.


            She tore her attention from the portal and faced her partner in crime—who was twisting her hands, her expression tortured. “What’s wrong?”


            “Joachim needs me.”


            Ah, crap. The nymphs had brainwashed another one. She didn’t need this now. If Brenna backed out…“He’s healing nicely. You said so yourself.”


            Brenna bit her lip. Probably a nervous action, since she did it a lot. “Shivawn is sweet.”


            Expelling a sharp breath, Shaye pushed a hand through her hair. “You really want to stay with them?”


            At first Brenna said nothing, did nothing, but then she slowly nodded. “I think I do. I thought to leave, but now…”


            “What about the little love triangle that scared you so badly?”


            Her cheeks colored a rosy pink. “Would rather deal than leave.”


            Great. Just great. “Fine. Stay.” Shaye frowned and whipped to the portal. Before, she’d been afraid to enter it on her own. She’d drown, Valerian had said. The thought of entering with Brenna had given her courage. They would have fought the ocean waves together. Now that she had to enter all by herself…


            She reached out, but stopped herself before actually touching it. I survived once. I’ll survive again. I’m a good swimmer. I can kick my way to the surface. She nodded, drawing on her courage. Fighting her way through the ocean was better than staying here. Right? God, her chest hurt.


            Slowly she reached out. Almost…there…she jerked back, stopping before contact yet again. She flicked Brenna an irritated glance. The girl was watching her attentively. “I don’t know why I’m hesitating. I’ve wanted to leave since I got here. Valerian knows that.”


            Brenna nodded in understanding.


            Damn it. Valerian might be injured or killed during the battle with the dragons, and she would never know it. She might never see him again. “If he gets hurt,” she said, “will you patch him up?”


            Brenna gave another nod.


            She should have been overjoyed by that, but she wasn’t. She didn’t want Brenna touching him, even to doctor him. What’s wrong with me? Staying here was stupid. She would have Valerian for a while, true, but he would soon pawn her off on one of his men, like he’d done with the others.


            “Leaving is for the best.” She squared her shoulders, lifted her chin—nervous actions she resorted to a lot, she realized. She gathered her resolve and reached out again. Her hand began to shake, and the vibration of it swept through the rest of her body. Ow, ow, ow. Her chest was throbbing so badly now, it almost doubled her over.


            What if he kept you? What if he wanted you forever, like he said? She stilled. What if he loved you?


            Her heart fluttered at the thought. I don’t believe in love, she reminded herself. Love was for people like her parents who needed an excuse to do foolish, selfish things. Love had no place in her life. Love sucked. Love…


            Would be so nice if it came from Valerian.


            Shaye raised her hands and dropped her head into her waiting palms. “I’m not ready to leave him,” she admitted brokenly.


            Brenna patted her shoulder.


            She rubbed a hand over her eyes and pushed out a frustrated breath. “You heard Kathleen. I’m just his flavor of the week. I’m so stupid for staying.”


            “Afraid?”


            Of losing him? “Yes.”


            “Time to conquer your fears. Time for me to do the same.”


            “Yes.” But she comforted herself with the thought that she didn’t have to stay here forever. She could allow herself a few more days with Valerian. She could get to know him a little better, perhaps finish what they’d started in his room. If he treated her badly, well, she now knew how to find the portal.


            From prisoner to willing guest, she mused. She snorted in disgust and turned away from the fog-laden portal. All of a sudden the ache in her chest died.


            “I don’t want to go back to the cell,” she said. “Do you?”


            “No.”


            “We can’t go into the palace, though.” Valerian had asked her to stay down here, so stay down here she would. She didn’t want to distract him, placing him in unnecessary danger. Nor did she want to accidentally place herself in enemy hands, thereby giving them the advantage.


            But the desire to help him, even to protect him, was strong. Ignoring it was damn near impossible.


            Sighing, she led Brenna through the cave and into the cavern next to the cell. “We can stay here.” The guards wouldn’t hear them because the drip drip of water was too loud, and they couldn’t leave the women to come look for them—if they even noticed she and Brenna were gone. Wouldn’t Valerian get a nice surprise when he came to get her and she wasn’t in the cell? Thwarting him, however slightly, brought a smile to her lips.


            If he survived.


            She lost her grin.


            As time ticked by with agonizing slowness, she studied the cave walls to distract herself. She traced her fingers over the images there. “Pretty, aren’t they?” Something caught her eye and she studied it more closely. When she realized the images told a story, she motioned her friend over. “Brenna, come look at this.”


            The first picture showed a group of…gods? They were sitting high above an empty world, looking down upon it. The second picture showed a world filled with terrible monsters forming from a sprinkling of blood and a mixture of the four elements. In the third, the creatures were being thrown into a hidden prison. She saw a portal—the portal. Two of them, actually.


            The pictures went on to show the creatures adapting to their new land. Yet the very next image showed an army stomping through one of the portals and slaying everything in its path.


            Humans? They carried swords and guns, an odd combination of past and present. Perhaps two different armies had marched through the land. Several of the monstrous races rose up in retaliation and destroyed the enemy army.


            “Scary,” Brenna said.


            “Yes.” What a violent place Atlantis was. Did she really want to stay, even for a little while? Valerian’s face swam into her mind, reminding her exactly how he’d looked poised over her, about to enter her. His hair had fallen in disarray over his strong shoulders. His eyes had gleamed with desire.


            Yes, she thought, she wanted to stay. Despite the violence, despite the circumstances, she wanted to stay with Valerian.


            For a little while, she reminded herself. Only for a little while. Besides, she kind of liked the Outer City.


            The corner of her eye snagged on a particular grouping of rocks on the far wall. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing.


            Brenna’s brow crinkled, and she moved forward.


            Shaye kept pace beside her. The closer they came to it, the chillier the air became. A tremor racked her spine. Once they reached it, she realized it was an opening, a doorway. She looked to Brenna. “Should we?”


            “Not sure.”


            Heart racing, Shaye stepped forward and found herself standing on the precipice of another prison. She heard the shuffle of feet and her ears perked. Who did Valerian have inside?


            The first day she’d entered this cave, she recalled how he’d discussed “prisoners” with one of his men. Curiosity propelled her farther, and she slowly inched around the corner. Her eyes widened. Several hulking warriors paced inside a cell. They didn’t look like nymphs, for they lacked that air of raw sexuality. These warriors were dark and strong, obviously young, and all had golden, glowing eyes.


            One of them spotted her, and she jerked backward with a gasp.


            “You,” the man said. “Let us out of here. Please.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


            
              
            

          


          
            VALERIAN PACED THE PARAPET. The rhythmic pounding of army footsteps reverberated in his ears. He could see the dragon army at last, hundreds of them, cresting the violet horizon. That they’d chosen to walk to the palace instead of flying in dragon form meant they were not overcome by rage—yet—and did not mean to attack—yet.


            Waiting for their arrival was maddening. He was a man of action. More than that, he was a man eager to finish the fight and return to his woman.


            He stumbled forward, one boot snagging on a branch. He caught himself with his hands, bracing them on the wall. He drew in a shaky breath. The wait had drained more of his strength. What he needed was sex. With Shaye. His might wasn’t at an optimum level, and he was now feeling its absence.


            “My king,” Broderick said, concerned, suddenly at his side. “Are you well?”


            “I’m fine.” He straightened. He was not fine, and he knew it. He’d gone two days without sex, without self-pleasuring, and weakness was unfurling insidious fingers through him. He was well enough to fight, he hoped; well enough to lead, he knew; but for how long?


            His arm injury had increased the speed and intensity of his weakness. Had he managed to get inside Shaye earlier, he would be completely healed. “If the dragons come within a hundred yards of the palace, shoot them down,” he said.


            Broderick nodded. “Archers,” he called. “Prepare.”


            The men knelt and pulled their bows tight. Waiting. Waiting. Time ticked by slowly. Surprisingly, Joachim stepped onto the parapet and approached Valerian. The man limped and his features were tight with pain, but he managed to stay upright.


            “What are you doing?” Valerian demanded.


            “Fighting,” was the harsh reply. “There is to be a war, is there not?”


            “You have yet to recover.”


            “That does not mean I should remain in bed while my brothers fight.”


            Valerian searched his cousin’s face, seeing determination, the need to make things right. He nodded in approval. “Very well. Take your place in the lines below.”


            Joachim turned, ready to do as he’d been commanded. Then he paused. “I will not apologize for challenging you,” he said stiffly, “but I will tell you that I respect your skill and your leadership.”


            The words were unexpected and surprising. But more than that, his cousin’s tone was unexpected and surprising. He’d spoken with affection, as if they were the inseparable boys they’d once been. “Thank you,” Valerian said and clapped him lightly on the shoulder. He assumed a battle stance at the wall, overlooking the clear field that led to the palace. Ever closer the dragons came. Their armor glinted in the day’s light. Trees rattled behind them, the ground visibly shaken. Colorful petals floated from flowers.


            His hand curled around the hilt of The Skull as Darius, king of the dragons, claimed the lead position. He, too, clutched a sword, a long, menacing blade stained crimson from his many kills. Yes, Darius was a lethal killer, an unfeeling warrior with no conscience that Valerian knew of. A worthy adversary, to be sure.


            The dragon soldiers came to an abrupt halt.


            “Hold,” Valerian told his men. “Hold until I give the signal.” To the dragons, he called, “Welcome to my home, fire-breathers. You will understand if I do not invite you inside.”


            Darius scowled. “You know very well the palace belongs to me.”


            He tsked under his tongue. “If you wanted to keep it, you should have sent a stronger battalion to guard it.”


            “What did you do with the dragons inside?”


            “I locked them away, of course. They will make powerful bargaining tools.”


            “I have your word of honor that you did not kill them, then?”


            “You have my word of honor that I did not kill all of them.”


            Darius nodded, the action clipped. “My wife has asked that I not slaughter your entire race for daring to steal what is mine. I will heed her wishes—for now—if you do the two things I require of you.”


            “And what are those?”


            “Release my men and leave the palace.”


            Valerian laughed. “I’m rather fond of it. I think I’ll stay.”


            “You are inviting war, nymph.”


            His eyes narrowed, and he gave up all pretense of humor. “As are you, dragon.”


            “Yes, but you invite the wrath of the gods, for you know not what to do with the surface travelers. Already you have allowed one human male to slip into Atlantis, a human who captured our Jewel of Dunamis.”


            Valerian shrugged, unconcerned. The jewel was better off in human hands. When an Atlantean owned it, they became all-powerful, undefeatable.


            “Do you know what happens when humans learn of Atlantis, Valerian? They tell others of their kind, and soon armies of humans are marching through our land, trying to kill us all.”


            “I must disagree. None of my humans have been allowed back to the surface, so they are unable to lead anyone here. They are too busy occupying our beds.” Several of his men chuckled.


            “So other humans have come through?” Darius growled.


            “Did I not just say so?”


            The dragon king’s eyes glinted sharply. “Tell me you slayed them. Or tell me you at least wiped their memory.”


            “I did no such thing. I told you, we bedded them.”


            “You truly do curry the wrath of the gods, Valerian.”


            “The gods have forgotten us. Surely you know that. Now, we are done with this conversation. I find I am bored.”


            Smoke curled from Darius’s nostrils, the first sign he would soon morph into his dragon form. “You wish to pit your army against mine, then, for I will reclaim the palace and I will take charge of the humans you so foolishly hold.”


            “Try,” Valerian said, his jaw clenched, “and I will kill you myself. The portal and everyone who has come through it belong to me. They are mine.”


            Darius paused, as if he hadn’t expected such a forceful response. “Why do you want charge of the portal so badly? You cannot survive on the surface.”


            He opened his mouth to give a flippant reply but stopped. Why not give the truth? “I do not care about the surface. I care about my people, my home.” His voice rose with the ferocity of his conviction. “The nymphs have never possessed a home of their own. Since the dawning of our time, we have traveled from one place to the other, living with one race or another, sleeping in their beds, eating their food. We were good only for pleasuring and warring. Our women deserve a home of their own.”


            “As to that…” Darius’s lips curled in a gradual, arrogant smile. “I have your women.”


            Crackles of fury ignited inside him. “What did you say?”


            “They were on their way to this palace, and we captured them.”


            “Have you hurt them?”


            “No. They are safe.”


            “Thank you for that,” he allowed. What Valerian really wanted to do was beat the dragon king until his blood flowed, a river of pain. Those women were his responsibility.


            “I know your men are weak without sex. And since I have the female nymphs, I can guess the lot of you will be easy to destroy. Are you sure you want to war?”


            “We are plenty strong, Darius. I told you, the surface dwellers have occupied our beds.”


            Darius uttered another growl, smug no longer. “How shall we do this, then, to keep it fair?”


            A fair fight from a dragon? Inconceivable. And yet, if Darius meant to fight dirty he would have done so already, sneaking in at night for a surprise attack. However, Valerian wouldn’t doubt if Darius had an alternate plan of action. “I suggest a battle of sword skill.”


            “Very well. Shall we meet on the battlefield in the morning?”


            “Why wait?” Valerian didn’t want Shaye locked away for longer than necessary. He wanted this over and done with as quickly as possible. “We can settle this, you and I. No others need fight.”


            “I accept.” Darius grinned as if that had been his hope all along, his sharp teeth gleaming. He wore no armor, but then, he couldn’t. Not if he wanted to transform into a true dragon. “Winner takes the palace and everything inside.”


            “Agreed.”


            “But, my king,” Broderick said at his side, speaking in a low, whispering tone. “You have not—”


            “Worry not, my friend. I will prevail.”


            Broderick was not convinced. “At least go to Shaye. Let her suck you or welcome you into her body, but do not go down there without—”


            “Silence.” He held up his hand. He would not have Shaye’s first time be nothing more than a quick tumble meant to strengthen him. No, their first time would be slow and tender. She would be mad with desire for him. He would show her the most pleasurable place on her body, then introduce her to his. “I will be down shortly, Darius,” he called.


            The dragon king nodded.


            Valerian turned to Broderick and the men even now circling him.


            “This could be a trap.” Joachim clutched his sword hilt. “Once you go down, they could close in on you and kill you. That is what I would do.”


            “Keep the archers in place,” Valerian instructed. “If a dragon warrior appears to step out of rank, kill him.”


            Broderick nodded.


            “There is something I must do before I meet the dragons.” None of his men said a word as he strode away from them. They knew what he meant to do—at least, they suspected. They were partly right.


            He exited the parapet and found an empty corner room. While he would not visit Shaye, neither would he fight the dragon king without first doing something. He conjured his mate’s pale face in his mind, saw her lips parted, saw desire in her velvety-brown eyes. As he imagined sinking inside her body, he slipped a hand inside his pants and wrapped it around his cock. Up and down he stroked the thick, hard length.


            He could almost feel her hot, wet tightness. Could almost hear her breathy moans and eager purrs. He’d increase his tempo because she’d be wild with need and would crave a hard slamming. His testicles would slap her, and even that would be arousing. Wildly so.


            When he heard her shout his name in climax, he roared with his own. Seed squirted from him. And with the release of his seed came a wave of strength. Not as intense as if he’d been with Shaye, but enough.


            He cleaned himself and stalked back to his men.


            “Here is your shield,” Joachim said. The change in his attitude was remarkable, and more than Valerian could ever have hoped for. “The Skull is inside.”


            “Do you require your spear?” Shivawn asked.


            Valerian gripped the shield and cast a glance to Darius, who now stood in the center of a half circle, dragons flanking him. Darius held only a sword. Because they’d fought before, Valerian knew that was not the man’s only weapon. Darius would use his teeth, his claws and his fire, and Valerian in turn would need every weapon at his disposal.


            “Yes,” he said. “Spear. I will need a dragon medallion, as well.”


            Shivawn gathered the items and handed them to him. “May the gods be with you, my king.”


            Valerian anchored the necklace around his neck and slapped Shivawn on the shoulder. “I finally have something worth fighting for. I will not allow a dragon to keep me from her.”


            Broderick arched a brow. “Her? Do you not fight for the palace?”


            “I fight for Shaye. I fight for all of our women, nymph and human, that they might have a home.”


            “Half of the men should come down with you,” Joachim said. “We can close the circle with your allies.”


            He nodded. “Excellent.”


            With a troupe of nymphs marching behind him, he sliced down the steps on the edge of the wall and soon stood at the door.


            “Open,” he said, lifting the necklace. The door instantly obeyed; a crack formed between the white stones, slowly widening.


            He and his men filed out, never relaxing their guard. The dragons remained in place, growling. Nymphs snarled in response. Valerian’s eyes locked on Darius, the only blue-eyed dragon in existence.


            The dragon king had a stern face, harsh and savage. Up close, Valerian could see the scar that slashed down Darius’s face—a scar he himself had inflicted. “This is amusing, really,” Valerian told him.


            Darius arched his brows in a menacing salute. “And why is that?”


            “You took a human woman for your mate, and now you scold us for doing the same.”


            “You have taken a mate?” Darius laughed. “Your conquests are legendary.”


            “As are my victories,” he said with a proud tilt of his chin. “I will fight to the death—your death—to keep my woman safe.”


            Gradually the dragon’s amusement faded, and he regarded Valerian with something akin to understanding. “Though they have been absent from us for many years, the gods cannot like such continued defiance. I was ordered, long ago, never to enter the surface and never to bring humans here.” He spewed a stream of fire. “I fear you will bring their wrath to us all.”


            “Me? What of you?” Valerian leapt forward. The fight had begun. He leveled his spear at Darius’s middle and stabbed.


            Darius jumped out of the way, spraying more fire as he did so. Valerian rolled from its path of destruction, the flames barely missing him. The scent of charred hair filled his nose. He used the momentum of his roll to stab at Darius again.


            The spear whooshed, hitting only air. Darius’s wings expanded, the thick length of opalescent membrane gliding up and down. Valerian popped to his feet. He dodged left, away from another blast of fire, then spun on his heel and pretended to lunge. Instead, he swung his spear behind him and stabbed forward from the opposite side. The tip grazed Darius’s thigh while he still hovered in the air.


            The other dragons hissed, but Darius gave no outward reaction. He simply opened his mouth, unleashing a terrible inferno. Valerian raised his shield just in time, blocking. But the metal began to burn his hand. He leapt up and swung.


            Clang. The vibration from metal against metal stung the wound in his arm. He moved with the impetus, though, and twisted, slicing his spear through the air and forcing Darius to duck. Without pause, Darius charged. Valerian blocked and lunged. Blocked. Stabbed.


            “We could do this all day, for I am sure we will once again prove to be an even match,” Darius growled.


            Valerian gouged his spear at a downward angle, hoping to slice into Darius’s other thigh. If he could hobble the dragon, making him rely only on his wings, Valerian could gain the advantage. But Darius jolted up and down quickly, placing the wooden length of the spear under his foot and snapping the weapon in two.


            Immediately Valerian slid The Skull from its scabbard on the inside of his shield. He ran two steps, jumped and cut downward. This time Darius did not move quickly enough and the blade sliced into his arm.


            Once again the dragons hissed, and once again Darius gave no reaction. It was as if he was impervious to pain. Unfortunately, Valerian was not. His wounded arm throbbed and his legs were growing shaky. If the fight didn’t end soon…


            Distantly he heard his men cheering for him.


            “For Shaye,” Broderick shouted. “Shaye. Shaye. Shaye.”


            Her lovely face flashed before his mind, and he gathered his strength. Rallied himself. He’d been pushed to the brink before. There had been times he’d gone without food and water, his people without a home. He could prevail. Perhaps he should change his battle strategy. Instead of forcing Darius to fly, perhaps he should cut into Darius’s wings, grounding him….


            The dragon king suddenly slammed into him, knocking him down, hacking his chest armor. He tasted dirt in his mouth, felt warm blood ooze, and kicked backward. Darius soared over him, taking Valerian’s shield with him. Valerian didn’t bother rising to his feet this time. He spied Darius from the corner of his eye and simply shot out his sword.


            It stabbed into Darius’s side, between arm and rib.


            There was a collective gasp from the dragons, as if they couldn’t believe it had happened. There was a cheer from the nymphs. Then Darius hit the sword with his own, proving it had slid through air, not flesh. Valerian anchored his feet and leapt up. He swung behind him. Clang. Quickly he pivoted, swinging again. Clang.


            “Shall we do this all day or will you finally leave the palace?” Darius said, his tone a bit hollow. He spoke between hits.


            Clang. “I’d really rather kill you now,” Valerian answered, “if it’s all the same to you.”


            “I will let you keep the women.” Clang.


            “And how will we shelter them without the palace?” He drew in a deep breath—and noticed the scents of blood and death had suddenly thickened the air.


            “Vampires,” a dragon hissed.


            The word echoed through the crowd. A curse to dragons, a blessing to nymphs. No one warred more fiercely with the vampires than the dragons.


            Darius stilled. Valerian did the same. He could see that the vampires were interspersed with the contingent of men he’d sent to close in the rear.


            “You tricked me,” Darius snarled. “This was not to be a fair fight, after all. You dared bring the vampires here to aid you.”


            “I didn’t ask them to come, but I certainly won’t send them away. They are my allies. We can finish this fight here and now, you and me.”


            “As if I will trust the vampires not to attack me while I’m distracted. We will leave now, Valerian, but we are not finished with you and yours.”


            As he spoke, the black-clad vampires closed in. They floated rather than walked, and they were hurling curses at the dragons. The dragons in turn mutated into their bestial forms. Wings sprouted from their backs, ripping every piece of their clothing. Scales consumed their skin, green and black and menacing. Fangs grew in place of their teeth. Tails sprouted from their lower backs.


            They didn’t engage the vampires or nymphs in any way. No, they sprang into the sky, moving higher and higher, before disappearing from Valerian’s line of vision.


            They would be back, Valerian knew, and the fight would not be as mild as it had been today. It would not be a battle between two men, but a bloodbath between races.


            


            LAYEL, KING OF THE VAMPIRES, and his army came to an abrupt stop on the field. Seeing the dragons had disappeared, he and his army gave a cheer.


            “Good to see you again, my friend,” Valerian said when the cheers died down.


            “I heard the dragons were marching toward you and decided to help.”


            Valerian clasped him on the shoulder. “Last time I saw you, you were holding court with the demon queen.” He had not forgiven those hideous creatures for what they’d done to his people. “Do you ally yourself with her still?”


            Layel smiled slowly. He had white hair, though it wasn’t as pale as Shaye’s. Ice-blue eyes, strong, mystical features. “I never allied myself with her. I used her, and then I killed her.”


            Valerian returned the grin. “Then you and yours are welcome inside.”


            “My king,” a female vampire said, approaching Layel’s side. She had the same pale shade of hair as Layel, the same blue eyes, except her features were soft, eerily beautiful.


            Usually Layel did not allow his females near the nymphs.


            “Alyssa,” the king acknowledged.


            “Do we have your permission to…dally?” Her gaze was locked on Shivawn, and there was lust in her eyes.


            Ah. Valerian suddenly understood why she’d been allowed to come. She wanted Shivawn and had probably asked to join the army just to see him.


            Layel looked to Valerian. Valerian, of course, nodded his permission. The woman, Alyssa, grinned seductively and floated to Shivawn.


            “Come,” Valerian said. He turned on his heel and strode to the palace, taking the dragon medallion from under his shirt and holding it up so the door sensor would allow the entrance to open.


            Layel kept pace beside him, the others closing in behind them.


            “Did you ever find the Jewel of Dunamis?” Valerian asked him. They entered the main hall. “I know you were on a crusade to unearth it, yet Darius told me a human now has possession.”


            “Alas, it escaped me. It escaped all of us, really.”


            “On the surface, as Darius said?”


            “Yes.”


            “Any way to get it back?”


            “None, I’m afraid.”


            Perhaps he could travel to the surface and search for it, Valerian thought suddenly, for it might be the best way to protect Shaye. He would ponder that later. For now, he had a reprieve from battle. He was weak and tired and needed his mate.


            “Broderick,” he called, “see that guards are stationed around the entire palace, top and bottom, inside and out.”


            “My men can help,” Layel offered.


            “You are guests. You will enjoy. Dorian, see to our guests’ comfort.”


            Layel’s brows arched. “You are not remaining with us?”


            “No. There is a woman I must see to.”


            His friend grinned, though sadness clung to the edges. He’d lost his love years ago. “I understand. Go. Be on your way. We will be fine without you.”


            Valerian needed no further urging. He strode down the rest of the hall. His hands itched for Shaye. Finally he would make her his. Completely.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            SHAYE KEPT HER BACK pressed against the far wall of the enclosure, as far away as she could get from the prisoners. She didn’t want to accidentally release them. They begged and pleaded relentlessly, and she tried to distract herself by composing anti-cards. Well, not really anti. All her ideas were for a new, not-so-anti collection. Things like, “I’d like to spend more time with you.” And, “Being with you isn’t so bad.”


            “Let us out!” one of the prisoners said, cutting into her thoughts.


            Beasts, Valerian had once called them. Killers.


            They didn’t look like killers. They looked like handsome men who were tinted blue from cold. Well, not men so much. They looked like little more than boys.


            “Be careful,” she told Brenna.


            “Who are they?” her friend asked, a tinge of fear in her voice.


            “I don’t exactly know.”


            “Please,” the youngest beseeched. “My name is Kendrick. Let us go. We will not hurt you. We would never hurt a woman. Perhaps we can help each other,” he rushed on. “I will help free you from the nymphs’ spell, and you can let me go. Just touch the bars.”


            Whether she believed him or not was moot. These boys despised the nymphs. When Kendrick had said the word, he’d sneered with absolute hatred. Because of that, they would remain here. Valerian’s safety came first. “Why were you imprisoned?” she asked.


            “Because we are dragons. Because this is our palace and the nymphs coveted it for their own.”


            As she’d suspected. Still. “Sorry, boys,” she said. She did feel sorry for them. “I can’t. However, I will speak to Valerian about setting you free in the wild or something.”


            They looked to Brenna.


            She bit her lip and shook her head no.


            “Don’t you see?” The most handsome of the group gripped the bars, gazing at them with piercing gold eyes. “You’re under Valerian’s spell. Fight it or you’ll remain his slave for eternity.”


            Under Valerian’s spell…how true those words were. She hadn’t been herself since she’d first laid eyes on him. Was it the general allure of the nymph, though, or Valerian the man that enchanted her? She suspected the latter, because none of the other men appealed to her.


            “Even still.” She squared her shoulders, determined. “I’m leaving you in here. And I feel really bad about that, but—”


            “You look like you feel bad,” Kendrick said dryly. “Your eyes are sparkling.”


            The thought of seeing Valerian again did that to her. “Hey.” She blinked as a thought occurred to her. “You’re speaking English. My language.”


            He shrugged, as if the observation had no importance. “Our king wed a human.”


            She blinked in surprise. “So there are more humans in the city? How—”


            “Where is she?” she heard a man shout. There was terror and fury in his tone.


            Valerian.


            Her heart kicked into overtime, beating like a silly drum. Heat infused her cells. “Gotta go,” she told the boys. “I won’t forget you, I promise, and I’ll even talk to Valerian about you. Come on, Brenna.”


            “Shaye!” Valerian shouted, his voice frantic. “Shaye!”


            “Don’t leave us,” Kendrick pleaded. “Fight against his allure.”


            She gave him a pinky wave and raced from the enclosure, Brenna right behind her. When they emerged from between the rocks, they rounded the corner and stepped directly behind the portal. She heard another, “Shaye,” this one more panicked than before.


            “I’ll return as soon as possible,” he said to someone.


            He was about to step into the portal, she realized. “I’m here, Valerian. I’m here.”


            He whipped to face her, reaching out automatically to grab her arm. He tugged her to him, and their gazes locked. Shadows of relief couched his features…followed quickly by fury. He released her and braced his arms over his chest, and it was then she saw what he was holding. She almost cried. He was holding an orange.


            A lump filled her throat. He’d found it for her. She had mentioned that she wanted one, and in the midst of war he’d found one.


            Her knees shook. Her nerve endings sizzled as she took it from him. “Thank you,” she said softly. She drank him in.


            His hair was sweat soaked and hanging in sand-coated tangles at his temples. Streaks of blood covered his face and arms, and his turquoise eyes shot sparks at her. Of fury, yes, but also of lust.


            She nearly dropped the orange as she noticed the rest of him. A deep gash branded his chest. “You’re hurt,” she said stupidly.


            “I am fine. How did you escape the cell?” The question was uttered in a still, quiet voice, so much more ominous than if he’d shouted. “And I see you took Brenna with you.”


            Shaye, too, assumed a battle stance. If he wasn’t worried about the wound, she wouldn’t be, either. “Leave her out of this. I got out with a little thing called ingenuity.”


            He ran his tongue over his teeth. “How long have you been free?”


            “Long enough to go through the portal.”


            His expression relaxed in gradual degrees. “But you didn’t.”


            “But I didn’t.” Why were they talking? She wanted his tongue on her. She wanted, finally, to know the most erotic place on her body, and she wanted him to bring her to shuddering climax. Twice. She wanted to drip orange on his skin and lick it up.


            Behind her, Dylan and Terran ushered the rest of the women from the cell. “Take this one, as well,” Valerian said, motioning to Brenna.


            “No,” Brenna said. “No touching.”


            “Take her, but do not touch her,” Valerian allowed.


            Brenna walked willingly to the group.


            Kathleen spotted Shaye and frowned. “I thought you were going to escape.”


            “Didn’t work out,” she said, fighting the urge to hang a sign around Valerian’s neck that said Mine. She faced him. “Listen. I was chatting with the dragons and—” She pressed her mouth together. Maybe that wasn’t a good thing to admit.


            Valerian’s nostrils flared. “I put you in that cell to protect you. Not only do you escape, you visit my enemies, too.”


            Shaye drew herself to her full height. “That’s right. So? I will not tolerate being locked away. I told you that. Where’s my thanks for staying down here when I could have gone back to the surface?”


            “Your thanks? Your thanks?” He pounded a fist into his open palm. “Did the dragons hurt you? Did they touch you in any way?”


            “No. And since we’re on the subject, I think you should let them go. They’re just boys, Valerian.”


            He smoothed a hand down his face. “They are dragons, Shaye.”


            “So give them back to the rest of the dragons.”


            “That is my plan,” he said, throwing his arms in the air. “They will make excellent bargaining tools.”


            “Good.”


            “Good.” He shook his head. “While I like that you are stepping into the role of queen, advising me and issuing orders, you are in dire need of punishment, woman.”


            His words elicited an erotic response from her. That wasn’t what he intended, but that was what he got. Her eyes lowered to half-mast. “Punish me, then. Go ahead, for God’s sake. You know how much I hate it.”


            Instant fire consumed his anger, leaving only white-hot lust. “You hate it? Truly?”


            “More than I can ever say,” she whispered. Her stomach clenched deliciously, swirling and fluttering with need. It was as if he’d never stopped making love to her. All of her desires returned full force.


            She, the woman who prided herself on remaining distant from every situation, couldn’t fight Valerian’s allure. She, who found comfort in a frosty, utterly cold attitude, quaked with sensation. Was desperate. Needy. Raw and exposed. There was a vulnerability inside her she hadn’t known was there, one that cried out for the love and affection she’d never received. Not from anyone.


            Except this man.


            Slowly, never breaking eye contact, he closed the small gap between them. The closer he came, the hotter the air grew, chasing away any hint of chill. Her nipples beaded painfully, reaching for him, yearning for some type of contact.


            “I won’t stop this time,” he warned. “Not for any reason.”


            “Good. We agree about something else.” Touch me. She didn’t care that people were just beyond the rock. She only cared about Valerian.


            “Run,” he said softly.


            She blinked, certain she had misheard him. “What?” Was he turning her away?


            “Run. To my room. Now.”


            There was no humor in his tone, no sense that he was through with her. Instead, he projected a fierce lust that went beyond anything he’d ever shown her before. The breath in her throat snagged. She backed away from him, her heart skipping a beat. His expression was intense, savage. Utterly wild.


            “Run,” he repeated. “Now.”


            Clutching the orange, she sprang forward, racing around him, careful not to touch him. Her arms pumped at her sides as she pounded up the stairs. Footsteps echoed behind her. She remembered the path to the room and whipped around corners. Warriors roamed the halls, collecting their bed partners. Some hadn’t made it to a room and were having sex right there in the hall.


            Panting, she barreled past them. Thankfully no one tried to stop her. Valerian’s intensity was frightening. And arousing. And startling. And wonderful.


            When she reached the outer bathing area, she picked up speed. What was he going to do to her when he caught her? She shot past the white curtain separating the two sections of the room, and it whooshed behind her. A split second later, it whooshed again.


            Valerian. Close, so close.


            She gulped, was just about to spin around and demand he explain why he’d not picked her up and carried her here, why he’d not let her wrap her legs around his waist and feel every step he took between her legs, when he slammed into her from behind. Together they soared through the air. She screamed, dropped her fruit. Just before she hit the bed, Valerian turned them, absorbing the impact with his own body.


            One of his arms flipped her over and banded around her waist. The other pulled at her shirt, stripping her.


            “Why…why?” she panted, unable to get any other word out.


            “Couldn’t wait.” Her breasts were suddenly bared. He held her above him and laved one of her nipples into his mouth. Pure heat. She sucked in a gasp of air. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost his chest armor. Her hands kneaded him, mindful of his injuries. His nipples were hard and abraded her palms erotically; his nipple ring was cool to the touch yet burned her with its masculinity.


            She straddled his waist, anchoring her weight on her knees. This was exactly where she belonged, she mused. Her hair cascaded around her shoulders. Adrenaline from the chase rushed through her blood, blending with desire, making it all the more potent. All the more consuming. Her skin felt alive with pulses of electricity.


            He untied the belt holding her pants in place and flung it aside, causing the pants to gape open. He paused a moment, staring at her with purpose.


            “I’m going to kiss you here,” he muttered roughly. His fingertip grazed a path along the center of her panties. “Then I’m going to pleasure your body the way I’ve wanted from the moment I saw you.”


            “Yes.” She loved his raw language, was excited by it. “Pleasure. Do it.”


            “Nothing will stop me.”


            “Nothing.” She arched her hips slightly forward, sliding over the hard length of his erection. Sensations of utter bliss tore through her, and she moaned.


            “You’ll love everything I do.” His hand clenched on her waist. His eyes closed, and he bit his lower lip. “You’ll beg for more.”


            She slid over him again. They both groaned. “Love it,” she promised. “Beg.”


            He rolled her over, jerking at her pants while he did so. His feet kicked the material the rest of the way down. Her panties quickly followed, yet he didn’t have the patience to work them off her so he ripped the seams and discarded the tattered remains.


            Completely naked, she reached between them and worked at his pants. Her motions were clipped, eager, desperate, but she made no progress. “I can’t get them off,” she growled. “Help me get them off.”


            Within seconds he had them peeled away and she was in heaven. Hmm. Skin to skin.


            “Soft,” he praised. He traced a path along her collarbone, then nipped at her neck, grazing her overly sensitive flesh with his teeth.


            She could feel his penis on her belly, as hot as a steel band. She arched against it, needing it inside her. “Now,” she said.


            His shaft jerked against her. His teeth bit more sharply. “Kiss,” he said hoarsely. He licked down her body, exploring her breasts again, lingering at her stomach, flicking her belly button.


            “Grip the top of the bed,” he demanded.


            She’d been reaching down, intent on threading her fingers through his hair. “But—”


            “Do it. Grip the bed.”


            She obeyed. The moment her fingers curled around the ivory base, his tongue glided over her clitoris. Her hips shot up, and she gasped his name.


            With one of his hands, he opened her fully. With the other he glided a finger into her, probing, stretching. His tongue never stopped working her. The combination of sensations was shattering. Another coast of his tongue. A pump of his fingers. Then he sucked at her, increasing the tempo. She cried. She sobbed. Oh, the bliss. Her legs locked around him. Her hands clutched the headboard so tightly her knuckles could have snapped.


            Her eyelids squeezed shut. In her mind she saw him between her legs, his tawny hair falling onto her thighs. His muscled back clenched tight as he reined in his own need.


            “Valerian! I can’t take any more.”


            “By the end of the night, you’ll have taken everything I have to give.”


            “Push me…give me…let me come.”


            She writhed. On the verge. So close, yet not close enough. He slid another finger into her, and it was a tight fit. Stretching her. Filling her. So. Good. Quickly his tongue flicked over her clitoris, showing no mercy. Not that she wanted any. This was everything she’d dreamed, everything she’d ever needed without knowing she did.


            “I’m going to sink my cock into you, Shaye. You’re going to spread your legs and welcome me, every stretching inch.”


            “Yes.” Oh, God, yes. The thought of his penis inside her pushed her over the sweet edge. She spasmed around his fingers, clenching them tight. A scream, a sob. Flashing white lights blinked behind her eyes.


            He suddenly loomed above her, her legs cradled in the crook of his arms, opening her fully. Exposing her completely. He was poised on the brink of penetration. “Once I’m inside you, you will be mine. Say it.”


            “Yours. I’ll be yours.” There was no denying it. She was his. Now, this moment, she was his. She reached up and wrapped her fingers around his neck, tangling in his hair. His chest was pressed against hers and she could feel the fine-grained sand that still clung to him from the fight, adding friction, another depth of pleasure. “Kiss,” she beseeched.


            His head swooped down, and he claimed her mouth. The moment their tongues touched, he slammed inside her. No waiting. No gradually letting her become accustomed. He was simply in her to the hilt. As if he couldn’t go another minute without being there.


            She cried out in his mouth; he swallowed the sound. She was so aroused, so slick with desire, so prepared for him, there was only a slight sting, then complete pleasure. He stretched her erotically, filled her inexorably.


            On and on the kiss continued. She tasted herself on his lips. Tasted him, the heat of him, the passion. In and out his tongue probed in sync with his strong body. In and out. Moving quickly, hurtling them both to the stars.


            “Can’t…slow…down,” he panted.


            “Glad.”


            His testicles slapped at her. The tip of him hit all the way to her womb, the exact spot she needed him. She was already close, ready to explode for the second time. Tension coiled in her stomach, in her blood.


            “Shaye!” he roared. He pumped into her, hard, delicious. “Mine.”


            Mine, she silently repeated. The climax gripped her, more intense than the first, making her shudder against him. Her knees clenched at him, and to the heavens she soared. High, so high.


            He joined her there. He spasmed against her, inside her. Gave a final, pounding thrust. His eyes squeezed tight. Bliss consumed his features.


            “Mine,” he growled. “Mine.”


            


            VALERIAN HAD NEVER FELT more powerful. Strength radiated from him, filled him, pulsed and sizzled. He always felt invigorated after sex, but this…Never like this. And with Shaye it had not been sex, he thought. It had been lovemaking. A union. Total and complete. Especially that last time when they’d licked her favorite fruit off each other.


            Mine, he thought again.


            The word would not leave him. He’d never felt so possessive of another person. Actually, he’d never felt so possessive of anything, including his cherished sword. Including the palace. She’d tasted like no other woman. Erupted like no other woman. Pleased him like no other woman. He was the nymph, yet it was she who wrapped him in her sensual spell. It was she who enslaved him.


            She snuggled into his side, her curves nestled against him. He could feel the soft exhalations of her breath. He would die without this woman. Simply perish. Cease to exist. He wanted to give her the world, offer her everything her heart desired.


            Never more than now had he been so determined to keep the palace. He would not have his woman homeless, staying in whatever shack he could find for them. Yes, he would keep this place from the dragons.


            He would keep Shaye. For eternity.


            When he’d returned to the dungeon and she had not been inside the cell, his heart had stopped beating. Panic, dread, fury had consumed him. He’d nearly hacked Dylan and Terran to pieces. Then, when he’d seen Shaye as relaxed and at ease as if she had not a care—while standing next to the portal, for the love of the gods—he’d panicked again.


            How close he’d come to losing her.


            Then she’d begun issuing orders with bravery and wisdom, acting every bit the queen she was meant to be, and he’d been struck anew with love for her.


            Somehow, some way, he’d gain her oath to stay forever. He would never let her go.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


            
              
            

          


          
            AFTER HE’D SATED HIMSELF on the women and listened to their tales, Poseidon had whisked himself to the nearest river, a crystal stream of tranquility. Lilies floated on the surface. He now blended himself into the water, flowing with it, absorbing its coolness.


            The nymphs had indeed broken the law. He needed to punish them quickly, before others thought to do the same. And he knew just what to do….


            When he reached a fork in the river, he stopped. The water itself stilled, no waves, no liquid movement. Only the silent wind above, the patter of nearby animals. Then…the bank on his left suddenly flooded with dragon warriors, their wings flapping as they landed. Still, the water did not ripple.


            Poseidon watched them. A long while passed before their dragon forms faded to human. Smooth, though scarred, skin instead of scales. Silky hair. Teeth instead of fangs. No tail. Of course, they were now naked, wearing only dragon medallions and holding their swords.


            They began drinking from the stream, their angry chatter echoing between the trees. His gaze found Darius. The leader of the dragons was speaking with several of his men, issuing orders, his expression fierce.


            He hadn’t liked abandoning the palace, Poseidon knew. His instincts had been to stay and fight the nymphs—Valerian in particular. But Darius, if he recalled correctly, was a warrior who weighed the odds, studied the situation and calculated the percentages. He’d been outnumbered severely and he hadn’t wanted his men injured when a sneak attack could work in their favor, evening the odds.


            He was a smart man and exactly what Poseidon needed.


            Come to me, he commanded Darius, his voice carrying on the wind.


            Darius paused and stiffened. His eyes searched the surrounding wooded area, glazed over the river, saw nothing and returned to his men. His shoulders remained stiff, his posture erect and his hands clenched tightly on the hilt of his sword.


            Come, Poseidon said again.


            Darius’s attention whipped to the river for the second time. His eyes narrowed. Poseidon knew the water provided only a reflection of his god-image, a glint in the fading light. Still, Darius obeyed this time, striding to the river’s edge. The men he’d been speaking with watched in confusion.


            “Is something wrong?” a hulking blond giant asked.


            “Rest a while, Brand,” the dragon king responded without looking back. When he stood alone, he said, “You called, water god?”


            The complete irreverence in his tone annoyed the god. “You know me, then.”


            “I know of you.”


            Poseidon’s jaw clenched, causing a ripple in the water. “Then you know the consequences of speaking to me thus. You know the suffering I can cause.”


            Darius gave a clipped nod.


            Not the bow of homage Poseidon preferred, but it would do. “I have learned some things since my return, Darius, things that do not please me. Because of this, I have several tasks to ask of you.”


            A muscle ticked beneath his eyes. “Then I am at your command, of course.”


            “Good. I wish you to return to the palace.”


            There was a pause. “That is not my plan.”


            “No, you wish to gather more men. That will take time, and I want my will obeyed now. This moment.”


            Darius stood firm. “That will place dragon lives in unnecessary danger, and I can’t allow that.”


            “There will be no danger to you and yours if you sneak inside.”


            “I do plan to sneak inside. But there is danger if I do not have enough men to take the palace once we are within.”


            Poseidon grinned slowly. “Not if you are able to destroy half of the nymph and vampire forces before you even reach the palace hallways.”


            Darius’s brows arched, and interest sparked in his blue eyes. “Tell me how that is possible.”


            “There is a doorway, a secret entrance below the portal.”


            “Where exactly?” He sounded faraway, as if he was already breaching it in his mind.


            “Do not worry. I will show you once you get there. You will sneak inside and return the human women to the surface, their memories wiped clean.”


            “Done.”


            “Once they are returned, you will destroy the nymphs. They’ll be weak without their women and easy for you to take. Every one of them must die for daring to enter the surface world. They are not guardians, which means they have disobeyed the law.”


            A muscle clenched in Darius’s jaw. “Surely you do not mean all of them.”


            “All.”


            “Male and female?”


            “All. You have done such deeds before. This should be no hardship for you, Guardian. If you think to refuse me, I will have your own wife sent back to the surface. You acquired her from there, did you not?”


            A blaze of fury lit Darius’s face, revealing the merciless killer he had once been. “I will not allow Grace to be taken. She is mine, a daughter of Atlantis now, pregnant with my child.”


            “Yes, I know,” Poseidon said dryly. “The child is the only reason I’m allowing you to keep her. You, Guardian, should never have brought her back here in the first place.”


            “I’m grateful you have finally decided to take an interest in your people, great god,” Darius said, his tone just as dry.


            “Is this sarcasm something you acquired from your bride?” Poseidon did not like it. “Watch your tongue, or I will feed it to the vampires. If I wished to amuse myself elsewhere for a little while, that was my right. Go now,” he said. “Return to the palace. I will be there waiting, and I will show you the way inside.”


            “Before you leave,” Darius said, irreverence still sparkling in his eyes, “perhaps you could gift us with clothing.”


            “It will be my pleasure.” As a slight punishment for Darius’s impertinence today, Poseidon blew his breath upon the dragon army, spraying them with a fine mist of sea and leaving them dressed in women’s scarves.


            Their hisses of shock rang in his ears long after he left them.


            


            BRENNA’S HANDS TWISTED together. She stood at the edge of the dining hall, watching Shivawn, waiting for him to notice her. She’d been escorted to him after leaving the cave. He was speaking heatedly with a female Brenna hadn’t seen before—a white-haired beauty who was caressing her fingertip down his chest.


            Brenna watched the interaction with only the slightest hint of…jealousy? She wasn’t sure. That was an emotion she hadn’t felt in years. Whatever the emotion, she suspected it stemmed from not knowing what would happen to her if Shivawn found another woman. Would she be given to someone else? Joachim, perhaps?


            Another question slithered through her mind. Would she be jealous if it had been Joachim talking so heatedly with another woman? She feared the answer.


            Just thinking about the man made her shiver. No. No, no, no. It could be Shivawn making her shiver, she rationalized. He was safety, while Joachim was everything she feared: controlling, dominant and violent. So why did she have to desire him at all? Why could she not simply want Shivawn?


            She sighed. As she’d stared into the portal today, about to return home, she’d been struck by a wonderfully frightening realization. She wanted to leave the past in the past and embrace her new future. By embracing it, she could finally know true contentment and joy. By embracing it, she could finally live.


            It had been in that moment that she’d decided to sleep with Shivawn. But then Joachim’s image had forced its way into her mind, and well, now she just didn’t know. She was going to have a relationship: sexual, emotional, intimate. But which man would she pick? Life with Shivawn would be sweet and tender. Life with Joachim would be turbulent and exciting.


            As she stood there debating with herself, Shivawn’s head jerked to the side. He snarled something to the now-scowling woman, and his eyes met Brenna’s. He stopped midsentence and stalked toward her. He didn’t speak a word, just grabbed her hand and propelled her from the room.


            Her blood heated with thoughts of being with him, of going to his room and tracing her hands all over his body, of feeling his hands on her. Her nipples even beaded…until she realized it still wasn’t Shivawn’s face she saw in her mind.


            They weren’t heading toward his room, she noticed a moment later. “Where?” she asked Shivawn. The walls surrounding his room were in a different state of repair than the ones here. These were…Realization struck her before he said a word, and her eyes widened. Joachim’s room. They were going to Joachim’s room. She knew because she’d curiously searched for and found it earlier. Menacing weapons had hung on the walls, a blatant reminder of why she couldn’t want a man like him. Her stomach twisted with a mixture of apprehension and anticipation.


            “Joachim is okay?”


            “He is well.”


            That meant…what? They arrived at the curtain a moment later. Shivawn didn’t pause, didn’t announce himself, just strode past the scarf barrier. He released her hand and stalked to a side table. He kept his back to her and poured a drink for himself. He downed it.


            The first thing she noticed about the room was that the weapons were gone. Not a single sword hung on the wall. Why had they been removed?


            Her gaze flicked to Joachim. He sat on the bed, his legs over the side, his elbows resting on his knees. His gaze devoured her. “Brenna,” he said, her name a sensual caress.


            Instantly her blood heated another degree. Her nipples hardened further. Need pooled between her legs. With only a word, he brought her to readiness. They were going to make her choose, she realized. Last time she’d run from this, from her feelings. She squared her shoulders. Not this time. The other women in the palace were well satisfied. They never stopped grinning, never experienced a single fear. So badly she wanted to be one of them. She would be one of them.


            No, there would be no more running. But could she risk the safety she was sure to find with Shivawn for the passion she was sure to find with Joachim? There would be no going back once she’d made her choice. They were too possessive, each too determined to be “the one.”


            Shivawn didn’t waste any more time. “You’ve kept me waiting long enough. You’ve kept yourself waiting long enough. End the agony and give me a chance, Brenna,” he said, once again at her side. He gently gripped her shoulders and turned her to face him. “I will never allow another man to hurt you. I will take care of you, pleasure you, make you so happy you’ll forget ever being sad.”


            She bit her lip.


            He added, “The man on that bed will never be kind or gentle or any of the things I sense that you need.” He turned her again, this time making her face Joachim.


            Her eyes met Joachim’s once more, and her stomach quivered.


            “Look at him,” Shivawn said. “Even now there’s a wildness about him that you cannot deny. He will never be able to control his temper. He will never be able to destroy the demons that plague you.”


            Shivawn’s words were supposed to comfort her, to assure her that choosing safety over passion was the right decision. But they didn’t. Because there was no stronger warrior than Joachim. He did have a temper, and he did appear wild. Yet, if anyone could fight and destroy demons of the past, it was him. He was just so vital.


            Joachim didn’t utter a sound. He simply pulled four strips of cloth from underneath his pillow. He draped them over his knees.


            “What are those for?” Shivawn demanded.


            “Tie me to the bed, Brenna,” Joachim said.


            She glanced down at the material in puzzlement…and desire. “What?”


            “Tie me to the bed.”


            Her gaze swiftly returned to Joachim’s face. His expression was hard, resolved and aroused. So aroused. Heat blazed in his blue eyes, burning her inside and out. “Why? Don’t understand.”


            “I’m not going to tell you that you’ll hate yourself later if you choose Shivawn. You could probably be happy with him, and you’ll always feel safe. But he can’t fill the void inside you and give you the life I know you’ve dreamed of having. I can. All you have to do is trust that I’ll never hurt you. Never. I would die first. I’ll do whatever it takes to prove it.”


            “Joachim,” Shivawn snarled.


            “Tie me to the bed, and you will be in control of everything that happens,” Joachim explained. A muscle ticked beneath his eye. “I’m giving you complete…power over me. You need to take back your sense of control, so I’m going to help you.”


            He was talking about bondage. About sex. Her wild gaze darted between the two men. “Shi—Shivawn?” What did he have to say about this?


            He was the one to remain silent this time. He was stiff and radiated fury.


            “I noticed how you jump every time someone comes up behind you,” Joachim said, “so I’m going to show you the pleasure of having a man there. Later. This time I want to show you the pleasure of being in control.”


            This big, strong warrior was willing to give up control—his precious control—for her. A tremor worked through her. The revelation startled her, strengthened her. She’d wanted passion, she’d admitted that to herself already. No one could give her more passion than Joachim. She’d admitted that, too, but she’d been scared of it. Scared of him. And so she’d done her best to fall for Shivawn. She might even have convinced herself of it. For a while. Eventually, she would have realized the truth.


            All along, it had been Joachim she’d desired. She simply hadn’t wanted to want him. He was taking a chance on her with his willingness to be bound. She could do no less for him. I’m not going to be scared anymore.


            Eyes filling with tears, she looked at Shivawn. He was so sweet, so kind and giving. But as she looked at him, she realized he was exactly what she didn’t need anymore. A bodyguard. She could take care of herself now. She’d been in this palace for days and hadn’t been hurt. She’d faced down the warriors and hadn’t been attacked.


            “You can walk away from both of us,” Joachim said, his voice rough. “We won’t stop you.”


            Run, and stay locked in her safe little world. No feeling. No pain. No pleasure. I’ll never run again. “I’m so sorry, Shivawn,” she said, chin trembling. “I wanted it to be you. I did. But…”


            “Stop. Please. Just stop.” He studied her for a long while, jaw locked tight. Then he slowly turned to Joachim. “She is yours. I relinquish all claim to her.”


            “Thank you,” Joachim said tightly.


            Shivawn flicked her one last glance, nodded, and strode from the room, leaving her alone with Joachim. Brenna gulped. Gathering her courage, she faced him.


            Her man.


            Fear would never rule her life again.


            She’d chosen him, and she was only sorry it had taken her so long to realize the depth of this man’s honor. He trusted her to chain him; she would trust him not to hurt her.


            Ready to finally move on with her life, she walked forward. Her heart raced erratically, but she didn’t stop until she was in front of him. Joachim stood, grasping the ties in his fists.


            His gaze was hard, unrelenting. “Did your attacker use his hands or a weapon? If he used a weapon, I want you to use the same on me.”


            At first, she didn’t answer, didn’t let the memory intrude on this precious time. “Only hands,” she managed on a trembling breath.


            He nodded and gave her the bonds. Slowly, very slowly, Joachim unfastened his pants and pushed them from his hips. They pooled on the floor and she was given a glimpse of large, aroused male.


            “Come here,” he commanded, lying on the bed. “Tie me.”


            Her hands were shaky as she tied his wrists to the posts, then his ankles. Then she stood at the side of the bed, staring down at him. Such magnificence, hers to control.


            Joachim didn’t utter a word, but he watched her intently. Her knees almost buckled because she knew what he expected, what he wanted. It was her turn to strip. After the attack, she’d stopped working out and had tried to make herself as unattractive as possible. Would Joachim find her body undesirable?


            She reached up with shaky fingers and undid her robe’s shoulder ties, revealing her breasts. She continued to watch Joachim, gauging his reaction. There was no disappointment in his eyes. Only desire. She lost a little of her uncertainty. Delicious bumps broke out over her skin as his gaze skimmed over her, his nostrils flaring with arousal.


            “You are beautiful, Brenna.”


            When her robe was completely loosed, it fell from her body and joined Joachim’s pants on the floor. Finally she was naked, like him. Her cheeks heated as Joachim’s eyes raked over her again. At one time, the thought of joining a man on a bed would have paralyzed her. This time, her hormones were too busy rejoicing.


            “Close your eyes,” he said.


            She didn’t think to argue.


            “Imagine me behind you. Imagine my hands caressing your shoulders and cupping your breasts. Imagine me rolling your nipples between my fingers.”


            Yes. Yes! She saw it in her mind, just like before, only this time the image was clearer. Her head would fall back onto his shoulder, her hair tickling them both. His fingers would touch every inch of her.


            Imagining was almost as good as the real thing. Almost. But thinking about it did make her unbearably wet.


            “I want to lick you,” Joachim said.


            “Yes,” she said breathlessly.


            She climbed onto the bed without hesitation. Soon she straddled Joachim, her knees at his waist, his erection between her legs, touching her intimately but not entering her. She moaned at the utter decadence.


            “Lean forward,” Joachim urged roughly.


            He might be tied, but he was still a warrior. For the first time, a small kernel of fear sprouted. You’re safe. You’re protected. She crawled up him until her breasts were poised over his waiting mouth. Her black curls fell around them like a curtain as he eagerly sucked on her, dissolving her fear, filling her with pleasure. Contact with his hot, hot mouth was like nothing she’d ever experienced. His mouth possessed volts of electricity, and those volts lanced inside her body.


            She groaned, the sound broken and rough.


            While Joachim sucked her, she continued to imagine. Had his hands been free, he would have traced them over her back, over the ridges of her spine. Over the curve of her bottom. Yes, yes! She saw it happening, somehow felt it. Everywhere his phantom hands touched, his mouth followed, his phantom tongue laving her skin. She couldn’t help herself. She writhed against Joachim’s penis without actual penetration. She was so wet, she slid up and down with ease.


            “You taste like heaven,” Joachim said.


            In her mind, Joachim’s hands circled her and urged her to straighten, then his fingers were sinking past her pubic hair and into her moist, hot center. She gave another groan of absolute pleasure.


            Why had she tied him? she mused.


            He sucked her nipple with delicious force.


            “Yes,” she gasped out, unable to say anything else. “Yes.”


            Her head again fell back.


            “Do you want me to lick between your legs?”


            “Yes.” She didn’t try to deny it or play coy. She wanted Joachim’s mouth there. She wanted it fiercely. Would have killed for it.


            “Come here,” Joachim said. Sweat beaded over his skin. His jaw was tense.


            She moved forward until she was poised over Joachim’s body, the apex of her thighs mere inches from his face.


            “Lower,” he commanded, a rough snarl.


            “Joachim,” she said, sinking into him and in the next instant he was loving her with his face. His tongue, his lips, his teeth. He used them all. She screamed at the intense sensation, the heady pleasure. Her hips writhed back and forth.


            “Come, Brenna. Come for me,” Joachim said, and she obeyed. Her pleasure exploded. Erupted. Her entire body shook and trembled with her climax, propelling her to the gates of paradise. Joachim drank her up until she thought she could take no more.


            “Take me,” he said. “Put me inside you.”


            Limbs weak, she straddled Joachim’s waist without hesitation. She rose up, placed Joachim’s shaft at her entrance and sank down on him, taking him all the way to the hilt. He was big, and it had been so long. He stretched her, but it was a wonderful stretch. Made her feel alive.


            Joachim roared.


            She panted his name over and over again. “Joachim.” She couldn’t say it enough. It was in her head, branded on every cell in her body. “Joachim.”


            She was safe. She was sated—and would soon find release again. Her nerve endings were already sparking with renewed life.


            She anchored her hands on Joachim’s chest. Their faces were inches apart, his breath a part of her and her breath a part of him.


            “Kiss me,” he said.


            Her mouth meshed against Joachim’s. She gasped in pleasure and he swallowed the sound. Hard, hot, gentle, fast, slow, his tongue sparred with hers as she rode him. It was sheer bliss. Total ravishment.


            The kiss became savage, and in turn, the loving became savage. Her teeth banged his; her body slammed up and down. She purred, she groaned, she gasped some more.


            “That’s it,” Joachim praised. “Take it all.”


            “Yes.”


            “No more fear.” Joachim.


            “No more,” she panted.


            “Come for me, sweet.” Joachim nipped her collarbone. He strained against his bonds. “Show me how much you like having me inside you.”


            There was no holding back at that point, no prolonging the pleasure. She erupted for the second time. The orgasm was so intense a black web clouded her vision. She was dying slowly, quickly, unable to breathe, yet so alive she could have stayed exactly where she was forever. “Joachim,” she screamed, and for once she didn’t care how broken her voice sounded.


            “Brenna.” Joachim roared loud and long and reared up, sinking deep, deeper than she’d ever thought possible.


            She collapsed onto his chest. “Thank you,” she panted. “Thank you.”


            “Untie me,” he ordered harshly.


            She didn’t think to deny him. Blindly she reached up and removed the bonds. His arms instantly wrapped around her, pulling her close and holding her tightly. Cherishing her.


            “No more fear,” he said again.


            “No more,” she agreed. She would have agreed with anything he said just then. Marry him—yes. Be his slave—of course. His heat surrounded her, enveloped her, beckoned her.


            “Mine,” he said.


            “Yours,” she breathed. “Joachim’s.” Her eyes closed, her lids growing heavier and heavier with every second that passed. Sleep summoned, a peaceful sleep she’d needed for so long but had been too afraid to take. “Don’t let me go.”


            “Never.”


            Oblivion claimed her then. She was smiling.


            


            SHIVAWN STOOD IN THE hallway for a long while. He wished Brenna had chosen him, but it had been Joachim her eyes had heated for. Joachim she’d probably wanted all along. He was angry, so very angry. She was beautiful, she was passionate, she was kind. But she wasn’t his. He knew that now. No matter how much pleasure Shivawn could have given her, no matter how safe he could have made her feel, she would always have wanted Joachim.


            The two were mates, that much was clear now.


            And so he ended up alone.


            Perhaps one day he would find a woman who loved him like that. Who wanted him above all others.


            He blinked when he realized Alyssa had stepped into the hall and now stood a few feet away from him. He scowled at her.


            She frowned at him. “You smell like a human,” she said flatly. “Have you been with one? Is she your mate?”


            “What business is it of yours?” He leapt into a quick stride.


            She followed suit, keeping pace beside him. “Is she?”


            “No,” he snapped.


            “I told you I would see to your needs,” she snapped back. “You should have come to me.”


            “And I told you no.” Alyssa was beautiful, and Shivawn even felt himself stir for a taste of her, but he would not touch her. He didn’t have Valerian’s love for the vampires.


            Vampires survived on blood and sometimes took more than they should. He’d made the mistake of bedding a vampire only once and had almost died for it. Never again, he’d vowed. Alyssa knew that, but she always sought him out when she came to visit.


            “Goodbye, Alyssa,” he said, and strode away from her.


            She wasn’t content to remain behind this time. She rushed after him, even jumped in front of him. Her eyes glowed. “I’ve always known I would have you one day, Shivawn, and I’ve decided today is that day.”


            Her lips slammed into his, her tongue forcing its way into his mouth. The taste of her filled him. Not a taste of blood and death, but of woman. Shivawn found himself responding. He was disgusted with himself but maybe, just maybe, she could help him forget his loneliness.


            “One night,” he growled. “That’s all I’ll give you.”


            Triumph blazed in her eyes, and her red, red lips curled in a sensual smile. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            SHAYE LOUNGED AT THE EDGE of the bathing pool. Warm, steaming water lapped at her sensitized skin. The scent of orchids filled the room, sweetly perfuming the air with a sultry ambiance. She inhaled deeply. Her body was sore, but her spirit was invigorated.


            Valerian sat behind her, massaging her shoulders. His magical fingers worked her muscles expertly. He knew exactly where to rub, knew the precise amount of pressure to apply for optimum enjoyment. Her head lolled back, resting on his shoulder. Steam coated their skin and his exhalations chilled the sheen of liquid.


            “Thank you for gifting me with your virginity,” he said.


            “My pleasure.” Really. She’d never enjoyed herself more. Never thought losing all control, all sense of her cool facade could be so blissful.


            In the pleasure-filled hours they’d just spent together, she’d realized a few things. She’d given Valerian more than her body; she’d given him pieces of herself, just as she’d feared. She hadn’t meant to, had tried to guard against it, yet had been helpless to do otherwise. But it was going to be okay.


            He was a nymph, and nymphs liked sex (and lots of it), but she would be the one he came to. She was going to trust him. Not love him, she assured herself, still refusing to experience the emotion. But trust.


            It would be hard, she didn’t doubt that, but to keep him in her life she was willing to try.


            “Your wounds healed,” she said without turning to face him. She’d noticed when they adjourned to this bath.


            “Yes.”


            “I’m glad.”


            “Me, too.”


            “Now you have the strength to tell me the secret spot on a woman’s body,” she said. “The place that brings maximum pleasure.”


            “Mmm, well. I will tell you for a kiss.” He nuzzled the side of her cheek.


            Ah, she loved his bargaining. “I’ll kiss you if you tell me what I want to know,” she said throatily, grinding against the erection pressed against her lower back.


            He hissed in a breath. “I love when you move like that. Keep doing it and I will tell you all my deep, dark secrets.”


            Up, down she moved.


            His hands tightened on her waist. “Close your eyes,” he commanded softly.


            They’d made love only an hour ago, but it felt like an eternity. She needed him inside her again. Addicting…that’s what he was.


            “Shaye.” He tsked. “Close. Your. Eyes.”


            Her eyelids fluttered shut. Darkness blanketed her mind. His hands glided over her shoulders, caressed her neck, then dipped to her breasts, kneading.


            “Picture what I’m doing to you.”


            “I thought—”


            “Do it.”


            Picture it, he’d said, so she did. In her mind, she could see the thickness of his hands covering the pale mounds of her breasts. Her nipples, pink and pearled, peaked through the crevices of his fingers. Pleasure spiraled through her, hot and needy. Seemingly unquenchable.


            Unbidden, her legs spread, silently begging for his attentions. A single touch, a pinch, something. Anything. She ached, oh, she ached.


            One of Valerian’s hands glided down her stomach. She felt it, yes, just the way she’d wanted it, but more than that she saw it in her mind. Another picture of them. Valerian behind her, this time with his hand between her legs, parting her wet folds. But he didn’t touch her where she needed him most. Not yet. He stayed poised, inches above her entrance.


            “What do you see?” His voice was strained, as if it required all of his strength to remain still.


            “You. Me.”


            “Do you see me licking you here or sliding my fingers into you?”


            “F-fingers,” she managed.


            “Are they moving slowly, savoring or pounding in and out?”


            As he spoke, she again pictured it. Again saw it, unable to stop the flood of images. Yet he didn’t do it, didn’t do what she needed. Her hips moved forward, seeking. Back, seeking. Forward, back. Writhing and arching. “Touch me, Valerian. Please.”


            “Tell me. What do you see? Slow or fast?”


            “Fast. Hard.” Water sloshed over the pool’s rim. “So hard.”


            He pinched her nipple, and a lance of desire hit directly between her legs. She cried out at the amazing torment of it.


            “Shaye. Moon. Your mind shows you the things your body needs before you actually know you need them.”


            No more talking, she wanted to shout. Make love to me. “I don’t understand.”


            “The most erotic place on a woman’s body is her mind. By giving her the right images, a man can increase her pleasure a hundred times.” He bit her ear. “Lean forward for me, moon.”


            She did, and even that served as a stimulant. The water caressed her clitoris, making her shiver.


            “Hold on to the ledge,” Valerian beseeched.


            Angling forward a few more inches, she curled her hands on the ledge. Her breasts and hips were out of the water now and Valerian was granted a full view of her from behind.


            A long while passed in silence. She stayed where she was, anticipating the first touch. Wet hair tumbled down her back and shoulders. Some of the ends treaded the water’s surface. When would he touch her? She needed him to touch her. “Valerian?”


            “You are magnificent,” he said, his voice heavy with awe. He traced the tattoo on her lower back.


            A shiver danced through her.


            “I like this,” he said. “A skull with a pretty bow on top. It is a mark that says you are both warrior and woman.” His lips brushed the tattoo; the hot wetness of his tongue traced it. He kissed his way up her spine and grazed the back of her neck, smoothing her hair aside to get to her.


            “The first time I saw you,” she said, “I thought you were a god, rising from the sea.”


            “And I thought you were the thing I needed most in my life.”


            His words acted with the heady intoxication of a caress. She licked her lips, then bit into them to tamp down a loud, long scream of pleasure when his cock pressed into her opening.


            “So tight,” he praised.


            “More.”


            He gave her an inch. “Is that all you want?”


            “More.”


            Another inch. Not enough. “And now?”


            “More, more, more.”


            He pounded all the way in. She gasped. He groaned. But he didn’t move, just left them both at the edge. “Do you know the most erotic place on a man’s body, moon?”


            By this point, she was incapable of speech. She needed him too fiercely. The ache was all consuming. Burning. Yes, she burned fiery hot. Pulses of electricity sparked along her veins, demanding completion.


            “His heart,” Valerian finally said. “His heart.”


            His heart… She climaxed, throbbing, throbbing. Screaming, sobbing. The force of it raked her, vibrated and hummed. Valerian slid out and pounded forward. Over and over, driving hard and deep.


            “Shaye,” he roared, shuddering into her a final time. “Love. You.” His hands dug into her hips. Gripping. Bruising deliciously. “Love you,” he said again.


            


            “I’M BEING RUDE to my guests,” Valerian said a long while later. He lay on the bed, and he held Shaye in his arms. He was loath to let her go. They were both naked, and he was tempted to remain that way for all of eternity.


            He loved the way Shaye’s curves fit against him. Like the last piece of a puzzle, perfectly matched.


            She yawned. “What guests?” she asked, her breath fanning his chest.


            “Vampires. They helped us with the dragons and bought us a bit of a reprieve.”


            “I should run screaming from this room, but I’m too tired to be scared of vampires. Even vampires that are in the same house as me.” She chuckled. “Do you mind that you’re ignoring them?” Her fingertip slid along the ridges of his stomach.


            “It is my greatest pleasure to ignore them,” he said roughly, aroused by her touch and her words. She was adapting to life here. Maybe even coming to love it as he craved.


            Her finger looped through his nipple ring, and she chuckled again.


            He liked the sound of that laughter and realized he’d never really heard her amusement before. “How old are you?” he asked, wanting to know everything about her.


            “Twenty-five. How old are you?”


            “A lot older,” he said dryly. “Hundreds of years older.”


            Her mouth fell open. “No way.”


            “It’s true.”


            “So you’re going to, what? Live forever? Never age?”


            “I age, just slower than humans.”


            Her entire body tensed. “What you’re telling me is that if I stay here, I’ll grow old while you continue to look like that?”


            “You are in Atlantis now, love. Your aging process will slow, as well.”


            “Oh.” Little by little, she relaxed. “That’s okay, then.”


            “Do you miss your surface life as you did before?” he found himself asking.


            An intense stillness came over her. “That’s a hard question to answer.”


            “Yes or no is all that is required.” He didn’t want her to miss her old life. He wanted her happy, completely, with him. If she did miss it…What would he do? His two greatest desires would be at war with one another—the desire to keep her with him and the desire to see to her happiness. Always. No matter the cost to himself.


            A sigh slipped from her. “I’m not sure if I miss it or not. I mean, I’m not close to my family. I never have been, really, but closure would have been nice.”


            “Why exactly were you not close with them?” He could not imagine such a thing with his brother if Verryn had lived.


            “They wanted me to be something I wasn’t,” she said.


            “What?”


            “Sweet.”


            He snorted. “You are sweet. You like to pretend otherwise, but you are most definitely the sweetest morsel I have ever sampled.”


            Shaye bit him on the shoulder and licked away the sting. This man saw into her soul; he saw the woman she’d always secretly wanted to be. Something her own mother hadn’t been able to do.


            “How can your family not see how sweet you are? More shame, them.”


            She raised her head, cupping his cheeks with her palms. “Thank you for that.”


            Valerian’s chest tightened. This woman possessed his heart, of that he had no doubt. Now he wanted hers. “Have you been able to make your anti-cards here?”


            “Yes.”


            “If you were to make one for me, what would it say?”


            “Well…let’s see.” She rested her head on his shoulder. A minute ticked by, then another. “Are you sure you want to know?”


            “Yes.”


            “If I were going to make and send you a card, it would say…” She paused, frowned. “It would say, I’m trusting you not to break my heart. If it gets even a scratch, I’ll break your face.”


            His lips twitched. “Break my face?”


            “You heard me.”


            Break his face if he broke her heart…Her heart. Valerian stilled, the significance of what she’d said finally registering. Even his blood ceased flowing. Breath froze in his lungs. A wave of dizziness hit him as emotion after emotion crashed through him. “You are trusting me with your heart?” He was almost afraid to ask, afraid he’d misunderstood.


            He, a warrior who had laughed at danger his entire life, was afraid this tiny, pale woman would not want him.


            “Kind of,” she said. “I’m not saying I love you or anything like that.” A layer of panic coated her words. “But I’m going to trust you not to be with anyone else while you’re with me. That means no other women.”


            “Moon, I desire no other save you.”


            “Now you don’t. But what about later, when the novelty of me wears off?”


            As she spoke, he heard her vulnerability. He rolled her to her back and stared down at her. “You are my mate. I have told you that, but I do not think you understand what that means. None arouse me anymore but you. None tempt me. None appeal to me. Only you. When a nymph takes a mate, that is the way of it. Now and always.”


            Her gaze softened, and he knew she wanted to believe him. “Yeah, well,” she said, “we’ll see what happens in the coming days.”


            “So you want to stay with me?”


            Radiating vulnerability, she whispered, “Yes.”


            Joy burst through him, full but not complete. Not yet. “You want to stay with me but you do not love me?”


            “Right. Love is complicated and messy.”


            “I love the way your nipples are pushing into my chest. That is not complicated.”


            Her lips pursed. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Loving someone gives them permission to do bad things to you because they know you’ll forgive them.”


            “What kind of bad things have been done to you by those you loved?” The question emerged quietly, lethally. He would slay anyone, man or woman, who dared hurt this woman.


            “I’ve been abandoned, rejected, dismissed and forgotten,” she said, and he tensed. “Plus, I saw the way you pushed aside the women who came before me.”


            “I did not expect you, moon. You were a surprise. I cannot undo what I have done in the past. But you have my vow of honor that I will never tire of you. In time, you will realize this for yourself.” He paused, intent. “I know you said you would stay, but I’d like your vow. Promise me you will give me time to prove myself and my intentions toward you.”


            Her eyes searched his face, probing. Whatever she saw in his expression must have comforted her because she gave him a slow smile and nodded. “You have my vow.”


            He breathed a sigh of relief and renewed joy. Leaning down, he brushed his lips over hers. His hands searched for and found her own, and he intertwined their fingers before anchoring them above her head. This lifted her chest and meshed her breasts deeper into him. She licked her lips as her eyelids lowered.


            “While you have seen only the bad side of love, I have seen the best. My mother and father were mated and completely devoted to each other.”


            “Where are they, your parents?”


            “They died many years ago. My father died in battle and my mother’s sadness took her not long after.”


            My God, Shaye thought. To be so devoted to someone you actually died without them. Simply lost the will to live. It was something out of a movie, yet a part of her she didn’t want to acknowledge understood such devotion. She was frightened, and yet for the first time, utterly excited by the prospect.


            “I’m sorry you lost them,” she said softly.


            “Uh-oh. You are showing your sweet side again.”


            She grinned. “How dare you say such a thing. I’m a hard-core bitch.”


            “And you hate the things I do to you.”


            “Hate them,” she agreed with a laugh.


            His breath tunneled into her ear, followed by his tongue. Her hands tangled in his hair as she trembled.


            “Just like you hate me,” he breathed.


            She couldn’t give him the words he wanted so she gave him these instead. “Yes,” she whispered. “I hate you so very much.”


            “Good. Because I’m going to hate you until you can’t imagine life without me.”


            Too late, her mind whispered as he slid into her.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


            
              
            

          


          
            LEAVING SHAYE ASLEEP in his bed—their bed, Valerian amended—was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Her soft, pale tresses tapered over the violet sheets, as ethereal as a dream. Her features were relaxed, the sandy length of her lashes casting shadows over her cheekbones. Her lips were plump and rosy from his kisses.


            He’d already dressed, had hastily tugged on a black shirt and pants before he’d lost his resolve to leave. As leader of this palace, it was his duty to see to his guests. But more than that, he wanted to see to the palace’s defenses and ensure they were well fortified, strong enough to withstand the most violent of attacks.


            This peaceful reprieve the vampires had given them would not last long, he knew. Darius would be back. Valerian only hoped it would be later rather than sooner. The longer he had to solidify his bond with Shaye, the better.


            He couldn’t resist placing a chaste kiss on the tip of her nose—which proved to be a mistake. She muttered under her breath, an airy gurgling of unintelligible words. One of them might have been his name. He was suddenly rock hard for her, so aroused it was as if he’d never taken her. Leave. Now. Before you can’t.


            Forcing one foot in front of the other required all of his concentration. But he did it, his quick stride widening the distance. Now that Shaye had decided to stay, he knew she would begin to make his home her own, gifting it with little touches of her personality.


            Flowers would most likely fill the rooms, and he would take great pleasure in procuring them for her. Paintings, colored stones, beaded pillows. He would take her into the city and purchase everything she wanted, everything she needed. All the things women used to make a home, well, a home. She would want for nothing, her every wish his to grant.


            He was grinning as he entered the dining hall. Vampires surrounded the table. Most clutched goblets filled with some type of blood, he was sure. Several nymphs were here, though most were on duty and if not on duty, loving a woman. There were no females present.


            Layel, who had claimed the head of the table, spotted him and motioned him over.


            “Acting as king of the place, already?” Valerian said with a grin. He plopped onto the now-vacant spot beside his friend.


            “Of course.” Layel sipped at his goblet. “I don’t think you’ve ever looked so sated, Valerian.”


            “Mated life agrees with me.”


            A curtain of sadness flittered over Layel’s expression. “I remember it well, mated life.”


            Layel had lost his mate years ago. She’d been a human, descended from those the gods had banished from the surface and dropped into the city for punishment. A rogue group of dragons had raped and burned her. Not Darius, but a contingent of his tutor’s men. It did not matter to Layel that Darius was innocent. The vampire king despised all dragons and wanted them destroyed.


            Valerian recalled well the devastation Layel had endured when he’d discovered his lover’s charred remains. His grief had been severe and gut-wrenching.


            “The dragons have captured a group of nymph females,” Valerian said, “and that is something I cannot allow.”


            “It would be my pleasure to retrieve them for you,” the vampire king said with relish.


            “No. I will not have your vampires go after them. I would like to send my own men, but if I do so, I will need to make up for the loss here.”


            “You wish us to remain?”


            He nodded. “If you are able.”


            Layel didn’t hesitate. “You need us, we stay. There is nothing more to discuss.”


            Layel had always been that way. Loyal. Giving of himself and his time. That was why Valerian valued his friendship as he did. There were not many men so willing to help a race other than their own.


            Those who earned the vampire king’s wrath, however, were enemies for life. Layel lived for their suffering. He never forgot a wrong.


            “Thank you, my friend.” Valerian clapped him on the back. “If you ever need me, I am here.”


            Layel’s face was as pale as Shaye’s, yet a rush of color suffused his cheeks. “You are a cherished friend, Valerian.”


            “As are you.” He stood. “Take what animals you need. If you have need of women, which I’m sure you will, you will have to get them from the Outer City yourself, I’m afraid. They have been hiding from us.”


            Layel gave a booming laugh. “That means they are smart.”


            Valerian snorted. He didn’t offer the use of the human women, and Layel didn’t ask for the honor. A nymph might share his lover with other nymphs, but not with other creatures. The women would then carry that creature’s scent and no male liked another creature’s smell on his lover. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He could recall several of his men who became excited by that.


            “We will talk again soon,” he said. “I must now see to the palace.”


            “I know you, Valerian. You might see to the palace, but your true goal is to get back to your bed.”


            He grinned wickedly. “Yes, you do know me well.”


            


            A HARD, CALLUSED HAND slapped over Shaye’s mouth. She came awake instantly, a scream lodged in her throat. It emerged as nothing more than a quiet murmur. She knew the hand did not belong to Valerian. It smelled different, not as erotic, like a storm about to fall. It did not spark awareness inside her.


            Vampire, perhaps? Valerian had mentioned the vampires were inside the palace. Panicked, she swung her fist and connected with something solid. Her captor grunted.


            “Do not move again, woman. We will not hurt you.”


            Undeterred, she thrashed and kicked.


            “We will not hurt you,” that deep, accented voice said. “Please, be still.”


            We? Her gaze darted throughout the darkness. What she wouldn’t have given for a flashlight just then. Scratch that. A stun gun or a knife was what she needed. She wrapped her fingers around the man’s wrist and jerked.


            “If I must, I will render you unconscious and neither of us will like how I do that.”


            She stilled, knowing that to be unconscious was to lose this battle completely. If she could break free, she could run and scream and find Valerian.


            “Good,” the man—vampire?—said. “Now, I’m going to remove my hand. If you draw your lover here, we will kill him without hesitation. Understand?”


            One nod in the affirmative. Inside, she screamed and screamed and screamed. No. No! Valerian was strong, but he was also flesh and blood. She didn’t know how many men were inside the room. She didn’t know what weapons they possessed.


            She had to warn him without drawing him into an ambush. What could she do? Think, Shaye, think.


            As promised, the man removed his hold on her mouth. She dragged in a shaky breath. “Who are you? What do you want?”


            “We are dragons, and we are going to take you home.”


            Dragons. The enemy. Dear God. They will ravish you and burn you, Valerian had said. She shook her head, tendrils of hair slapping her cheeks. “I am home.”


            “That’s what the others said, but it didn’t sway us from our purpose.”


            “You can’t take me. I won’t let you.” I promised Valerian I’d stay. Valerian! her mind shouted. Slowly her eyes adjusted to the dark. She counted four silhouettes, each larger than the other. Weapons of all shapes and sizes were strapped to their bodies.


            “We can do whatever we want,” one of the men said with amusement. “Sit up. Slowly.”


            She did as instructed, and the sheet tumbled to her waist. Cool air kissed her bare skin. Gasping, she jerked the sheet up. “I’m naked.” She hadn’t meant to blurt the words aloud, but the realization had shocked her. Stupid. Idiot! Why don’t you just ask them to rape you.


            “Here,” another of them said. He was at her left. “Put this on.”


            A bundle of material was shoved over her head, surprising her. “Why are you doing this?” she demanded, quickly pulling it down. It was a robe, soft and sheer but a covering nonetheless.


            “It is the will of the gods,” was the calm reply. “Stand. Keep your arms to your side.”


            She inched from the bed as quietly as possible, hoping they wouldn’t sense her exact location. The door was to the left, and she inched one step, then two. Then she broke into a full run. Strong arms anchored around her before she reached the curtain, bringing her to a dead stop.


            “Damn you,” she muttered, flailing. “Let me go.”


            “Woman, I warned you.”


            Knowing he meant to knock her out, Shaye increased her struggles. She slashed with her nails, tugged her captor’s hair, and punched him in the stomach. “I’m going to pray your gods curse you!”


            “They already have.” A heavy sigh. “I’m sorry to do this, but you’ve given me no choice.”


            Someone muttered a series of unintelligible words and a wave of lethargy swept through her. Her eyelids drifted shut, so heavy she could not hold them open. Sleep called to her, as alluring as any nymph. Help, she tried to scream, knowing that to fall asleep was to be taken from Valerian. She needed more time with him.


            Sleep…sleep…no. She shook her head. Scream. She opened her mouth, but no sound emerged. And still sleep called to her, beckoning. Lulling.


            “She’s a fighter,” someone said in awe.


            “I’ve never seen the like.”


            “She should have dropped by now.”


            “Sleep, woman. On the morrow, you will not remember any of this.”


            Strength abandoned her limbs, slowly, quickly. She wasn’t sure. Time ceased to exist. Utter darkness crept gnarled fingers inside her mind. Fight…fight…fi…


            She knew nothing else.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            WITH THE NIGHT’S activities complete and morning fast approaching, the palace fortified, his guests seen to, Valerian raced back to his bedroom. Urgency filled him. He wanted Shaye again. He hungered for her. The more time he spent with her, the more he needed her. The more time he spent without her, the more he needed her.


            He just needed her.


            And he sensed that she needed him. A moment ago, he’d heard her voice in his mind, calling out to him. He quickened his pace, speeding through the hallway, through the curtain blocking him from his room. He’d strip, then crawl into bed beside Shaye and awaken her with his mouth between her legs. She’d scream his name, the sound echoing between—


            He stopped abruptly. He stood at the edge of the bed, golden rays of light streaming over its emptiness. Only rumpled sheets remained. “Shaye,” he called.


            When silence greeted him, he spun, searching. She had not been in the bathing pool; he would have seen her when he passed. “Shaye?”


            Again, only silence. Thick, frightening silence. Where had she gone? He didn’t want her roaming the halls alone. He wanted nothing taken for granted where Shaye’s safety was concerned. He didn’t allow himself to panic—yet. Her scent covered the walls, permeating his senses. But there was another scent…his nose crinkled and he frowned, hoping he simply smelled the ones who’d lived here before him.


            He stepped into the bathing room, then into the hallway. For twenty minutes he searched the main areas: the dining hall—receiving curious glances—the training room, the weapons room in case she’d gotten lost. He’d been remiss in his duty toward her. He should have taught her the layout of the palace.


            Everyone he encountered, he demanded to know if they’d seen her. No one had. In fact, several warriors were looking for their women, as well.


            “I cannot find Brenna,” Joachim said, worry thick in his voice.


            So, Joachim had taken Brenna from Shivawn—or maybe Shivawn had given her to the man. Valerian didn’t know and at the moment he didn’t care. All that mattered was Shaye.


            “I cannot find my bed partner,” another said.


            “I cannot find mine.” Still another.


            Hearing this, Valerian finally allowed his panic free rein. He sprinted to the cave. Surely Shaye hadn’t left him, hadn’t led all the women into the portal. She’d promised to stay. She’d told him she desired time with him. She had been so close to giving him her love. Had she changed her mind?


            Had she lied?


            Sweat trickled from his skin. Tension thrummed and pulsed. What if she had tricked him? Had gained his trust so he would leave her alone, without a guard, so she could gather the other humans and—


            No, he told himself. No. She would not have left him willingly. She hadn’t lied. Last time he’d seen her, she’d worn a soft, sated expression. Vulnerability had glinted in her eyes as she vowed to trust him. She’d said she craved fidelity from him and those were not the words of a woman intent on leaving.


            He pounded his fist into the wall. When he’d held her in his arms, there had been truth between them.


            That meant only one thing. She had to have been taken. But where? And by whom? He’d smelled dragon in his room. Had his enemy returned more quickly than he’d anticipated? If so, why had they taken the women and not killed a single nymph?


            Damn this! What in Hades had happened? He swung around and backtracked to the top floor, leaving the coldness of the cave behind. He ran into Broderick.


            “Where are the women?” Broderick asked. “I am in need of a lover.”


            “They have been taken. It happened within the last few hours, so there is a good chance they are still here. Keep searching.” Yet there was nowhere else to look and he knew it. He’d been through the palace top to bottom.


            He stalked into the dining hall. Layel still sat at the table, staring into emptiness, sadness consuming his features. Valerian’s teeth ground together. If the women had been taken out of the palace and into the Outer City…It was not a place for unarmed females. Demons would eat anything, for they survived on fear and carnage. They would view the women as succulent treats.


            “Layel,” he said. He did not think the vampire or his people responsible. Blood would have stained the floor, the beds, something. “I need your help.”


            His friend jolted upright. “It is yours.”


            “Can you and your people withstand the light?”


            “Most of us.”


            “You can scent humans as no one else. Take your vampires through the forest and into the city and search for our women. Someone has taken them.”


            In a movement so fluid it was almost undetectable, Layel stood. “I will do as you’ve asked. Do you stay or do you go?”


            Valerian didn’t know what to do. If he stayed and Shaye was in the city, she would not know Layel and would fight him, perhaps getting hurt in the process. But if Valerian left, and she was still inside the palace, perhaps being hidden and held against her will, he would never forgive himself for leaving her.


            Indecision and frustration ate at him. Fear and hope slicked through him. Go? Stay? “I will go,” he finally said. “Ready your men.”


            Layel nodded and rushed off.


            Valerian raced into his room and gathered the dragon medallion he’d tossed aside when making love with Shaye. He stuffed it in his pocket before hunting down Broderick, who had a small contingent of armed warriors stomping through every room, questioning other nymphs and vampires. “I am going into the city. Send a messenger if they are found…whatever you find,” he added starkly.


            Broderick nodded.


            Alone, Valerian dropped to his knees and prayed. For the first time in his life, he prayed. He beseeched the gods, begging them to surround Shaye in a hedge of protection, to bring her back to him, healthy and whole. “I will trade my own life for her. Gladly,” he said to the heavens.


            Still torn apart inside, still raw and frantic, he stood and raced outside. The vampires possessed an unnatural speed. They would move much faster without him, and as much as he wanted to reach Shaye first, he would not hinder them.


            At the outer gates, the vampires gathered, preparing for the search. “Do not let me slow you down,” he told Layel. “Move as quickly as you can, and I will make my own way. Gather any human females you find.”


            Layel’s eyes glowed bright, vivid blue. “We will find her, Valerian.”


            Valerian turned away before he broke down, just fell to his knees and sobbed. Loss was not new to him, but this loss would kill him. “Go.” The single word was hoarse, scratching his burning throat. “Go.”


            The vampires leapt into action; one moment they were there, the next moment they weren’t. Valerian entered the stable and mounted the same centaur that had taken Shaye and him to the city only a day ago. They raced around trees and quicksand, as he continually shouted Shaye’s name. Pausing, listening for any sign of her.


            She was not in the forest.


            She was not in the Outer City, either. None of the humans were. He spent all day looking, until dusk fell once again. Seething emotions pulsed through him. Fear. So much fear. Where was she? She was not…dead. He could barely even think the hated word. He would feel it. As her mate, he would know. Just as he’d known when his twin had died, all those years ago. Wouldn’t he?


            He left Layel and his army in the city with instructions to continue the hunt, then he returned to the palace. When he reached the gates, he dismounted and ran inside without a word. As he ran, he withdrew the dragon medallion from his pocket. The crystal door split apart and closed behind him.


            The palace was eerily silent, none of his men anywhere to be seen. “Broderick,” he called. “Joachim. Shivawn.” He ground to a halt. The fine hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention, and he encountered the same faint scent he’d smelled in his room. He quickly withdrew his sword from the sheath at his side.


            “Your men are otherwise occupied,” a voice said above him.


            A dragon voice. Darius’s voice.


            Lips thinning in a fierce scowl, Valerian looked up. There, circling him from the second floor, was the entire dragon army. “What did you do with my woman?”


            “We sent her home, nymph. We sent her home.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


            
              
            

          


          
            “WAKE UP, SHAYE.” Shake. “Wake up.”


            Shaye heard the voice from a long, dark tunnel. Yes, she thought. Must. Wake. Up. Trouble was nearby. Trouble for her, for Valerian. Gradually consciousness worked through her mind, chasing away the darkness.


            “Wake up.”


            Slowly she cracked open her eyelids. Sunlight glared down at her and orange-gold spots danced before her vision. Dry cotton filled her mouth. Sand and salt coated her entire body. Her clothes were stiff, as if they’d soaked and dried right on her. The sound of lulling waves greeted her ears, soothing, familiar. Yet…wrong. The smells weren’t right, either. Yes, she smelled salt, but not orchids. Not Valerian.


            “Valerian,” she said. Her throat felt raw, scratchy. “Valerian.”


            “No. It’s me.”


            Her attention veered to the speaker. Her…“Mom?” She rubbed at her eyes. “What are you doing here?”


            “I’ve been haunting the beach since you were taken. Are you—” her mother gulped “—okay? Did they hurt you?”


            “I’m fine.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Kathleen pass her, dark hair hanging in tangles around her sandy face. “What’s going on?” Shaye demanded of her.


            “We were brought back to the surface,” she said, never slowing.


            Brought back…Understanding clicked. Yes. The dragons had invaded Valerian’s room, had threatened to take her to the surface, then rendered her unconscious. She shoved to her feet. Her equilibrium was off balance, and she swayed. Her mom wrapped an arm around her waist.


            “Are you sure you’re okay?”


            “Yes. I’ll be fine,” Shaye said, massaging her temples to ward off the dizziness. When the world righted itself, she catalogued her surroundings. White-gold sand stretched as far as the eyes could see. Waves crested to the beach, leaving sea foam in their wake. The sun shone brightly, no hint of crystal.


            There was a group of scuba-clad men sitting nearby, reminiscent of the time Valerian came to the surface. They were gazing around the beach in confusion.


            “I wasn’t here when they arrived,” her mom explained, realizing the direction of her gaze. “But I questioned them when they awoke. They can’t recall their names, why they’re here, or even how they got here.”


            Had the dragons wiped their memories, too? Sleep, woman, they’d told her. On the morrow, you will not remember any of this. But she did remember. Everything. Kathleen, too, had seemed to remember.


            “There’s even a boat docked over there.” Her mom pointed to the right. “The men inside don’t know anything, either, but I saw the initials OBI on some papers, whatever that means.”


            “I still don’t understand why you’re here,” Shaye said, pinning her with a frown.


            Tamara’s expression became tortured. “After you disappeared, the police arrived at the tent. They didn’t believe us when we told them what had happened. They laughed at us, said you girls had probably gotten bored and taken off. All I could think was that you were gone, I’d never see you again, and the last words between us had been harsh.”


            “I—” didn’t know what to say, Shaye realized. Her mother had never shown her such a vulnerable, repentant side.


            “I haven’t been the best mother. I know that,” the distressed woman rushed on. “And I know things will probably never be comfortable between us. I’m just glad you’re okay.”


            Tears burned Shaye’s eyes as she wrapped her arms around her mom. “Thank you for that.” She’d wanted closure, and she’d gotten it.


            Tamara hugged her back, expelling a shaky breath.


            “So you’re happy?” Shaye asked her.


            “Yes.” Her mom drew back and wiped at her own tears with the back of her wrist. “I think Conner truly is the love of my life, and Preston seems to like me. They’re at opposite ends of the beach, passing out fliers with your picture and asking if anyone’s seen you.”


            Wow. For the first time in her life, Shaye felt like she had an actual family. An honest-to-God family. But…“I have to go back, Mom.” She wanted—needed—Valerian. He probably thought she’d left him on purpose. If he wasn’t—No! She wouldn’t think of him as dead. He was strong, the strongest man she’d ever encountered. He would have gathered his army and defeated the dragons.


            “I have to go back,” she repeated.


            “Go back where, exactly?”


            She didn’t have time to explain. “Just…find Conner and Preston and tell them I’m okay. Tell Preston I’m sorry for the way I acted at the wedding. I’ll return if I can. If not, know that I’m happy and that I’ve found the man of my dreams, too.”


            “But—”


            “Trust me. Please.” Shaye gave her mom one last hug and moved toward the water. All around her, women in Atlantean robes were awakening. Any beachgoers probably assumed they’d come from a costume party, and had drunk and swum afterward.


            “Are you going back?” Kathleen asked, suddenly at her side.


            “Yes.”


            “I want to go with you.”


            The whole world could come if they wanted. She didn’t care, as long as she could go back herself. She loved Valerian. There, she’d admitted it. She did. She loved him with all of her heart, a heart she’d once thought too cold to care for anyone. But she couldn’t deny her feelings any longer.


            Fear had made her do so, she realized that now. When faced with the choice to live without Valerian…there was no greater fear than that. He loved her, too. She wouldn’t doubt him any longer. He loved her for exactly who she was; he didn’t want her to change.


            Water lapped at her ankles, sand squished between her toes. Rising, rising, the cool liquid soon hit her calves, her thighs. If those dragons hurt her man in any way, she’d hunt them down and destroy them.


            She swam as far as she could, all the women with her, then dove under the water. When she didn’t see the portal, she came back up for air. Hours passed, but they didn’t give up their search. Shaye’s body tired, her lungs burned.


            “Why are we doing this?” Kathleen panted as she treaded water beside her. “I…I can’t remember.”


            “Atlantis.” Shaye swallowed a mouthful of salty liquid. “The nymphs.”


            “The who?” Kathleen’s face scrunched in confusion. So did everyone else’s—except Brenna’s. She possessed an aura of determination, just like Shaye.


            “I hate to swim,” one of the women said. “I’m going home.”


            “Me, too.”


            “This is stupid.”


            “I don’t even know how I got here. Wasn’t I at a wedding?” On and on they muttered as they swam back to the beach.


            They were forgetting, just as the dragons had promised, and Shaye was suddenly afraid of the same happening to herself. Already Valerian’s face was blurred in her mind. “I won’t forget,” she said between labored breaths.


            “We have to get back,” Brenna wheezed.


            They swam under and up for an hour longer. By then Shaye was shaking with fatigue. Tears streamed down her cheeks, tears of frustration and fury. If she didn’t go back to shore, she would drown here. Brenna, too. The need to get back to…what was his name?


            I will not forget. Valerian. Yes! That was it. His name was Valerian, and she loved him. “One more dive,” she told Brenna.


            Brenna was gasping for breath, but she nodded. “Need. Joachim.”


            If they failed to find the portal this time, they would swim back to shore and try again tomorrow. Try every day until they succeeded. When Shaye went under, the salt stung her eyes. But she pushed herself farther than ever before, Brenna at her side.


            The ocean’s bottom remained out of sight.


            Shaye’s arms and legs shook violently. Fish brushed against her. Damn this, she mentally cried. Brenna stopped moving, her hands and feet stilling, and Shaye grabbed on to her. She switched directions, angling upward. But it was too late. She’d pushed herself too far and didn’t have the strength to swim the rest of the way up.


            At first she panicked, flailing, opening her mouth, desperate to fill her burning lungs with oxygen. She swallowed more water instead. Still she retained a grip on her friend, trying to get them both to the top.


            A strange blackness, thicker than any other darkness she’d ever encountered, began to weave through her mind. Then a flash of light sparked in her line of vision. A bubble floated in front of her, growing, growing, until it completely surrounded her and Brenna.


            She spit out a mouthful of water and gasped for breath. Miraculously, she sucked in actual air. Wet hair clung to her face, but she didn’t brush it aside. Couldn’t. Was she dreaming? Dead? She dropped to her knees in front of Brenna, who lay unconscious. She’d never performed CPR, but she’d seen it done and mimicked the motions.


            “Come on,” she panted. “Come on.”


            After a long while of pumping and breathing for her friend, Brenna coughed. Her eyes remained closed, but she, too, sucked in a breath of air. Depleted, Shaye sagged beside her.


            “Foolish human,” a deep, thunderous voice growled. “Why are you doing this? You nearly died, both of you. And for what?”


            Her exhausted gaze circled the bubble. Water churned around it, but she couldn’t see a person—inside or out. “Where are you? Who are you?”


            “I am Poseidon, God of the Sea.”


            A god. A freaking god. “Take me to Valerian,” she demanded.


            He laughed. “A command from a human. Your sense of humor pleases me. Unfortunately, your lover is already dead.”


            “No.” Fierce despair tried to sink sharp claws inside of her. “No. He can’t be.”


            Colorful sparks appeared just in front of her, solidifying into a male form. He was beautiful, more so than even Valerian. White hair framed an utterly masculine face. His eyes were as blue as the ocean, a liquid crystal, utterly hypnotic. They were almost neon, glowing, pulsing with energy and power.


            “Valerian disobeyed the laws of Atlantis. He brought humans into the city.”


            “He doesn’t deserve to die for that,” she snarled at him, trying to gather the strength to rise. She could only lie there.


            Poseidon smiled at her, an amused twitching of his sensual lips. “I had forgotten how fierce you humans can be when someone you love is threatened. It is quite entertaining.”


            “Take me to Valerian. Right now!”


            He quickly lost his smile. “Do you wish to die? With your every word, you are begging me to slay you.”


            “Please.” She nearly curled into a sobbing heap. “I just want Valerian.”


            Poseidon studied her face for a long while, then studied Brenna’s. His expression never softened. “I told you, he is already dead.”


            “No. I won’t believe you until you show him to me. I would know if he was dead. I would feel it.”


            Silence. Even the water refused to make noise.


            Then, “What would you give me if I allowed you to see him? To go to him?”


            “Anything. Everything.” A huge black-and-white whale swam past her side, its majestic body consuming the area. She watched in amazement as it lowered its head to Poseidon.


            “Your own life?” the god asked.


            “Yes.”


            He blinked in surprise.


            “Have you never been in love?” she asked. “Have you never craved another person so much you would rather die without them?”


            “No,” he admitted. “The concept is laughable at best.” Slowly he circled her, his hair like a curtain, ribboning in the air. His body was fluid, rippling like waves.


            She maintained eye contact.


            “I am not an evil god, but to send you back into Atlantis and allow the nymphs to live will make me appear soft. My people will continue to break the law.”


            Joy thrummed through her because, with his words, he’d confirmed the nymphs were not yet dead, that there was still time. “Or,” she said, “they’ll think you merciful and sing your praises and be happy to obey your every whim.”


            His eyes narrowed, but not before she saw sparks of pleasure flickering in their depths. “You think you are clever, don’t you?”


            “I just want to be with my man.”


            There was a long pause. “Watching one such as you battle with the nymph king could be amusing,” he said absently.


            He wanted to be amused, did he? “I’ll give him nothing but trouble,” she promised. “I’ll turn his life upside down. I’ll create absolute havoc.”


            As she spoke, the god’s expression became more and more excited. Visions of the coming trouble were rolling through his mind; she could see it in his eyes. “Very well,” he said, and there was relish in his tone. “I will allow you to reenter Atlantis.”


            Her joy tripled, an avalanche of incomparable force. “Thank you, thank you so much. Brenna, too, right?”


            “I suppose.” He sighed.


            “You will not regret this, I promise you.”


            “However,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “I will not stop the course I have set. I will allow the Fates to decide what befalls the nymphs. The dragons even now have them at their mercy—a mercy they do not possess.”


            The bubble burst in the next instant, and water suddenly barraged her. She reached for Brenna but couldn’t find her. Water shot inside her nostrils, her mouth, her lungs. A dark void closed around her, spinning her in every direction. Stars winked in and out. Then the water was sucked away, leaving only a tunnel.


            She coughed and sputtered as she fell, tumbling headlong into an abyss. She wasn’t frightened, though. She knew Valerian awaited her on the other end. Valerian. Her love, her life.


            Suddenly her feet hit a solid foundation, jarring her all the way to her bones. She swayed, righted herself. Cracked open her eyes. Never had she seen a more welcome sight. The stark walls of the cave closed around her, crimson-stained, decorated with those beautiful murals. Cool air slithered from every corner.


            Home. She was home.


            She heard a female moan and glanced down. Brenna was sprawled out and just opening her eyes. “We did it,” Shaye told her. She couldn’t stop grinning. “We did it.”


            Eyes lighting, Brenna eased to her feet.


            The sound of angry, familiar male voices bombarded her ears, and she whipped around. The nymphs must have been placed in the cells. She motioned to Brenna to be quiet, and her friend nodded.


            Just in case dragons were guarding the area, she sneaked along the walls. Brenna tiptoed behind her. They remained in the shadows. Leaning forward, she peeked at the cell. It was overcrowded, positively bursting with nymphs. She looked for Valerian, but didn’t see him. Still, she didn’t allow herself to become upset. He was here and he was alive. She knew it.


            There was a single dragon guard, probably because the fewer men outside the cell, the fewer who could open it. She picked up the largest rock she could find and mouthed for Brenna to run for the cell and free the men. Eagerness danced through her as she silently held up her fingers. One. Two. Three. They burst inside. Shaye surprised the guard and smashed his temple with her rock.


            He roared, but didn’t fall. At the same time, Brenna touched the bars. They misted and the nymphs spilled out, toppling the guard.


            “Brenna!” a male voice shouted.


            Brenna squealed happily and rushed forward. Joachim wrapped his big arms around her. Shaye searched for Valerian. He’s here, he’s here, he’s here. The crowd of nymphs was parting, but she didn’t see him. “Valerian? Valerian!”


            Where was he?

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


            
              
            

          


          
            “VALERIAN!”


            He heard his name being called, and his stomach clenched. Shaye’s voice. His head shot up; his mouth fell open. “Shaye? Where are you?” Before the last word left him, he spotted her in front of the cell. He stood and their gazes locked.


            A grin split her entire face, jubilant. Radiant.


            “You came back.” He pushed forward, past his men. He felt tears burn his eyes—not that he’d ever admit such a thing aloud. He thought perhaps Broderick went to free the nymphs from the other cell, but he wasn’t sure. He cared only about reaching Shaye.


            She met him halfway.


            He grabbed her, kissing her and nipping at her face. “I thought you were lost to me,” he said, and his voice shook.


            His arms banded around her, lifting her feet off the ground. She wound her legs around his waist, kissing him with the same welcoming, relieved intensity he’d bestowed on her.


            “I promised to stay, didn’t I?” she said.


            Valerian breathed deeply of her scent, letting it fill him, strengthen him. “I’d planned to come for you. I was going to help my men retake the palace then go to you. Live with you up there. One day with you is better than a lifetime without.”


            “I love you so much.”


            “Thank the gods.” His arms tightened around her. “I love you so much, my sweet moonbeam. I can’t believe you came back to me.”


            “Always.”


            “What of the others?” Broderick asked her. He stood just off to the side. “Did they return, as well?”


            “No. Only Brenna and me,” Shaye told him, apologetic. “I’m sorry.”


            Broderick shrugged. “Oh, well. Their presence would have been nice since we are about to go to battle.”


            Valerian turned to his men, but didn’t release Shaye. He wasn’t ready to let her go, couldn’t stop touching her.


            “It’s time we reclaimed the palace,” Shaye said before he could speak. Several of the warriors smiled at her.


            Valerian flicked her a grin of his own. “That’s right. The dragons have the female nymphs, so you will not go without a woman for long, Broderick.” He placed a kiss on Shaye’s soft lips, lingered far longer than he should have, savoring her taste, then sighed.


            “You’re going to kick dragon ass, right?” she asked.


            “Absolutely.” He grinned. Despite his humor, grim determination churned inside him.


            “Where are the vampires? They could help us.”


            “I sent them into the city. By the time they returned, the dragons had already regained control and barred them from entering.” His stare became hard, penetrating. “I want to leave you down here.”


            “No,” she said.


            “Shaye.”


            “Valerian.”


            “She is queen,” Broderick said, clearly entertained. “You will not be able to command her.”


            Valerian sighed. “Promise me you will duck and hide when the fighting begins.”


            “Promise,” she said.


            His hand closed around hers. Gods, he loved the feel of her. “Men, we go in hard and we go in fast.”


            “Like Broderick does with his women,” someone joked.


            Male chuckles abounded.


            “Where is Shivawn?” Brenna asked.


            “No one has seen him,” Joachim replied, hugging Brenna close. “He probably left the palace before the dragons arrived and is sleeping off the night’s excess.”


            “Lucky bastard,” Broderick muttered, but he was smiling. Everyone was happy to be out of the cells.


            “Try not to kill the dragons,” Shaye said. “They could have killed us—and you—but they placed us on the surface unharmed and only locked you away. You owe them the same consideration.”


            “My mate is very wise,” Valerian said. “Listen to her.” After confining them inside the cells, Darius had looked him in the eyes and said, “I have been ordered by the gods to execute every nymph ever created. Perhaps I bring the gods’ wrath upon my own head, but I do not think your race deserves annihilation. You will remain here until I decide what to do with you.”


            An honorable man such as that did not deserve to die.


            As quietly as possible, he crept up the stairs, Shaye behind him, the army behind her. They were without weapons, yet they were determined. This was their home, and they weren’t giving it up.


            “Split,” Valerian uttered softly when they reached the top.


            The men branched in every direction. Joachim had kept Brenna with him, as well, Valerian noticed. Surprise was their biggest advantage right now. Their footsteps sounded lightly, barely echoing from the walls. Torches glowed, heating the air, lighting their path.


            “This way.” Valerian led his contingent into the dining hall. A group of dragons came into view. They stood at the table, discussing their best course of action.


            “Kill them and be done with it,” one of them growled. “I do not wish Poseidon’s wrath upon my family.”


            “If we let Poseidon’s threats affect us, we give him complete control of our lives,” Darius said. “What if he wishes us to kill our own women tomorrow?”


            “If we disobey him, we may not live long enough to know.”


            “There is a reason the gods have never slain us, a reason why they sent us back into this palace instead of destroying the nymphs themselves.” Darius again.


            “What reason?”


            “I do not know, yet knowing there is a reason gives us a bit of power. All I am saying is that if we do this, we become servants and we put our own race in danger. If the gods destroy one, what is to keep them destroying another?”


            “Nothing,” Valerian answered. His signal.


            Weaponless, the nymphs swarmed forward. Valerian wished to the gods he held The Skull, but he could not postpone this fight. Streams of fire spewed from the dragons the moment they realized they were under attack. Valerian shoved Shaye behind a small side table and leapt forward. He and Darius met midair. That the dragon king retained his human form meant he was not enraged. Yet.


            They grappled to the ground. Valerian landed a hard punch into his opponent’s face. Blood trickled from Darius’s mouth, yet the cut healed quickly. Dragons possessed accelerated healing, which made them difficult to slow. He gave another punch and rolled, then kicked out his leg, hitting Darius’s stomach.


            Darius was flung backward, but immediately righted himself. He spun. His tail had sprouted and that tail slashed at Valerian’s face, cutting deep. He felt the sting of it, but didn’t let it affect him.


            All around him nymphs and dragons warred. Their grunts permeated the air.


            “I agree with what you said about the gods.” Valerian lunged, punched. Contact.


            “Then you are not as foolish as I thought.” Darius kicked again, and his foot slammed into Valerian’s side.


            Spinning continuously, he lashed out at Darius. He landed four successive blows. “I will not give up this palace. It belongs to us. You already have a home.”


            “For the safety of Atlantis, the portal must be guarded. How can I trust you to do this? To not use it for your own gain?”


            Valerian paused.


            Darius did the same.


            They stared each other down, both panting. “When we win the nymph females back from you, we will have no more need of the surface world.”


            Around them, the battle still raged. Valerian ducked as a stream of fire propelled toward him. The heat of it burned, singed, even though none of the flames touched him.


            Darius said, “Poseidon said that according to the laws, only Guardians were to use the portals to travel to the surface, that any other deserved punishment. If you were a Guardian…”


            “I would do my duty.” Valerian studied Darius’s face. That scar slashed from eyebrow to chin. His eyes were swirling blue, determined to kill if he must, but hoping to find another way.


            “The portal I guard leads to a jungle on the surface. The portal here leads to an ocean on the surface, as I’m sure you know. If you stay here,” Darius said, “human travelers will come through. Most often they simply swim too deeply, are innocent, but they will be yours to destroy. The Outer City will be yours to guard. I am ready to relinquish this duty as it was never meant to be mine. I have enough handling the Inner City.”


            “I will protect it with my life,” Valerian vowed. “This is the only home we have ever known.”


            “Then kneel.”


            Valerian knelt without hesitation. He stared up at Darius, who sliced a thin cut down the center of his chest, and offered a blood oath to always guard the portal, to keep the city safe.


            Around them, the men finally stopped fighting to listen and watch. Shaye approached Valerian’s side, and he stood. He linked their fingers. He should have scolded her for leaving the safety of the table, but he liked her where she was too much.


            Darius’s gaze flicked to her and widened with surprise.


            “I told you I wouldn’t leave him,” she said with a proud tilt of her chin.


            His lips twitched. “My Grace would have done the same.”


            “Shall we trust each other, dragon?” Valerian waited impatiently for the answer. Everything he’d ever wanted hovered within his grasp.


            Darius’s gaze became piercing. “Yes,” he finally said. “We shall trust each other. And battle the gods together if we must.”


            Valerian held out his hand. Darius eyed it for several seconds before clasping it with his own. The truce was sealed, and Valerian did not know how he would explain this to Layel. “Let us hope we live long enough to regret this.” He turned to Shaye and gathered her in his arms, where she belonged. Where he planned to keep her for all of eternity.


            “This is the most unhappy I’ve ever been,” she said, grinning. “I just hate you so much.”


            Softly he kissed her lips. “Not nearly as much as I hate you.”


            Oh, but they were going to have a long, happy life together.
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            “HOW MUCH IS THIS ONE?”


            “That one will cost you a kiss. A big wet one. Probably a ten-second Frencher.”


            Valerian pushed away the basket of oranges he always kept in his room and studied the card Shaye had made. “Without you, I’m nothing,” it read. With each day that passed, her cards became more and more poetic. Which was a good thing, since his men needed the cards to lure the female nymphs from their pique. Seemed they weren’t too happy about being left with the dragons for so long.


            But the sweet cards also meant that Shaye herself was being lured from her past hurts. She was adapting to life here admirably, amusing herself by making and selling cards to him and his men and the residents of the Outer City, where she’d set up shop. Always guarded from demons and other forces, of course. Even the dragons bought them when they came to visit—Darius had needed one for his pregnant wife. The vampires, too, bought them, though they did not visit often. Layel was upset by the alliance between nymphs and dragons. Valerian was determined to unite the two races.


            So far Poseidon and the other gods had not returned. Or rather, had not made themselves known. Maybe they would soon, maybe they wouldn’t. Valerian had Shaye, and that was all that mattered. He could handle everything else that happened. He’d even promised Shaye he would find a way to take her to see her mother. And he would. What Shaye wanted, Shaye would receive.


            Life, at the moment, was all that he’d ever dreamed. Joachim was mated to Brenna and the little woman had become the army’s best healer. She patched the men after every training session and battle, and she did it with a smile, followed by a lecture about “acting like babies” when the fearless warriors whimpered at the sight of a needle.


            Shivawn was his only reason for upset. The man’s mood grew blacker and blacker, and he was spending more and more time in the vampire camp, most likely sleeping with Alyssa (even though he had many nymph females to choose from) and not liking that he was driven to do so. Oh, well. The warrior would find his way. Of that Valerian was sure.


            “Well, do you like it?” Shaye asked, pointing to the card in Valerian’s hand.


            “I love it. But a kiss is too low a price, moon.” She sat behind a table and he leaned over it, placing them nose-to-nose. “You should demand sex and nothing less.”


            She chuckled. “Your men would buy more if I did so, I’m willing to bet.”


            “I will pay my men’s debts,” he growled with mock ferocity. “In fact, I owe you for several Joachim purchased and it’s time I paid up.”


            Her arms wound around his neck. “Take me to bed, Valerian.”


            “That will be my pleasure.”


            “And mine, love. And mine.”
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            LAYEL, KING OF THE VAMPIRES, hated son of Atlantis, fought so fervently against his chains that the metal cut past skin and muscle, nearly slicing into bone. He did not care, continued to struggle. What use were his hands without his beloved to caress?


            Susan. Inside his mind, the name was a prayer, a scream of desolation and a wail of sorrow, all twisted into an agonizing spiral of shame. How could he have allowed this to happen?


            “Release him,” someone said. Layel would have looked at the speaker, but he could not pull his gaze from his woman. Or rather, what was left of her. “Let him see up close what he has wrought upon himself.”


            Footsteps pounded. There was a tug on one wrist, then the other, and the chains gave way.


            Weak, nearly drained of blood, Layel tried to step away from the iron fence that propped him up, but his knees gave out and he collapsed. With the impact, hot breath abandoned him and reality settled deep. I’m too late. They kept me chained long enough to ensure she could not be turned. I cannot save her. He gagged. Gods, oh, gods.


            Susan lay a few feet away, her once vibrant, beautiful body now stripped, violated and burned. Around him, the dragons responsible laughed, their voices floating in and out of his consciousness.


            “…deserved this and more.”


            “…and look at him now.”


            “…pathetic. He never should have been crowned king.”


            Layel had left Susan in his palace, safe, happily drowsy and snuggled in bed, while he and a contingent of warriors doused a fire in the surrounding forest. He hadn’t known the fire had been started purposely until it was too late.


            Oh, gods, oh, gods, oh, gods. A choked cry escaped him, blood spraying from his mouth. What seemed an eternity ago but could only be hours, he’d returned to an ambush, Susan’s screams echoing in his ears. The anguish he’d heard as she’d shouted for his aid, the pain he’d seen contorting her features as she’d pleaded with the dragons for the life of their unborn child…both would haunt him into eternity.


            Susan.


            By the time he’d fought his way to her, she’d already gone silent, her expression frozen in misery. The silence had been ten thousand times worse than the screams and writhing physical agony.


            Dead. She was dead. Layel had failed her in every possible way. And in his grief, the very dragons who killed her had managed to capture him. They’d torn him from Susan’s lifeless body and chained him to the gate in front of the palace. Then, oh, gods, then they had dragged her body in front of him, taunting him with her death.


            His gagging became heaving, and he emptied the contents of his stomach. A meal Susan had prepared for him, eyes glimmering with amusement. And later, for dessert, she’d flicked her lovely dark hair aside and offered her vein, knowing just where the biting would lead.


            Arm shaking uncontrollably, he reached for her. The tips of his fingers brushed the hollow of her neck. No pulse. Dirt mixed with blood, caking her charred, still-hot skin in clumps. “Susan,” he tried to whisper, but his voice no longer worked. His throat was raw from screaming, pleading and desperate bargaining. But nothing had helped. The dragons hadn’t disappeared and Susan hadn’t returned to life.


            Though he was still surrounded by the enemy, he was unable to take his eyes off his mate. He knew, soul deep, that this was the last time he would ever see her. My love. My sweet love.


            Stay in bed, she had beseeched only a few hours ago. Make love to me.


            I cannot, love, but I will return quickly. That, I promise you.


            She’d pouted a bit, pink lips dipping prettily. I can’t bear to be without you.


            Nor I you. Sleep, and when I return, I’ll make you forget I was ever gone. How is that?


            Promise?


            Promise. He had kissed her softly and strolled from their chamber. Content, satisfied. Happy. Assured of a future together.


            “Now you can suffer as we have suffered,” one of the dragons spat, tearing him from his cherished memories.


            In the background, Layel could hear demonic laughter. His gaze lifted, and he saw several red, glowing eyes peeking from nearby bushes. An audience of demons, he realized. How long had they been there, watching? Could they have helped Susan? Probably. That laughter…They’d seen—and enjoyed—everything.


            “Your people drained our loved ones, blood-drinker, and so we burned yours.”


            Ignoring them, Layel gathered his remaining strength and crawled as close to Susan’s body as he could get, leaving a trail of crimson behind him, hot tears pouring down his face. The dragons didn’t try to stop him. His shaking intensified as he awkwardly gathered her in his arms. There was no smile of greeting, no whispered endearment.


            Her once pretty face was swollen, bruised and smeared with soot. Her silky dark hair was gone, singed to the scalp. He had loved to wrap those strands around his palms, loved to hear her purr for his kiss.


            Closing his eyes against the horror of what had been done to her, he hugged her close, so close, before gently laying her back down. He could not bear to sever all contact, however, and smoothed a fingertip over the seam of her lips. They were still hot, burning him as smoke rose from her parted teeth.


            Susan. Eyes stinging, he crouched all the way down and placed his temple upon her rounded stomach. There was no movement inside of it. Not anymore. I love you. Oh, gods, I love you. I am sorry I left you. So sorry. Come back to me. Please. I am nothing without you. To the crystal dome above, he prayed, If you will not bring her back to me, let us bargain. Take me instead. Return her to life and take me. She is everything that is good. She is light. I am darkness and death.


            No response.


            “Enough sniveling. Now you will listen. We are going to allow you to live, king.” The words were sneered by the dragon leader, a towering hulk of muscle and rage. “And with every breath you take, you will remember this day and the consequences of allowing your people free rein.”


            Layel barely heard him. Susan, sweet Susan. None had been as gentle, tender, loving or kind. Her greatest crime was—had been, he corrected with an inward roar—loving him.


            She had been his everything. Yet his precious human had been slaughtered. For his lack of leadership, the dragon had said. She had been tortured because Layel had wanted nothing to do with the vampire throne and had refused to place restrictions upon the army under his command as his father had.


            “I’ve awaited this moment for many months,” another of the hated beasts said, spraying him with a stream of fire.


            The flames settled in Layel’s cheek, crackling, singeing deep. He gave no reaction, didn’t even open his eyes. Truly, he felt nothing except the razor-sharp edge of his grief. If the gods would not heed his cries, he wanted to remain in this spot forever, wanted to die with his woman and child. His family.


            “Look at him. Look at the mighty Layel, reduced to this.”


            All of the dragons laughed.


            “I can see why you liked her, vampire. That tight little sheath took me all the way to the hilt.”


            “I liked pumping into her mouth, feeling her throat close around me.”


            “I think she liked what we did to her. You heard the way she whimpered…”


            Finally Layel’s eyelids cracked open, tendrils of hatred and rage blooming, growing, consuming him. Overshadowing his grief, becoming all that he knew. He glanced at the surrounding forest. The demons were still there, still giggling like children. Most of the nearby trees were charred, offering little refuge. Next he glanced at the expanse of dragon warriors. There were eight of them, their stances cocky, assured. Their golden eyes blazed with triumph. Except…


            Whatever they saw on his face caused them to lose their smiles. A few even backed away from him.


            Perhaps they had forgotten that vampires could fly. Perhaps they thought a broken, bloody man could do no damage. They were wrong.


            “SUSAN!” Layel leapt up and attacked, his war cry an echo of all the pain inside him.


            The agonized screams that next cut through the forest far eclipsed any that had ever come before them.
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            Two hundred years later


            
              
            


            JUST A LITTLE CLOSER, fire-bastards. Just a little bit closer.


            Hidden by lush, dewy foliage, Layel watched as the dragon army marched through the detestably named Forest of Dragons. Where they were going, he didn’t know. Why they were going, he didn’t know, either. He only knew that he was going to relieve them of their burden. A young—human?—female was bound and gagged inside a portable prison. That prison was balanced by two wooden beams slung over several of the warriors’ shoulders, swaying with their movements.


            Obviously, she was their enemy.


            He didn’t know the girl, but a dragon’s enemy was his dearest friend. And he didn’t like his friends being bound.


            The dragons continued to march forward, slowly, steadily. He motioned for his own army to hold…remain composed. They obeyed without hesitation. Since that dark day two hundred years ago, he had happily led his men with an iron fist—straight into a never-ending war. His will was not questioned. Ever. Not without severe consequences.


            “…not going to end well,” Brand, second-in-command of the dragon soldiers, was saying. Golden light seeped from the crystal dome that surrounded all of Atlantis, forming a halo around his pale, braided hair and disgustingly handsome features.


            Brand was strong, brave, loyal to his king, kind to his people. A pity he was a dragon. Had he been born even a demon, Layel thought perhaps he would have liked him. As it was, he wanted Brand alive long enough to take a mate. A mate Layel would then steal. Brand would suffer, for a little while at least, and then Layel would gut him.


            Brand had not been one of the warriors present all those years ago—none of the warriors here had been present, for Layel had slaughtered them all. Remembering their deaths, he smiled. Not all of them had faded quickly. Some he had lingered over, enjoying their pain, taking his time with every slice and bite.


            Still, killing those responsible hadn’t been enough. Not for the horrendous crimes that had been committed against Susan. Hadn’t he been blamed for the actions of others? It was only fair to use that same logic against the dragons.


            Only when Layel had obliterated the entire race would Susan be avenged. And only then would Layel deserve to join her in the hereafter. Soon, my love. Soon.


            “If her sisters see her like this, there will be a war,” a dragon called Renard said.


            Renard was a dark-haired tyrant who, Layel knew, had studied how best to kill every race in Atlantis. The demons, the nymphs, the centaurs, the gorgons and all the other creatures the gods had deemed mistakes in their quest to create humans. Of them all, Renard hated vampires most and was always eager for a fight.


            Eager himself, Layel ran his tongue over his elongated teeth.


            “What else could we do?” an irritated voice proclaimed. Tagart. Untamed, almost feral, with black hair and an even blacker heart. He was loyal to no one and was even jealous of his own king. “One more word out of that girl’s mouth and I would have cut out her tongue. We had to gag her.”


            All of the soldiers nodded. Each was taller and more muscled than the last, and each had a long, menacing sword strapped to his bare back, nestled between the slits that hid his wings. Layel collected those swords and hung them on his walls as trophies. He used their bones as furniture.


            “Whatever our reasons for binding her, they won’t understand. Even though we’re taking her back to them. Kind of. If we can find their camp.” Brand again. “She’s their beloved, their future queen.”


            Sisters…beloved…queen.


            Amazons, Layel realized.


            His lips curled in another slow grin. Fierce creatures, the Amazons. Devoted to each other, bloodthirsty, though they mostly kept to themselves unless provoked. Oh, yes. And vicious. Legend claimed that anyone who threatened an Amazon would soon find his deepest fear bearing down on him. A shadow, a determined phantom that would devour him whole.


            Yes, the stories of their conquests were endless, though Layel himself had never fought one, never tasted one. He had no interest in doing so, either. Always before, they had been a nonentity to him, unworthy of his time or consideration, for he existed simply to torment the dragons. Nothing more.


            But now his mind whirled with ways he might be able to use them. Perhaps he should not liberate this captive, after all. Perhaps he should find the Amazon camp, lie and tell them the dragons meant the girl harm, perhaps meant to kill her in front of them. The dragons would have their asses handed to them by little girls. Now wouldn’t that just be—


            A loud, piercing war cry sounded.


            What seemed like hundreds of warrior women but could only have been a handful suddenly burst from the trees. They were scantily dressed, breasts covered by thin strips of leather, waist and thighs covered by some type of frayed skirt. The vast expanse of skin visible was painted in blue, the color marking royalty.


            “Big mistake, dragons,” a woman shouted.


            “Your last mistake,” another called.


            What a bright day this was turning out to be. Layel would not have to search for the Amazons, after all.


            Blades were anchored to their muscular arms and legs, and death radiated from their fierce expressions. Most were as tall as the dragons, but a few were petite, almost…fragile looking.


            In the span of a single heartbeat, a battle was raging between the two races.


            Weapons were twirling, men and women grunting and blood splattering. The metallic scent wafted to Layel’s nostrils, sweet and tangy. He breathed it in deeply, felt it sweep through his entire body, fuse with sinew and bone and ignite a guttural hunger.


            “Now!” Layel shouted to his men.


            Together, they rushed forward. How he would have loved to simply materialize in the midst of battle, but he could not. None of them could. Well, not if they hoped to survive. A vampire could materialize anywhere he wanted with only a thought, but there were consequences. Once they reached their destination, they were drained. Exhausted. Unable to move for hours. Escape was the only time the ability proved useful, and he didn’t want to escape this.


            As he reached the dragon masses, sword swinging, slicing, light from the upper dome warmed his sensitive skin, all the hotter as it blended with the dragons’ kiss of fire. He did not allow either to slow him, however. Sweat streaked down his chest and back. His wrist flicked left and right in constant motion, giving his blade a fluidity that cut through dragon flesh as smoothly as if it were cutting through water.


            He reveled in every drop of crimson that he spilled, rejoiced with every body that fell. Every pain-entrenched shout brought a new smile to his lips. More than anything, he loved seeing his opponents’ golden eyes as their minds registered his blow. They always widened; horror always filled them. The light inside always died right along with them.


            Later, when the fighting was done, he would have to stalk through the masses and remove their heads. Dragons, like vampires, healed quickly. He liked to eliminate any possibility of regeneration. But right now, with fire dancing in every direction, he could only cut their decayed hearts in half.


            Two dragons rushed him from different angles.


            Ducking low, he arced his sword forward with one hand, slashing through one warrior’s stomach while withdrawing a dagger from his waist with his other hand, then reaching out, leaning…stretching…and stabbing the second warrior in the groin. There was an unholy scream.


            Both warriors collapsed.


            Grinning, he leapt back into motion. Someone swept in front of him and managed to nick his side. He hissed, saw that one of his men, Zane, was already chopping his way forward to aid him. Layel didn’t go in for the kill himself but kicked the dragon in the stomach, sending him flying in Zane’s direction. Seeing this, the battle-hungry vampire spun, sword singing with lethal menace.


            Seconds before the dragon’s head rolled, he unleashed a blistering stream of flames. As the body dropped, those flames found a target on Layel’s cheek. He wiped at the charred, sizzling skin. Felt a warm trail of dragon blood drip down his arm. Grinned again. He still held the dagger and the blade gleamed a vivid crimson.


            “You are well, yes?” Zane asked him, breath sawing in and out.


            He nodded. More. Need more. Needed to inflict more injury, more carnage. His focus landed on a nearby dragon already engaged in a fierce fight with a vampire. Layel stalked forward and swung, gutting the creature without warning. There was a grunt, a jerk. The body toppled. Did Layel mind striking from behind? Never. Fighting fairly would ensure nothing but failure.


            Another dragon railed at him. Moving faster than the eye could see, he stabbed the bastard in the belly, pulled out, stabbed in the heart, pulled out again and stabbed in the neck. Only three seconds had passed. Too quick, too easy, he thought.


            More.


            Brand, ripping an Amazon off his chest and tossing her to the ground, came into view. Yes, Layel thought, tracing his tongue over his sharpened teeth in anticipation. That one. That one would die today. No more waiting. He would not simply incapacitate the bastard; he would kill.


            Layel kicked and bit his way through the ranks, gaze locked on the dragon captain. Halfway there, he heard a growl behind him, pivoted to dispatch the threat swiftly and return his attention to Brand. But his sword slashed and clanged against another sword, jarring him. No easy, unprepared kill this time, apparently.


            He blinked as an Amazon swirled in front of him, swinging at him a second time. Clink. Scowling, he blocked her third thrust. Clang.


            “I do not wish to hurt you,” he gritted out.


            “How admirable,” she replied drily—before swinging at him again.


            He twisted to the side, barely escaping the sharp tip. Had she just mocked him?


            Wind gusted past them, lifting her cerulean-colored hair off her face. Suddenly Layel was granted a full view of breathtaking, incomparable beauty. Beauty even the war paint couldn’t hide. Beauty that nearly felled him. Definitely rendered him dumb, for he ceased moving. Brand who?


            Layel hadn’t taken the time to appreciate the beauty of a woman in two hundred years, yet he was helpless to do anything but drink this one in, this fantasy come to life. It was as though she exuded something…magical? Something that forced the eye to her. Something that would not release its hold. But Amazons weren’t able to weave spells. Only dragons could.


            He continued his scrutiny of her, searching for signs of a dragon relative. Her eyes were so bright a violet they sparkled like freshly polished amethysts. Long black lashes. Slightly rounded cheeks. Flawless, bronzed skin where the paint had washed away. Unlike most of her hulking sisters, she was of the petite variety, barely reaching his shoulders. No, no dragon.


            From her fluid grace to her perfect curves, she was sensual and exotic, ready for a bedding rather than a battle.


            “You should not be here. I could have killed you, woman.” He didn’t mind killing females, had done so on many occasions, but it would have been a shame to destroy something so lovely. His jaw clenched as he realized exactly what he was thinking. Damn her. He did not regard women with any kind of desire. Not anymore.


            One corner of her lush, red mouth kicked up, causing his stomach to tighten. “Please,” she said, voice sultry, like a dream. “You’ll need a few centuries’ more sword practice before you have the skill to eliminate me, vampire.” She swung at him yet again, this time aiming for his neck.


            There were no creatures faster than the vampires, and he managed to arch backward with swift precision as the blade soared just over his nose. “And you fancy yourself my tutor? I think not.” But he admired her confidence.


            “What are you doing here?” she demanded. Another swing.


            Another block. “Helping you.”


            A tinkling laugh escaped her, floating over his skin with the surety of a lover’s caress. His stomach tightened again. He scowled, mouth thinning over razor-sharp teeth. How was she affecting him like this?


            He had not experienced even a single wisp of need since—do not think of Susan. You will lose focus.


            Growling, he swung at the Amazon. She blocked the harder blow and frowned. Better. A frown was better than a laugh. And so he did it again. Slashed at her, using all of his might. When their swords next met, both of their bodies vibrated from the impact.


            Her delicate nose twitched. In irritation? Amusement? Delight?


            Surely not the latter two.


            “This is how you help me?” she demanded.


            “No. That was me, helping myself. Now this is me, helping you.” With a swift jerk of his arm, he tossed his dagger. The tip embedded in the neck of the dragon racing toward her from behind. “See the difference?”


            She spun, surveyed the fallen, dying warrior. When she faced Layel again, there was no longer any question about what emotion she experienced. Irritation. “Well, we don’t need your help and will not grant you any type of boon for offering it.”


            “Your gratitude is humbling. Fortunately, cutting out the hearts of my enemies is boon enough for me.”


            The pink tip of her tongue emerged and traced over those lush lips, smearing war paint. All the while she eyed his lips. Had his words…excited her? Shock rooted him in place, staying his sword. Such depravity should have disgusted her. And her excitement should have disgusted him.


            Should have.


            He hissed at her, suddenly as desperate to get away from her as he was to dispatch the dragon army. “Get in my way again, Amazon, and I will take you down.” Perhaps he would not need to, he thought, before he could turn from her. Already another dragon closed in behind her.


            Layel’s vehemence seemed to shake her out of her inactivity. She returned his hiss with one of her own. “Try, and you’ll die like the dragons.” As she spoke, she stabbed behind her, sinking the apex of her sword into the very dragon that had been sneaking up on her. She gave a twist of her wrist, digging her weapon deeper, causing even more pain for the injured man.


            Her gaze never left Layel.


            The warrior fell to the ground, a final gasp echoing from him.


            Layel didn’t waste another moment. He moved around and behind the woman and her lethal beauty, knowing he was nothing more than a blur to her. She didn’t have time to turn when he kicked out his leg. Contact. Her ankles knocked together. She grunted and toppled to her knees. But she was back on her feet in the next instant, spinning around and glaring at him.


            Except there was no anger in that glare. Only vulnerability. Raw vulnerability. It was the kind of look a woman gave a man she was considering taking to her bed—but knew she should resist. A look he had resisted from others, without hesitation, for what seemed an eternity. She’s dangerous.


            Layel backed away from her, a spark of panic igniting.


            “You knocked me down,” she said, breathless.


            For years he’d assumed his heart was withered, dead. And yet, hearing the excitement in her voice, the foolish organ sped to life, nearly beating through his ribs. Keep moving away, damn you. “Yes,” he said, his legs suddenly heavy. “I did.”


            “But…you knocked me down.”


            And he would do more if she approached him again. He’d have to. Something about her…


            He should not have to remind himself that desire was not something he wanted in his life. He would avenge Susan’s death, and then he would join her. Nothing and no one else mattered.


            “Play nice with my vampires, little girl, and I might save a few dragons for you. If not, I’ll come for you. And when I find you, I will take your head and hang it beside my throne with all the others I have collected in my long life. Doubt me not.” With that, he flashed her a dark grin and pushed his way into the thick of battle, through the raging fires, Brand once more in his sights.
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            THAT BASTARD! Delilah thought. That bloodsucking fiend. That black-hearted warrior. That…man! He had no conscience, no sense of fairness. And she…liked it. A sigh slipped from her, and she nearly melted to the ground in a boneless heap of feminine delight.


            The warrior had dropped her to her knees. No one had ever dropped her before. No one. She was too strong, too fast, too menacing and too eager to exact revenge. And if she could not, her sisters were more than willing to see the task done, which every species in Atlantis knew.


            But the vampire had acted against her without reservation or remorse. What was worse—better?—was that he could have done so much more. One moment he’d been in front of her, the next he’d been behind her. He could have sliced her throat as he’d done to so many of the dragons, and there would have been nothing she could’ve done about it.


            Well, she could have died. But where was the fun in that?


            She should have been wary of such skill. She wasn’t; she was excited. Which was foolish! Number eight of the ten Amazon commandments: never fight an opponent face-to-face if you couldn’t defeat him. Wait and stab him in the back later. The vampire could have defeated her. Utterly. Would have. Yet she’d practically begged for more.


            The thought of his cunning made her pulse leap and her blood heat as if dragon fire had somehow seeped through the war paint, past her skin and straight into her veins. He’d tripped her, and she had wanted to kiss him for it.


            Yes, all right, fine. She had spent many nights lying awake, wishing for what she couldn’t have and shouldn’t want: a man strong enough to risk her sisters’ ire and claim her. A man who didn’t think of her as too violent to enjoy for more than a few nights. A man who gave as intensely as she did, who would fight for her with the same ferocity she brought to every battle she joined. A man who would topple any barrier to reach her.


            A man who would view her as the most important thing in his life. A prize to be won and cherished.


            All of those desires embarrassed her, however, and were not something she would—or could—ever mention aloud. Not if she wanted the respect of her tribe. She was a warrior; they all were. Battle came first. Love, never.


            Besides, she’d tried love. Or at least, had given herself to a man. He hadn’t been forced to accept her. Hadn’t been picked during the Ceremony of the Chosen, where Amazons decided which slaves to bed. No, she’d met him on the battlefield. She’d gone to stab him and he’d kissed her. Intrigued, flattered, she’d let him live, had even snuck out of camp later that night to see him. You’re the one for me, he’d told her. I knew it the first moment I saw you. But after the loving had finished, he’d walked away and had never looked back. She’d been nothing more than a passing fancy, an enemy to use, a woman to sate himself on and, later, a bad memory to bury.


            Her fault, though. If she hadn’t secretly watched other races over the years, melting at the sight of men fighting for their women, doing anything and everything to protect them, the need for a love of her own wouldn’t have sprouted. A need that was a clear violation of the third commandment: if you begin to desire more than a bedding from a man, kill him or he’ll take you from your sisters, betray you.


            A rage-drenched snarl resounded through the forest, claiming her attention. She thrust her sword forward, twisted the hilt, then slammed it backward. Both in front of and behind her, a dragon warrior dropped at her feet.


            Another dragon sprinted toward her. Silly men. They were strong soldiers. She knew that, had fought a few of them before, but she was stronger. Despite her delicate appearance.


            Delilah raised her dagger, ready to meet this new opponent. One of her sisters stepped in his path, however, and the two became locked in a fierce battle of clanging, sparking metal. All too soon, the weaker, still-in-training Nola fell against the brute’s powerful sword thrusts. The man threw his sword aside, ready to use his meaty hands.


            The first commandment: always aid a sister in need.


            Steps sure and quick, Delilah reached her sister’s side—only to realize proudly that she needn’t have bothered. The Amazon shot to her feet and met the dragon warrior’s fists with a high kick. He grunted, stumbled.


            Nola is fine, and you have a mission. Delilah turned, eyeing the macabre scene before her. Blood, grunting, collapsing bodies. All necessary. She had come here for a specific reason: to find and rescue her sister by race, Lily.


            Where are you now, sweet Lily? Before attacking the dragons, Delilah had seen her in the cage. Since then, there had been no sign of the girl. Come on. Show yourself. Lily had disappeared a week ago, and they’d tracked her to the dragon palace and followed the warriors into this forest. Better to ambush them there. Whether the dragons had taken her or she’d gone willingly was not important. They had bound her hands and mouth. They had imprisoned her.


            For the first, they would suffer. For the second, they would die.


            Lily was a child, an innocent, and their future queen. Delilah—and all Amazons—doted on the girl. At thirteen, she was charming, precious, amusing. Everything the rest of the Amazons were not.


            Bring my baby home, the queen had instructed Delilah, her chin trembling. Seeing the usually staid Kreja near tears had been a torture all its own. You know what to do with those who harm her even in the slightest way.


            Every warrioress fighting this battle would do anything, everything, to preserve Lily’s sweet innocence—if the dragons had not destroyed it already. If they had…Fury clouded Delilah’s vision, winking red and black.


            Concentrate. Several warriors had already morphed into their animal form, flesh replaced with scales, serrated tails whipping back and forth, wings flapping and claws slashing. They would be harder to kill that way, but she relished the challenge.


            From the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of white hair and glowing crystalline eyes framed by long black lashes. Features almost too pretty to be male. Sensual, exotic. Her heart gave a strange leap. The vampire who’d knocked her to the ground. He could have been the god of wickedness and temptation, and she would not have been surprised.


            What was his name? The question whispered through her mind before she could stop it. He doesn’t matter, remember? Why, then, could she not tear her gaze from him?


            He disappeared in the midst of the crowd. Two enemy warriors clomped toward him, their bodies monstrous and scaled, faces elongated and teeth like sabers. Would the vampire be strong enough to fight them both?


            As excited as she was by the thought of his success, a part of her was…scared? Her brow furrowed. No. That wasn’t possible. Nothing scared her. Not battle, not pain, not death. Yet she couldn’t deny the unsteady rhythm of her heart just then. What if the vampire was struck down? There were so many around him, all going for his neck.


            Delilah’s attention again snagged on Nola, who still fought a few inches away and was not faring as well as Delilah had hoped. Nola was not one of her closest friends, was too solitary to have any friends, but the tribe came first. Always.


            Shoving the vampire from her mind once and for all, Delilah leapt at the dragon engaging her sister, propelling him to the ground and allowing Nola to finally sink her blade into his chest.


            He roared. “Damn it, woman!” He lay there, panting, intermittingly staring at his chest and Nola with fury, but he didn’t get up again. “That hurt.”


            “Good.” Ninth commandment: never leave a fight without first injuring your opponent in some way. Delilah whipped around, ready to fell another. But once again, she found herself searching for the vampire. Not forgotten, after all. Surrounded by countless adversaries as he was, he would surely be cut down. Despite the prowess he’d demonstrated, he was only a man. A breathtaking, commanding man, but as fallible as all his brethren.


            Panting, Nola followed the line of Delilah’s gaze. “Shall we cut out his heart?”


            “Don’t even scratch him. The vampire is mine,” she said, the words tumbling from her before she could stop them. Fifth commandment: what’s yours is your sisters’. Nola had just as much right to him as she did.


            There was a shocked pause. “The chaste Delilah finally chooses a male? I must meet him.” Nola rushed forward and inserted herself into the throng of Amazons, dragons and vampires. The latter two attempted to shoo her away while continuing to fight each other. Their lack of attention cost them, and they began falling like raindrops during a storm, her sword flashing like lightning.


            Did Nola plan to win the vampire for herself? At first, Delilah stood unmoving in astonishment. Stoic Nola always kept to herself, had never fought for a male prisoner and only warred when commanded, despite her growing skill. By nature, she was a watcher, not a doer. She would not want the vampire. Would she?


            Perhaps I am not the only one fascinated by his strength. Seething with sudden fury, Delilah stalked forward. What she would do when she reached the thick of the fray, she didn’t know. If only cleaving Nola’s head from her body were an option.


            The illicit thought had her gasping. Were she to say something like that aloud, she would be sentenced to death.


            Someone pushed her to the ground before she’d gotten halfway to her target. The vampire had done the same and it had excited her. This…didn’t. She rolled to her back. There was no time to rage, though, as this newest threat leapt on top of her and pinned her. She looked up and saw that it was the last dragon she’d stabbed. He’d already partially healed—and clearly wanted more. She wiggled her arm free to slice him.


            “Oh, no, you don’t,” he said, fingers clamping around her wrist.


            “Oh, yes, I do.” She worked one of her legs between them and kicked him in the face. His body twisted to the side, lifting his weight, freeing her. She stood, kicked him once more, aiming for his oozing wound. He jerked, then stilled, eyes closed. Satisfied he wouldn’t come for her again, she marched away, catching sight of the vampire and watching him move with lethal grace and fluidity, his weapons extensions of his arms, as if he had been born with them in his hands.


            Behind him, a dragon opened its mouth to spew a stream of fire.


            “Nola!” she shouted, too far away to shove him out of the way herself. But the Amazon was distracted by the tail being swung at her, and didn’t hear her cry for help.


            Swiftly, Delilah withdrew one of the daggers crisscrossed at her back and tossed it. The tip wheezed through the air before embedding in the dragon’s chest. There was a chilling howl, but thankfully no fire.


            The vampire spun, and his gaze collided with hers. A sizzle of awareness swept through her, stronger than the one she’d experienced at their first encounter. He glanced at the dragon falling to his knees, then inclined his head in acknowledgment of Delilah’s action. Disappointment joined ranks with the awareness.


            What did you expect? That he’d blow you a kiss? “Your gratitude is humbling,” she called, echoing his earlier words to her.


            Without a word, he pivoted and attacked another of the fire-breathers, seeming unconcerned as flames danced over his skin, charring and blistering. The more steps she took toward him, the more opponents jumped in her way. And as Delilah fought her way to him—no, to her friend, damn it!—she saw Nola dive low, slide past a dragon that had just stabbed a vampire in the stomach and slice into its scaled ankles. There was another roar as the creature dropped, no longer able to stand.


            Delilah reached her then. The white-haired vampire had vanished.


            “Where’s Lily?” Nola asked her, panic layering her voice. Ribbons of black hair whipped across her delicate face as she searched left, then right. A loner she might be, but she loved Lily as much as the rest of them.


            Delilah followed the direction of her gaze—and finally found the cage Lily had occupied. It was empty. No. No, no, no. “Surely one of the others freed her and carried her to safety.”


            “That was not the plan. She was to be taken, cage and all to keep her safe and snug, out of harm’s way. Most likely she picked the lock herself. She knows how, we made sure of that at least.”


            “True. All right. You sweep the north, and I’ll head south. We’ll find her.”


            Nola nodded, and they were off.


            Delilah raced through trees, twigs slapping her face and arms. Rocks dug past the soles of her boots. All the while, she kept her eyes to the ground, searching…searching…there! Three sets of footprints came into view. One was delicate and bare, two were large and booted. Male.


            All three were headed toward the Amazon camp.


            The dragons wouldn’t know the way, which meant Lily was being chased.


            Enraged, Delilah increased the speed of her steps, her own haggard gasps ringing in her ears. For once, she regretted the fact that Lily had not been instructed in the art of battle like all the other Amazons.


            Sweet Lily, the queen’s only child. She’d been a tiny infant, born too soon and constantly sick. She should have been killed at birth, or at least later as it became apparent she would never be strong enough for war. But no one had been able to do it. She’d captured their hearts from the first.


            And so, sickly as she’d been, the girl had not been taken from her mother. Had not been thrust into combat training at the age of five. She hadn’t been beaten for revealing any hint of weakness, like tears and sadness. Hadn’t been slashed and hurt, then thrown into the elements to learn how to survive while her body screamed in pain and the world around her supplied nothing but bone-chilling ice or skin-melting heat.


            On her own, Lily would die.


            Violated, Lily would probably want to die.


            I’m coming, sweet. I’m coming. Where are you? Where—


            A terrified scream pierced the air, an answer to her prayers. Her nightmares.


            Lily! Still sprinting, Delilah unsheathed the remaining daggers at her waist. She burst through an emerald thicket—and found Lily being held down, her ankles tied, her arms flailing as she tried to free herself from the men subduing her.


            “Let me go!” she shouted.


            “You brought war to our doorstep, girl. Now you’re going back to our king whether you want to or not.”


            Tears streamed down her cheeks; she whimpered. “I just want to go home.”


            With a leap, Delilah was there. She elbowed one man in the temple, spun and kicked the other in the neck. Both crashed to the ground with dazed grunts. She didn’t give them time to recover. Arms crossing, she tossed her remaining blades. They embedded in each target’s chest. There was a gurgle, there was a howl, then both men slumped over, every beat of their hearts edging them closer to death.


            “Lilah,” Lily cried, removing the ties at her ankles. She scrambled up and threw herself into Delilah’s waiting arms. The girl was shaking, sobbing, those warm tears still trickling down her cheeks.


            Delilah remained on guard as she stroked a hand through the girl’s silky hair. “I’m here now. Everything will be fine.”


            “I didn’t mean…the blood…my fault…” Lily said between sobs. “I just wanted to be strong like you. Prove myself. Explore. When I stumbled upon the dragons, I decided to ambush them and bring home their claws as proof of my skill. I’ve been practicing on my own, but they wouldn’t fight me back. Just took me to their home and locked me up so I’d stop trying to hurt them and they could figure out what to do with me. I’m sorry. So sorry. I just…I’m not a child.”


            “I know, sweet. I know.” Anything to calm her. Even a lie. Lily was dissatisfied with her life? Before disappearing, Lily had offered nothing but smiles and laughter. She’d been a radiant glimmer of light among otherwise dark, violent warrioresses. She’d been doted on, coddled, and she’d seemed to soak up the attention.


            “If someone dies because of me…”


            “You know better.” Delilah cupped her jaw and lifted until they were peering at each other. Watery green eyes stared up at her, branched with red, slightly swollen from her tears. “Your sisters will be fine. They are warriors to the core, and the fire-breathers will not defeat them.” And what of the vampires?


            Her pulse gave another of those strange flutters, the blood instantly heating in her veins.


            Lily shuddered. “Promise?” she asked weakly, hopefully.


            “Your need for a promise is insulting.”


            “I’m sorry. I would never insult you on purpose, but I’m also scared for the dragons. They didn’t hurt me, were actually kind.”


            “That doesn’t matter.” Her voice hardened. “They should have let you go immediately. Instead, they kept you. Locked you up. Your mother has been wracked with worry.”


            “But—”


            “If we are lenient in this matter, other races will think such treatment of you will be tolerated. We will be seen as weaklings, and we will find ourselves under constant attack. Therefore we must fight now to prevent worse conflicts later.” The lesson had been beaten into her until it was as natural as breathing.


            A sniffle, a nod.


            “Now. It’s my turn to extract a promise from you.” As she spoke, she scanned the forest. So far, there had been no indication they were being watched or followed. That didn’t mean they were completely safe, however.


            Lily nibbled on her bottom lip but nodded.


            Oh, this girl, Delilah thought with a sigh. Tomorrow, she was going to issue a request to the queen asking that Lily be trained for combat. She didn’t want the girl fighting, but she did want her better able to protect herself. “Promise me that you will never leave our home without permission again.”


            “Promise,” was the instant reply. No hesitation. “I’ve never been so frightened, Lilah. Men are not the frail, feeble beings I thought they were.”


            No, they weren’t. The vampire…Delilah tightened her grip and tried to blank her mind. “If you break this promise, baby girl, dragons and vampires aren’t the only thing you’ll have to fear. Understand?”


            Lily shuddered. “Yes.”


            “Then let’s find the others and go home.”


            


            WHILE THE BATTLE CONTINUED to rage, Layel searched the clearing for the blue-haired warrioress but saw no sign of her. He was surprisingly disappointed, which was completely unacceptable. First desire, now a craving to see her?


            Hopefully she had been slain. Yes, hopefully, he thought, though some hidden part of him screamed no. Better she die in battle than torment Layel’s mind a second more. His thoughts belonged to Susan. Only Susan.


            “I should have known you’d be nearby,” a voice snapped behind him.


            Layel rotated and found himself facing both Brand and Tagart. Finally. Oh, finally. They were still in human form, more vulnerable to attack. He grinned slowly, raising one arm and pointing, blood dripping from his hand. He’d abandoned his blades a while ago, preferring to make the kills more personal with nails and teeth. “You.”


            “Yes, me. It’s time to end this, Layel,” Brand said.


            “Your friends tasted good,” he said, wiping his mouth and knowing he smeared more crimson across his face. “But I think the two of you will taste better.”


            A black curtain of rage fell over Tagart’s blood-splattered features. The warrior’s stomach was sliced open and bleeding, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Killing you is going to be a pleasure, vampire.”


            “A pity you think so, as you’ll never be granted the opportunity to see it through.”


            A muscle ticked below Brand’s eye. “You’ll suffer for all you’ve done to our friends and all you plan to do to us, vampire. You know that, do you not?”


            “I know nothing of the kind. It’s because I suffer that I’ve done all I have to your friends. And, yes, I have loved every moment of this.” Layel might have killed the dragons that raped and burned Susan, might have taken some of them to his dungeon and tortured them for weeks before delivering the final blow, but he didn’t think he would ever tire of hurting their brothers by race.


            Truly, he lived for one purpose: to wipe out their entire lineage.


            “You invite war!” Brand snapped.


            “Funny, I thought I had invited it two hundred years ago. Did you just now receive your invitation?”


            “I did. And here’s my acceptance.” Tagart stalked several steps forward before Brand grabbed his arm, holding him still. The dark warrior looked ready to shake off his commander’s grip and attack.


            “Not yet,” Brand said. Then he roared loud and long, morphing into his dragon visage. His clothing ripped away, floating to the ground, and green scales overtook his skin. A snout lengthened his face, claws stretched from his fingers and his teeth sharpened to dripping points. Wings sprouted from his back, gossamer and clear, deceptively innocent as they spread toward the trees. Tagart’s transformation quickly followed.


            “Come and get me, little hatchlings,” Layel told them.


            A spew of fire, then Brand and Tagart were flying toward him. Layel sprang at them, ready, so ready. “Susan!” he shouted. His war cry. A constant reminder of what had been taken from him, of what he fought for, of what he would die for.


            Except he never reached the warriors.


            Midway, Layel’s entire world blackened and crumbled piece by piece into nothingness. Nothing around him, nothing in front of or behind him. The ground, his only solid anchor, opened up and swallowed him, his body suddenly careening down a long, dark void. Round and round he twirled. Grunting, he flailed for another anchor but discovered only capricious air.


            Ignoring the panic sweeping through him, he forced his breathing to slow, his heart to cease its erratic patter. Transport. Now! He tried, but a moment passed and nothing happened; he continued to fall, his body a solid mass. Teeth grinding together, he spread his arms and attempted to fly. But the invisible chain tugged him down…down…down…never slowing, refusing to relinquish its hold on him.


            Shock and rage joined the panic and sped through him with sickening intensity. He didn’t know what was happening, didn’t know how it was happening. Only that he could not stop it.


            His hand slapped into something hard. A man, he realized. A man’s chest. The male grappled for him, fingers clawing for purchase. Layel hissed, his arm soon ripped to shreds. Thankfully, he spun out of reach—and slammed into the softness of a woman’s body. She gasped, the sound low, frightened. How many? he wondered, even as he hit—a horse? There was a whinny.


            Someone screamed. Someone else whimpered. All the while they continued to plummet, no landing in sight.


            


            IN THE MIDDLE OF THE FOREST, Delilah shoved Lily behind her back. Danger suddenly lurked nearby. She could sense it, almost smell it as a presence, a power, thickened the air.


            “What’s wrong?” Lily whispered, her terror palpable.


            “Stay behind me.” Delilah reclaimed the daggers she’d used to slay the dragons, her grip tight. Where are you? She scanned trees, leaves, shadows. There, to the right, something was rattling branches together. Her lids narrowed, eyes focusing, but she couldn’t make out a form. Just—


            A gasp tore from her lips as that something sprang into view, as clear as the air she breathed but thicker, like water. She had no time to react, no way to attack. Then it was there, right in front of her, consuming her, sucking her into a black hole.


            “Lily!” she screamed, daggers ripping from her hands as she thrashed her arms, desperate for some type of security. She found nothing. Only air. The more she tumbled, the more wave after wave of dizziness assaulted her, slamming with enough force to double her over. Shouts, grunts and groans pierced her ears, as discordant as the bells that tolled when an Amazon died.


            “Lily!”


            “Amazon,” a familiar male voice called, rising above the chaos.


            “Vampire?” Her heartbeat should not have calmed. The sweat just beginning to bead over her skin shouldn’t have cooled, but it did. She shouldn’t have been relieved, but she was. As she grappled for him—a touch, she only needed a touch—her head slammed into what must be a jagged rock and she grunted, thrown from the vampire by the force.


            Stars winked over her eyes, the white lights thickening, expanding, becoming all that she saw. Somehow that light was more terrifying than the darkness, a ray of hope dashed in the cruelest way.


            “Reach for me,” the vampire commanded.


            “Can’t,” she tried to say, but the word congealed in her throat.


            In the end, she didn’t have to reach for him. She hit another wall and flew forward. Their bodies collided, knocking the air right out of her lungs. Instantly the terrible white faded into welcome darkness. All of Delilah’s muscles slackened and her head lolled against something hard. The vampire’s fingers latched around her arm, hot and strong and more necessary than breathing. She wrapped herself around him, wanting to cling to him forever.


            Take what you want. It’s yours. The sixth commandment rang in her head. She knew beyond any doubt its Amazon creator had not meant snuggling against a male and placing her safety in his hands. Still she held on. Don’t let me go, she thought before slipping into the oblivion.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            LAYEL BLINKED open his eyes, murky light coming into focus, a combination of bright and dark, clarity and haziness. Fighting confusion, he groaned against a sharp ache in his temples. Where was he? What had happened? He’d been on a battlefield, yes?


            Yes, he thought, absolutely sure. The scene flashed through his mind: him, rushing toward his enemy, blade raised. Brand and Tagart in dragon form, flying at him, death in their golden eyes. And then he’d been plucked into nothingness.


            Now he was…lying down, he realized. Atop sand. Another ache, followed by a thickening fog, broke his stream of understanding apart. He squeezed his eyelids shut. One heartbeat passed, two. As he’d hoped, the fog thinned and his thoughts realigned. Had he been injured fatally before reaching Brand and Tagart and now rested in eternity?


            Not yet, he nearly screamed. I am not ready. I have not avenged Susan.


            Calm. Think. He had been injured, he remembered that. Cut in the chest, one arm shredded. If he was alive, those injuries would still be present. Shaking, he slid one hand under his shirt and rubbed up and down his chest and arm to be sure. Scabs greeted him, and his mouth curved into a half smile.


            So…what had happened? he wondered again.


            In and out he breathed, the scent of salt and coconut filling his nose. Familiar. The crash of turbulent waves resounded in his ears, washing against the shore. Again, familiar.


            Once more he opened his eyes. Slowly this time, allowing the light to reach him gradually. At first he saw only white, puffy…things floating across a limitless expanse of blue. Not familiar. The half-smile mutated into a deep frown. Usually a crystal dome surrounded Atlantis, arching and jagged. Where was he?


            Focus. Gingerly, he sat up.


            Spots of gold and rose flickered before his vision. In, out, he continued to breathe. When the spots faded, lush palm trees in different shades of green and white, from the brightest emerald to the palest jade and ivory, came into view. He turned his head—and had to massage his temples to tame another sharp ache. Soft sand stretched into clear azure ocean, the water undulating into foam, misting, blushing under the stroking beams of a bright orange…ball.


            A ball that burned his skin far worse than the dome ever had, he noted, frown intensifying.


            His eyes watered so badly he had to cast his gaze back to the sand. That did not lessen the burn, but the burn soon became the least of his worries. Bodies were scattered throughout the sand. Unconscious. Dead?


            Layel remained in place and studied the male closest to him. Zane, he realized, who was no longer cut and bruised. The warrior’s chest was rising and falling, proof he still lived. Thank the gods. Next he saw—he tensed. Several feet away, Brand lay sprawled on his back. Though he had morphed into a dragon during the battle, ripping away his clothing, he was now human and dressed. Beside him sprawled Tagart. Human and dressed, as well.


            As though it had never left him, only ebbed to the back of his mind, rage tore through Layel. Rage that their fight had ended so abruptly, rage that the dragons were not dead.


            Whatever had happened to bring them to this strange land, Layel suddenly didn’t care. The dragons had to die. Should be dead already. Scowling, he jumped to his feet. He swayed against a surge of dizziness, unsteady, but stumbled forward anyway. He reached for his daggers, every ounce of his determination pulsing from the tips of his fingers.


            The blades were gone. A growl echoed in his throat, growing louder, fiercer, when a quick body-pat revealed every piece in his arsenal was gone.


            He didn’t slow. Using his teeth to rip out their jugulars would work just as well. Still, a few weapons would have been nice. Just in case. No matter, though.


            Almost upon them…almost…he slammed into an invisible barrier.


            Every bone in his body vibrated from the impact, and that cursed dizziness again swept through him. He blinked in confusion, lifted his arms and pressed at the air. What in Hades? There was some sort of…shield?


            Yes, yes, he realized. That’s exactly what it was. Clear, unseen, and yet solid, preventing him from moving another inch. He banged his fists against it, but it held steady. He clawed at it, but it did not crack. No, it snapped two of his nails from their beds, causing blood to flow down his hands. He rammed his shoulder into it, nearly dislocating the bone, but the shield did not even shake.


            Damn this! He would not be denied. Would lose a limb if necessary. What did physical pain matter when faced with such a delightful outcome? As he threw his body against the barrier over and over again, he glared at his still-sleeping enemies. Never had a time been more ripe for vengeance. Soon…


            Next to the dragons were two Amazons, one of whom happened to be his bloodthirsty, blue-haired wench. Not mine, he corrected instantly, fervently. But he couldn’t deny the sight of her caused his breath to heat and singe his lungs. Couldn’t deny his blood quickened.


            As he’d fallen through that dark void, he’d heard her raspy voice and had grabbed on to her limp body. She’d been warm and soft, a torment to him. And yet, he’d been oddly protective of her, cradling her against him, marveling at her sea-kissed scent as he recalled the way she’d looked at him on the battlefield, as if he were a miracle and a devil wrapped in the same tempting package.


            He didn’t recall letting go of her, yet they had clearly been parted. Now, he drank her in when he should have looked away.


            She appeared rumpled, as if she’d fallen asleep after a vigorous hour of lovemaking and had only now awakened for more. Her eyes were slightly uptilted, the lids at half-mast and shadowed by long dark lashes. Her nose was small and dainty, her lips still red and lush. And her skin…more was revealed, smooth, amber-rich, each pulse point hammering deliciously. A large bruise covered the left side of her jaw. Her breasts—


            Do not think of her like that, you disgusting pile of dragon droppings. Females were off-limits to him.


            Layel tore his gaze from the Amazon and renewed his study of the other creatures, only then realizing he’d stopped pounding at the air shield. All were beginning to stir, sitting up and rubbing their faces. He might not be able to reach them—yet—but he could hear them. Moaning soon overshadowed the hum of the waves.


            There were two nymphs, a male and a female, pushing to a stand and staring at the beach of creatures in confusion. Around them were one pair each of minotaurs, demons, centaurs, formorians and gorgons, the snakes atop the latter’s heads hissing and baring fangs much sharper than Layel’s. Two of each race. Why two?


            What in Hades is going on? he wondered yet again.


            The Amazon scrubbed a hand over her delicate face, barely painted now with the remnants of swirling blue designs. Those designs etched onto her temples didn’t smear. Were they tattoos? She was blinking, as though she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.


            You’re looking at her again. He growled and returned his attention to the dragons, his rage intensifying. He shoved at the invisible wall. Still there, still unyielding. His fingers were bloodied and tattered now, nearly useless. His shoulder was completely out of its joint.


            He needed to think, to plan. More than that, he needed to find shade. What skin was bared now felt as if it were blistered. Probably was. Hating the thought of retreat, hating himself, he edged backward, trying not to draw unwanted attention as he stopped beside Zane and crouched, gripping the vampire’s shoulders and shaking.


            Zane’s eyelids popped open and he hissed, swinging a claw in reflex. Quick as a heartbeat, Layel bowed his back, managing to evade a fatal slice to the throat. “Calm,” he commanded quietly.


            Seconds passed as the vampire oriented himself. “What happened?” Zane demanded roughly, on his feet a moment later. The consummate warrior, he braced his legs apart as his hands fisted at his sides, prepared to initiate battle. His eyes were dark, flat, and he looked hungry for blood. Like Layel’s, his skin was red, beginning to blister.


            “I’m not sure.” Layel rose and motioned to the others with a tilt of his chin. “One moment we were fighting, the next we were not.”


            “What is this place?” Zane’s gaze circled the surrounding area. “Why do I feel as though I’m on fire?” He patted himself down, snarled. “And where are my weapons?”


            Something Susan had said long ago, after they’d made love out in the open, under Atlantis’s sparkling dome, suddenly drifted through Layel’s mind. His mouth fell open in astonishment. I wish we could travel to the world of my people. Just for a little while. With all the stories my family used to tell me, I think we would love it.


            He’d held her tighter, afraid she’d somehow slip through his fingers. Tell me about it.


            She had, in great detail, as if she’d already visited it in her dreams. A seemingly never-ending expanse of blue—sky. Fat, puffy white masses—clouds. A glowing orange ball—the sun.


            “I think…I think we are on the surface world.” How? Why? “I know we could tolerate the daylight under the dome, but the sun’s light must be stronger. Harsher. And the weapons? Vanished.”


            “Surface?” Zane’s mouth fell open in a mirror of Layel’s expression.


            “We must find shade. Now.”


            “Our battle—”


            “Can wait.”


            Together they backed up, neither willing to give the other creatures their backs, shield or not, and moved into the thicket of trees. Instantly Layel’s body cooled.


            He sighed. “We will remain in the forest until we figure out what’s going on.” Even if that meant avoiding the dragons. Right now they seemed to have the advantage, the sun caressing them like lovers rather than hated foes.


            “We should make new weapons,” Zane said.


            “Yes.” But he didn’t move another inch. Could barely form a coherent thought. The blue-haired Amazon had just popped to a stand, her eyes wild. She reached for something at her waist—probably a blade—found nothing, and scowled. Like him, like Zane, she patted herself down. Also like the both of them, she found herself completely unarmed.


            Someone had taken all their weapons.


            He watched as she spun in a circle, studying, gaping. When she spotted the other Amazon, she rushed forward.


            “Nola!” she cried, so loudly Layel had no trouble hearing her from his new sanctuary. She bent down, locks of silky hair tumbling over her shoulders, and shook her sister.


            The dark-haired female moaned and rubbed at her forehead, eyelids cracking open. “Delilah?”


            Delilah. The name played through his mind. Delilah…Delilah…soft, feminine, exotic. A name that bespoke midnight fantasies and insatiable passion. A name that could send the strongest of men to their knees. When the thought registered, Layel stiffened. I will never speak that name aloud, he vowed. Too…dangerous.


            “I’m here,” the woman in question said. “Right here.”


            The one called Nola massaged her temples, her lips pulled in a tight, pained frown. “What happened?”


            No doubt it was a question everyone on the beach would ask.


            “I wish I knew.” Delilah looked left and right, searching again, gauging, and then she was staring over at Layel, the shadows nothing to her.


            The force of that violet gaze jolted him. Made his muscles jump. For a moment, he was light-headed again and there was a pain in his chest, exactly where his heart resided, as though it were once again healthy and whole. How was she doing this?


            Apparently he wasn’t the only one suffering a strange response. The Amazon’s pulse pounded in her neck—he couldn’t see it, but he could sense it, hear it—every erratic beat like a summoning finger. His mouth watered, preparing to feast even though he had gorged himself during battle. When he sank his teeth into that woman he would…His jaw clenched painfully. What are you doing? You will never taste her. Since Susan’s death, the only blood he allowed himself was the blood of his enemies. And the supply was vast. He was never without, didn’t need to take from anyone else.


            Who was this Amazon, that she was able to tempt him to forget? She was lovely, yes, but she wasn’t Susan. Would never be his sweet, gentle Susan. And he would not defile his love’s memory with fanciful thoughts of another.


            Delilah pounded toward him. “Who did this to us? How were we brought here? Do you know?”


            Layel ignored her. Her raspy voice was as seductive as her body and he’d already made the mistake of softening toward her several times. He would not do so again. Being polite to her would encourage familiarity between them when he craved only distance.


            “Vampire.”


            He turned his face away from her, wondering how she’d breached the invisible wall. Do not even think of her. All of the creatures had risen and were now pairing off, growling and hissing at their enemies, though none could seem to get within striking distance. Unlike Delilah, they were met with the same obstruction he had encountered.


            “Demons,” Zane suddenly spat. He marched forward, his intent to slaughter evident with every step, their agreement to remain in the shade obviously forgotten. When he, too, hit the clear barrier, he paused and shook his head. Banged his fist against it once, twice. Paused again. Screeched an unholy sound of frustration. A second later, he attacked the air with a vengeance, screaming curses and promises of brutality all the while, oblivious to the cruel sun.


            Layel didn’t even try to rein in the vampire’s rage. They had been together only a few months, and in that time he had learned that Zane could not be subdued until exhaustion gripped him. The male had spent centuries as a demon queen’s consort—willing or unwilling, Layel didn’t know. He only knew the experience had left the warrior wild, uncontrollable, and so volatile Layel only utilized him during battle.


            There was no better killer than Zane.


            Layel waited until the warrior’s actions slowed and his screams quieted. An eternity, surely. He strode to him, away from the Amazon, and placed a warning hand on one of Zane’s tense shoulders.


            Panting, the vampire whipped to face him, fangs bared to bite. Zane stopped himself in time, and Layel withdrew his hand, his point made.


            “For some reason, we cannot hurt them.” Yet. “You must remain calm.”


            “I want those demons on a pike,” the warrior snarled.


            “And I want the dragons’ heads to roll.”


            Silence enveloped them as they stared at each other in understanding. Their enemies might be different, but their pain was not. Layel only wished he knew what had been done to the warrior.


            Finally Zane nodded. But a muscle ticked below his left eye, contradicting the easy acceptance. “What should we do?”


            “We shall learn the layout of this land.” Maybe they would find the perfect place to ambush the others. If the invisible wall did not stop them again. “Maybe as we do so, we will learn the reason we were brought here.”


            “Where are my weapons?” Brand suddenly shouted, drawing Layel’s attention. The dragon soldier was searching the sand for his blades, grains flying in every direction. “Tell me or I will burn this—”


            “Mine are missing, as well,” Tagart growled. His side no longer bled. Unfortunately, he’d already healed.


            “Look!” someone said, their shock cutting through the commotion.


            “Is that…Can it be…?”


            Intrigued, Layel twisted. He found himself peering at a large crystal dome several miles away, which stretched above the rolling waves and momentarily blighted the luminous rainbow that glittered at the water’s edges.


            Atlantis, he realized, dread curling his stomach. How was that possible? It lay far beneath the surface world. But he was looking right at it, standing on land he’d only ever heard stories about. Wasn’t he?


            Could their hidden world be tiered, with layers he had not known about? Could he still be inside Atlantis, just in another part? If so, there would be a way home. He had only to find it. Perhaps the same way he’d gotten here—the tunnel that had tugged him down, down, down.


            How had he stumbled upon the tunnel, though? A god? They were certainly powerful enough to create such a transport, moving more than a dozen creatures from one location to another in seconds, stealing their weapons and erecting a shield to prevent them from killing one another.


            Could it be?


            The gods were not something he usually considered. They had neglected the Atlanteans for thousands of years, only returning a few months ago. Or so he had heard. He himself had yet to encounter one. What possible reason could they have for whisking two of every race to this island?


            Unable to stop himself, he stood helpless as his gaze once more sought the Amazon. She was still watching him, those inviting lips pursed as if she was lost in thought, trying to decide on the best course of action. A tendril of hair caressed her cheek, and he found himself wondering if her skin was as soft as he remembered. Found himself jealous that his fingers were not what caressed her.


            Oh, no. No, no, no. There would be none of that, he reminded himself, determined to repeat the mantra as many times as necessary. His eyelids narrowed to tiny slits, and the spark of hatred he’d felt earlier grew. Intensified. Perhaps it was best that his weapons had been taken from him. He might have killed the Amazon right then for daring to claim desires that belonged only to Susan.


            “Should we swim out?” one of the gorgons asked the crowd.


            A debate arose.


            “Come,” Layel told Zane. He ignored the sense of loss that assaulted him as he once again pivoted. Swimming, he was confident, would prove pointless. Someone powerful wanted them here, so here they would remain. “We have weapons to make.”


            Sweat glistened on the other vampire’s face as he nodded. “I cannot relax until I have blades in my hands.”


            They moved deeper into the thicket, the dewy foliage about to wrap around them completely. “We will—” Layel hit another invisible wall and cursed.


            Snarling, Zane kicked out his leg. “No one should be able to hold us like this.”


            “Trapped,” someone said behind them. “The forest is blocked.”


            “What should we do?” another demanded. A female.


            Layel twisted, saw the two nymphs had followed him, and scrubbed a hand down his face. Valerian, the nymph king, was his only true friend, the man’s followers his allies. These two were more beautiful than most, both boasting pale hair and vivid blue eyes. Features so pure and perfect they far surpassed the radiance of the sun.


            “Broderick,” he acknowledged with a nod. “Why aren’t you trying to swim back to Atlantis?”


            “Several reasons. The first is that I’m not convinced it will do us any good—and I’d just as soon stay warm and dry if that’s the case. The second is that I trust you more than I trust any of the other creatures here. Where you go, my sister and I will go. Have you any idea what’s going on?”


            “All I know is that our way is being blocked, which must mean we are not to leave the beach. Perhaps if we return, whoever has done this to us will finally reveal himself.” Bastard.


            “We can hope.” Walking back, side by side, Broderick said, “Word is you were battling dragons again.”


            “Yes.”


            “Win?”


            “Not yet.” But he would.


            “They are not bad men.” Valerian had recently allied himself with the dragons to save his mate. Layel had understood the need for such a union, even if he despised it with all of his being. He would have done no less for Susan. “They are respectful of our women, aid us in our defense of our palace, never strike at us in spite. They—”


            “Are not up for discussion.” Having reached the edge of the trees, Layel was careful to remain in the shade. He studied the creatures anew. They were divided, whispering in their groups of two.


            Or maybe not so divided after all. “There’s only one other avenue of escape. Who’s with me?” The proclamation came from Brand as he stalked toward the water. The others were quick to follow him.


            A moment later, there was a splash, then another and another. Every creature save Layel, Zane and the two nymphs entered, swimming for the dome. Even Delilah. Her head bobbed up and down with the waves.


            He gritted his teeth. You must stop seeking her out.


            “Should we follow them?” Zane asked.


            “They’ll return,” he replied confidently. “There are powers at work. Strange powers, strong powers. As I said, we are clearly wanted here. There will be no escaping.”


            He watched as arms and legs peeked above the water, some scaled, some lined with horns, some humanlike. Five minutes passed. Ten. Fifteen. Twenty, thirty. No one gained any distance. No matter how hard they fought the ocean, they remained a few feet from the beach.


            One by one, they gave up and crawled to shore, exhausted and panting. Delilah was the last to exit, which spoke volumes about her character. Strong, determined, unwilling to admit defeat.


            He should not admire her for that.


            She was scowling as her gaze latched on to his. She lumbered into a march, her expression darkening the closer she came. All of her war paint had washed away, revealing golden skin tattooed with intricate designs the same luscious shade as her cerulean locks, swirling around her face, upper arms, waist and thighs.


            What little clothing she wore clung to her curves.


            Soaked tendrils of hair were plastered to her, dripping liquid down her stomach and thighs. His gaze followed several droplets, and his blood heated as if he were baking in the sunlight again. Oh, to lick them up…


            Zane tensed and stepped in front of him. “Enemy approaching.”


            “Let her come.” If she could. Would the air shield stop her this time?


            Curious, Layel kept his hands clenched at his sides. Part of him hoped she would be allowed to reach him. He had tried to ignore the sensual power she wielded, the awareness that sizzled every time he looked at her. He had tried, and he had failed. It was past time the madness ended. Susan deserved better from him. And there was only one way he could think of that would halt his new desires permanently. Death.


            As he was not yet ready to die, that left one option. Killing the Amazon. He would not be upset about it, would not miss her. He didn’t even know her.


            “Do not touch her. Do not even approach her, no matter what she does or says.”


            The command surprised them both, but he did not rescind it. She belonged to him, her last breath his to deliver.


            Eyes narrowed, Zane moved out of the way. He stared Delilah down as she stalked past him, still no hint of the air shield in evidence.


            She tossed the man a withering glance before once again focusing all her fury on Layel. “A bodyguard,” she said, brows arched. “Afraid of a little girl, vampire? I don’t know why, but I expected better of you.”


            That she was now inches from him, practically in his face, her sea-kissed scent tormenting his nose, electrified him. He’d just decided to kill her. Could he, though? he wondered now as his gaze locked with hers. All that violet…a man could get lost. His hands still rested at his sides, the muscles lax. Do it. Strike! Not even a twitch.


            “I don’t care what you expected. Your opinion has no value to me.” Cruel, yes, but necessary. If he couldn’t hurt her physically—what’s stopping you? Simply act, move—he would have to hurt her emotionally. Anything to preserve the distance between them.


            Her mouth fell open, pain shimmering in her eyes. Pain she quickly masked.


            Has to be this way, he reminded himself, since he clearly wasn’t man enough to slay her. “Don’t come near me again, woman. Don’t look at me, don’t even breathe in my direction.”


            As he spoke, she ran her tongue over her teeth. “As if I’m the only one doing the looking. But I’ll tell you what, vampire. I’ll stop looking at you, if you’ll stop looking at me.”


            His jaw hardened—and he refused to admit what else hardened at the sight of that pink tongue. “Done.” He forced himself into motion, attempting to sidestep her.


            She stiffened and jumped back in front of him. “Stay where you are. There are a few more things we need to work out.”


            True to his word, he kept his eyes averted from her. “No. Now, out of my way, Amazon.” A mistake, letting her get close to him. Besides being too hot, his skin was suddenly too tight for his bones and his stomach was knotted.


            “You’re being very rude,” she said. “I’ve killed men for less.”


            “Do you want a prize?” he asked drily. Still, he managed to face the beach. Her sea-salt scent continued to tease him, strong, lovely. Hauntingly familiar.


            “I’ll settle for your testicles in my trophy tent.”


            That did not amuse him. “Perhaps later. At the moment, I need them.” He headed for Brand, who sat near the water’s edge, knees drawn to his chest. His back was to Layel, his braided blond hair as soaked as Delilah’s. Obviously the air shields were down, not just for Delilah but for everyone, creatures now touching one another.


            As if sensing him, Brand hopped to his feet and spun. His lips curved into a grin, animosity flaring as if there had been no break between battles. “I expected you sooner.”


            “I live to disappoint you. Ready to die?”


            “Come and get me, bloodsucker.”


            “My plea—” Layel hit the damned invisible wall again, knocking the breath right out of his lungs.


            Brand’s grin became smug. “What’s the matter? Change your mind? Frightened?”


            Calm. Do not show emotion.


            “You’re the coward, dragon,” Delilah said, suddenly at Layel’s side. Brand’s smugness became fury.


            “Can you move past this point?” Layel asked without facing her, trying to quash the pleasure that came with her defense of him.


            She bristled at his harsh tone. “Can you?”


            “Woman.”


            “That is not my name.” She kept her gaze on Layel; he felt the heat of it. A quick glance at her proved he was right, and that her hands remained fisted, as if she expected Brand to attack her at any moment.


            “Can you move past this godsdamn point, woman?”


            Silence.


            He waited. Even Brand waited. Still she did not speak. Had he hurt her again? Did tears swim in her lovely lavender irises? Why did the prospect not please him as much as it should?


            “My name is Delilah.”


            “I know.”


            Her shoulder brushed his arm and he hissed. “Say my name,” she said, suddenly breathless, “and I’ll consider finding out.”


            Something about her tone…pure challenge layered the wispy undercurrents, as if she wanted him to deny her. He was not sure what to make of that. “Why do you wish me to do this?”


            “I want to hear my name on your tongue.”


            “Again, why?”


            “Because.” Stubborn as he’d come to realize she was, she said no more.


            “Tell me why,” he demanded.


            “Just say it!”


            “No,” he said, while inside his mind he whispered Delilah, drawing out each syllable. The name was a prayer and a curse, both wonderful and evil. Unable to help himself, he looked down and studied her. So lovely, and yet so dangerous in a way she could not possibly comprehend.


            A pause. A deep breath, as though she prayed for patience. “Have it your way, vampire. But if you won’t say my name, at least tell me yours.”


            No reason to deny her. She would find out one way or another. “I am Layel.”


            Her eyes widened. “The vampire king?”


            He nodded curtly. Was that admiration now sparkling in her eyes? Surely not. “Try and step past me. Please,” he added reluctantly. It was easier to beg than to give her what she wanted.


            Silent, trembling, she moved closer to Brand. Unhindered, unfettered. Irritation raced through Layel that she could do so and he could not. She did not remain there, however. She returned to Layel’s side.


            “Want me to kill the dragon for you while I’m here?” she asked, as casually as if they were discussing the weather.


            Brand snorted, not the least bit fearful. Foolish.


            Layel gave a clipped shake of his head. “Why?” he demanded of the sky. But if the gods heard him, they gave no indication. As usual.


            “Maybe I’ll do it for my own pleasure, then,” she said to Brand, ignoring Layel as her eyes narrowed. “I haven’t forgotten what was done to my sister.”


            The dragon scrubbed two fingers along his jaw. “What little was done, she brought upon herself. And anyway, I have a feeling we aren’t meant to harm each other. Why else would our weapons have been taken?”


            “I don’t need any weapons to take you down.” Layel stepped in front of Delilah. Not to protect her, he told himself, but to claim Brand’s attention. “Why don’t you try and breach the shield, dragon?”


            “No, I don’t think I will,” Brand said. “I’m done with this conversation. Done with you, too, now that my anger has cooled. I’ll leave you at the…tender mercies of the Amazon.” Then he did the unthinkable. He walked away. Walked the hell away.


            Layel’s fangs cut into his lower lip, drawing blood. He tried to follow. Couldn’t.


            Delilah pivoted, in front of him again, blocking his view of the retreating dragon. “As I was saying, we have some things to discuss, you and I.”


            He popped his jaw before forcing his expression to relax. She was still geared for a fight, still seemed to crave one. “Poor baby,” he said, unwilling to give her what she wanted. “Did I hurt your feelings when I abandoned you a moment ago?”


            Her cheekbones pinkened, highlighting the freckles atop her dainty nose. Would she have a dimple when she smiled? If she ever smiled, that is. So far, the Amazon had only glared at him.


            Susan had had two dimples, and she’d rarely been without a smile. One that had always entranced him. So why did Delilah’s glare affect him just as powerfully?


            Layel almost beat himself in the temples to dislodge that torturous thought. He would not compare another woman to Susan. There was no comparison. She had no equal, then or now.


            “Why are you looking at me like that?” Delilah asked, now curious rather than upset. “In fact, why are you looking at me at all? You said you would not.”


            Because I am a terrible husband. “How was I looking at you?” He stared past her, past the water to the crystal dome that was so close, yet so far away. Like I want to draw you close and push you away at the same time? Like I want to both taste you and kill you? Like you’re dangerous in a way you have no right to be?


            “Like I’m a disgusting demon,” she said.


            She wasn’t a demon; she was far worse. Admitting it would have given her power over him, though. “Why did you approach me, Amazon? What do you want from me? And understand that I will not fight with you, no matter what you say. Not now. You will stop trying to provoke me.”


            “I wasn’t trying to provoke you,” she said, indignant.


            “You succeeded nonetheless. I asked you a question. You will answer it.”


            At first, she gave no reaction to his words. Then her lips pursed. Those lush, beautiful lips. What would they feel like against his skin? What would—


            With a hiss, she kicked out her leg, knocking his ankles together as he’d done to hers in the forest. At the same time, she pushed his shoulders, propelling him backward and giving him no way to balance or catch himself. When he landed, he landed hard, breathing a thing of the past.


            You knew better than to allow yourself to be distracted in the presence of an Amazon warrioress, he berated himself, trying to suck in a mouthful of air. Around any enemy, really, but especially one so volatile.


            Delilah hopped on top of him, pinning his shoulders to the sand with her knees. There was now another layer to her already complex scent, he realized. Arousal. The discovery shocked him. Hot, erotic arousal, and his mouth dried, his tongue desperate to lave between her legs, where she would be wet. If he moved, raised his head even a little, he would be able to quench his sudden, desperate thirst.


            No. No!


            “This is better,” she said, practically humming with satisfaction. And disappointment? Did she want to be weaker than him? Surely not. To her, such a thing could bring only humiliation. “The king of the vampires, mine to command. Now you are going to answer my questions. Tell me why you didn’t try to swim home like the rest of us. You know something. You must.”


            Fighting his need for her—just a touch, a taste—he snapped, “I will never be yours to command. Never be yours, period.”


            “We shall see.” Baby-fine strands of her hair brushed his cheeks. A purr rumbled in the back of his throat, and he growled to mask it. “I have heard of your conquests, vampire king.”


            “Have you?” Slowly he raised his hands to her waist, pretending he wanted to hold her, be closer to her. Hating that it was not as much a pretense as it should have been.


            She didn’t protest. “Yes. They’re impressive. You killed the demon queen, sucking her dry. You have slaughtered more dragons than anyone else ever to live. Combined. You torture ruthlessly just to hear your opponent scream.”


            “And yet you seem remarkably unfazed by such fearless feats.”


            “Have you, perchance, heard of my conquests?” She sounded hopeful.


            “No.” He hadn’t, but wished otherwise.


            “Liar,” she said, unable to hide her dejection.


            “About many things, yes, but not this.” When she opened her mouth, perhaps to list her own feats, he added, “I do not wish to hear about them, either.” Proof that he did, in fact, lie whenever he wanted.


            Fire blazed in her eyes as she licked her lips, baring that pink tongue again. “All I want to know is wwhhyy—”


            With a flick of his wrists, he tossed her overhead. She landed on her back and rolled, but he expected the motion and rolled backward himself, pinning her to the sand with his body’s weight. Behind them, a gasp sounded. Followed by a laugh, a cheer. No footsteps swished in the sand, however. Perhaps, like him, the others could not breach the shield. Or perhaps they were simply enjoying the show.


            Delilah lay there a moment, stunned.


            “You were saying?” he asked, one brow arched smugly.


            “Release me, Layel. Now.”


            Her breasts pushed into his chest, her nipples hard and wanting. He was tempted, so tempted, to palm them. Was shaking with the need, he realized. “What are you doing to me? How are you making me feel this way?”


            She blinked up at him, truly confused. “What way?”


            He would not admit his desires aloud. They were wrong, unacceptable. Oh, he knew that men and women constantly fell in and out of lust. Knew that many who lost their lover grieved for a time and then found someone else.


            He could not, would not do so.


            Susan had been killed in the most painful, brutal way imaginable. She had been humiliated, used, spat upon and finally burned. She had felt her baby die inside her, the kicking gradually slowing until it ceased altogether. She had begged and she had pleaded for Layel’s help, but he had not reached her soon enough. He had not saved her.


            He did not deserve another chance at love.


            He did not deserve another woman.


            More than that, Susan did not deserve to have her memory overshadowed by another woman.


            “What way?” Delilah insisted, reaching up.


            What she meant to do, he might never know. He jolted to his feet with a roar. “Do not touch me. Ever. Just stay away from me, Amazon. Do you understand?”


            He didn’t wait for her reply, but stalked away from her. Stalked away before he looked at her, saw hurt in her eyes and apologized. Before he begged her to ignore his words and touch him anyway. Before he threw himself at her, sobbing for a chance at something he was not worthy of.


            Sand was flung against his calves and he knew she’d stood. “I only approached you to ask if you knew why we were brought here,” she called. There was no emotion in her tone. Merely a detachment he suddenly loathed nearly as much as he loathed the dragons.


            Silent, he continued to stride away from her with a fierce determination he usually reserved for the battlefield. One amorous glance from a woman and a part of you longs to forget Susan. You promised her an eternity, yet you only gave her a few hundred years. Pathetic.


            Cringing, he covered his ears with his hands. Dark, treacherous emotions were welling inside him, close to bubbling over. If they succeeded, Layel knew he would be lost to them forever. There would be no returning, no reclaiming his sanity. Vengeance would be forgotten, his own pain all he would be able to see.


            “Do you know? Does anyone know?” Delilah shouted.


            “I do,” a booming voice answered, relish in every syllable. “I know.”
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            DELILAH FROZE. That voice…that power…In all her years, she’d never heard such a sound or felt such a presence. And yet, the shock of both failed to compare to the shock of having been face-to-face—body to body—with Layel, king of the vampires.


            She had heard stories of the man’s prowess, of course, of his dark nature, his unquenchable thirst for blood and power. Delicious qualities, indeed, and she couldn’t help but desire all of his strength, all of his fervor, at her fingertips again. He was a warrior to the core and would not care what her sisters thought of him. He would fight for what he wanted, damn the consequences.


            He was the kind of man she’d secretly wanted for years, the need solidifying every time she saw a couple, no matter their race, cooing over each other. The kind of man she’d once thought she’d had, only to lose because he hadn’t desired more than a night. But unlike the other, Vorik, who, at the height of passion, had claimed he would crave her forever, Layel said he wanted nothing to do with her. Should she believe him? His heated glances suggested otherwise.


            She almost wished she’d spent more time with the male species. But with the exception of her ill-fated assignation, her tribe only consorted with them twice a year—mating season—when men were stolen from their homes, reduced to slaves, their bodies used repeatedly. When the Amazons finished with them, they were sent on their way. Because Vorik had not been one of those slaves, Delilah had foolishly hoped that, after all his tender promises and heated caresses, her man would fight to stay with her. Or, at the very least, fight to take her with him.


            Not even a backward glance, she mused darkly.


            So many times since then she’d wondered why none of the men—not just hers—had ever asked for more. After all, not one slave had even put up a fight when he’d first realized his destination and purpose. In fact, they’d seemed overjoyed. Willing and eager. And even though they were slaves, they were treated well, sex available anytime they wanted it.


            But apparently, though Amazons were fun for a time, they just weren’t worthy of forever. Not that any other Amazon but her wanted forever. What’s wrong with me? Though her virginity was long gone, thanks to Vorik, she couldn’t even use the slaves casually, as the sexual vessels they were meant to be.


            Since taking her lover, Delilah had never experienced the urge to give herself to another, only to toss him aside later—or be tossed aside herself, his old life more important than the new one he could build with her. But Layel…she desired him, she realized. Desired his tongue in her mouth, hot and insistent. Desired their sweat-soaked skin slipping and sliding together. Desired his body arching and straining over hers.


            Foolish girl. She could desire such things, but she could never allow them. Already she wanted Layel too fiercely. How much more would she want him if she learned the reality of his touch? The true bliss? She would give herself to him, wholly and fully, yet he would walk away afterward. Once again, she would be forgotten. This time, though, she suspected she would not get over the loss. She’d been given a glimpse of the man behind the legend and she’d liked what she’d seen.


            Someone stepped on her foot, drawing her from her troubling musings back to the equally troubling present. What in Hades was going on? Everyone was inching toward the beach.


            “Reveal yourself,” the dragon with the braids was saying to the invisible being, his arms splayed wide as he turned in a circle in front of her. “If you have the courage.”


            Someone gasped. Someone pointed.


            Wonderful. Another surprise. Delilah followed the direction of that finger, and her eyes widened. There, above the water, the air had begun to crystallize and thicken. A force of good? Or evil? She settled one foot behind her, ready to leap and attack at a moment’s notice. The other creatures did the same, she noticed, each of them preparing for battle.


            Unfortunately, the only weapons to be had were their own bodies.


            Even Layel had stopped to face the swirling being. His expression was intent, though untamed, feral and savage, and somehow banked with undeniable sensuality.


            “Oh, I have the courage. But do you, dragon? Do any of you? Only time will tell.” Wind billowed and wet droplets sprayed. “Citizens of Atlantis, welcome to Paradise, created for the gods yet happily relinquished to you, our faithful servants.”


            Paradise? Servants?


            The voice came from the water, but the air never coagulated completely. Just remained thick and dappled in the shape of a human—large, probably male. Three mermaids—a blonde, a brunette and a redhead—swam around the misty form, cooing their admiration of his power and glory.


            “Be not afraid,” the being continued. “You have been chosen to participate in a monumental event. All we ask in return is that you show us your valor, strength and cunning, qualities you have amply displayed on the battlefields of your home.” He paused, probably awaiting nods and murmurs of encouragement.


            He got neither. The others were no doubt as perplexed as Delilah.


            A rumble of irritation sounded from the water.


            “Why did you bring us here?” she demanded before the being could speak again. So far, he had offered no answers, only more confusion.


            “There’s going to be trouble,” one of the mermaids sang happily.


            “You will not speak to me in that tone,” the booming voice announced, the jelly-air rippling violently.


            “And you can’t just—” Delilah began.


            “Silence!”


            A stream of water slammed into her, hitting with so much force she dropped to her knees, gasping for breath. Her mouth filled, and she gurgled and choked. Even if you are dying, show no fear. The second commandment. She might have broken most of the commandments this day, but she wouldn’t break that one.


            Her gaze automatically sought Layel, the man who made her feel both protected and hated. His beautiful azure eyes were narrowed on her, his soft lips thinned. In displeasure? She hadn’t seen him move, but he seemed closer to her than before. She forced her expression to remain neutral.


            “Next time, Amazon, you will be buried in water,” the being warned.


            She didn’t respond, even when the water spray ceased and she managed to suck air back into her lungs. As a warrioress, she had been trained in combat since the age of five. Every time she had failed at a lesson, she had been punished severely. A whipping most often, until her flesh was torn to ribbons. Sometimes a stoning. Sometimes a parade through camp, her faults shouted for all to hear.


            She understood the need for such training, and didn’t regret it. Her ancestors had been slaves to males of all races—just like the slaves they now took into their own camp those two months out of every year. Only their captivity had been eternal. Or had been meant for eternity. One day they’d risen up, attacked and escaped, determined never to suffer such a fate again. Determined no Amazon would. And so the commandments had been born.


            Delilah bore both her internal and external scars proudly, for she had learned never to fail twice at the same thing. This god would not receive a second opportunity to best her.


            “Impertinence will not be tolerated. We are Supreme Beings, your leaders, your creators. You will treat us with the respect we deserve, or you will suffer our wrath.”


            We. There was only one being here, yet he spoke of others. Were they all here, simply invisible? The thought didn’t scare her; no, it infuriated her. An unseen, unknown enemy would be harder to defeat.


            “Listen, all. You are our creations, meant for our amusement and protection, yet we have never made use of you. For too long, you were forgotten, our attention turned to the humans. But no longer must you endure our neglect. You have been remembered and now you shall know our favor.”


            The voice paused again, as if everyone should exclaim with joy that they’d been remembered. When no one did, there was another irritated grumble.


            “Our greatest wish is to learn all about you. For weeks we have been watching you, studying, wondering who among you is the strongest. Those touched by Apollo’s flame? Those gifted with Aphrodite’s beauty? Those with Ares’s thirst for war? And that is how you came to be here on this island, for after careful consideration, we plucked the most courageous, the most feared from the masses.” Once more the wind blustered. “Faithful servants, it is time you put an end to our wondering, once and for all.”


            Delilah almost groaned. She could guess what the god—for what else could the force be but a god?—would say next. They were going to force the creatures here to fight one another. While she didn’t mind fighting, she didn’t like being jerked from her home, from Lily to—


            Lily.


            Damn this! What had happened to the girl after Delilah had disappeared? Had she made it home safely? Had she been captured again? Hurt? Delilah’s hands curled into fists, itching to pound something. Someone. The tenth and most important commandment was to always protect the queen and her family. Had she left Lily at the mercy of the dragons?


            “This will not be an easy undertaking, nor will it be swift. Not for you, and not for us. Time is required to sift through sand and find the gold. That is why you will remain on this island,” the being continued, “where you will be divided into two teams. Every few days you will be tested, challenged, our way of dusting the sand from the gold. It will be up to you to prove your mettle and show us we were right to return to Atlantis.”


            “Every few days” would translate into weeks, if not months. Her nails dug crescents into her palm. What did I do to deserve this? Courage should be rewarded, not punished.


            “Before you proclaim your joy at this great honor we have bestowed upon you, you should know that we conferred many days before bringing you here, one truth very clear to us all—the weak should feel the sting of our disappointment.” There was another pause, laden with tension. “That is why the losing team will counsel with us. And why one member will be chosen…for execution.”


            Shocked gasps circled the beach. Delilah’s jaw almost hit the ground. Executed? For losing a silly challenge? She could understand a beating—what Amazon wouldn’t—but death? Does it matter? You will win by whatever means necessary.


            “We have no doubt that all of you will try your best. But in the end, there can be only one winner.”


            “My lord,” Brand said, stepping forward. “We—”


            “For now,” the god interjected, cutting the dragon off, “take this day for yourselves. You will find the elements no longer pain you.” That seemed to be addressed directly to Layel and the other vampire. Had they been hurt? “Restore your vigor, build what weapons you think you need to aid you in your path to victory. I prevented you from killing each other when you first awoke, but I won’t intervene any longer. Just know that to destroy another creature could very well be to destroy your own team—and so could bring you one step closer to facing execution. Welcome to Paradise, Atlanteans. Let the games begin.”


            The thickened air began to break apart, thinning to raindrops…then mist. But that soon dissipated, as well, curling toward the brightening blue overhead. A blue as clear and fathomless as Layel’s eyes.


            All three mermaids disappeared below the water’s surface. A second later, their iridescent tails lifted and wiggled. Then those, too, vanished. Still, no one on the beach spoke.


            Perhaps, like Delilah, they were shaken to the core, throats unworkable.


            Nola was the first to move. She crossed the distance, grabbed Delilah’s arm without slowing and tugged her into the surrounding palms. When they were far enough away that the others would not hear them, the warrioress stopped and whirled. “What are we going to do? Who was that?”


            “I don’t know.” She massaged the back of her neck, hating the situation more with every second that passed. “I just don’t know. Poseidon most likely, for he is the water god.” She’d never interacted with a god before and hadn’t ever thought to do so. As the being had said, the heavenly sovereigns had not bothered the citizens of Atlantis for thousands of years—and that had been just fine.


            “The voice kept saying we,” Delilah continued. “Others are involved.”


            “Did he? I didn’t notice. All I could think about was the fact that I was looking at a creature comprised solely of water who wanted me to prove myself or die.” Nola shook her head, dark hair flying in every direction. “We have never been friends, Delilah, but you are the only person I trust in this so-called Paradise. What if we are separated? Placed on opposing teams? Our first commandment is to always aid a sister in need. How can I aid you if we are suddenly enemies?”


            “Nola, I’m just as confused as you are.” Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. Most days were the same. Wake up, train for war, eat, train for war, sleep. Repeat. The only difference was usually going to war, something they did at least twice a year, whether provoked or not, to prove their continued strength. “Let me think for a moment.”


            Back and forth she paced, the trees blurring. Of the two of them, Nola was younger, less experienced. That meant the responsibility of keeping the girl alive fell on Delilah’s shoulders. “We cannot leave, that much we know. And if we cannot leave, that means we must compete in the god’s silly games or be killed.” If they were forced to compete against each other, Delilah knew she would not be able to hurt Nola. Even if it meant dying herself.


            She had been raised to protect her sisters, no matter what. That was her purpose, her privilege. A game was not going to change that.


            Win by whatever means necessary, she’d thought only a few moments ago. Now she snorted. “We may not be separated, so let’s not worry about that just yet. Right now we’re going to gather all the sticks we can carry, as well as every sharp rock that we see. I want us prepared for battle by nightfall. Just in case.”


            Nola gave a stiff nod, but she didn’t move off immediately. “Tell me we’ll return home soon. Tell me, and I’ll believe it.” The vulnerability glowing from her expression was surprising.


            “We’ll return home,” she replied without hesitation. Defeat was not something Delilah allowed. Ever. What about Layel? He shoved you down, could have hurt you and you wouldn’t have been able to stop him. “You have my word,” she forced past the sudden lump in her throat, her blood churning into liquid lightning. Damn that man, and damn the heavens! “Go. Before everyone else decides to make weapons, as well, and there’s nothing left for us.”


            


            ENVELOPED BY SHADE, Layel had watched as each pair of creatures disappeared into the trees. To talk, he was sure. To plan. To arm themselves. At the moment, he was too furious to move. He’d been taken from his people and his war for the amusement of the gods. Intolerable!


            “I will not stand for this,” Zane snapped at his side.


            “Nor I.”


            Zane blinked at him in surprise, as if he had expected Layel to chastise him rather than agree. “What can we do?”


            “We can kill every creature the god brought to the island. That way, there are no players for his sadistic game and we can return home.”


            “What of the nymphs you so favor?”


            A sigh slipped from him. “They are our friends. They live.”


            “What of the Amazons?”


            Layel closed his eyes for a moment, drew in a shuddering breath. He’d thought to kill Delilah earlier, but had failed. Mistake. Now there was another reason to do so. A reason not so easily discarded. “They will not be so fortunate.”


            A slow smile spread across Zane’s pale face. “The gods will regret bringing us here.”


            “Yes.” A warm breeze slid against what little skin Layel had bared—the skin on his face, as well as a patch on his arm where one of the dragons had burned away his shirt. While he smelled salt and dew, flower blossoms, fruit and aroused female—damn, but he wanted to banish that scent!—this island lacked the scent of enchantment that Atlantis possessed.


            In Atlantis, he could wander the halls of his palace, imagining Susan at his side, laughing up at him, green eyes sparkling. Here, he seemed to imagine nothing but the little Amazon. Even now, all he could picture was that blue hair fisted in his hands, that exotic face staring up at him in passion and need, those eyes hot, legs spread, feminine core wet and glistening, his tongue tracing those tattoos.


            He craved her blood in his mouth.


            His fangs sharpened, ready…so ready…


            He would kill her first, he decided, hands compressing into fists. His nails were once again elongated into claws. They cut past skin and into the meat of his hands until warmth trickled and pooled in the creases of his fingers. Why are you so upset? Why are you hurting yourself? Any more blood loss and you’ll weaken. As the god said, you need your strength.


            “We’ll wait for darkness to fall,” he told Zane, the words emerging on another of those broken sighs. Why the reluctance to see his plan through? He didn’t care about the Amazon. He hated her. Yes, hated. With nearly the same intensity he hated the dragons. “Then we’ll attack them, one by one.”


            Delilah has done nothing wrong, his mind protested. She does not deserve death at your hands.


            Logically, he knew that to be true. Yet logic meant nothing to him just then. He had to get that woman out of his head. She didn’t belong there and was disrupting the only sense of peace he knew. A peace he desperately needed, for any distraction could allow the dragons to best him.


            This time, when she was within reach, he would not look at her, would not smell her sweet fragrance. He would simply act. “Come, we need distance from the gods,” he said, leading his charge deeper into the forest, not stopping until they reached a riverbank.


            Zane bent down, palmed a stone and tossed it into the pristine water. “I wonder what happened to our brethren after we were taken.”


            “If they assume we are dead and crown a new king, I will kill them all.”


            Zane snorted in amusement, as Layel had meant for him to do. He valued his people; they were his greatest weapon against his enemy. And though he had been teasing, knowing well how loyal his men were, he would not tolerate a new king. It was funny, really, since he’d once abhorred his crown. “If they are the warriors I trained them to be,” he continued, “they finished slaughtering the dragons and are now celebrating the victory and planning a search for us.”


            “A celebration we are missing.” A dark glaze spread over Zane’s eyes, making the irises as black as onyx. He grabbed and threw another stone. “I hate this place. The demons here…”


            “Are yours.” When Layel had stormed the demon queen’s palace to pilfer her treasury after he’d killed her, he’d found Zane waiting in her bed, naked and oiled so that he would be ready for her pleasure. Clearly he hadn’t been forced by physical means to remain there, but his relief at her death had been palpable.


            Layel didn’t know why he’d been there, seemingly willing; he only knew the warrior’s hate was as great as his own.


            Zane’s wide shoulders relaxed slightly. Until both men caught a glimpse of blue hair several feet away. The owner of that hair never came into sight, limbs and shrubs hiding her as she searched for…weapons? A place to stay? No, his first supposition was right, he mused, his traitorous heart speeding up. He would stake his life on it. Did she know he was nearby? Probably.


            “What of the little Amazon you nearly ate?” Zane whispered fiercely. “I would like to finish her, as well.”


            Layel experienced a spark of anger. “She is mine. I will take care of her.”


            “That, I know. But do you plan to bed her or kill her? You looked ready to do both when she straddled your chest.”


            “What do you think?” he asked, because he did not wish to lie to a fellow vampire.


            “I told you. I think you would like to do both.”


            “And I think you are in danger of unleashing my wrath.” Truth.


            “Nothing new there.” Unconcerned, Zane tossed another stone. Plop, plop. “Perhaps you can do both.”


            Surely that had not been wistfulness seeping from his tone. “No.” Layel ran his tongue over his teeth. One of his fangs stabbed into the sensitive organ, the resulting bead of blood reminding him that he’d gorged himself earlier, while battling the dragons, yet that hadn’t stopped his cravings for Delilah. “No,” he repeated for his own benefit. “Too cruel.” For Delilah and himself.


            “Have you ever tasted an Amazon?”


            “No.” Every race possessed a unique flavor. The dragons—sulfur. The demons—rot. Centaurs—sweet, almost like honeyed hay. Minotaurs—strong, tangy. Nymphs—ambrosia. But Amazons? What would they—she—taste like?


            You will never find out, he vowed. He would die before he placed any part of himself inside that woman. It was time to change the subject. “Come. Time grows short. We’ll make spears, daggers and arrows.”


            “And which do you plan to use on the girl?”


            “My bare hands,” he said. Even as he spoke, he longed to use his hands in a different way. For pleasure, not pain. Satisfaction, not death. Neither of which he would allow. The fact that he still wished to do such a thing told him beyond any doubt he needed to rid himself of her, just as he’d planned.


            Zane gave another of those eerie smiles. “Until nightfall, then.”


            Layel nodded grimly.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            POSEIDON, GOD OF THE SEA, towered inside the coral palace he’d built himself in the center of the ocean, staring into a large, mist-entrenched mirror. Beyond the mist, Paradise and its reluctant new inhabitants were visible, a feast for his gaze.


            “They are confused,” he said. He’d left them a short while ago, had told them not to worry—hadn’t he?—yet their panic had only grown.


            A murmur of “yes” arose, the timbres a mix of excitement, resolve and nonchalance.


            Four other gods had journeyed through portals in Mount Olympus to join him here. Poseidon turned, studying them as intently as he’d studied the Atlanteans in the mirror. Ares, god of war, possessing a temper far worse even than Poseidon’s own. Hestia, plain yet somehow seductive, whose spell-casting abilities were eclipsed only by her determination to make a name for herself by any means possible, fair or foul. Apollo, smile brighter than the sun he controlled, fiercely loyal to those he loved. And finally, Artemis, twin sister to Apollo, as wild as the flowers growing on earth—and as cold as ice.


            Upon their arrival, Poseidon had been forced to drain his palace to accommodate lungs not as superior as his own. Now ocean water churned outside rather than in, lapping at the outer walls, the roof. Every few seconds, a droplet fell from the bejeweled chandelier and splashed against the ebony floor.


            Hestia eyed those droplets with disdain.


            If she wasn’t careful, he would drown her.


            For centuries, Poseidon had remained here in the water. King to his merpeople, forgotten by earthlings and utterly bored. Truly, nothing had entertained him. Not peace and prosperity. Not storms, famine and war. Then, a few months ago by the Atlantean calendar, two of his mermaids had told him of dissent in Atlantis. Atlantis, a place he’d forgotten completely over the years. A place they’d all forgotten.


            A place that belonged to them.


            He’d slipped inside, observed unnoticed for a bit, surprised to find the creatures thriving. Curious about their reaction to him, he’d finally announced himself. Still bored, he’d begun moving the citizens about like chess pieces, pitting the dragons against the nymphs and watching the strong, determined warriors resort to battle in their need to protect their females and homes. But in the end they hadn’t killed each other as he’d anticipated. Hadn’t really even argued. They’d reached a treaty, baffling him.


            The unpredictability had been delightful. And just like that, all of his ennui had melted away.


            Other gods, as bored with their routines as he had been, noticed the abrupt change in his mood. It wasn’t as though he could hide it. The churning waters had settled into calm serenity. His four unexpected guests soon had arrived here, wanting to know the source of his joy. I should have lied. Told them anything but Atlantis.


            That fateful day of their arrival was burned inside his head.


            You can’t just waltz inside, he’d said after his confession—and their subsequent desire to do as he’d done—wanting to keep his new favorite toy to himself.


            Why not? Hestia had anchored her hands on her wonderfully flared hips. You did.


            Yes, and we can’t toss another surprise at them. That would be cruel.


            Ares had snorted. Like you’re all flowers and sunshine. We’re going in, and you can’t stop us.


            His hands had fisted in frustration. What do you hope to gain with this visit? Just as we once forgot the Atlanteans, they have now forgotten us. You will not be worshipped in their realm, nor will you be thanked for your reappearance.


            Apollo had shrugged, the dire warning of no concern to him. I want to know how my nymphs have fared without me. I should not have abandoned them as I did and wish to make amends.


            His nymphs? His? They were made with equal measures of all of us, Poseidon had reminded him with irritation. But if he were honest, he would admit that some races tended to favor one god above the rest, as though a war had raged during their creation and certain characteristics had defeated all others. Besides, they have flourished despite your neglect. They are happy now and would despise any interference.


            As they despised yours? Apollo splayed his arms. Doesn’t matter. They fared better than most, I’m sure.


            What’s that supposed to mean? Artemis had asked. If a creature resembles you, it’s better than all those around it?


            Thus had begun a spirited hour-long debate about the strengths of each race, the weaknesses of each race and whom each race took after, finally culminating in an annoyed yet excited announcement from Ares. Enough! Arguing solves nothing. Let’s put them on trial, shall we?


            What do you propose? Hestia had asked hesitantly.


            Simply that we put our opinions to the ultimate test with a little wager. We’ll take two of every race—unmated, of course, or there’ll be an uprising—and pit the creatures against each other. If your choice wins, you can enter and leave Atlantis unfettered. However, if your choice loses, you can never set foot in the dome again.


            Poseidon had tilted his head as he considered the pros and cons. If he lost, his fun ended. If he ensured his creatures won, he could have Atlantis all to himself, just as he wanted.


            A sound idea, but…Apollo frowned. Why two?


            One powerful warrior could be an anomaly, Ares said. Two powerful warriors will prove the race’s superior strength and intelligence.


            And how will we choose the competitors? Artemis had asked, arching a brow.


            Just the way our friend Poseidon chose the pawns in his little game, of course. Observation. We’ll watch them and decide on the strongest, the bravest, the most resilient together. Then, we’ll design challenges that will test their fortitude, wits and determination.


            What will happen to the creatures who fail us? Artemis asked.


            I think we should dispose of the losers, Poseidon had suggested. That way they cannot sing tales of our actions to the people of Atlantis. And he, the winner, would not have to deal with the backlash. Besides, I’m sure the lot of you will be angry and looking for vengeance when your choice loses to mine. Killing the creatures who brought about your loss will surely be cathartic.


            Hestia’s eyes had narrowed. We’ll see who wins, won’t we?


            Two Atlantean weeks later, and here they were.


            “The vampire will win,” Ares said confidently now. “He has murder in his eyes. A look I know well.”


            Hestia peered out at the creatures moving through the forest, creatures who couldn’t see them. “The vampire king or his warrior?”


            “Does it matter? We were to pick a race, not an individual.”


            “I was merely curious.” She shook her head, dark hair tumbling down her back. “But you’re right. It does not matter, for the Amazons will win, no question. They are resilient, determined, unafraid to fight for what they know they deserve. A lot like me. The young one has been betrayed by everyone she has ever loved. There’s bitterness inside her. Bitterness and hate. She’ll unleash a storm of fury unlike anything you have ever seen.”


            “Please.” Apollo laughed, the carefree sound at odds with the combatant he was. “She might be a smoldering cauldron of dark emotion, but she possesses the heart of an innocent. More than that, the nymphs carry my light inside them. Why do you think all creatures, male and female, are drawn to them? Your Amazon will be no exception and will end up bowing to them.”


            “The nymphs are indeed seducers,” Artemis said, “but their beauty cannot compete with the fair-means-or-foul mentality of the demons. They would eat their own young to win a battle.”


            “Well, I say the dragons will eat everyone before the first game ends,” Poseidon replied. “Their strength and hunger are legendary. Even the people of earth exalt them.”


            Ares rubbed his hands together. He was so tall, even Poseidon had to look up to him. He had dark hair and equally dark eyes, and radiated such intense wickedness he could have passed for Hades’s twin. “We’ve all made our choices. It’s past time to begin.”


            Another murmur of “yes” arose, this one dripping with exhilaration.


            “The other creatures,” Poseidon said. “Those we did not vote for. The minotaurs, centaurs, gorgons and formorians.”


            “If one of the unfavored wins, the contest is—What am I saying?” Ares chuckled. “The unfavored will not win.”


            “Well, I am ready to see who will. There can be no interfering from this moment on,” Artemis said, eyeing each god until she received a nod of agreement. “What happens will happen. Whoever wins will win, and we will accept the outcome and the consequences with graciousness befitting our stations.”


            “Of course.” Poseidon waved his hand in the air, hoping he appeared convincing. He would ensure the dragons won by any means necessary. He had no doubt his fellow gods would come to respect his actions in time. Hadn’t Artemis praised the demons for just such ruthlessness, and Hestia admired the Amazons for a similar unyielding drive?


            When the dragons won, Poseidon would win, and Atlantis would once again be his and his alone.


            


            NIGHT HAD LONG SINCE FALLEN.


            The air was warm, fragrant and fraught with danger. The insects were eerily silent, not a chirp or whistle to be heard. Only the wind seemed impervious to the surrounding menace, swishing leaves and clicking branches together.


            Delilah’s every self-protective instinct remained on high alert. No telling where the other creatures were. She’d spied a few here and there as she’d gathered stones and sticks. And then they had disappeared, hiding amongst the shadows. She could have hunted them down, could have challenged them to prove her strength, as was the way of the Amazons, but she hadn’t.


            The god’s warning refused to leave her mind. What if she killed one of her own team members? To begin at a disadvantage would be the epitome of foolish. And she’d been foolish a little too often lately.


            She and Nola had opted to sleep in the trees, making them harder to find, harder to reach. Right now she was strewn atop a thick branch, legs swinging over the side, handmade spear clutched tightly in her palms. Wooden daggers were strapped to her legs, waist and back. Thankfully, she’d been trained in the art of weaponry, learning how to create the deadliest of tools out of anything and everything she could find in the forest.


            Sharp bark dug into her ribs, helping keep her awake, alert. What were the other creatures doing just then?


            What was Layel doing?


            Layel…beautiful Layel. She’d hardly interacted with him, yet their brief exchanges had been enough to utterly, foolishly fascinate her. There, an admission. He was like no one she had ever encountered. Constantly she found herself wondering what his body looked like underneath his clothes, what his face would look like lost in passion, what he would feel like, pumping and sliding inside of her.


            He despises you. He’s best forgotten.


            Forget that his skin was pale and as smooth as silk? Forget that his eyes were blue like sapphires and fringed by black lashes that were a striking contrast to his snow-white hair? Forget that he was tall with wide shoulders and radiated a dark sensuality women probably salivated over? Impossible.


            What kind of females did he enjoy? What type of females had he allowed into his bed? In all the stories she’d heard of him, not a word had been uttered about his preferred bed partners. That didn’t mean he’d remained alone all these years.


            Sparks of something sinister flickered in her chest. Jealousy, perhaps. She wanted to deny the emotion, but couldn’t. Mine, she thought. He might want nothing more to do with her, but no way in Hades would he be allowed to have another woman. Not while they inhabited this island.


            What’s come over you? Men were no longer something she treasured, dreaming of love and laughter in the darkest of nights. To her, they were merely something for her sisters to use twice a year, something to destroy if ever they threatened her loved ones. Since her mating had ended so disastrously, she had not thought to ever again find herself possessive of a male.


            How many times had she watched her sisters fight over a particular slave, as if he were a pretty trinket they meant to wear? He’s mine, they would shout, commandments conveniently forgotten. It’s my bed he will warm this night. A clash of daggers always followed, as well as cut and bleeding warrioresses. How many times had she watched those “prized” men leave when the loving was over? Without a backward glance at the females they were leaving behind? Not that her sisters had cared. But she had watched and wondered. How could they not want more from each other?


            After Vorik, Delilah had thought herself immune to men, her secret longings buried. Until now. She’d straddled the vampire’s shoulders and he’d looked between her legs with undiluted heat. The thought of giving herself to him had not been abhorrent. She’d wanted to command his hands on her, his mouth, something, anything. She’d wanted him to command her.


            A shiver followed the thought, drowning her in another wave of that deep and inexorable desire. What would it be like to be bedded by him? Would he be gentle, taking her slowly? Or would his passion be as ferocious as his wild blue eyes promised? Perhaps even a little wicked?


            “You’re aroused, Amazon. Why?”


            Layel’s voice was so close, so husky, like a whispered entreaty, she wasn’t sure if she imagined it. She stiffened, fingers tight on the spear as she searched the darkness for him. Only treetops and night birds came into focus. Not even where thin slivers from the golden ball high above seeped through the canopy of leaves did she make out the form of a man. Slowly she relaxed.


            Why am I aroused? Because of you, she wished she could tell this fantasy.


            “Well?” Chilled breath caressed her ear.


            She gasped. Too real, too real, too real…


            Before she had time to react, however, a hard hand settled over her mouth while another shoved her to her back. A heavy, muscled weight slammed into her body. She lost her breath, barely managing to remain on the branch.


            In seconds, Layel had her stretched out, her legs restrained. Her eyes widened as her spear was torn from her grip and thrown to the ground. A mocking thump echoed in her ears. She balled her hand and moved to strike him, but he released her mouth to check the action. Next he caged her arms between their bodies.


            “You will not hurt me,” he said.


            “And yet you feel free to hurt me. Besides, I’ll do anything I want.”


            “Try.”


            One word, but it was so smug she longed to slap him. Sadly, below the urge for violence was also the need to kiss him. She didn’t panic. Yet. Nola was nearby. Probably sneaking up on Layel…now. But no. A moment ticked by, then another.


            Nola never arrived.


            Delilah’s heart began to drum erratically in her chest, a dazzling realization settling deep inside her. Her blood rushed through her veins with dizzying speed, and need quivered in her belly. Here was her secret fantasy, in the flesh. Hers for the taking. Part of it, anyway. There’d be no happily-ever-after with this man, but there could be pleasure, a moment of giving and sharing and taking between a man and a woman.


            You’re an Amazon. Act like one. Forcing herself into action, she raised her head and sank her teeth into his neck until she tasted the metallic tang of blood. He hissed in her ear, the sound a mix of pleasure and pain. You’re biting him to escape, yes? So why are you writhing?


            Mmm, so good…her tongue flicked against his racing pulse.


            His hands now free, he fisted her hair and jerked her away. He was panting, anger and arousal bright in his eyes. “Think yourself a vampire, do you? Or are you half vampire? I know your kind consorts with all creatures and you could have been fathered by any of the many races.”


            She opened her mouth to respond but he shook his head, stopping her. “Scream and you’ll regret it.”


            “As if I would scream,” she muttered, offended that he thought so little of her abilities. You did allow him to sneak up on you.


            Oh, shut up.


            He blinked in surprise, as if he’d expected her to scream despite his threat.


            Her irritation intensified, and she glared at him. “How did you get up here? Did you hurt my sister?”


            “She was gone when I reached you. I did not touch her.”


            Where had Nola gone, then? “I suppose I will allow you to live. For now. But very soon I’m going to grow tired of letting you overpower me.”


            He snorted.


            “I mean it. Be thankful I haven’t already killed you.”


            “Do not fool yourself, Amazon. You would be dead right now had I not stayed my hand.”


            There was fury in his voice and hate in his expression. Stayed his hand? So he had come here to kill her? Bastard! Except, despite everything he had said, despite the genuine loathing directed at her, his legs were between hers and she could feel the length of his shaft hardening, growing, filling.


            Just like that, her blood sizzled another degree. Blistered her veins. How did he do that to her? I am callous, and I care for no one but my sisters. If they were in Atlantis, she might agree to take him as her slave. If only for the two months males were allowed inside the Amazon camp. But here on this island with a competition in the works, they might very well be enemies.


            A tremor slid down her spine.


            “Afraid, Delilah?” he asked silkily, then muttered a curse she barely processed.


            Then she realized why. Finally, he’d said her name. She wanted to grin. Spoken from those bloodstained lips…a hot ache bloomed between her legs, moisture pooling there. Earlier today, he hadn’t wanted to say her name, but she’d needed to hear it and had tried to force his hand. Still he’d resisted. And every time he’d called her “Amazon,” disgust had been evident in his voice. That alone should have caused her to lump him in the same forgettable group as every other man she’d ever encountered. But even then, underneath the disgust, there’d been a hint of husky satisfaction, as if he were already inside her, and she had only craved more of him.


            “Of what?” The words emerged breathless. She wanted to point out what he’d done, what he’d said, but was afraid he would never do so again if she did.


            “Dying. Pain.”


            “No,” she answered honestly. Dying didn’t scare her. Pain didn’t scare her. But her reaction to this man petrified her. He made her feel vulnerable, as if she couldn’t rely on herself. As if she needed him to survive. He’d already overtaken her thoughts.


            “You should be very afraid,” he said.


            She stared up at him. His eyes were narrowed yet aglow with inner fire, drawing her in, mesmerizing her. Do not let him best you. Again. “My patience grows thin. Why are you here?”


            “I thought I made that clear. I came to kill you.”


            He spoke so matter-of-factly, she was surprised by the statement. She should have fought him at that point. Damned should. She should have bucked him off, at the least. Dove for the ground or demanded…an apology? Reparation?


            Instead, she remained still. Hating herself. But gods, she enjoyed having him on top of her. “So why didn’t you?” Not that she thought he would have succeeded, even if he’d tried. Some part of her had to have known he was nearby. Some part of her had to have known he would not hurt her, and that’s why she’d permitted him to get so close.


            “You wield some kind of magic power over me, and I want to know what it is,” he growled. That growl…it rolled along her spine, white lightning in a summer storm.


            “Magic? Power?” she asked, wishing she sounded indignant rather than intrigued. “Me?”


            “Do not pretend ignorance.” He grabbed her shoulders, squeezing, shaking. “Tell me what you’ve done to me, curse you! I demand an answer.”


            “And I demand you take your hands off me before you lose them.” The warning escaped automatically, but her mind screamed a denial: Don’t let go. Hold me. Want me the way I want you.


            “I will hurt you if I must, Delilah.”


            Once again, her name on those sensual lips was wholly erotic, somehow a curse, as well as a caress. Again she shivered. Her nipples pearled, reaching for him, abrading the leather top she wore. “Do it, then. Hurt me.” She tilted her chin, knowing she was the picture of stubbornness.


            What would he do, this warrior who had managed to sneak up on her? How would he react to her challenge?


            His nostrils flared. The light in his eyes grew in intensity, casting an azure shadow over his wickedly eerie face. He stared at her mouth. For a moment, she thought he meant to kiss her. A bruising, punishing kiss. Please…But a minute ticked by, and he did nothing but glare.


            Tired of waiting, she yanked one of her hands free, reached up and sifted strands of his hair through her fingers. “Soft,” she whispered.


            “Let go.”


            “No.”


            “Let go!”


            “Make me.”


            With another growl, he snapped away from her hold. Away from her, severing any hint of connection. He perched at the end of the branch, his gaze tracing her tattoos with…longing?


            No, he wasn’t perched, she realized. He hovered, floating in place. When he realized he was perusing the war designs her commander had gifted her with each time she had proved invaluable in battle, his focus rose to her face, hatred once again gleaming in his eyes, a piercing red lance aimed directly at her.


            Strange that it seemed to cut all the way to her soul.


            “Do not touch me again.”


            “Then do not lie on top of me.” Slowly she sat up, her gaze never leaving him. “Next time, I might not be so gentle with you.”


            “Next time, you’ll be dead before you realize I’m nearby.”


            She tsked under her tongue, though his words struck deep. “I’m prepared now. You won’t get this close again.”


            “We shall see.”


            Gods, his arrogance aroused her. Nothing he said was an idle boast. Anything he claimed he could do, well, she knew he possessed the power to do it. She admired that about him. Unfortunately, he admired nothing about her.


            What about her upset him so? From the stories she’d heard, he treated only the dragons and their allies with anger. To everyone else, he was polite if distant. No, not true, she thought, playing some of those stories through her head. He loved the nymph king, Valerian, as a brother and had fought beside him on many occasions.


            If she gave herself to Layel—don’t think like that, dangerous, you can’t, it’d be the same as before—would his face soften? Would he look at her with admiration? Mirth?


            “Why do you hate me?” she asked him curiously.


            His head tilted to the side as he studied her. “Why do you care?”


            Argh. “Why don’t you fly away and leave me alone?”


            “Why don’t you run from me?”


            “Why haven’t you kissed me?” The last escaped unbidden, but once said, she did not want to take the words back.


            His fangs elongated as he glared at her, vibrant eyes following her tongue as she ran it over her lips, then dipping to her neck.


            “Thinking about biting me?” she taunted, unsure why she did so. She had been bitten by a vampire before, a rogue who’d been starving and had ambushed her while she’d been training a group of younger Amazons, and it had not been pleasant. But the thought of Layel’s teeth inside her vein…She shivered at the deliciousness.


            His pupils dilated, his gaze dropping again and remaining on her chest. “Your nipples are hard.”


            Were they still? She didn’t want to look away from him and was afraid to touch them. They tingled, they ached. For him, only him. “Thank you for noticing.”


            A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Incorrigible wench.” He sighed. “A friend of mine taught me the power of bargaining,” he said, “and now I will bargain with you. While we are here, I will stay away from you and, in turn, you will stay away from me. Agreed?”


            She tamped down a wave of disappointment. “Decided not to try and kill me after all, then?”


            “For now.”


            “Can’t stand the thought of being without me?”


            “Do you agree?” he insisted, ignoring her question.


            “No.” She didn’t hesitate with her answer. “I never bargain.”


            One of his brows arched. “Never?”


            “Never. Not for anything.” Bargaining meant that she wasn’t strong enough to take what she really wanted, and Delilah refused to show weakness. Well, she refused to show any more. “Now, I’m done playing. Leave, and I won’t hurt you.”


            He was in her face in the next instant. “That sounds like a bargain to me.”


            His breath was warm, sweetly scented. His parted lips were close to hers…so wonderfully close. His pale skin glowed, nearly translucent in the light of those electric blues.


            All of her body tingled, just like her nipples. Her stomach fluttered with a drugging, almost agonizing heat. She hadn’t ever felt like this, not even with Vorik. She ran her tongue along the seam of her mouth again, this time imagining Layel’s tongue in its place. Gods, she craved a taste of him. Just a small taste. Perhaps then her obsession would end. Curiosity only kept him centered in her mind.


            Slowly, she leaned toward him. He didn’t meet her halfway, but he didn’t pull away, either. Anticipation swirled through her. Would he allow the touch? “Your lips,” she said.


            “What about them?”


            “I want them.”


            His shoulders straightened with a jolt. “No?” He’d probably meant the denial as a statement, but it emerged as a question.


            Closer…a little closer…Still he remained in place. His breath hitched in his throat; she caught the slight sound and reveled in it. Closer…Just before their lips met, however, a harsh male curse echoed through the night—and it wasn’t Layel’s.


            Whoever had shouted snapped him from her…spell, he would probably have said. Magic, indeed. How she wished she were capable of wielding enchantments. She would bind this man to the tree, keeping him in place until she at last knew the taste of him.


            Layel straightened, fury once again falling over his mesmerizing features, overshadowing any hint of heat. “I let you distract me from my purpose this time. It will not happen again.” And then he was in the air, flying away from her as hastily as if she were a gorgon, able to turn him to stone with a glance.


            Delilah sat there a moment, shaken to the core. She would have believed she’d dreamed the entire encounter if not for the fire raging in her blood, infusing all her limbs.


            What was she going to do about that man?


            


            LAYEL SOARED through the trees, dewy branches slapping him in the face. He was glad for the sharp sting, for it helped calm his riotous, traitorous body. He was a bastard. Wicked, evil, wanting someone he should not.


            Gods, that female…


            She was a menace. Yes, a menace. Damn her! Why did she have to smell like rainflowers and look like a goddess? Why did her skin have to appear as smooth as golden velvet? Why did her eyes have to glow so vibrant a violet? She was violent, harsh, as bloodthirsty as any vampire. Unworthy, his mind shouted.


            Yet he could not stop thinking of her. Could not stop picturing her, naked and straining against him. Wet, hot, tight. Eager. For him. For his possession.


            He should have killed her.


            But once again he hadn’t been able to do that. Only the sound of Zane’s curse had stopped him from kissing her, which would have been certain ruination. I am sorry, Susan. So sorry. Not only did I fail you once, I seem to be failing you yet again.


            “—only because the gods might place us on the same team,” a woman was snapping. “Otherwise I would slit your throat here and now.”


            “Try it and see what happens.” There was fury in Zane’s voice. But also…No, surely not. Surely not confusion. Zane usually revealed only two emotions: desire to kill and desire to maim. There was no uncertainty in his black-and-white world.


            “As if you could hurt me,” the female said. “You have only to look at your cage to see what happens when you attempt something so foolish.”


            “You will pay for this, woman.”


            The woman in question laughed, a sound of true glee. “Poor baby. All muscle and no brain.”


            Layel burst through a thicket and stopped abruptly, taking in the scene. Zane was trapped inside a makeshift cage, hanging from a tree. The second Amazon woman—Nola, he recalled—balanced on a branch, facing him and grinning.


            When she sensed Layel’s arrival, she lost her smile and whipped to face him. Her lips parted, and her hands fisted at her sides in preparation for battle. “Come to try and kill me, too?”


            Though he concentrated on the female, Layel kept Zane in his peripheral vision. The warrior’s cheeks were bright red, stained with mortification. He’d been defeated by a woman. Layel would have laughed if not for the fact that Delilah had knocked him on his ass earlier.


            “Well?” Nola prompted.


            A moment later, Delilah appeared at Layel’s side. He stiffened as her rain-kissed scent once more assailed him, as her body heat wafted to him. Could he never escape them?


            This close to her again, he remembered the worst part of his encounter with her. She had desired him, had hungered for his kiss. Her nipples had begged for his touch. And he’d almost given her both. Teeth cutting into his cheeks, he stepped away from her, not even trying to hide the action. He hated that he was forced to act so cowardly, hated the weakness she caused in him. But he simply could not be near her.


            She aimed a furious glare at him just as a moonbeam hit her directly, revealing dirt smudges all over her body. Sadly, they did not lessen her appeal. “So. You thought to kill me and your friend thought to kill mine,” she said.


            “Do not pretend surprise.”


            Her eyes narrowed to tiny slits, the top and bottom of her lashes fusing together. “Surprise? Ha! I’m merely thanking the gods you are both incompetent.”


            He had failed at so many things these last few years, her words struck all the way to the bone. He’d failed to destroy all of the dragons. He’d failed to numb himself to the pain of Susan’s death. He’d failed to render the death-blow to Delilah, a woman who threatened the memory of his one and only love.


            He wanted to strike at her. Hurt her. Do not approach her. She’s merely baiting you. “The god told us that there will only be one survivor of this game. One. We shall see which of us is left standing.”


            “Do not threaten my sister,” Nola shouted, stepping toward him. “I have decapitated men for less.”


            He did not doubt that.


            Gaze never leaving him, Delilah held up a hand. The other Amazon stilled and pressed her lips together. “You have tried to prick my temper from the first,” she said. “Well, now you have succeeded. Taking you down will be fun, vampire.”


            He studied her hauntingly lovely features. “I fear the pleasure will be all mine. But perhaps, at the end, I won’t kill you,” he replied. “Perhaps I’ll let you live. As my dessert.” The taunt was meant to infuriate her further, torment her, make her crazed—heightened emotions had ruined many a good warrior in battle—but the moment he realized what he’d said, he felt tormented. He longed to put his mouth on her, drink in the sweetness of her blood and savor every drop.


            The same urge must have welled inside her, because her pupils dilated. Her mouth parted on a gasp of hunger. “I’m going to enslave you,” she whispered fiercely. “You’ll obey my every command, and all of Atlantis will know that Layel, king of the vampires, belongs to Delilah. You’ll have me for dessert only when I permit it.”


            He thought, frighteningly, that she just might be able to do it. Without a word. Just a look, a breath in his direction. A touch, as when she’d held a strand of his hair between her fingers. Pathetically, he was reduced to a creature of sensation when around her. Even his scalp had become sensitized, each hair a thread of desire. For her. Never again, never again, never the hell again.


            “The day I bow to you will be the day—No. Such a day will never come.” There was barely a pause before he added, “Do you know why Amazons were created? Because the gods were trying to create males—and they failed.”


            He expected her to lash at him. She inched backward, instead, features so stricken his chest ached. “We are both mistakes,” she said softly.


            Cursing himself, he flew to the top of the tree that Zane hung from and slashed the rope with his claws. As the cage, suddenly free, tumbled to the ground, he hissed at Nola in warning.


            Then Layel left the area and never once looked back. He had never hated himself more.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX


            
              
            

          


          
            WHEN LIGHT CROWNED the land, Layel found himself whisked to the beach as abruptly as he’d been whisked to the island. The only difference was that he didn’t feel as though he was falling through a tunnel. He’d been sharpening a rock into an arrowhead in the woods one moment, and standing on sand, his hands empty, the next. Without shade, his skin heated. Not painfully, just not comfortably. At least the sun was not as bright and hot as it had been yesterday. Perhaps he would not blister. After all, the god had promised the elements would not affect the Atlanteans adversely any longer.


            A quick shift of his focus revealed that all the other creatures were lined up beside him, looking about in confusion.


            Unable to stop himself—would it always be so?—he searched for Delilah. At first, he did not see her. Perhaps she had been spared, returned to Atlantis.


            Good, that was good. What little sleep he’d gotten, she had ruined, for she had haunted every one of his dreams. Smiling at him, beckoning him to join her in bed. Nipples pink and hard, legs spread, feminine core wet and needy. Tattoos, his for the tonguing.


            In his dreams, he’d been unable to resist. He had licked her, all of her, and she’d writhed against his tongue. He’d even bitten the center of her desire—something he’d never done to Susan for fear of hurting her tender flesh—and Delilah had begged him for more.


            Even now, his body reacted instantly at the thought of her, tightening, hardening. Preparing. He should have spent the night hunting dragons and slaying his foes, but he had not. He had thought: what if I destroy members of Delilah’s team? That would place Delilah in danger of losing and thereby in danger of execution.


            When that woman died, it would be by his hand. No one else would be allowed to harm her. He had even commanded Zane, still sulking from his encounter with Nola, to abstain from hunting and killing.


            Besides, Layel had decided to let her live. For a little while longer, anyway, and even though she tormented him. Even though she threatened his resolve. He did not know why he’d decided such a thing, did not want to think about it anymore. When he did, her exquisite face flashed inside his mind, violet eyes gleaming with hurt, the frequency pushing Susan out of his mind bit by bit.


            Where was she? he wondered again. His gaze continued to cut through the masses, past Zane—what kind of king am I, to concentrate on an enemy rather than a loyal follower?—past Nola and Brand. Why would she have been returned to Atlantis? Unless someone had injured her after Layel left her. Or killed her.


            A red haze swam over his vision. If someone had—There. He spotted her and relaxed. Then hissed. She stood behind the dragon named Tagart, who stood on the other side of Brand.


            She was so tiny, he could barely see her face through the crack of light between those huge warrior bodies. Her blue hair gleamed, and her eyes were so vibrant that as the sun hit them they seemed to cast lavender beams in every direction. Layel’s jaw clenched. He didn’t like seeing her so close to his greatest enemy.


            As if she sensed his perusal, her eyes swung to him and their gazes locked in a heated clash. This time there was no hurt on her expression. No emotion at all, really. That disappointed him when it should have delighted him.


            Better this way. Waves echoed in his ears and salt saturated the warm breeze, but Layel would have sworn he could hear the shallowness of her breathing and smell the sweetness of her rain-scent. Perhaps she was not as unaffected as she appeared.


            Tagart shifted, widening the distance between himself and Brand and gifting Layel with a better view of Delilah. She still wore the small leather coverings over her breasts and the tiny leather skirt that hung to just below the curve of her bottom. Her bootlike sandals were still laced up her calves, hugging lean strength and smooth skin.


            She’d clearly taken a bath, though. Dirt no longer smeared her, and the tattoos on her upper temples, arms, waist and thighs gleamed brightly. Those tattoos…more than ever, he wanted to touch them. Trace the curling designs with his tongue. Did she have any more? Designs he could not yet see? What did they mean? Why did she have them?


            Stop! Do not think of her like that.


            His eyes lowered. He meant to cast his attention to the sand, but instead it latched on to her breasts. Even as he watched, her nipples hardened into tight little points, as if begging for his attention. Layel was ashamed for noticing, for craving, and forced himself to look down. Little bumps broke out over the flat plane of her stomach. Her navel dipped deliciously, he noticed, another spot for his tongue to enjoy.


            You love Susan. And more, you are a king, a warrior. Act like one. Every ounce of his strength was needed to finally—


            “Good morning, contestants. I trust you slept well, and that you are as eager as we are for the games to begin. So, without further ado…say hello to your teammates,” a god-voice suddenly pronounced. This voice was deeper than the one yesterday, harder. A different god?


            In the blink of an eye, Layel was whisked to the other side of the beach, standing in a new line—though this one was only half as long—and facing yet another row of Atlanteans. His teeth gnashed together as irritation flooded him. Being moved around like a puppet grated on his every nerve.


            Zane stood across from him. He tried to snag the soldier’s attention but failed. Following the direction of the man’s gaze, he realized Zane was staring at Nola, who occupied the same side of the beach as Layel. Lust glittered in the warrior’s expression. Lust and confusion and perhaps a little awe.


            Delilah was in Zane’s line.


            Dread curled Layel’s stomach as suspicions danced through his mind. Surely this god was not so cruel. Surely this heavenly sovereign would not pit friend against friend, man against woman.


            “Yes, you will compete against your own kind. And, yes, you will compete against the opposite sex.” A laugh, booming, strong, full of mirth, though edged in steel. Did the god read minds on top of all his other powers, then? “What better way to test your cunning, determination and survival instincts?”


            Just as the water had done yesterday, the sand between the two lines of creatures swirled together, faster and faster, rising…rising…until the outline of a body formed. A few wayward grains drifted into Layel’s mouth, and he spit them out in disgust.


            “Who among you will place your allegiance with your own kind, rather than your fellow teammates, hmm?”


            Layel twisted left, right, and eyed his team. A centaur, a nymph, Brand the dragon—bile rose in his throat—a demon, Nola the Amazon—he gulped—a minotaur, a formorian and a snake-headed gorgon.


            All but the nymph had one thing in common. They were eyeing him with revulsion. Why? He shrugged, unconcerned. The only thing that bothered him at the moment was the fact that Delilah was not in his group.


            He would be forced to compete against her.


            “Great One, I would ask a boon.” Brand stepped forward, his gaze still locked on Layel.


            “Ask,” the being said. “Though I cannot promise you will receive it.”


            Brand pointed to Layel, accusation in his eyes. “This…bloodsucker meant to kill us all while we slept. I ask that he be removed from my team.”


            Delilah had tattled on him, then. He felt betrayed by the knowledge, which was foolish. At least the revulsion of his teammates now made sense.


            “And yet he did not kill you or anyone,” the god said in his defense, surprising him.


            “He will continue to try if given the opportunity. I ask that he be destroyed here and now,” Brand continued.


            “And I decline.”


            “But—” Before he could speak another word, Brand dropped to his knees with a grunt, as if he could no longer endure his own weight. He moaned, grabbing his stomach and falling the rest of the way into the sand. A trickle of blood escaped his mouth.


            “You had your answer, and yet you dared to persist. Let this be a lesson to all who think to question the gods’ wisdom.”


            No one rushed to the dragon’s defense, and Layel smiled slowly. A more welcome sight he had never encountered. Except for Delilah…last night…underneath you, panting…craving your mouth…With a muttered curse, he blackened his mind.


            “We are giving you a few more hours. Use it to strategize with your team. Tonight,” the god continued, as if Brand’s interruption had not occurred, “the first competition will take place. You’ll need every ounce of strength you possess to survive. Because the challenge will be difficult, the winning team will be greatly rewarded. And do not think to rebel, keeping your team from victory. The losing team shall appear before me, and, as mentioned before, the weakest contender will be executed.


            “Go now. Do whatever you must to strengthen yourselves and prepare for the challenge to come. Do not disappoint me.” The last seemed to bullet straight to Layel.


            He opened his mouth to say something—what, he didn’t know—but a second later, the sand stilled, collapsed, the being clearly gone.


            Then a dark cloud assaulted Layel, a single word whispering into his ears: Gauntlet. His eyes burned, some of the granules having worked their way under his lids. He scrubbed a hand over his face. Gauntlet? Confused, he held his breath until the cloud passed. It swept over several other creatures, and they coughed. But they did not act as if they’d heard a voice.


            Finally Brand ceased writhing and dragged himself to his feet with a dark scowl at Layel. Everyone else glanced around the island, as if unsure of what to do next.


            “This is ridiculous.”


            “I’m not pairing with a demon.”


            “Or a vampire.”


            Layel blocked their chatter. Two teams. Competing against each other. Someone from the losing team would die. Tonight. Delilah? His fingers curled, nails cutting. Don’t think about her. His focus settled once again on his team. How was he supposed to play nice with a dragon? A demon? He would rather die.


            You just might.


            He sighed. Gauntlet. Was that to be their challenge? Or was it a trick? He would soon find out, he supposed.


            


            ZANE STALKED from the beach, through the trees and away from the harsh morning light and the creatures he despised. If he had stayed, the already-thin strand he held on his control would have snapped.


            Bad things happened when he snapped.


            But he could think of nothing to calm himself. The feelings the Amazon Nola wrought in him were too confusing, too similiar to what another female had once made him experience. Feelings that had changed him—and not for the better. More than that, he was hungry. Layel had ordered him not to kill last night, and he hadn’t. Which meant he hadn’t eaten, either.


            Zane only drank from creatures he killed. That way, expressions of fear and pleas for mercy would not haunt him. And yet, those living creatures had begun to look tasty.


            Also, taking a living being meant enduring hands and gazes on his body. He shuddered.


            Last night he’d meant to feast on the Amazon, for she smelled sweeter than anyone he’d ever encountered. Even Cassandra, the woman he’d bargained away years of his life to save—the woman who’d then wanted nothing to do with him. In fact, he’d decided to destroy Nola even before the demons.


            But she had bested him.


            He’d gone in for that first slash of her throat, but she had anticipated his move and had struck first. Only, she hadn’t hurt him. She had trussed him up like an animal. To do so, she had touched him. She had looked at him. And he had not wanted to run, hide, even die as he usually did when touched and gazed upon.


            Actually, he’d wanted her to do both again.


            What strange power did these Amazons wield? The blue-haired one had Layel tied in knots. Zane had never seen the king so confused. Soft, even. Layel lived and breathed death. Revenge. Two goals Zane admired. Yet neither of them had been able to hurt those women. Worse, both men now seemed to crave them.


            Unacceptable.


            Zane had avoided females since his release from the demon palace. Sex was not something he needed to survive, wasn’t even something he wanted anymore, therefore he did not indulge. Ever. Even a hasty coupling gave a female power over a man.


            No one would consume his thoughts; no one would dictate his body’s feelings. Too many times over the years he’d had to…Bile rose in his throat. He swallowed it and scrubbed the memory from his mind.


            But he knew it would come back. It always did.


            Layel probably thought he’d been stolen, locked away and forced. Layel was wrong. Zane had gone to the demons of his own volition. Every disgusting thing the demon queen had done to him, he had allowed. Begged for, even. He’d been cursed with a beauty most demons found irresistible, and the queen had craved him even though his heart belonged to another. A slave. Stay with me until I tire of you, the queen had said, and then I will free you both. But she hadn’t, and Cassandra, a siren enslaved by the demons, had begun to look at him with hate.


            Demon whore, he heard in his mind even now. Demon whore, demon whore.


            Scowling, he flattened his hands over his ears. The taunts did not die. Only seemed to increase in volume. A roar ripped from him, and he slammed his fist into the nearest tree trunk. Bark cut past skin. Blood oozed down his arm. The vile things he had done…all for nothing.


            “Are you hurt? Oh, I hope it’s terribly painful!”


            The feminine voice, soft and lilting, somehow managed to overshadow the din in his head. He whipped around and there, in front of him, was his tormentor, worse than any demon he had faced. Nola. She was so lovely, he lost his breath. She was tall, but not bulky. Lean, but strong. And yet, she appeared delicate, as if she would break in half with a good squeeze. Angelic, as if she had no other thoughts beside pleasure.


            He knew those angel-looks were deceptive.


            While he was not repulsed by her touch or her regard—why, why?—he found that he did not like her. She behaved like a demon, demanding, happily taking from others without giving anything in return. Taking his concentration, his self-protective instincts.


            “Following me was foolish.” If only he had his knives. He could have thrown them, embedded each in her chest. But when the god had popped Zane onto the beach, the sticks he’d painstakingly sharpened had no longer been strapped to his body. And that made no sense. They’d been told to make whatever weapons they wished, yet still they weren’t allowed to use them.


            “We both know you cannot hurt me.” Nola lifted her chin, her features smug. No, her features attempted a smugness she could not quite pull off. Too much vulnerability in her eyes, he noticed for the first time. Too much heartache. “You’re not smart or fast enough.”


            Insults no longer affected him. Too many had been hurled at him over the years. Besides, while she sneered them at him, they lacked any kind of heat. “Last night, you surprised me. You will not have that advantage again.” Of its own accord, his gaze lowered to her neck, where her pulse drummed wildly.


            She flicked her dark hair over one shoulder, baring even more skin. Her hand was shaking. “Hungry, vampire?”


            There was challenge—want?—in her tone, as if he could look but would never be allowed to taste. His eyes narrowed, the dare pricking at him sharply. “The thought of having your blood in my mouth sickens me.”


            He could not slay her; she was on Layel’s team and Zane would never purposely hurt the man who had killed the demon queen, freeing Cassandra. And if he could not slay Nola, she would be able to touch him. What if last night had been an aberration? What if she touched him and he wanted to die, as he did with everyone else? Or worse—what if he wanted more from her?


            “Sickens you, huh?” Unlike him, she could not overlook an insult. Fury and hurt flashed momentarily in those vivid emerald orbs, quickly replaced by determination. “I could make you beg for it. Many men have. Or I could make you a slave, just as Delilah will do to your king.”


            Every time she opened her mouth, he liked her less and less. How could he desire her, then? Even for a moment? “You are my enemy, now more than before. I am slave to no one.” Would never be a slave again, willing or not. “The only thing I want from you is your absence. And believe me, as badly as I crave it, I am still unwilling to beg.”


            A tremor rocked her lithe body. “Oh? And you think your teammates will offer their blood to you?”


            “Most likely.” Not that he would sample a single drop. “They’ll wish to keep me strong. They will not want a weak member dragging them down.”


            She raised her chin. “They know you considered killing them. I made sure of it.”


            “Yes, but you are now their enemy. They will no longer care what you say.” He did not know if he spoke true. He only knew he wanted to wipe that haughty look off her too lovely face.


            She ran the tip of her tongue over her teeth, and his cock jumped at the sight of all that pink and wet. He scowled in surprise. True desire? Again? That had not happened in years, yet now it had happened twice in two days.


            Why did he want her? Her of all people? A cocky, irritating demon in an angel’s skin?


            “I’m going to feed,” he said fiercely, quietly. “And then I am going to do everything in my power to make sure you lose tonight. Then, I will pray that you are the first to be executed.”


            She stepped toward him, hands fisted. “You are a bastard. No better than my mother. No better than my father, my brothers, men my mother abandoned her sisters to be with, men who helped her destroy me.” Hate churned beneath the surface of her skin. Hate and fury. “Guess what I did to them?”


            “Killed them?” Zane forced himself to remain in place, even though everything inside him screamed to back away before she could reach him. Not because he feared what she might do, but because he feared his reaction to her. She had suffered? Perhaps as he had?


            “After I played with them a bit,” she said silkily, “they begged for death. Still I waited days before I gave it to them.” She stopped, turned away, but didn’t move off. “Oh, and one more thing. If my team loses tonight, it might very well be your king who is killed. In fact, I’ll make sure of it. Think about that.”


            


            DELILAH REMAINED on the beach, even though everyone else had left. Including Nola, her sister by race—and her new enemy?


            She bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. All her life, her only goal had been to protect her sisters. Those she loved, those she didn’t. Now she was to fight against one.


            And Layel…


            What was she to do about him? She’d wondered all through the night, yet she still didn’t have an answer. They were enemies now, more so than before. At least, they were supposed to be.


            Last night he had said cruel things to her. At first, she’d been hurt and had by turns wanted to beat him senseless and cry in his arms like a weakling. But then she’d remembered something. In battle, anything goes. She knew that better than most, and last night they had been locked in a battle of fierce desire. Words meant nothing. Actions, everything.


            He wanted her. Proof: just a little while ago he had peered at her with naked longing in his eyes. But while he did want her, he clearly did not want to want her. Proof: he always walked away.


            Part of Delilah was ready to fight him until he changed his mind. Until he admitted that he craved her kiss as much as she craved his. And yet, the other part of Delilah insisted she do nothing, forcing him to fight for her and treat her as the prize she’d always wanted to be. She was confused by the conflicting nature of her desires. Fight for him—make him fight for her. Dominate him—be dominated by him.


            She knew she would not do the first, even though she’d allowed herself moments of weakness and had almost given in to the thought of pleasure. To give herself to another man, she had to know she was the most important thing in his life. He had to want her more than anything. He had to need her.


            Would Layel ever need anyone?


            Someone approached her, and she stiffened. She heard the swish of sand against boot, the faint rasp of even breathing. Not Layel, for this man radiated heat and smelled like sex.


            “Nymph.” She pushed to her feet and turned to him, hands curled into fists. Just in case.


            “Amazon.” He was at her side a moment later. He faced the water, careful not to focus his decadent gaze on her, and locked his hands behind his back. “We are teammates, you and I,” he said.


            He was tall, forcing her to look up…and up…and up. He had pale hair and bright blue eyes. His body was stacked with muscle upon muscle, visible even through his clothing. Normally, she remained as far away from the nymphs as possible. After all, they were capable of enslaving a woman with only a glance.


            Yet she felt no passion-flare for him. No compulsion to strip for him, kiss him, touch him. His eyes were not a clear enough blue. His hair wasn’t white, completely devoid of color. His skin wasn’t white-velvet and slightly chilled to the touch. His features were not haunted.


            “Yes,” she finally said. “We are.”


            “For us to win, I need to remain strong.”


            “Yes.” Where was he going with this?


            At last he faced her, his lips curling into a tender smile. “I am glad we understand one another.” The words were casual, the tone joyful. “Do you prefer clothing on or off?”


            She shook her head, positive she had misheard. “What?”


            “Clothes on or off?” He fisted the hem of his shirt, ready to lift at a moment’s notice.


            Dear gods. He expected to bed her. “I don’t even know your name and you expect me to welcome you into my body?”


            “I am Broderick. And, yes.”


            Let’s see. How could she respond without insulting a teammate she might need aid from tonight? “Gods, no.”


            “No?” His brow puckered for a moment before smoothing out. “Oh, you mean, no clothing.” Whoosh. His shirt pooled at their feet. He was grinning now.


            “No bedding.” Why could she not desire him, though? Why did he fail to thrill her? He was handsome, as powerful as Vorik the dragon had been, might be able to talk her sisters into anything without having to fight them for her, hurting them. With a nymph, you will never be number one. You will be exactly what you have never wanted: a convenience.


            Broderick lost his grin and blinked in surprise. “But to maintain my strength, I need sex.”


            “So go have sex.” She braced her hands on her hips.


            He breathed a sigh of relief and nodded in satisfaction. “Where would you like me to take you? Here?”


            Were all nymphs so dense? “I don’t think you understand what I’m saying, so I’m going to explain it a little better.” In the span of a single heartbeat, she grabbed hold of his wrist, spun behind him and twisted, flipping him onto his stomach and giving him a mouthful of sand. “I’m not bedding you anywhere, anytime.”


            Spitting out those white grains, he rolled over and frowned up at her. “But we are teammates. If I am weak, we could lose.”


            “So you’ve said.”


            “If we lose, one of us will die.”


            Her blood chilled, becoming streams of ice. He was right. One weak link could drag down an entire army. She had seen it happen, had fought to make it happen, actually, her sisters sometimes seducing a warrior and enticing him to betray his own kind.


            Losing had never and would never sit well with her.


            But sleep with this man? This nymph? Just to win? She had once let a formorian fondle her while her sisters sneaked inside his home and searched for the young Amazons he had stolen and locked away, hoping to train them as his personal guard. He had repulsed her, but she had allowed his ministrations with a smile. Had even patted his head as if he were a favored pet.


            Once the girls had been found, Delilah had sliced his throat.


            That fondling had been for a good cause. This, too, was a good cause, yet the thought of letting anyone other than Layel pleasure her was somehow…abhorrent.


            Broderick stood, and he did not appear pleased. Grains of sand clung to his roped chest lovingly. Female sand? A pretty scar slashed from one of his nipples to his navel.


            Women came easily, eagerly to him. That much was obvious. Delilah wondered if she was the first to ever have told him no.


            “You will not find my touch distasteful, Amazon, I swear it.”


            “Step away from her, Broderick.”


            Both Delilah and the nymph pivoted to face their intruder. Layel. Her heart sped up, hammering so hard her ribs would surely crack. His voice had been devoid of emotion, as was his expression. Still, he was the most beautiful sight she’d ever beheld. Sensual, hard, determined. Mine.


            Dangerous…Oh, yes, he was. In every way imaginable, maybe even some that weren’t.


            A needy whimper rose in her throat, and she barely managed to silence it.


            “Layel,” the nymph said, and there was genuine affection in his tone.


            They were friends, and that friendship made her own turbulent relationship with the vampire seem so much darker.


            “She is mine,” Layel said firmly.


            Broderick’s lush lips dipped into a confused frown. “But you—”


            “Mine,” he insisted.


            Hearing the vampire’s claim was like being branded, the words fiery hot and reverberating all the way to her soul. She should have rebuffed him. Appearances had to be maintained. In front of others, especially her new teammates, she had to be cold, heartless. But she couldn’t force the words out.


            Mine, he’d said, mimicking her own thoughts. She wanted to smile.


            The nymph sighed in disappointment, yet there was a sharp edge to the sound. “I never poach another man’s property, you know that. If you change your mind…”


            “I will not.”


            Wait. Property? Had Broderick just called her Layel’s property?


            Broderick shrugged and strode from the beach. His easy compliance confirmed what she had suspected. She would not have been important to the nymph. She would have been a warm body in an assuredly long line of warm bodies, forgotten when the loving was over. Not good enough for more than a few tumbles.


            What would it take to be important to a man? To mean something? To mean everything?


            For several seconds, neither Delilah nor Layel spoke. She didn’t know what to say to him, really, too afraid to ruin this heady moment.


            “Do not think I care about your welfare,” he said, looking away from her and to the water.


            Moment ruined. Still determined to fight her, was he? Disappointment rocked her, but she squared her shoulders and raised her chin. Words meant nothing, she reminded herself once more. Actions, everything. “Do not think I will deny myself a man if I want him.”


            A muscle ticked in Layel’s stubborn jaw.


            “So tell me. If you don’t want me for yourself, why did you send the beautiful Broderick away?” she said.


            Several seconds passed in agonizing slowness. “I will see you on the battlefield, Amazon,” was all he finally said. And then he, too, strode away.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN


            
              
            

          


          
            “LAYEL IS MISSING.”


            Alyssa, fierce soldier of the vampire army, stared up at the nymph king, gauging his reaction to her announcement. Valerian was the only man Layel truly trusted. The only man he counted as friend. Layel respected his warriors, of course, and he was fair and generous to his people. But he kept himself distanced, always distanced.


            Still, ever since the nymph sovereign had struck an alliance with the dragons to maintain peace and possession of this palace, the friendship had been strained, and so Alyssa could not be sure of Valerian’s innocence.


            Had Valerian hurt Layel, the vampire king responsible for hundreds of dragon deaths, to appease his new ally?


            The nymph king frowned over at her, concern lighting his brilliant blue eyes. “How long has he been gone?”


            That concern appeared genuine, and Alyssa experienced a rush of relief. Layel shouldn’t be made to suffer another devastating loss. He might not survive. If he even lived. “This is the second day,” she said. “He disappeared amidst…” she swayed, her head suddenly swimming, her knees weaker than usual. Somehow she managed to remain on her feet.


            “Woman?” Valerian inquired, concern shifting now to her.


            “Forgive the disruption. I’m fine.” But she wasn’t. She needed blood. Blood she hadn’t been able to take in months. Much longer and she would collapse, no amount of determination or fortitude able to save her. “He disappeared amidst a battle in the Forest of Dragons.”


            Valerian was not easily diverted. “Are you unwell? We now have a healer in residence. Brenna will—”


            Do not dare glance at the man beside Valerian. Eyes ahead. “I’m fine,” she repeated firmly. “We were speaking of Layel…”


            His frown sharpened around the edges. He was a beautiful man, probably the most sensually lovely creature the gods had ever created. He had golden hair, a hard, muscled body and an eroticism that radiated from him no matter where he was or what he was doing.


            Females young and old constantly threw themselves at him, though there was only one woman he desired. And that woman was even now sitting on his lap, frowning just as fervently as he was.


            “Layel has disappeared before,” Queen Shaye said, patting her mate’s arm in a bid to comfort him.


            Alyssa’s chest ached at the sight of their obvious love for each other. She wanted that for herself. Had thought, for a single night, that she had found it. How wrong she’d been.


            Once again she had to remind herself to keep her eyes focused on something other than the soldier standing beside Valerian. Shivawn.


            She’d hungered for him since the first moment she had spied him and the hunger had only grown. At that first sighting, she’d craved friendship, his fierce loyalty. As she’d grown into a woman, that craving had become sexual. To her absolute devastation, he’d never wanted anything to do with her. Except once…


            After ignoring her for years, he had finally allowed her to entice him to her bed. For hours, she’d feasted on his body. She’d savored every sound he uttered, every move he made and every delicious beat of his heart. It had been the most exquisite night of her entire life.


            But when the loving had finished, he’d left. No tender goodbye, no farewell kiss.


            No hunting her down and sweeping her back into his arms the next day. In fact, he hadn’t spoken to her since, even though they had stumbled upon each other several times. With his every glance, however, he’d conveyed his message perfectly: she was a nuisance. Beneath him. Unworthy. She wanted to hate him. Instead, she remembered. She desired. Still. Perhaps forever.


            Her gaze moved of its own accord, landing on him, and her heart stuttered to a halt. He was tall; his sandy hair hung in waves to his broad shoulders. He was looking past her, just over her shoulder. His expression conveyed boredom, as though he could not wait for her to leave.


            When would he learn? Leaving was the one thing she could never do, not with him. Pathetic of her, yes. But cruel as he was turning out to be, she now needed him to survive. Much longer and she would truly die. He just did not know it yet.


            “My mate speaks true,” Valerian said, claiming Alyssa’s attention once more. “Layel often steals a few days for himself.”


            “Yet he has never abandoned his own people without word of when he would return. He has never left without placing a second-in-command. And you know as well as I that he would never leave during a battle with dragons.”


            “You speak true, as well.” Valerian’s tanned skin blanched, his strong arms tightening around his mate. She was like new-fallen snow, with silver-white hair and skin so luminous it practically glowed. The only color to her belonged to her large, dark eyes. She was human, a child of the surface world, with blood that smelled pure and sweet.


            Used to be, the gods had gifted the vampires with humans they didn’t want tarnishing that surface world. Mmm, she remembered how delicious they’d been. No one tasted better.


            Except Shivawn.


            She had tasted him that night he’d allowed her to seduce him. The sensual power she had found with a single swallow, the headiness…Light-headed, she nearly lost her balance again. She had been unable to take a single drop of crimson nectar from anyone else since.


            Oh, she had tried. But everything tasted like rot when compared to Shivawn and she gagged. Finally, she’d stopped trying to feed. She had lost weight, strength, and now spent more time in bed than she did out of it. She was becoming desperate for another taste of Shivawn.


            “I will send a troop to scour the Inner and Outer cities,” Valerian said. “We will find him.”


            “Another vampire disappeared, as well,” she said. “Zane, a warrior. He is wild, even unpredictable, but he is loyal to Layel and would not have hurt him.”


            Pensive, Valerian stroked his chin. “Two vampires disappeared, you said?”


            “Yes.”


            “No others?”


            She shook her head.


            “Two?” he insisted.


            “Yes.”


            “That disturbs me, for two of my nymphs are unaccounted for. Two of my elite. I had thought they stumbled upon bed partners and simply lost track of time. But…”


            Two vampires, two nymphs. “What could this mean?”


            “I wonder if any other creatures are missing.” Valerian flicked Shivawn a glance. “Go into the cities. Learn what you can and report back to me. I want an answer by morning.”


            Shivawn gave a stiff nod and turned on his booted heel.


            “My lord,” Alyssa rushed out, stepping closer to the king’s dais. Had she been any other species, his guards would have attacked her. Because she was vampire, servant of Layel, the action was tolerated. “I must insist that I accompany your soldier.”


            Shivawn, who had not paused during her speech, halted abruptly. He kept his back to both Valerian and Alyssa. As he stood there, the braided hair at his temples swung back and forth, beads clicking together. “And I must insist I go alone, my king.”


            Her eyes narrowed on him, but she didn’t direct her words to him. “Your man will get nothing done if he is forced to fight off every woman he encounters. More than that, he will enrage the men of those enslaved females and they will refuse to aid him.”


            Shaye sighed, a sound of feminine pique. “She’s right. You nymphs and your damn mojo. It ruins everything!”


            Mojo?


            “Everything?” Valerian asked the queen huskily, as if he knew exactly what she meant. Just then, they were clearly the only two people in the chamber, everyone else forgotten.


            The human chuckled and kissed his cheek. “Well, maybe not everything.”


            Another ache lanced through Alyssa’s chest as Valerian gazed tenderly at his mate. Oh, to be loved like that.


            “Shivawn,” Valerian said, “take the vampire with you.”


            Pivoting, radiating outrage, Shivawn scowled. “My king, I—”


            “Will do it,” was the firm, sharp interruption.


            A moment passed. Then another. The sudden silence was thick and oppressive. Hurtful. Shivawn wanted to argue. She knew that from the clench of his jaw, the tic below his eye and the fists he tried to keep hidden at his sides.


            Alyssa pulled her gaze from him. Ultimately, he would not refuse his king. But his hesitation cut her so deeply she longed to sink to her knees and sob. He would have welcomed any other woman, she was sure. Why did he hate her so? Clear your mind. Do not show him the depth of your hurt.


            Limbs trembling, she studied the palace throne room. The floors were white marble veined with silver, the walls black onyx studded with jewels of every color. From sapphires to rubies, from emeralds to diamonds, they winked at her, mocking her with their beauty and purity.


            Why did he hate her so? she wondered again, unable to bury the question this time.


            You know the reason, you simply do not wish to acknowledge it. True. To acknowledge the truth was to lose all hope of winning the man. There is no hope. To Shivawn, she was, and would always be, tainted, for he despised both demons and vampires—and she was equal measures of each. He didn’t know it, no one did, but he must sense it on some level.


            The demons he blamed for killing his father many years ago. A crime she had inadvertently been involved in, though he didn’t know that, either. Would never know it, if she had her way.


            The vampires he despised because of their need for blood, for one had nearly killed him. That night, in bed, when she had sunk her teeth into his chest, he had almost slapped her. Had barely managed to stay his hand.


            After he left, she had apologized and sent him invitations to join her again. Just as he ignored her when she was present, so had he ignored the summons. But…sometimes she could have sworn he was hidden nearby, his gaze boring into her. Wishful thinking, for she had never caught sight of him. Trained as she was, she would have found a trace. A footprint. A strand of his hair.


            Even if she hadn’t needed his blood, would she have been able to walk away from him? The answer to that was nothing new. No. To walk away was to lose all hope of winning him. I’m not just demon, vampire and related to the men who destroyed his father. I’m brainless, too. Yet another defect. As she’d thought before, there was no hope. Sometimes, though, she could fool herself.


            “Very well,” Shivawn finally said, his tone stiff. He strode from the room without another word.


            Frustrated with him, Alyssa turned to the formation of vampire warriors behind her, lined against the walls. “Half of you will join Valerian’s army in search of our king. The other half will return to the palace. I will report our findings in the morning.”


            Used to taking orders from her when Layel was gone, they nodded and filed from the chamber. Fighting another wave of dizziness, Alyssa followed Shivawn.


            


            DARKNESS WOULD SOON FALL AGAIN, and when it did, the first challenge would begin.


            Though he’d constructed weapons yesterday, Layel had spent several hours gathering the perfect limbs for a bow and arrows. The god had finally given permission to use them and wouldn’t be taking them away. Again. Already he’d spent several more hours sharpening and honing. His hands were now raw, and his nails, which had healed soon after his encounter with the air shield, were once again coated with dried blood. He was weak from the loss of it and needed to replenish.


            But he didn’t. He hadn’t.


            In his foolish, hated desire for Delilah, he had abandoned his only purpose: death to all dragons. Nothing more, nothing less. The woman had occupied too many of his thoughts, tortured him with her femininity, riddled him with concern for her well-being, and nearly felled him with jealousy. Jealousy.


            He would allow it no more.


            She mattered not to him. Susan mattered. Always, only Susan.


            I will prove it. Right now he hovered in a tree, concealed by branches and thick green foliage, looking down at Delilah’s team. His bow was cocked, his arrow ready to sail into the heart of the beast.


            “…work together,” Tagart was saying. “That’s the only way to win.”


            They were gathered in a circle, a fire blazing, some kind of fish anchored over the pit, roasting and filling the air with a sweet aroma. All of the creatures were listening intently, rapt gazes locked on Tagart. Except for Zane, who sat behind them, sharpening a branch with his claws just as Layel had done.


            Delilah had her back to Layel, hair streaming wildly, like ribbons his fingers itched to caress. If she stood, Layel would kill her rather than the dragon. He told himself he didn’t care. That he’d spared her one too many times already. Did he listen to himself, though?


            “How can you know we’ll have the chance to work together,” Delilah asked, “rather than be called one by one to represent the group? The god didn’t specify.”


            Her voice shivered through him, an embrace, a temptation. His fingers squeezed the bow tightly. Relax, damn you. The wood will snap with any more pressure. Gradually his fingers loosened their grip. He still had a clear shot of Tagart, could lose it at any moment. Do it! Hurt him.


            “I don’t know. Not for sure,” Tagart said. “But we have to be ready for anything. If we aren’t…”


            “One of us will die,” Delilah finished for the dragon, her voice now harsh.


            The warrior nodded grimly.


            You are facing a dragon. You have never hesitated before. Why now? Layel’s hands remained steady despite his internal war, yet still he didn’t release the blasted arrow. He ground his teeth together, ashamed and disgusted. He had come here with a purpose. To turn away from that again was disgraceful.


            “But if we win, our brethren on the losing team could die,” Delilah added miserably.


            “You heard what the god said. They are testing us. Our mettle, our determination. We have to decide—who is more important? Them? Or us?”


            Every muscle in Layel’s body stiffened at that. Them or us? echoed in his head. Them or us? If he killed Tagart, would he ultimately condemn Zane? A warrior he had sworn to protect? Never mind Delilah. Do not think of her, do not dare think of her.


            Whatever Layel did, someone was going to die tonight.


            Zane…Tagart…Delilah…He wanted the latter two gone, but he would not be able to live with himself if he unintentionally harmed the first. But if his team lost, he would most likely be eliminated. After the way they’d looked at him this morning, knowing he had considered slaying them all…


            Perhaps being the first to go was for the best. Perhaps then, he could finally join Susan.


            No, he nearly roared. No, no. Not yet. More than he wanted to slay the dragons on this island, he wanted to slay the dragon king. Darius. Just the name caused him to growl. Darius should have stopped his warriors from hurting Susan, should have had better control of them.


            Just as I was supposed to have control over my men. He brushed the thought aside. His crime had not destroyed Susan.


            Once, about six months ago, Layel had nearly succeeded in killing the dragon sovereign. But then he had seen Darius with a human lover and had remembered Susan and his only days of happiness. In a moment of weakness, Layel had walked away.


            Now Darius’s woman was pregnant. Another dragon would be born. It was unacceptable. His fault.


            I vowed never to walk away from a kill again, he reminded himself, eyes once more narrowing on his target.


            Layel wanted so badly to join Susan. All you need do is obliterate the entire fire-breathing race. One at a time…His finger twitched, stilled. His teeth gnashed together.


            An ashy breeze blustered past him, shaking the leaves. If you do this, Delilah will view you as a coward. Unworthy, dishonorable. Good. He was. His fingers tightened…tightened. The bow’s string pulled taut. Almost ready…soon. He wanted Delilah to think poorly of him. No, he corrected, he needed her to think poorly of him. Another finger twitch. Tagart shifted, Layel’s bow moving with him, maintaining the perfect shot. Straight through the man’s blackened heart, slicing it in two as he’d done to countless others.


            “There’s something I must do. I’ll return shortly,” Delilah said, rising swiftly to her feet and blocking Tagart.


            Layel froze. Move, woman! He’d finally convinced himself to act.


            She remained in place. She was not as tall as the dragon, so Layel’s arrow would nail her right between the eyes. Sweat beaded his skin. He could try and release the arrow into Tagart’s face, catching an eye perhaps, missing the Amazon, but that wouldn’t necessarily kill or even slow the bastard.


            “We aren’t done here,” Tagart snapped at Delilah. “There’s still much to discuss.”


            She flipped her hair over her shoulder and laughed. “Try and stop me and see what happens. Besides, you owe me a thank-you for this.”


            “A thank-you? What for? What are you going to do? Make a bed and seduce me?”


            There was a shocked pause. “Something is seriously wrong with the men around here,” she muttered.


            The warrior’s lips formed a thin line. Obviously he wanted to press her, but for whatever reason decided to quiet his objections. “Fine. Go. But don’t cry for our forgiveness if you’re the reason our team fails.”


            “You expect failure, then?”


            He sputtered. “No.”


            The group’s centaur rose on all fours and approached her. Ever the mediator, the horse-man said, “Tagart makes a fine point. Now is not the time—”


            “Perhaps I wasn’t clear,” Delilah interrupted. “I’m not staying here. I’m heading into the forest to think, alone. Don’t you dare follow me.” Quick as a snap, she palmed one of her wooden daggers and twirled it in her hand. Gave it a toss, caught it. “Understand?”


            No one said another word.


            Waning sunlight caressing her, Delilah stalked away from them. Her hips swayed, a mating dance Layel was not the only male to notice. All of her teammates watched her, lust blooming in their expressions. Layel battled a fierce urge to fly from the tree and slash each of their throats as she headed into the woods. Finally, she disappeared from view and he relaxed.


            Now. Act now. There was no better time. Nothing else mattered. Revenge would be Susan’s, rest would be his. Focus, focus. Damn him, the centaur blocked every killing shot, unintentionally protecting Tagart. Well, then, he’d just take out the centaur, too, he decided.


            “I can’t believe you,” an angry female voice whispered fiercely.


            Awareness slithered over his skin with all the finesse of a gorgon’s reptilian hair. Hard, biting and undeniable. His shaft swelled, the hated traitor. But he couldn’t deny that a part of him had expected her, had…hoped. Damned female.


            Slowly he lowered the bow and arrow and floated from the tree, landing in front of Delilah. Her raindrop scent immediately invaded his nose, heady, erotic. Her lavender eyes flashed as if a lightning storm brewed inside of them.


            “How did you know I was here?”


            She arched a dark brow, and he could tell that his question offended her. As if he should expect better of her. Perhaps he should. “I smelled you.”


            He traced his tongue over the tip of one fang, simply flicking it back and forth. She was that aware of him? As aware of him as he was of her? With the questions, there was an intensification of the ever-present arousal that plagued him every time she approached.


            Hunger. Only hunger, he assured himself. Of their own accord, his eyes sought her neck. Once more, her pulse was hammering. Wild. Once more, his mouth watered.


            She tilted her chin to the side as she studied him, her anger seeming to drain away. “You’re paler than usual. Why?”


            “Return to your new friends,” he snapped, as waspish as Tagart had been. He didn’t want her noticing things about him. Especially little details, the kinds of things a lover noticed. He didn’t want her concerned for him on any level.


            Her other brow joined the first in a stubborn race to her azure hairline. “I like where I am. You can walk away from me.”


            He didn’t. His feet were rooted in place. This woman…drew him, held him, for reasons that had nothing to do with his thirst for blood.


            There. He had admitted it without issuing an excuse. He still hated the knowledge with everything inside him, still planned to resist, but he could not deny her effect on him any longer. He wanted to be near her.


            Why her, after so many years?


            Why now?


            “If you need blood,” she said, choosing to overlook his lack of response to her demand, “take mine.”


            A more tempting offer had never been made. “Why would you offer such a thing?”


            She shrugged, probably trying to appear casual, unaffected. Yet vulnerability darkened her violet irises to a deep purple-black.


            “Why?”


            Lush red lips pressed together in a mutinous line.


            He gulped. So lush, so red, they were ripe for the plucking. “My answer is no, no matter the reason.” But the need to drink from her and only her was strong, nearly uncontrollable.


            Eyes slitted, she stepped toward him. “You came to kill me, and I offered my blood. I will not tolerate hatred from you now.”


            An excellent point. “I was not aiming for you,” he admitted.


            “Liar.”


            “Always you question the truthfulness of my claim when I’m not lying.” He could not have silenced the admission for any price.


            Surprise descended over her expression, coloring her cheeks a vibrant pink. “Who then?”


            “Doesn’t matter. I didn’t do it.” His self-disgust threatened to choke the life out of him.


            Understanding dawned. Exactly what did she think she understood? “You should not even be here,” she said. “Spying for your team is cowardly.”


            “Please. You only wish you were on the other side of the island, listening to my team strategize. Besides, I don’t need to spy to defeat you. I’ve pinned you beneath me, remember?” The moment the words escaped him, the memory of when she’d pinned him flashed in his mind. Her legs straddling him, her core so close he had only to lift his head to taste her.


            She clearly remembered, too.


            Her pupils dilated and that rosy color spread from her cheeks, slowly overtaking her from jaw to collarbone. As she closed more of the distance between them, she dabbed at her lips with the tip of her tongue.


            “Stop,” he commanded, even as he inched toward her, as well. That tongue…


            A moan escaped her, a whimper. “I can’t.”


            What are you doing? Acting like the coward she had called him, he ceased moving toward his downfall and actually backpedaled—until he hit the tree.


            Still Delilah advanced. “One of us could be the person to die tonight,” she said huskily.


            “We will not be chosen,” he forced himself to say, even though he had thought the same only moments ago.


            “You can’t know that for sure.” At last she reached him, was merely a whisper away. Her body heat radiated around him, into him, beckoning him all the closer. He’d always preferred the cold—or thought he had. This heat enthralled him, wrapping him in the inexorable threads of desire only she seemed capable of weaving.


            Tiny as she was, the top of her head only hit his chin. Surprisingly her blue hair floated up with the breeze, sticking to his shirt and skin as if some part of her had to be in contact with him. He gulped, mouth going dry, blood roaring at a frantic speed.


            Before he could stop them, his hands were on her waist, holding her captive. His nails were so sharp they had to be cutting into her skin, but she gave no protest. No, she leaned closer, until the hard tips of her nipples abraded his shirt. Until her legs fit between his, cradling his erection.


            He couldn’t think, didn’t want to think.


            “I know we are both strong and determined and we will not allow it to happen,” he said, trying—so good, so damned good—to think of anything except possessing her. Taking her. Hearing her cries of pleasure in his ears. Had he been talking about dying, or making love to her? He couldn’t say for sure.


            “I wanted you,” she admitted. Her eyelids dipped to half-mast. “Before. In Atlantis. I told myself I couldn’t allow it. I told myself it would be wrong. I told myself I needed to stay away from you. But right now, I can think of only one thing I will regret if I’m killed.”


            Push her away! “And what is that?” The words were broken, hoarse.


            “Not knowing your kiss.” She didn’t ask his permission, didn’t even give him a chance to respond. She merely rose on her tiptoes and meshed their lips together, her tongue thrusting inside his mouth.


            He moaned, the sound more animal than human. The heat…the taste…the desperation…They filled him, consumed him, slayed him. Yes, something inside him died. Or broke. Whatever it was, sensation pounded through the numbness he’d forced upon his body with the ferocity of a winter storm, covering everything in its path, spreading…spreading so quickly there was no controlling it. He was not sure he wanted to control it.


            Growling, keeping Delilah locked in his arms, he charged forward. Years of denied instinct surged to the surface, demanding he seize control. Too long. He’d been without a woman too long. Hadn’t wanted one in two hundred years, and now all of his latent desires were suddenly revealing themselves, desperate, greedy.


            When Delilah’s back slammed into one of the trees, she gasped. His body trapped her and his tongue plundered deeper, taking everything and demanding more. She cupped his jaw, not to stop him but to hold him and angle him for even deeper contact. Her grip was so fierce she would have snapped the bones of a lesser man. He liked it. Liked that she was as lost to the passion as he was.


            “More,” she demanded.


            “Ask,” he said, because it went against the very nature of what she was. She might refuse, might deny him, and the madness might finally end. Perhaps she would even flounce away and he could regain his senses.


            Her hands moved to his head and her nails dug into his scalp, as sharp as daggers. “Please.”


            He was surprised by the plea, even more surprised that he fell deeper into the passion. With a kick of her ankle, he spread her legs and meshed his erection against her, hardness to softness.


            On a shuddering moan, she said, “Yes, yes. Like that. More.”


            “Ask.” This time, it was a plea of his own. He was desperate to hear the entreaty in her voice.


            “Please, please. Layel, please.” With every beseeching gasp, her excitement seemed to increase.


            She would let him have complete control, he realized with shock. This powerful Amazon would willingly submit herself to his demands. The knowledge burned inside him as he palmed one of her breasts. He felt the stiffness of her nipple through her clothing, but that wasn’t good enough. He raked his claw over the material, ripping it in half and freeing her breasts. They were small and firm, perfectly tipped.


            More…more…he needed more, felt crazy with the need. The sweet flavor of her skin was addictive, a drug. Her moans were like gateways to the heavens.


            He pinched one sweet, pink nipple and rubbed his hard, aching cock between her legs. If only he could wish his clothing away. Skin to skin; he would die without it. “Hook your leg around my waist.”


            The moment she obeyed, she writhed and whimpered. “Layel. Oh, gods. So good.”


            As she tried to ride his cock through their clothing, his mind produced a single thought, everything else forgotten: penetrate her. Whatever he had to do to make it happen, he would do. He had to get inside her. Strip her. Throw her down…yes, yes. He tossed the tattered remains of her top aside and pushed her to the ground.


            “You’re going to take me. All of me.”


            “Yes.”


            Passion flowed through him, suddenly his only reason for living. He allowed all of his weight to settle atop her as he crawled down, inch by tantalizing inch. His tongue flicked over and laved her beaded nipple.


            More…more…had never been like this. Had to have more.


            “Don’t stop. Never thought…so good.”


            “I’ll stop if I decide to stop.” The power was getting to him, urging him on, demanding he take more. “Understand.”


            “Please. More. Almost there…”


            His hand delved under her tiny skirt, past the thin barrier of cloth between her legs. She was hot, wet. So wet. So tight. He experienced a surge of possessiveness as he thrust a finger deep—and she screamed, loud and long, piercing and sweet. Her inner muscles clenched around him, taking the ultimate pleasure.


            More…more…yes, had to have more.


            “Layel, Layel.”


            He surged up, teeth exposed, ready to take her blood while his cock took her body. But he had to release her to free his cock, and he couldn’t force himself to release her. A moment later, the dilemma was taken from him. Strong hands settled atop his shoulders and jerked him away from Delilah.


            “Bastard!” he heard.


            Layel hissed in fury and launched himself at this new opponent. He needed Delilah. No one took her away from him. He was charged with so much passion—rage, dark rage, kiss, more kiss—it was like lava inside of him.


            Tagart was knocked to the ground. Layel was there in the next instant, sinking his fangs into the dragon’s vein. Blood filled his mouth, as hot as fire. Familiar.


            More Delilah. More, his mind screamed. Kill the dragon, return to Delilah.


            The warrior slammed a fist into his jaw, and he was propelled sideways. He was on his feet an instant later, warm blood dripping from his face. One step, two, he stalked, a predator locked on his prey.


            Delilah stepped in front of him, panting, cheeks rosy from her climax. She didn’t bother to cover her beautiful breasts as she held out her hands to ward him off. “Layel,” she said, concerned. “Calm down. You have to calm down.”


            Not Susan, his mind suddenly shouted. She’s not Susan. She had no right to be concerned for him. She had no right to kiss or touch him. He had no right to kiss and touch her in return. To drink from her, to rejoice in her pleasure.


            The fire in his veins died swiftly, no longer even crackling. Leaving only ache and regret. He stilled, doing his best to catch his breath, as shame coursed through him.


            Tagart stood in place, his expression gleaming with fury. “Come near her again, and I will not hesitate to kill you.”


            “Do not hesitate now, fire-bastard.”


            The dragon bent his knees to leap, but Delilah shook her head at him and he stilled.


            “He wasn’t hurting me,” she said.


            Tagart looked from Delilah to Layel, Layel to Delilah. “But you screamed.”


            “In pleasure,” she admitted, bright stains of mortification climbing her cheeks.


            Understanding lit his eyes, and Tagart scowled.


            “Don’t worry,” Layel said, his tone colder than he had ever heard it. “I will never again approach her. She is yours.” With that, he sprinted away as fast as his feet would carry him.
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            A GONG SOUNDED throughout the deceptively tranquil night, followed by the echo of a whisper. Beach…


            Delilah almost groaned. No. Not now. Not yet. Layel had just finished kissing her. During that kiss, the world around her had faded, shattering everything she’d ever known, before another anchor had taken over: his tongue, his touch. Him. And then he had walked away from her, leaving her alone with the dragon. No, he hadn’t walked. He’d run as if demons were devouring his skin. Leaving her half-naked, aching, wanting. Confused. He hadn’t looked back.


            He’d left her just as Vorik had left her.


            Hands shaking, she bent down and gathered what was left of her top. She hastily pulled it around her, tying it in the center—which shoved her breasts together. Wonderful. If she ran, they would bounce. Perhaps, though, Layel would like that. Silly girl.


            Tagart didn’t turn away while she dressed. He watched her the entire time through slitted lids, golden eyes bright. Bastard. “The vampire king doesn’t truly want you,” he said.


            She could have sliced his head from his body for that, for voicing what she feared most. The vampire king doesn’t truly want you. Layel had left her and sworn never to come near her again, lending truth to Tagart’s claim. But…that passion could not have been forced. More than that, Layel had fought the dragon like a man possessed. For her. She knew it had been for her.


            Please let it have been for her.


            When she failed to respond, Tagart sighed. “You know very well that Layel is the enemy. Our enemy, not just mine, right now.”


            Yes, she knew that. It just hadn’t mattered. She could have claimed her actions had been for the good of the team. A kiss to soften, weaken the vampire. The boast wouldn’t leave her tongue, however. She’d finally discovered magic in the arms of a man. She had no desire to taint that memory.


            But damn him, she had never felt so raw. What had happened with Layel…what she’d experienced in the vampire’s arms…it had been a possession. For that brief time, she had been the most important thing in his life—and she would have betrayed her tribe, not to mention her team, for him. Would have followed him anywhere, would have begged him for forever.


            He had given her pleasure, wildness, freedom to simply experience. She’d climaxed around his fingers, his mouth on her nipple. She’d felt the rasp of his sharp teeth, but he hadn’t broken her skin—something she should have been happy about, yet she would have willingly given him all the blood in her body, if only she could remain in his embrace.


            In that moment, he’d had absolute power over her. Far from angering her as that should have, she reveled in the knowledge. I could not have stopped him. Could not have escaped. She shivered in remembered bliss. She had been his captive, had worried about nothing and reveled in the knowledge that she was safe, protected, cherished, and could give herself over completely without any type of rejection. With Vorik, she’d never lost her inhibitions and simply gone wild in his arms. She had worried about everything. Am I doing this right? Does he like this? Should I do more?


            “Have you no reply, Amazon?”


            “I know he is our enemy,” was all she said.


            “I expected better of you. A fierce fighter. The very woman who tossed me aside during battle only one day ago.”


            She blinked up at him in surprise. There had been so many opponents, she couldn’t summon the image of a single dragon face. “We fought?”


            He threw his hands up in disgust. “I’m so insignificant, you do not even remember.”


            “Fight harder next time,” she suggested helpfully.


            Far from being appreciative, he snarled at her in fury. “More and more, I am unsure as to why I’m concerning myself with you. Perhaps you and the vampire have been in league since the beginning. He did join you on the battlefield and every time I see you, you are near him. Or watching him. Is he paying you to topple your own team? A climax for every loss?”


            She balled her fist and punched him, moving so quickly he had no time to protect himself. Her knuckles slammed into his nose, snapping it. He howled in pain, in outrage. He even stepped toward her, as though he meant to return her blow with one of his own. But he didn’t.


            He glared at her, blood dripping down his chin. “Do that again and you will regret it.”


            “The dragons incurred the wrath of the Amazons when they bound one of our sisters.” Lily. Poor, sweet Lily. How was she doing? Delilah pushed the worry from her mind. It was either that, or break down. “That we are teammates is the only reason you are still alive. And now that the gods’ ridiculous game is beginning, let’s see how long you stay that way.” She blew him an unconcerned kiss, not surprised to see the puncture wounds on his neck were weaving back together and his nose was snapping back into place.


            Dragons and vampires were swift healers. Unfortunately, Amazons were not. When it came to injury, they were as susceptible as humans. Recovery from a broken bone could take weeks, sometimes months. That was one of the reasons they trained so rigorously. Preventing injuries was necessary for survival.


            Without another word, she leapt into motion. The gong sounded again. What would happen if she ignored it? Another blast of water in her face? Probably. Her steps increased in speed, and soon she passed a centaur.


            What would the first challenge be? Sword fights? Hand-to-hand combat?


            A naked branch slapped her cheek, and she reached up to rub the fresh wound. That’s when she realized that she was still trembling from Layel’s kiss. She was still hot, still achy. Tagart hadn’t calmed her, the summons hadn’t calmed her. By Kreja’s Ax, the climax hadn’t calmed her.


            Worse, she knew that if Layel had been near her, if he’d shown the slightest bit of eagerness, she would have fallen right back into his arms. Anything to have all of his strength wrapped around her, under her palms, hers to lick.


            Damn Tagart for interrupting! one part of her cursed.


            Praise the gods he interrupted! the other part rejoiced.


            Consorting with the enemy simply for pleasure—ridiculous! And utterly against Amazon code. Now she most likely had to face the vampire king on the battlefield. Again. She stiffened her spine and drew on every ounce of resolve she possessed. Angry as he was, he might try and hurt her first.


            If it came to that, she would have to cut him down.


            She broke through the foliage and at last reached the glistening sand. Moonlight, such lovely moonlight, bathed the island in amber mist. Waves danced without a care, spraying droplets onto the shore with delightful abandon.


            Several of the creatures already waited in front of her, and her eyes widened as she spotted the long, winding…thing in front of them. Made of wood, it stretched across the water. Multiple spiked bars swung from both sides. Whoosh. Whiz. Whoosh. There were holes carved into the bottom planks.


            Anyone who walked the length of it would either be pummeled by the spikes or dropped into the ocean—where sharks already circled as though they sensed a tasty snack lingered nearby. And if she wasn’t mistaken, mer-warriors were also in the water, spears raised, teeth gleaming as they smiled.


            Confused, Delilah stalked beside…She searched her mind but could not remember the minotaur’s name, even though he was on her team. He was tall, fur covering every inch of his bull face and humanlike body. Saber-teeth protruded from his lips down to his chin. Two horns rose on each side of his head in place of ears.


            She’d invaded a minotaur camp once. The bull-men hadn’t had a king in centuries, but one had risen among their ranks and tried to take the reins of power. To prove himself strong and unafraid, the foolish creature had insulted nearly every king and queen in Atlantis.


            Kreja, Amazon queen then and now, had decided to teach him the error of his ways and ordered Delilah to lead the army into battle. Delilah had chosen a sneak attack as she considered the weaker race unworthy of a full-on clash. During a rainstorm, she’d infiltrated their midst and simply cut the limbs from the bastard’s body.


            The next day, she’d delivered each of those limbs to a few of the kings and queens he had insulted. She wondered how Layel would have reacted to the gift, had he been among the recipients.


            “What is that?” she asked the minotaur now, nodding at the monstrosity up ahead.


            He turned his head and eyed her from top to bottom. Searching for weapons, most likely. She fluttered her lashes at him, projecting, I’m harmless. You have nothing to fear. If Tagart’s accusations reached her teammates, they would most likely try and slay her in her sleep. They would believe him, too, because she had left their meeting so abruptly.


            Gods, she was going to have to win their loyalty.


            Slowly the bull-man relaxed. “I believe it’s called a gauntlet. My mother used to tell me stories about brave warriors who attempted to defeat such things.”


            Gauntlet…the word played through her mind, finally snapping into place. Bedtime stories told of courageous soldiers forced to run the entire length to prove their valor. Trepidation bubbled in her chest, followed quickly by excitement. Danger always had that effect. Half of her hated it while the other half thrived on it.


            Perhaps she had always been a woman divided. Perhaps she could not lay her dueling needs to conquer and be conquered at Layel’s feet.


            As if her thoughts had summoned him, a gliding black slash appeared down the beach. Layel had arrived. Her stomach quivered, and her knees weakened. Moisture flooded between her legs. Gods. He wasn’t near her, yet she could almost feel his fingers inside her, pumping her to satisfaction.


            His effect was even more potent than the thought of danger, for there was not a single part of her that hated it. Come to me, she projected. He didn’t. And all of her willpower was required to remain in place—or, at the very least, not motion him over.


            Should she call out to him? One glance at his eyes, that was all she needed. Hopefully, he had calmed, those invisible demons forgotten.


            In the end, she didn’t have to do anything. He faced her, a quick meeting of gazes before looking away. Usually he appeared cold, withdrawn. Sometimes, like a little while ago, feral. But now the hate had returned. Oh, had the hate returned. The heat and force of it was blinding.


            Why?


            She scoured her mind but couldn’t recall anything she might have done to offend him. Could he, like her, be battling conflicting desires? She’d wondered before, but never had the possibility seemed more likely.


            She knew why she did so. She wanted to be both woman and warrior, respected by her sisters and loved by a man. What was his reasoning?


            “If you cause us to fail,” Tagart said, suddenly at her side and blocking Layel from her sights, “I will kill you myself. Doubt me not.”


            She went rigid. In the past, no one would have been able to sneak up on her. Damn Layel and his strange pull on her! “Perhaps you haven’t realized that your threats mean nothing to me.”


            Nola approached her other side, and Delilah turned away from the dragon. An insult, she knew. As if he were so insignificant he did not bear watching. She kept her ears tuned to him, though, in case he decided to strike.


            He growled low in his throat, but never moved for attack.


            “This cannot end well,” Nola muttered. Strands of her dark hair brushed her cheek and whipped over her eyes. “I hate that we have been separated. My team leaves much to be desired.”


            Though they had never been close, Delilah’s loyalty belonged to those of her own race. Do not forget. “No matter what we are ordered to do, I will not betray or hurt you. You have my word.”


            Nola’s gaze fixed on the gauntlet. “I want to believe you. I do. But—”


            “No. No god is going to change my allegiance.”


            “I cannot believe this is really happening. I want to go home. I want to hold Lily. I want my life back, riotous as it was.”


            “Everyone here wants to return to Atlantis, but we can’t. So you’re going to put those things out of your mind and concentrate on the task at hand. That’s an order. It’s the only way to ensure your survival.”


            Nola bristled, but a moment passed and she gave another nod. “All right. Yes.”


            Delilah’s relief was short-lived.


            “The time has come.”


            The god-voice came suddenly, without warning, and Delilah’s already stiff body gave a jerk. This voice sounded different, deeper than the one yesterday had been, raspier than the one before. A third god? She faced the ocean, where the air and water beside the gauntlet mixed, thickening and dappling and already taking the shape of a man. Again, no face was visible.


            “Citizens of Atlantis,” came the voice again. “We hope that you have had sufficient time to prepare for this first test of your mettle. If not, you are not the warriors we thought you were and we will be highly disappointed.”


            Thunder suddenly boomed in the sky. A second later, dark clouds formed above the warriors and the gauntlet, and fat droplets of rain fell over the group in a hard pelting. Delilah didn’t bother to wipe the water from her face; she wouldn’t give the god the satisfaction.


            “In life, as in this game, there are many obstacles. One wrong move and you could be destroyed. Remember that…”


            Lightning streaked brightly, illuminating the god for a split second. Underneath the mask of water, Delilah thought she saw the visage of a gloriously handsome man. Eyes of bright blue, hair of honeyed silk. Perfect lips curved into a perfect smile of delight.


            “Line up,” he commanded. The rain mixed with ice, beating against them, bruising.


            At first, no one moved. Were they, like her, disgusted by this god’s behavior? What would happen if they continued to refuse?


            Unwilling to find out, they finally trudged up three separate tiers one by one. Soon they stood on a flat platform. There were two identical paths in front of the scaffold, each leading to identical treachery. She was shivering, cold misting with her every breath, as she studied the gauntlet from this new angle. How had she gotten to this point? She might have devoted her life to mastering the art of combat, but never had she imagined being involved in something as sinister as this.


            Tagart elbowed Delilah out of the way and claimed the first position for their team. She thought about protesting, then shrugged. Let him lead. He could be the first to fall, the first to be pushed.


            In the other line, Brand assumed the lead and Layel floated to the space right behind him. His arm brushed hers, a slow stroke of fire. Unintentional? And why was he warm? He was usually as cold as the ice now falling from the sky. Don’t look at him, don’t you dare look at him. He would distract her, perhaps destroy her resolve.


            “A successful team player will work to ensure that all members walk away from a battle, not just himself,” the god said. “I suggest you use whatever means necessary to buoy your team along, for every one of you must reach the end.” A crack of thunder boomed, and the god cleared his throat. “The first team to reach the end wins. Not only will you bask in the glow of our approval, but as a reward for your efforts, we will gift you with something you surely crave even more than another tomorrow. A glimpse of your home, your loved ones.”


            A glimpse of her loved ones…of Lily. She shook with the sudden force of her determination, all the while continuing to fight the desire to face Layel, gauge his reaction to the god’s announcement. Was there someone at home, waiting for him? A woman, perhaps, snuggled in his bed?


            Don’t look, don’t look, don’t—she did it, willpower broken by need. She looked. Breath caught in her throat. The vampire was watching her, and their gazes clashed as sharply as the storm.


            That quickly, her blood heated with renewed desire. Renewed? As if the sweet hum had ever left her.


            Her nipples pearled again, her knees weakened.


            Before he could turn away from her, dismissing her, she refocused on the god. Instantly her eyes mourned the loss of his decadent face.


            “Before we begin, there is one rule I must mention. If one participant falls into the water, that creature must return to the beginning and start over. A little punishment for failing, if you will. Help your team or not. Hinder your team or not. The choice is yours. Just know that we will be watching, judging. Deciding.” With barely a pause, the god added, “Go.”


            A moment passed before Delilah realized the contest had begun. Tagart, too, hesitated, even when Brand sprang forward.


            “Go, go, go!” she shouted, shoving Tagart over the threshold. Her heart raced in her chest, adrenaline surging hard.


            He tripped, sliding on the ice-covered wood. When he caught himself, he whipped into fervent motion. She stayed close to his heels, barely able to see past the pounding rain. The first spiked lance swung at her, and she ducked. Whoosh. One of the spikes sliced her shoulder blade. There was a sharp sting, a rush of warm blood, and she winced.


            She didn’t slow.


            “Jump,” Tagart shouted.


            She did, a gaping hole suddenly underneath her, sharks swimming just below it, snapping up at her. Their teeth were long, white and jagged. As she landed, knees absorbing the impact, she threw over her shoulder, “Jump!”


            The minotaur didn’t react as swiftly as she had and failed to obey in time. He began to fall, down, down, swiftly. Not knowing if she would do more harm than good, Delilah stopped, spun and dropped to her stomach, grabbing for his arm. Their palms clapped together, and he latched on to her with frantic desperation. His heavy weight nearly slid her from her perch.


            The team member behind the minotaur jumped and landed on Delilah’s back with his hooves—a centaur—shoving the air from her lungs. The bastard kept galloping, obviously deciding she wasn’t worth the effort. So much for buoying his team along.


            “Pull me up,” the bull-man screamed, his eyes darting between her and the hungry fish below him. Sweat dripped from his dark fur, and she lost her grip. Their fingers slipped.


            “Hold tighter, damn it!”


            A grinning merman swam to the bull and reached up, trying to grab his ankles. All the while she did her best to hoist him up. She was strong, but he was so heavy it felt as if her arms were being torn from their sockets.


            “Kick him,” she commanded through gritted teeth. She dug her booted toes into the wood planks and rolled her hips. Slowly, with every roll, she inched backward. “Don’t let him latch on to you.”


            Another team member slapped into her back, and she nearly lost her hold again. So much for team players. Somehow she managed to maintain a solid hold this time, even as the minotaur flailed to avoid the laughing merman.


            Layel appeared beside her, startling her. She glanced up, embarrassed that she needed help but happy to see him all the same. He didn’t touch her or say a word as he kicked his leg into the hole. His foot slammed into the bull-man’s face.


            “What are you doing?” she shouted, rain filling her mouth.


            The minotaur sobbed and grabbed for her wrist with his other hand.


            “Let him go.”


            “No!”


            Layel kicked the bull again.


            Strong arms suddenly latched on to her waist, a thick leg whizzing past her temple and connecting with Layel’s chest. The vampire soared backward and her helper gave a hard tug, pulling Delilah to her feet and the minotaur the rest of the way to safety. She glanced up, panting, and saw Tagart.


            His eyes were grim, his face cut and bloodied. Water trickled from his cheeks in little rivers. “Let’s go.” He turned and was off, unwilling to wait for her.


            She rubbed her shoulder and stumbled forward. As she moved, a flash of black drew her attention to the left. Layel had regained his balance and now kept pace beside her on his side of the gauntlet, watching her through eyes red with fury. Time seemed to slow, the dragon and minotaur racing toward the finish line and her other teammates rushing past her, her labored gait too slow.


            Determined, she increased her speed. Every step jarred her shoulder and lanced her with fresh pain, but she didn’t care. She dodged the spikes and jumped the holes without missing a beat.


            Layel, she noticed, simply floated above the gaping holes. He never fell behind her, nor did he inch in front of her. Truly, what was his purpose? He could have maimed her, slowed her down and won, but he hadn’t.


            A pendulum swung at her and she ducked, soon realizing there was a rhythm to the game. Step, step, duck. Step, jump. Step, step, duck. Again, she quickened her movements. Twice, she skidded across the slippery ice, but both times she managed to stop herself before she slid straight into the water.


            Where was Nola? Had the girl already reached the end? She looked, slipped.


            Concentrate. Ducking nearly to her stomach as the lowest lance yet whizzed overhead, Delilah’s gaze connected with Layel’s as though tugged by an invisible chain. He’d already made it past the spike and was standing off to the side, next to a hole.


            One of his teammates dangled under it, she saw, hanging on with only one hand. Gaze never leaving her, Layel stepped on the creature’s fingers. There was a pained cry. Then nothing. Then a splash. Then another cry. Her mouth fell open in shock. Why had he done that? He had hindered his own team, sentenced them to lose.


            To show her that he had no remorse when it came to killing?


            To help her win?


            The thought was heady. Shameful, but heady. She wanted to throw herself into his arms, feel him embrace her. Hear him proclaim to all the world that she was his, belonged to him, and he would stop at nothing to ensure her happiness.


            Someone grabbed her arm, and she cried out at the renewed agony in her shoulder. Her attention skidded to her tormentor. Tagart.


            He tossed her a dark scowl. “You’re the last. Hurry!” With that, he jerked her forward.


            She tried to pull back. Foolishly, she didn’t want Layel to lose. But it was too late. In seconds, they were at the end. She saw every one of her teammates hunched over, gasping for air. But they were there, which meant her team had won. Cheers soon rent the air, louder even than the crashing thunder.


            She turned as Layel reached his own team. They were hunched over and gasping, as well, but they didn’t cheer when they saw the vampire. They snarled in rage. He was the reason they had lost, and they knew it.


            “You’ll pay,” Brand snarled.


            “You kicked him!” a centaur roared. “You kicked Irren.”


            Irren, the formorian in question, limped to the finish line a short while later. His only arm clung to its socket with thin strips of crimson flesh. Like all of his race, he possessed only one leg. That leg was missing hunks of muscle. Both of his wings were broken, barely able to flap, but keeping him upright. Injured as he was, he still attacked Layel from behind.


            Frowning, Layel reached behind him, latched on to the creature and flipped him overhead. Smack. Irren hit the wood, causing the entire platform to vibrate. The formorian didn’t rise. He just lay there, panting, tears streaming down his cheeks.


            “You could have helped me,” Irren choked out. “You could have helped.”


            “But I didn’t,” Layel replied coldly. He was peering at Delilah as he spoke, as if his every action was for her benefit.


            Did he think she would turn away, repulsed by him? Did he hope that she would?


            Violence was not abhorrent to her. She had done much worse over the years.


            Not knowing what to make of him, Delilah tore her gaze away and searched for Nola. She found the girl in the corner, scowling over at her. Blaming her for the loss?


            Having none of that, Delilah lumbered toward her. Just before she reached her target, however, everyone on the losing team disappeared. There one moment, gone the next. At first, Delilah glanced around in confusion. Then her stomach clenched as realization set in.


            Elimination.


            One member would not return from their counsel with the gods. And after the way the team had glared at Layel, she didn’t have to guess who that team member would be.


            


            IN THE SPAN OF A HEARTBEAT, Layel found himself sitting in front of a fire, trees surrounding him. The rain had stopped. Damn this! He was tired of being popped in and out of locations without warning. He himself had the ability but he rarely utilized it, not liking the sense of total exhaustion that always accompanied the transport. Still, he would rather deal with the weariness than with the god’s seemingly unbeatable power. Freedom of choice was something he valued.


            His teammates sat in a circle around him. They, too, had been popped here. How…wonderful.


            “You purposely pushed the formorian into the water,” Brand growled without preamble.


            Layel arched a brow but did not verbally respond. He refused to explain himself to a fire-breather.


            In truth, he couldn’t even explain himself to himself. He didn’t think he’d acted to prevent Delilah’s team from losing. He despised that woman and her dangerous kisses. More than that, if they’d lost, Tagart might have been the one to die—a thought that pleased Layel.


            Tagart.


            Layel’s teeth cut into his gums and blood flavored his tongue. Tagart obviously desired Delilah, obviously wanted her for his own. The dragon bastard was unworthy of her passion. All men were.


            “He stepped on my hand,” Irren cried, drawing him out of his dark musings.


            Brand knifed to a towering stand. The fire crackled, amber light dancing over his harsh countenance. His hair beads slapped together in an ominous beat. “You cost us the victory, bloodsucker.”


            Rather than address the dragon, Layel eyed the formorian. “You cost us the victory, and you know it. You are simply too cowardly to admit it. Had you not fallen into the hole and slowed our momentum, I would not have been able to step on your hand, now would I?”


            The creature’s bruised cheeks colored in embarrassment, a rainbow of reds, blues and blacks. His glittering green eyes added to the rainbow effect. “Do not blame this on me! I would have climbed to safety.”


            “With your arm or your leg?” he scoffed without mercy. “You are the weakest among us and would have caused us to lose whether you climbed up of your own volition or not. You will cause us to lose every challenge, I have no doubt.” He shook his head in disgust, though privately he admitted that disgust was not for the creature’s infirmity. Rather his reaction stemmed from the desire he’d seen in Irren’s eyes whenever the creature looked at Delilah. “You deserved to be hurt.”


            Surprisingly Brand had no response to that. None of them did.


            Amid the silence, Layel’s mind returned to Delilah and their kiss…His fangs elongated even more. He’d had his tongue and his fingers inside her. He’d rubbed his swollen shaft against her. He would have drunk from her and he would have bedded her if Tagart had not interrupted.


            Not once had he thought of Susan.


            Not once had he cared that it had not been his mate’s gentle voice rasping his name, her soft hands clawing his back. No, Susan would not have clawed him. Their lovemaking had always been tender, as sweet as Susan herself. He had savored every moment with her.


            Not once had he ever felt the desire to dominate her as he had with Delilah. He had wanted to possess the Amazon’s very soul. Brand himself inside her, claim her every cell for his own. The need had been fierce, a rising tide of tangled darkness and light.


            Because of that, he had betrayed Susan more than ever before. He didn’t deserve pleasure. He didn’t deserve happiness. And that he had experienced them, even for so short a time, made him as pathetic and shameful as the dragons. Yet…


            When Delilah had reached for her teammate—nearly falling herself in the process—his first instinct had been to grab hold of her. Save her, keep her close. Guard her. He had refrained at first, telling himself it would be easier this way. She would fall, perhaps die, definitely be hurt. And he would stop craving her.


            Finally, though, he had been unable to resist. He’d moved toward her. Rather than touch her, however, he had tried to dislodge the bastard holding her down. Stubborn as she was, she’d wanted to save her team member. Which Tagart had helped her do.


            Layel blanked his mind as his teeth gnashed together. It’s done. Over. You can’t go back and change what happened.


            As he focused on the here and now, he realized Brand had moved in front of him. Golden eyes were boring down at him, hot, wild. “I asked you a question, and I will be ignored no longer.”


            “What question?”


            “You think to pretend ignorance?”


            Annoyance swept through him, sure and potent. He’d been lost in thought and far away from the conversation. He wouldn’t admit to it, though. Instead, he withdrew one of his wooden daggers, moving with lightning speed to slash Brand’s jugular. But the blade disappeared from his hand, causing Layel to hit the dragon with his fingers. Brand opened his mouth to spew fire.


            “Sit down,” a booming voice commanded. A female voice this time, though just as powerful as the male voices they’d encountered before.


            He frowned. How many gods were pulling their strings? Watching them? Torturing them? This was the fourth. He glanced left, right, unsurprised that he could not see the being’s form.


            “Until next time, fire-bastard,” he said.


            “Next time, bloodsucker. If you survive the elimination, which I do not think will be the case.” Jaw clenched, Brand stomped back to his seat.


            Layel did the same, grimly suspecting Brand was right. This would probably be his last night alive. He deserved the death, yet he still wasn’t ready for it. But not for his usual reasons, damn the gods. He found, in that instant, he regretted that he would die without tasting Delilah fully.


            “Here we are, in the losers’ circle, the first challenge completed. Some of you showed more courage than others. Some of you more weakness.” There was a pause. The gods, Layel had noticed, did love their dramatic pauses. “In the end, you allowed your opponents to best you, and for that you have earned our displeasure. While the other team celebrates their victory, reaping its rewards, you are here before me, one of you destined to die.”


            Another pause, this one angry. “Because we could not agree amongst ourselves, we are leaving the vote up to you,” the goddess said. “The creature with the most votes will be the one to face execution. May I recommend the dragon or the vampire?”


            With her last words, a growl whipped around them as fierce as wind. Only sharper. Cutting. Layel thought he heard the words No interference, but he couldn’t be sure.


            The goddess sighed, then uttered a distinctly forced chuckle. “Just a little gallows humor, of course. Pick whomever you feel is most deserving of elimination, the warrior who will cause you to lose over and over again if he remains on your team.”


            Layel raised his chin, even as his heart shuddered. His death had never been more certain, for his teammates could never trust him.


            “Brand.” She said his name with…distaste? “You may begin.”


            “We need time,” the warrior said. “Time to talk and decide.”


            “Actually, what we need is to be sent home.” Layel figured he was about to die, so why not speak his mind? “This game is barbaric. We should never have been brought here.”


            “Brand,” the goddess snapped, and Layel balled his fists at being ignored. “Vote. Now.”


            One by one, the members spoke their choice. Layel sat stiffly, and when his turn arrived a sword materialized and hovered just over the fire. Waiting…waiting for a target. And then the last vote was delivered.


            “And so it is done,” the goddess said.


            Sharp silver twirled in the air and struck the first member to be eliminated from the game.
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            DELILAH SAT on the beach, the gauntlet no longer in place. A short while ago, every piece of timber had vanished like mist with the dawn. What surprised her most, however, was that she no longer blinked when strange things happened. Having been whisked from one place to another several times, having seen the gods appear and disappear in a heartbeat, she had reluctantly accepted that odd things were simply part of her life now.


            Waves lapped at her feet and ankles as her mind whirled with realizations. When the losing team had disappeared, her first thought had been of Layel’s welfare. Not Nola’s, as it should have been.


            Gods, what was wrong with her?


            Perhaps the vampire’s kiss had branded her, soul deep, and she was now bound to him for all of eternity. Possessed by him. A slave, his to command. Obsessed, hers to worship. She sighed.


            Not even the prize her team received for winning the challenge had lessened her concern for him.


            Less than an hour ago, a round, intricately framed mirror had appeared in front of her team. The god hadn’t lied when he’d promised a reward. Enjoy, a voice had boomed. You have done well and made us proud. They had gazed at it simultaneously, but apparently each had seen something different: the person they missed most in Atlantis.


            Delilah had seen Lily.


            The delicate girl had been safely ensconced in the Amazon camp, but she had been wrapped in the queen’s arms, crying. For Delilah. Both females assumed she and Nola were dead. They were in mourning, and Lily blamed herself.


            Just as Delilah had reached for the mirror, determined to shake it until Kreja or Lily saw her, it had dematerialized as surely as the gauntlet had. She’d screeched and cursed to no avail. They all had. To calm herself, she’d had to close her mind and level her breathing, chanting under her breath that Lily was alive, Lily was well. Upset, but well. One less worry. And then, craving Layel’s strong arms around her, Delilah had begun searching the island for him.


            Every turn had led her straight back to this spot. Was Layel still alive? Had he been slain already?


            Footsteps sounded behind her. She didn’t turn, didn’t acknowledge the intruder in any way. The heavy stride informed her it was a dragon; the scent of spice and darkness informed her it was Tagart. Maybe if she ignored him, he would go away.


            He sidled right up to her. “Worried for your lover?” he asked, his words slurred.


            Not her lucky night, after all. “You’re drunk.”


            “I know. Isn’t it wonderful?”


            “Where did you find wine?”


            “Every dragon possesses a mythical ability. Some can breathe underwater, some can travel from one location to another in the blink of an eye. Some can see anyone anywhere simply by speaking their name. Me, I can turn water to wine.” Embarrassment and wisps of self-loathing drifted along the undercurrents of his voice. Why? “Where’s your vampire?” he asked before Delilah could press him further. “Dead?”


            Her heart lurched inside her chest, a vision of Layel lying motionless, blood pooling around him, flashing inside her mind. “Go to Hades, Tagart.” She pushed to her feet, unwilling to give him any type of advantage. Even one as simple as height.


            “You worry for him.” A statement, not a question.


            “We’ve already had this conversation, and I’m not having it again.”


            “You’re right. I’m…sorry.”


            An apology? He must be drunk indeed to have offered one. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she studied the man responsible intently. He was as strong as Layel. He was dark, handsome, edgy. Resilient and capable. He wouldn’t hesitate to destroy an enemy. And he had, she grudgingly admitted, helped her during the challenge. Why could her body not crave this man? She knew firsthand how lusty a dragon could be.


            “You are courageous,” he said, swaying slightly, “and unafraid. We would make a great team.”


            “We are on the same team.”


            He waved a hand through the air, swayed again. “I meant us. Together. We are the strongest of the group, the most competent.”


            All she could do was blink up at him. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.”


            “Silly Amazon.” He chuckled, a sound of true mirth. It suited him, lighting his features and casting away the shadows that always seemed to hover around him. He reached for her shoulder, decided against touching her and dropped his arm to his side. “I will guard your back and you will guard mine. In the event that we lose a challenge, we will never vote to have the other killed.”


            “Vote? What are you talking about?”


            “You do not know?”


            “No,” she said, and his expression changed to one of sympathy. “Tell me!”


            “Delilah…”


            She closed the distance between them, would have been nose to nose if she’d been taller. Waves washed over their feet, soon-to-disappear moonlight streamed in every direction, and the call of night-birds echoed. But nothing overshadowed the pounding of her heartbeat. “Tell me.”


            “The other team returned. They told us what happened, how they were forced to vote for the creature they wished off of their team.” A heavy pause. “There was an execution.”


            Instantly panic and dread infused her blood, racing through her, cutting at her. She clutched Tagart’s tattered shirt, wadding the material in her hands. “Did…Nola return?”


            He nodded slowly, the grimness of their conversation clearly sobering him, and studied her features. “Do you wish to know if the vampire king returned, as well?”


            She did. With everything inside of her, she did, but she was afraid of her reaction. If she learned that he was alive, would she smile? Laugh, dance? If she learned that he was indeed dead, would she cry? Sob? “I will consider your request for an alliance,” she said, releasing him. She backed away slowly, desperate to be alone—and determined not to show it. “We will talk soon.”


            “He was not with the others when they returned,” Tagart said anyway.


            That means nothing, she tried to tell herself. But she didn’t respond to Tagart, just kept moving backward. Away. She had to get away from him.


            His jaw clenched. “If you think too long about my offer, I will withdraw it and make it to someone else.”


            And she would be the first one they voted for, Delilah did not doubt. Still she remained silent. Finally she passed the line of trees. Their branches slapped in front of her, blocking the dragon from view. Immediately she turned and ran, arms and legs pumping furiously. Her skin was like ice, but sweat beaded anyway, trickling down.


            Of course Layel’s team had voted for him. He had hurt one of their own.


            Tears burned her eyes, the very tears she had so feared. You’ve only known him two days, and you suspected this was coming. Why are you upset? He had caused her nothing but trouble and grief. And pleasure. Oh, gods, the pleasure. She would never again experience his kiss, his touch. Would never learn his secrets, ease the pain she saw in his eyes every time she looked at him. Never shine light into the darkness of his soul.


            Foolish, she thought for the thousandth time. Where had that thought come from? Shine light into his soul? Hers was as dark as his was. Or rather, had been. A whimper rose in her throat.


            Distracted as she was, she did not see the figure looming in front of her. Delilah slammed into him. He was as hard as a boulder, but unprepared for her momentum. They propelled to the ground, strong arms banding around her waist. He took the brunt of the fall, his breath gusting over her face. Metallic, sweet.


            She was on her feet a moment later, ready for battle. But he never attacked her. He simply stood and wiped the grass from his clothing, saying, “I would like to say that was fun, but I told you I would not lie to you.”


            That voice…husky, sardonic. “Layel?”


            He’d been glaring, his ocean blues hidden by the frame of his lashes, but that glare melted away as he studied her expression. “Are you…crying?”


            He was here; he was alive. He had not been chosen for execution. Trying not to smile now, she wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist. “No.”


            “Did no one tell you Nola survived?” he asked softly. For a moment, only a moment, he looked at her with something akin to tenderness.


            “I was told.” Her heart already drummed erratically from her sprint, but now, as she drank in the sight of him, the silly organ wanted to pound its way free. “How are you alive?”


            He tsked under his tongue, somehow conveying a wealth of pain and joy with the sound. “Disappointed?”


            She raised her chin, refusing to lie yet equally unwilling to admit the truth. He would reject her again, and her emotions were too strung out to deal with another.


            He sighed. “I want to be alone now,” he said. He turned away from her and picked up a fat stick, then continued…whatever it was that he’d been doing before she ran into him. Was he…digging a hole? He pressed the stick into the ground to gather a mound of dirt, then tossed that dirt aside.


            His muscles rippled as he moved, and her mouth watered. I clutched those muscles once. I had them at my fingertips. So badly she wanted to rake her fingers through his white hair. Even flatten her palm against his chest and feel the flow of life as he drank from her. “I’m waiting for an answer to my question,” she insisted. “How are you alive?”


            His broad shoulders lifted in a casual shrug. “My team decided I was not the one who would cause them to lose the next contest. So…” Another shrug, but this one was stiff, self-conscious. “Now, go away,” he said, jamming a long stick into the ground. Then he popped it up, tossing a mound of dirt a few feet away.


            “Who was chosen?”


            “I love being ignored.” Without pausing in his digging, he said, “The formorian who—” He pressed his lips together. Dirt soared over his shoulder as he heaved the stick upward.


            “Who you helped into the water,” she finished for him.


            He gave a clipped nod.


            To prevent herself from closing all hint of distance between them and burrowing her head in the hollow of his neck, she shifted and leaned her uninjured shoulder against the nearest tree. “You and Brand seem to hate each other. I’m surprised he didn’t vote for you, no matter that the formorian was weak.”


            Layel laughed darkly. “Oh, he voted for me. Several members did. One more vote, and I would have been the one who lost his head.”


            Just how close had she come to losing him? “The gods actually decapitated him?”


            Another nod.


            Some part of her had thought, perhaps hoped, they would change their minds. “Why did you do it?” she asked after a tension-filled pause.


            “Do what?” he asked, but she knew he only pretended ignorance.


            “Hurt your own team member.”


            “Perhaps it amused me to hear him scream. Perhaps I live for the deaths I cause, as rumors in Atlantis claim.” Another mound of dirt flew over his shoulder.


            This one was launched toward her. She hopped out of the way, barely escaping an earth-shower. He’d purposely aimed at her, the bastard. “That was childish,” she said, crossing her arms over her middle.


            “But satisfying.”


            “You remind me of Lily right now.”


            “Lily?”


            “My sister by race, the future queen of the Amazons and the girl the dragons were carting in that cell.” Only yesterday, she realized, though it felt as if an eternity had already passed. “When Lily doesn’t get her way, she throws a tantrum.”


            “I’m not throwing a tantrum.”


            “No, you’re throwing dirt. Is that any better?”


            A rumbling noise escaped him, and she wasn’t sure if he expressed amusement or irritation. He paused in his digging, though, keeping his back to her. “Go away, Delilah.” He sounded weary.


            Would she ever get used to the tremors of delight that shook her every time he said her name? “No. What are you doing here, anyway?”


            “None of your concern. Go.”


            “Again, no.” She’d almost lost him tonight. Part of her didn’t want to be separated from him ever again. How had he engaged her emotions so strongly and so quickly? “I’m not sure if you treat me this way because you genuinely dislike me or because you’re afraid of me.”


            “Wonder no more. I dislike you.” Motions clipped, he slammed the stick back into the ground, and then another mound of dirt was sailing toward her.


            This time, she remained in place. The grains pummeled her calves and ankles, and she grit her teeth. “If you dislike me so much, why did you thrust your tongue into my mouth and your fingers into my—”


            “Enough!” The stick snapped in half. Tossing the half he still held, he whirled, facing her. “I could tell you that I don’t have to like you to bed you. Is that what you need to hear? Would you leave if I said it?”


            “Would you mean it?” she asked in a broken voice she scarcely recognized as her own.


            Silent, he swiped up another stick and began shoveling again. Wood and mud collided again and again, widening the hole clearly no longer his concern. Fury poured from him, making his motions frenzied.


            The intense surge of hurt she’d experienced—don’t have to like you to bed you—gradually drained. He couldn’t say he meant it because he didn’t feel that way. Not wanting to push him into lying, however, she let the subject drop. For now. For whatever reason, he wasn’t ready to show her a softer side of himself. “Tell me what you’re doing.”


            He stilled, panting, sweating. “Delilah.”


            “Layel.”


            “This isn’t doing either one of us any good.” He straightened, his profile to her. The elegant curve of his nose cast a shadow over his cheek. Seemed odd that such a ruthless man would possess such pretty features. Not that she was complaining.


            “You would rather kiss than talk?” she asked, hopeful.


            The tip of his tongue emerged, trailing over his bottom lip. Remembering the taste of her? Then he scrubbed a dirty hand down his face. Streaks of black remained behind. “I’m burying the body.”


            Body? As lost as she’d been with the thought of their kiss, a moment passed before she recalled the formorian’s death. She stared into the crowd of trees, searching. Sure enough, she found the corpse several feet away and frowned. Now why would the man who supposedly hated everyone around him concern himself with the burial of a stranger?


            Guilt? A hidden sense of honor?


            What a contradiction Layel was.


            With a sigh, she gathered a stick and began digging alongside him, heedless of her injured shoulder. He didn’t rebuke her, and they managed to work in silence. What seemed a lifetime later, the hole was big enough for a body. Somberly she helped the vampire place the formorian inside.


            “So you know why I was fighting the dragons yesterday—to save Lily. But what about you? Why do you hate the dragons so much?” She threw her stick to the ground and peered over at him, determined to get at least one answer this night.


            For a single heartbeat, his eyes pulsed a bright, fiery red, a look of such debilitating pain falling over his face that she almost dropped to her knees. Almost begged him not to answer. No one should suffer like that. No one. As though they were dying from the inside out, slowly, inexorably, and each cell that withered, each organ that failed, poisoned another, until there was only rot and disease left. Only agony. But then his expression cleared, and he said flatly, “They took something that belonged to me. And if you dare ask what, I will kill you here and now.”


            The warrior in her wanted to press; the woman in her never wanted to see that pain inside him again. So she said, “Perhaps you’ve failed to realize that threats only encourage me,” in an effort to tease him. Then she eyed him nervously. Banter with a man was not something she had experience with. Was she doing it correctly?


            His lips twitched into a semblance of a smile, causing her stomach to flutter and her heart to skip a beat entirely. “I’ve realized.” He, too, dropped his stick. He offered no words of thanks for her aid. “Your team is celebrating their victory. You should join them.”


            Being here with him, talking to him, seeing that smile, thrilled her more than any celebration. But she did wheel away from him. “You’re right.” She didn’t want to leave him, and that was precisely why she must. Slowly she walked away. Prolonging the contact was only sparking a desire for more.


            When she thought him dead, she had mourned. Mourned. The more time she spent with him the more she wanted him. What would happen if he was killed? What would happen if she gave herself to him and he pushed her away afterward? Next time, she might not survive.


            “Amazon,” he called.


            Irritation flooded her. He called her “Amazon” when he wished to put distance between them. That, she knew. But still she stopped. She just didn’t face him. “Yes.”


            “I am…sorry. About the—about earlier. About what I said.”


            An apology from yet another man. Something must be in the water. “I don’t regret anything about what has happened or been said between us.” No, that wasn’t true. She regretted that their time together had to end. Tonight, most likely forever. If she could stay away from him, for that would be the true battle.


            Fortifying her resolve, she started forward again.


            “Amazon,” he called once more.


            And once more she stilled, unable to help herself. “Yes.”


            “Do not approach me again. Your team will not like it, and next time it will be you who is voted for.”


            Concern? For her? Gods, she was as helpless against it as she was to resist him. “I can take care of myself.”


            “I have learned that in this game the opinion of your teammates matters more than your actual performance.”


            “You aren’t the first to tell me such a thing. Tagart asked me to ally with him.”


            A heavy, crackling pause, then, he asked tightly, “Did you accept?”


            “Not yet.”


            “You should.” The last was grated, as if the words rubbed his throat raw.


            Did he not like the thought of her with another man, as she’d considered before, or did he simply hate the dragons so much he loathed the idea of anyone helping them? “Have you seen the waterfall on the north side of the island?” she found herself asking. Stop, don’t do this. You’re leaving to escape him.


            “Yes.”


            “I’ll be there in an hour. Alone.”


            Silence. Then, “And you will remain alone. We cannot be…friends, Delilah. I’m sorry.”


            Another apology. Gulping, hurting again, she started forward for the third time. Part of her expected him to call her back. But he didn’t. Not again. She reached the celebration a few minutes later. She was caked in dirt and sweat, but she didn’t care.


            Her teammates were dancing around a fire, drinking wine and laughing. All but the nymph, she realized. Broderick was gone. As was their team’s other female. A gorgon. So, he’d opted to risk a stoning to spend a little time between the snake-woman’s legs. Layel, she suspected, would never do such a thing.


            Speaking of Layel, his team sat several feet away. Their nymph female, like Broderick, was missing, as was…Hmm, all of the men were present—and each member was glaring with jealousy at Delilah’s team. Even Nola.


            Delilah met the Amazon’s stare. Rather than a smile or a wave, she received a short, abrupt nod and almost sighed. Dissent within the same races already. Did Nola think she had betrayed her? Convinced Layel to lose? That, she would deal with later. At the moment she needed to approach Tagart. The dragon ceased his dancing, his smile fading when he spotted her. Sweat glinted from his skin, and he exuded a masculine musk every other woman on the island probably would have enjoyed.


            Delilah found that she preferred the metallic sweetness of Layel’s scent.


            “I accept your offer,” she whispered up to him. She didn’t trust him, but she didn’t mind using him. You should, Layel had said, as though he didn’t care that she would forge an alliance with his enemy.


            They would soon learn the truth of that.


            Layel’s obvious dislike of the dragons was the only reason she had hesitated before, she realized now. Subconsciously, she’d allowed him to begin affecting her decisions. No more.


            Slowly Tagart’s lips curled into a satisfied smile. “I knew you’d see reason.” He reached for her, meaning to pull her into his embrace for a dance.


            She backed up a step, not willing to take their alliance that far. Good or bad for her, Layel was the only man she wanted touching her. “Just tell me one thing.”


            Tagart’s golden dragon eyes glinted like polished coins. “And what is that? You wish me to tell you the other team’s nymph is out there right now, searching for your vampire, determined to have him?”


            What? Why, that bitch! She had no right. He’s mine. No, no, she immediately chastised herself. Do not think that way. “What did your brethren take from Layel to cause a war with the vampires?” The stories she’d heard of Layel’s prowess had never said.


            The glint in his eyes died. “He did not tell you?”


            “No.”


            Guilt flashed, but he said starkly, “We took…his mate.”


            


            LAYEL BATTLED with himself for the entire hour Delilah had given him. He knew what he should do, knew what was wise. He could not go to her. Absolutely not. No. But she was slowly stripping him of his sanity.


            Every minute he spent with her, he desired more.


            Every minute he thought of her, he desired more.


            Every minute he was without her, he desired more.


            She drew him. If she had looked like Susan or acted like Susan, he would have understood her strange pull on him. But she didn’t, so he didn’t.


            “I’m glad to see you survived,” Zane said from behind him.


            Layel had been expecting the warrior, and was only surprised he had not arrived sooner. What had he been doing? “I have a mission for you,” he said, turning.


            Zane floated in front of him. Layel could smell the sweet scent of fresh blood on the soldier. Female blood. His stomach knotted, for it was widely known the vampire only took from the dying. “Who did you feed from?”


            Zane blinked at the fury in his tone. “That hardly matters.”


            “Tell me!” Layel was in his face a moment later. There were not that many females on the island. If he had sunk those fangs into Delilah…


            “You had better back away, king. I serve you because I wish to, but that can change at any moment.”


            He’d heard similar words a thousand times before from the warrior. “Delilah is not—”


            “The one I tasted, no.”


            Instantly Layel relaxed. Hatred—for himself, for Delilah—sprang free, never far from the surface. Always waiting to pounce. He shouldn’t have cared who Zane drank from.


            Zane shook his dark head. “So that is the way of things, I see.”


            “You see nothing,” he growled.


            “I see that you have staked a claim on her. Well, guess what? She is at camp right now, joining forces with that bastard, Tagart.”


            So. She had allied with the dragon. When she had told him of Tagart’s offer, he had wanted to scream, I will protect you. Me. Not him. But he had held his tongue, knowing that was the wisest course. If he allowed it, Delilah would be his downfall. He would long to live with her, rather than join Susan in the hereafter. Unacceptable!


            He studied Zane’s sated expression. A single thought filled his head, overshadowing everything else. I could have Delilah’s blood in my veins right now. She would let me. I would not have to take her body, would not have to pleasure her or take pleasure for myself. He gulped against a sudden onslaught of blistering lust. Oh, the temptation…“I have a mission for you,” he repeated past an aching throat. Resist.


            “Let me guess. I am to protect the girl.”


            Yes. But…“Your arrogance displeases me.”


            “I am a warrior, not a bodyguard,” Zane spit.


            “You are whatever I tell you to be. I do not trust Tagart. If he aids her, fine. But if it appears he is going to betray her…”


            A muscle ticked in Zane’s jaw. “Is that all? King,” he added after a tense pause.


            “No. You will return to your team, and you will listen to what they plan. I will do the same. Tomorrow we will share what we have learned and decide our course of action. The gods think to divide us, but we will not allow them to succeed. Will we?”


            A slight hesitation before Zane gave a stiff nod.


            When the vampire stalked away, Layel glanced in the direction of the waterfall. His hour had passed. Was Delilah waiting for him? Perhaps she frolicked in the lapping water even now, naked and glistening. The stray thought arose, an image of exactly that forming, and he was halfway there before he realized what he was doing.
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            ALYSSA HAD SPENT the night searching both the Inner and Outer cities with Shivawn, flying from one to the other—or galloping atop a centaur, in Shivawn’s case. Not once had he spoken a single word to her. Not in all their hours together.


            Frustration rode her hard, sinking sharp claws into every part of her body. They were now on their way back to Valerian’s palace. She could see it on the horizon, a towering stone and crystal monstrosity atop a steep cliff. Shivawn was still perched on a centaur and she kept pace beside him, floating rather than walking or riding. There were three benefits to this: he was always within her view. If she walked, she would have stumbled. And no centaur would have allowed her on his back without a fierce argument she didn’t have the fortitude for.


            A group of minotaurs and griffins raced past them, headed into the Outer City. They were laughingly chasing a pretty white unicorn. Had Alyssa any spare time, she would have joined them and tried to capture the horned stallion. A wish would come in handy right about now.


            “Your king will not be pleased,” she said, to break the silence and distract herself. No, that wasn’t entirely true. She craved his voice as much as she craved his touch. Surely if she spoke first, he would follow suit. “All we learned was that two creatures of nearly every race disappeared in the blink of an eye. Nothing more. Valerian will desire the reason.”


            Shivawn gave no reply.


            Sandy braids flapped around his temples. He appeared as cold in profile as he did from the front. But he was only cold with her. In the cities, he had flirted outrageously with the women. He had been charming, full of smiles and laughter.


            Only one night had he been anything other than cold with Alyssa. Only one night had he been white-hot….


            She shivered, remembering.


            He growled low in his throat. “Wipe those thoughts from your mind, woman. Now.”


            The sound of his voice startled her, much as she’d been craving it. “Wh-what thoughts?” He couldn’t know she was visualizing their night together, his body slipping and sliding inside of hers…sweeping her high, so high…Oh, the pleasure…


            “Sex. Bodies. Straining.” Pause. “Us.”


            Her eyes rounded. “How did you know?” Then her cheeks colored at what she had just confirmed.


            “I can smell your desire,” he said with disgust.


            Disgust? “That offends you?” she all but snarled.


            “You are not my mate, woman. Wanting me will bring you nothing but pain.”


            She would be wise to listen to him. Wanting him had brought her satisfaction only once and, as he predicted, pain many times. But…“You can’t know that I’m not—”


            “Yes,” he said firmly, “I can.”


            Her pride meant nothing in the face of an answer. “How can you know? Beyond any doubt?” Surely she would not have desired him this strongly if they were not meant to be together. Surely she would be able to consume someone else’s blood.


            “I would sense it and be…unable to take another.”


            Unlike her, he was strong, so of course he had had other lovers since their night together. Nymphs weakened without sex. “You’ve had others?” she found herself asking anyway.


            A terse nod.


            She wanted to vomit. She had been with no one else, had hoped he would come only to her to renew his strength. “I would have helped you.”


            “I did not want you.”


            Her stomach churned with more of that horrible sickness. Did she like being hurt? It would seem so, as she continued to invite him to cut down her feminine pride. “I could kill every woman you’ve touched. You know that, yes?”


            He stiffened, every muscle in his body going taut. And though she could only see his profile, she glimpsed the hatred rippling under the surface of his cheeks. Saw the furious onyx glow in his eyes. “Spoken like a true parasite.”


            Parasite? That’s how he viewed her? Oh, that hurt. “I’m not asking more of you than you are willing to give, Shivawn. I’m only asking for a chance to be the woman to see to your needs. Just for a little while.”


            Finally he faced her, twisting atop the saddle. She could not read his expression. “Do you realize how pathetic you sound?” A deadly calm laced the words.


            Yes, she did. Still she pushed him, refusing to be embarrassed by her desire. “I want you in my bed. That’s all. I’ll do anything to get you there. Usually you’ll bed anything female. Why not me?”


            The cliff seemed to tilt, its incline becoming impossible for the centaur. Silent now, Shivawn dismounted and shooed him away with a polite, “Thank you. You may return to the stable on your own.”


            The horse-man trotted off.


            Shivawn watched until the last clop of hooves could be heard. If he knew she was still beside him, he gave no hint. What thoughts tumbled through his head?


            “I want you in my bed,” she repeated to gain his attention.


            “You had me in your bed.”


            Strands of her dark hair whipped in her face, she shook so badly. Motions clipped, she hooked them behind her ears. “Yes, and I want you there again.”


            He pushed out a breath as he turned to her. His face was chiseled perfection, not a single flaw. “You are forcing me to say something you will not like hearing.”


            Again she felt sick, but she could not stop herself. She had to know, beyond any doubt, what was keeping him from her. “What? Say it.”


            “Are you sure you wish to know?”


            Her blood chilled, ice crystallizing in her muscles and bones. “Yes. Tell me.” Desperation dripped from each word. She hated herself for it, but it was too strong to hide.


            “Bedding you was not…good for me. I did not even come.”


            “But…but…” Oh, gods. His proclamation echoed in her ears. Bedding you was not good for me. “You’re lying. You have to be.”


            “No.”


            Her mouth floundered open and closed. The truth of his claim was there, in his hardened expression. She’d never experienced pleasure as she had with Shivawn and he had felt nothing? She’d known her bite had bothered him, but she hadn’t realized his unhappiness had lingered all through the night.


            Mortification consumed her, chomping her pride into little pieces before spitting out the bones.


            “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you, but…”


            Still reeling, she resumed her journey up the cliff, now desperate to escape him. To hide. How could she have been so wrong? She’d had a few other lovers over the years, yet none of them had complained. None had left unsatisfied.


            That you know of.


            For a moment she felt as if spiders were crawling over her skin, and she scratched at her arms. For so long she had dreamed of winning this man’s heart. Her every action had been an attempt to impress or charm him.


            She was not a warrior, not at heart, but she had trained as one, knowing Layel would not allow her to accompany him to the nymph stronghold otherwise. She had fought, she had killed. For Shivawn. Blood coated her hands. Always. Nothing cleaned them. For Shivawn.


            She had risen through the ranks of the vampire army by any and every means necessary.


            For Shivawn.


            Yet he had never wanted her, not even the time he’d given himself to her. A nymph—a creature renowned for being more sensual than selective—found her so unappealing, he had left her bed still hard and aching. Had probably bedded another woman immediately afterward to relieve the ache.


            “Alyssa,” he said softly, and she heard him as clearly as if he were shouting. Damn it, she hadn’t put much distance between them.


            Her feet almost hit the ground, even her ability to float trying to abandon her. Keep moving. Don’t slow. “Did you come to me only because Joachim’s human refused you? Did you not desire me for me, even a little?” Alyssa had caught him leaving Joachim’s room one evening, the one evening they’d spent together, and he had reeked of human.


            His eyes had been dark, haunted, and she’d later learned that Shivawn’s human slave had chosen the other nymph warrior as her mate, leaving Shivawn without a woman. And because nymphs needed sex to survive there had been no better time for Alyssa’s seduction of him. She had thought, Finally. He will have me. He will desire me as I desire him.


            But I could not bring him to orgasm. Oh, gods, oh, gods. “Did you?”


            “Yes, I used you. And, no, I did not want you.”


            “Did you—” gods, why are you doing this to yourself? “—did you think of her when you were inside me?”


            There was a painful, tension-filled pause. “Does it matter?”


            Oh, gods. That was answer enough, yet she still had to hear him say it. Maybe then her love for him would die. Maybe then her obsession would wane. “It matters. Tell me. Say it.”


            He uttered another sigh. “Then, yes. I did. But even then…”


            Even then he could not come. Curse him! And curse herself!


            Her nails elongated as she curled her fingers into fists, cutting past skin, drawing her own blood. She was panting, she realized. “You should not have used me while thinking of another.”


            “No, and for that I’m sorry.”


            She laughed bitterly, felt his eyes boring into her back. “I must be like all the other women in your life, throwing myself at you, willing to accept any scrap of affection you toss my way. Not that you ever tossed me a moment to cherish. A moment to sigh over in the dark of night, to dream of for years to come and to giggle over with friends.” If she’d had any friends.


            “You could not help yourself. The allure of the nymph is impossible to ignore.”


            But no other nymph had made her crave things she could never have. “Do you laugh about us when you are alone?” she asked, striving for an unconcerned tone. Inside, she still seethed. What right did Shivawn have to hurt her like this? To use her and humiliate her? To treat her as beneath him? None. An idea took root in her mind and refused to leave. No, I cannot do it.


            But he deserves it.


            “Laugh? At who?” He quickened his step until he was beside her, obviously no longer content to lag behind.


            She pushed the snow-white branch of a ghost tree from her path, taking a small bit of satisfaction when it slapped Shivawn in the cheek and he grunted. “At the women,” she said. “At your females. At those of us who throw ourselves at you.”


            “I hope I am not so callous as that. I would die without those females. I need them as much as they want me.”


            Clearly, she wasn’t part of the “they.” Bastard. No one else will give him what he deserves. Not the gods, not his king, not my king. I must do it. “I wonder why I ever desired you.” And why, despite everything, she still did.


            “I have wondered that myself,” he replied darkly.


            “You are strong,” she offered, not wanting to admit the real reason.


            “So are others.”


            “You are handsome.”


            “Others are more so.”


            True, and yet…no one else had eyes like his. Most likely some shared the color, but not the pain banked there, the hint of, well, a man possessed by ghosts and dark passion.


            Once, many years ago, she had glimpsed the beast inside him.


            He didn’t know it, hadn’t seen her, but she had been mesmerized by him.


            His father…She gulped, had sworn never to think of that terrible time again, lest it grow wings and fly from her memories, reminding him. But the dark images flooded her, images of that fateful day marking the beginning of her obsession, and she couldn’t stop them.


            Even though Alyssa was of mixed blood, both a vampire and a demon, she never allowed herself to think or act like a demon. Too many races despised them. As she appeared every inch the vampire, the deception wasn’t difficult.


            But that day—that week, actually—she’d snuck her way inside the demon camp, curious about the father she had never known, about his people. For days she’d watched them, beginning to despise them herself. They killed for fun, delighted by their victims’ screams. They did more than drink blood; they ate flesh.


            One day, several demon warriors—her brothers—ambushed Shivawn’s father, an innocent, during peace talks. For sport, they had tortured the man in the most horrendous ways, and young Alyssa had stayed hidden in the shadows, cowering, too afraid to try and make them stop.


            Shivawn had seen his father’s limp body nailed to a tree and attacked. A battle had been waged and he had ultimately triumphed, slaughtering the demons responsible. His love for his father had shown in every slash of his blade, in every roar of fury and helplessness that had left his mouth. That was what she’d wanted with her own father: loyalty, love. She hadn’t gotten either, but by then, she hadn’t wanted either. Not from him. Perhaps that was why her hopes and dreams had shifted so easily to Shivawn.


            Afterward, with the demon pieces nailed to trees as his father had been, he had dropped to his knees and sobbed. He had gathered his father tenderly, reverently and begged the gods to awaken him.


            Alyssa had ached for him, even as fantasies had begun spinning in her mind. Fantasies of Shivawn being her brother, standing beside her if anyone ever learned the secret shame of her dual heritage.


            As the years had passed and she’d grown into a woman, her fantasies of hearth and home had taken a more sensual slant. No longer had she wanted him as her brother. She had wanted him as her lover. No one else would do, though she’d given several a chance. They hadn’t compared to her dreams of Shivawn, not in any way.


            Determined to experience the bliss of Shivawn’s touch, she had journeyed to the nymph camp and sought him out. He’d taken one look at her and vomited.


            She hadn’t known why, still didn’t, but she hadn’t given up. Should have. Should have given up. Look where she’d ended up. Broken, raw. Physically doomed.


            “I’ve seen the way the vampire soldiers watch you,” he said now, slicing his way into her dark thoughts. “Choose one of them for your mate.”


            While she loathed the thought of him with another woman, he could not wait for her to have another man? Give him what he deserves…


            I am not like my demon sire. I am not vindictive and corrupt.


            Nor are you a martyr. He will hurt others this way until he is stopped.


            Yes, he would. “They do not appeal to me,” she finally replied, not yet ready to act.


            “I am nothing special.”


            “Perhaps I like the way you kill.” She had seen him in battle, had even fought next to him.


            His lips twitched, as if for once he was amused by her. “You try and act like a warrior, vampire, but I have seen you hesitate before delivering the death-blow. You might fight, but you do not like it.”


            He was the first to notice her secret revulsion during battle—a revulsion that stemmed, no doubt, from her desire to set herself apart from the demonlike acts of war—and she blinked in shock. Fought against a softening in her chest. “You know nothing about me, nymph.” She uttered the last with as much disgust as she could muster. “You avoid me at every turn.”


            “True, but I know women.”


            Oh, that burned. Wiped away any hint of softening. She was one of a thousand others to him. Give him what he deserves!


            Yes, she decided. Yes.


            “I have always wondered why you fight when you so obviously hate it.”


            “You? Wondering about me? That’s twice now you’ve admitted to such a thing. I’m surprised you haven’t exploded.”


            Once again his lips twitched.


            She ground to a halt. He kept moving, realized she’d stopped and turned, facing her. Looking at him, her heartbeat sped up. Are you truly going to do this?


            “Nothing I’ve said has been meant to hurt you,” he said softly. “But I had decided weeks ago to take a female as my own, even one who is not my mate, because I crave stability. That means I cannot be with you and you cannot…ask it of me again.”


            Any female would do but her, was what he was saying. Yes, I am going to do this. Slowly, so slowly, she closed the distance between them. “You do not want me to come around and bother her.”


            He gave a stiff nod.


            “Then I will give you my word, Shivawn.”


            Slowly his features relaxed.


            “I will not come around your woman.”


            “Thank you.”


            “But then, neither will you.”


            He frowned.


            She launched herself at him with the last reservoir of strength she possessed, fangs bared.


            


            VALERIAN CRADLED his mate in his arms, his skin sweat-slicked from the pleasure they had just shared. This woman never ceased to amaze him. She was beauty personified, softhearted, yet a tigress every time they fell into bed.


            “If Shivawn doesn’t return soon, I’ll have to leave the palace and search for him. He is faithful, and would’ve sent word of a delay. If he could.”


            Shaye stiffened in concern. “Do you suspect foul play?”


            “I’m not sure, but something isn’t right.”


            “The vampire—”


            He shook his head, certain. “Alyssa will not hurt him. She obviously loves him. Besides, nymphs and vampires are allies.”


            “Uh, I hate to break it to you, sugar, but a woman in love is an ally to no one but her heart.”


            “I know women, moon, and—”


            “Stop right there. You don’t know shit, big boy. Otherwise you would not be telling your wife how you learned about other women.”


            Softhearted? Had he seriously thought such a word in connection with his human mate? He pressed his lips together to keep from laughing. So fierce and possessive, his wife. She would slay anyone who “made a play for his bod,” she had once said. And he would not have it any other way.


            She placed a kiss on his chest, just above his heart, tongue flicking out and leaving a spark of fire. “Maybe I’ll talk to Poseidon. He might tell us what’s going on—if he’s bored and looking to stir up trouble, that is.”


            Much to Valerian’s consternation, Shaye and the fickle, annoying god had become friends. “No. Every time you speak with him, some kind of disaster happens.”


            “Hey, he brought us back together. Give the guy a break.”


            “I would like to break his—”


            She slapped a hand over his mouth.


            “I heard that,” an irritated voice said.


            Valerian reached for his sword, but it disappeared the moment his fingers curled around the hilt. Scowling, he glanced at Shaye to make sure she was covered, saw that a black silk sheet draped her from chest to ankle and relaxed. Barely.


            The air crystallized in front of the bed, thickening until the body of a man appeared. Some women had said Poseidon was the most beautiful male ever to walk under the sea. Lustrous hair, blue eyes. Muscles, power. Valerian did not see the appeal, but he covered Shaye’s eyes anyway.


            That amused the god, and he laughed. “As if that will make a difference.”


            Valerian bit the inside of his cheek to keep from responding. One wrong word, and the sea god might destroy the entire city. Almost had, in fact.


            Shaye shoved Valerian’s fingers away. “Welcome, oh mighty god of the sea. And since you have graced us with your presence, I wonder if you would be willing to help us. We seem to be missing two of our soldiers,” she said. “Well, three now. Would you know anything about that?”


            “Perhaps,” was the unconcerned reply. Poseidon strolled to the far wall and traced his finger over the center. Valerian’s sword finally reappeared—hanging upside down with colorful ribbons falling from the tip.


            Not a word.


            “Will you tell us?” Shaye asked sweetly. “Please.”


            Valerian squeezed her side in warning.


            “I’ll give the women here another lesson in women’s rights,” she added. “That will frustrate the warriors and provide much entertainment for you.”


            Valerian shuddered. Last time she’d done such a thing, his warriors had gone without sex for days and had become snarling beasts, picking fights with everyone they encountered.


            Poseidon shrugged and then disappeared as if he’d never been. Valerian thought that was the end of it and was grateful. He didn’t like the god. But then that unearthly voice whispered across the room, startling him.


            “The first two are playing a little game. The third, well, he was just eaten alive.”


            The god’s laughter echoed long into the night.
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            LAYEL NEVER REACHED the waterfall that night.


            Along the way, he had encountered Jada, the female nymph and Broderick’s sister, and she had been determined to have him “for strength” because she “trusted him, friend to her king.”


            Over the years, many females had offered themselves to him. Unattainable as he was, he’d been labeled a challenge, a prize. He had denied them all, yet some had still claimed to have lain with him. In their anger over his rejection, the stories had not been kind.


            Here, now, there were two beautiful females vying for him. One, a temptation. One, an annoyance, though Jada’s beauty outshone even Delilah’s. Or would have, to some. To him, Jada’s hair was too fair, her sapphire eyes lacking any hint of purple. She was tall and slim with curves that should have been impossible, her nipples permanently hard.


            Yet all he’d been able to think about when she pressed herself against him was the lean firmness of Delilah’s body and how perfect it was to his palms. How he loved the way her nipples hardened right before his eyes.


            He’d pushed Jada away, but in her ardor she’d taken the gesture as approval and had quickly stripped. He’d been unmoved. As unmoved as he’d been for the past two hundred years, which made Delilah’s ability to tantalize him all the more undeniable. Thank the gods he had not gone to the waterfall, after all, but had hunted animals to distract himself.


            Had he found her, he would have drunk from her. How close he’d come to talking himself into it.


            And now, after an uneventful day by himself—without a run-in with his team, the other team or even the power-loving gods who had, for whatever reason, not forced a challenge on them today—Layel found himself stalking to the waterfall, unable to turn away this time. What was Delilah doing? Was she all right? Night had fallen again. He should have seen her, heard her.


            To his consternation, she was not there. Even her sweet scent was curiously absent. There should have been a hint of it, at least a lingering imprint of her essence. Instead, it was as if she had not once neared the area. That didn’t seem to matter to his body. Hard and aching, that’s what he was, because she’d offered herself to him here in this location.


            Thoughts of her played through his mind. Thoughts of her naked, writhing. His.


            In his mind, every move she made was a sensual dance for him. Every sound that escaped her moist, ripe lips was a benediction to him. Every beat of her heart was a mating call.


            The images were wrong, so wrong, but his mouth watered and his teeth sharpened. What would it take to purge her from his mind? Besides killing her, which he’d already admitted he could not do, there was only one thing left to try….


            He would have to drink from her. No more resisting.


            He’d told her that he never would. Yet the idea had been planted, had grown and intensified. Now, he realized he must.


            He was a bastard for even considering it; he was lacking in honor and integrity. Truly, he was a monster. She wanted everything from him, but he only meant to take. He was going to fill his veins with her life’s nectar, was going to reduce her to a meal. Finally he would know the taste of her and then he could forget her. His fantasies had built her up, but reality would tear them down. There was no possible way she could taste as wonderful as he imagined. No one could.


            Sex would not enter into the arrangement. This time, when he placed his lips on her body, he would control himself. There was no better time to drink from her. Hunger did not ride him; weakness had not claimed him. He had gorged on the dragon yesterday and didn’t need the blood.


            Where was she? If she’d bathed in the waterfall or lounged on the moss-covered rocks, she’d left no trail. Layel walked through the forest, muted beams of twilight, hazy purples and pinks, illuminating his path. The lush emerald trees were different from those in Atlantis, yet somehow familiar to him after only two days. More moss covered the ground, soft against his feet.


            Were he home, he would be training with his army and thinking of ways to thwart and slaughter the dragons. He would be torturing the fire-breathers locked in his dungeon, their screams his only real sense of peace.


            Evil, he’d often been called. He did not deny it. Couldn’t deny it. His heart was decayed. Rotted. His soul was black. No longer was he a man Susan would have loved. At the moment of her death, he had become everything his beloved mate had despised.


            Yet there was no going back. No reverting to the man he’d once been. Not for him. Hate pulsed in his veins, thicker than blood. Revenge was the only thing he allowed in his mind.


            Until Delilah.


            Always his thoughts returned to her. Gods, how she haunted him. He should be searching for Zane, who had not yet shown up to report on his team. He should be planning his next move against Brand and Tagart. Instead, here he was, wishing for a taste of Delilah.


            What was it about her that constantly drew him? While she possessed a breathtaking beauty, a sharp wit and an undeniable hum of energy, she would never hesitate to betray a lover to protect her sisters. That much was obvious every time she looked at Nola—a woman he wasn’t even sure Delilah liked—with determined loyalty. There was no warm affection in her voice when she spoke to the girl, no softening of her expression. Yet she clearly felt responsible for her.


            A flicker of jealousy sprang inside his chest, and he blinked in surprise. Jealousy? Over what? Delilah’s loyalty to her tribe? Surely not, but he didn’t want to consider the other option: that Delilah placed the welfare of another above him.


            Made no sense, that line of thought. He didn’t truly know her, certainly didn’t like her and wouldn’t even contemplate a future with her. You’re confused, his mind explained. That’s all. Your life has been disrupted. When things return to normal, so will your emotions.


            Where was she?


            He sniffed the air. The sweet scent of her, so at odds with her warrior personality, suddenly seemed to infuse every crevice of the surrounding area, yet he caught no glimpse of her. Still his cock swelled once again, the hunger he’d denied only moments ago suddenly upon him. His mouth watered. Blood…


            She was near.


            A tender side of him he’d thought as dead as his heart broke through mire and debris, shocking him. You cannot do this to her. She will feel betrayed. She will hurt.


            His teeth gnashed together so sharply his gums were sliced. What was better? Delilah’s betrayal or Susan’s?


            The answer was obvious. Or should have been. Delilah must be purged from his mind. Soon, very soon, she would be. For he would not stop hunting until he found her. The gods could summon them for another challenge at any time. The losing team would then be called before the fire, and Layel would be forced to wait. If he lived through another counsel.


            “Eat this,” he suddenly heard Delilah say. “You’re pale.”


            Every cell in his body heated, sparking into small infernos. There was a muttered reply from a female. Most likely the other Amazon, Nola. Layel floated above the ground with only a thought, nearing the door of leaves arching in front of him.


            Remaining in the shadows, he peeked through. And there she was, crouched beside Nola. His azure-haired, violet-eyed tormentor. The two teams were together, sitting around a fire, some kind of animal roasting in the center.


            Tension swirled between winners and losers.


            The teams might be together, but they were in no way unified. Glares abounded. Zane sat off to the side, sharpening a stick. Every few seconds, his narrowed gaze flicked to Delilah and Nola. His skin was flushed, his motions a dance of power, yet he pulsed with anger.


            He would have to wait, it seemed. Layel broke through the trees with only the slightest rustle and approached the other vampire. As king, it was his responsibility to ensure no animosity grew between them. When he sat, Zane gave no indication he noticed Layel’s presence.


            Everyone else, however, did.


            Conversations tapered to quiet. There was even an angered hiss from Brand. Layel ignored him, knowing it would rouse Brand’s beast. Trying not to grin with the thought, his gaze shifted to the Amazons. Nola stared down at her food, flicking it with her fingers every few seconds but never actually eating. Delilah tipped back a coconut half, draining the milk inside.


            Her eyes remained on Layel, ensnaring him, holding him captive. He could not have looked away had a blade been pressed to his throat. Her gaze was guarded, no hint of her emotions present. Why? What did she hide?


            He bared his fangs at her and licked them.


            Finally. Emotion. A flash of desire before she gulped and looked away. Only then, free of her powerful hold, did he realize something hard and tight had taken residence in his chest. Slowly it loosened, however, allowing him to breathe. His cock did not settle but continued to throb.


            “All is well?” he asked Zane, noticing the bloodstained lips his friend still possessed. Blood always strengthened a vampire no matter its source, but blood overflowing with wine or medicines could cause a spike in aggression, anger and violence. Could that be the cause of Zane’s current dark mood? Had he taken blood from someone inebriated?


            “Yes.” No pause in movement. Every time they were summoned, the god continued to remove their weapons, forcing them to make more at every opportunity. During their “off” hours, they had to be prepared for anything. “I am well.”


            Truth? A lie? “You do not like your new duties, then.”


            “I do not mind them.” Flat tone, twitching muscles.


            “Something is wrong with you, Zane.”


            “Yes.”


            At least he did not deny it. “Tell me.”


            “As king?”


            “As…friend.” The one friend Layel had allowed himself over the years was Valerian, and that was only because he’d known Valerian before Susan’s death. They’d met in the Outer City and had become allies when they were too young to know better—the mixing of the species was most often frowned upon. They’d played together, discovered a passion for females together, and they’d fought together, guarding each other’s backs.


            After Susan, well, the nymph king had taken him in and cared for him until the emotional anguish gave way to a thirst for revenge.


            Perhaps Zane needed someone to care for him. His time with the demons had probably razored his soul to tatters.


            “Sure you want to know?” Zane inquired.


            Layel nodded.


            “Before, when you asked me whose blood I had taken…” Zane’s fingers tightened over the rock and sparks erupted at the tip of the stick.


            His stomach twisted into a knot. Do not say Delilah. If her name left the vampire’s lips, Layel wasn’t sure how he would react. Someone would die, he suspected. “You refused to tell me.”


            “I took from a woman.”


            No.


            “From an Amazon.”


            No!


            “From Nola.”


            First there was anger that Zane had strung him along, most likely out of shame. Then relief. It nearly felled him, and he realized he’d been reaching for the dagger he’d sharpened only a few hours ago. Thank the gods. His hands fell into his lap. “She allowed this?”


            “She did, though I doubt she remembers.” Yes, that was shame dripping from the words.


            He blinked in surprise. “Why would she not remember?”


            “I went to her while she was sleeping.”


            “And she did not awaken?”


            “No.”


            “How?” he insisted. The Amazons were highly trained; they would awaken the moment a man settled atop them. That he knew firsthand. And even if Nola had somehow failed to do so, she would have noticed puncture wounds afterward.


            “I invaded her mind.” The shame morphed into self-loathing.


            Layel scrubbed a hand over his face. Some vampires were gifted with the ability to insert thoughts and images into another’s mind. Most were not. Layel could not, though he’d always wished otherwise. How much fun would it have been to convince one dragon warrior to slay another?


            “I filled her mind with dreams of making love to me, and when she opened her arms and spread her legs, I took what I needed.”


            “And how did you hide the marks from her? From others?” The moment he spoke, Layel realized what the answer had to be. With as little clothing as the Amazons wore, there was only one hiding place.


            Zane glared at him for a moment. “If you were not my king and my friend, you know I would kill you right now, yes?”


            “Yes.”


            “Still you wish me to say it?”


            Another, “Yes.” Without hesitation. Making him say it might prevent him from doing it again, the shame voiced, never to be forgotten.


            “I bit between her legs.”


            Though he’d known what Zane would say, the words still managed to shock him. Once again, I have lost control of my men. Under Layel’s rule, the vampires lived by a code. They could drink from dragon warriors anytime they wished, but never—never!—were they to take from another race without permission.


            Some creatures enjoyed being bitten, but some refused to even consider it, mistakenly afraid of being turned into blood-drinkers themselves. Over the years, Layel had learned only humans could be turned. Most died, however, which was why he’d never attempted to turn Susan.


            Suddenly a flood of his mate’s screams bombarded Layel’s mind, loud enough to crack glass if they’d been audible, and sharp enough to slice his soul. They were always close to the surface, but he usually could keep them at bay. Shut up, shut up, shut up!


            It was only when his gaze locked with Delilah’s that he was able to beat them into submission. How? Why? He was sweating. Panting. Frowning, Delilah turned to her sister. To escape her hold, he did the same. Thankfully, the screams did not return.


            Earlier, Delilah had called Nola pale, but the woman was pallid, the blue lines of her veins evident. Dark circles formed half-moons under her eyes.


            “You took too much,” he told Zane.


            “I know,” was the gritted response.


            “You will not touch her again. Do you understand?”


            “She is your teammate. Of course you want her strong. What next? Will you demand I lose for you?”


            Fire burned beneath his skin. “You had best watch your tongue before you lose it. She deserved a choice, Zane, a real choice, and you did not give her one.” Hypocrite, he thought, for wasn’t he planning to take the choice from Delilah?


            “I know!”


            “Trouble among the bloodsuckers?” Brand laughed, drawing Layel’s attention and rage. “How sad.”


            Several creatures chuckled.


            “Save it for the next challenge,” Delilah said. At least she sounded angry rather than amused.


            Tagart arched a brow, his golden eyes glaring. “An Amazon with a soft heart. Who knew?”


            “A dragon with a bleak-looking future,” she shot back. “I suspected.”


            His eyelids slitted. “Is that a threat?”


            She pushed to her feet and squared her shoulders. “No. A promise. I will not tolerate insults. Especially from my supposed ally.”


            Layel was standing a heartbeat later, at her side before he even realized he’d moved. “Challenging a girl, fire-bastard? Perhaps you finally realized the big boys were too much for you.”


            Tagart’s attention settled on him, pure menace. “I haven’t forgotten the way you bit me.”


            “And I haven’t gotten your foul taste out of my mouth.”


            A look of utter rage passed over the dragon’s face and for a split second, his bones elongated, revealing a glimpse of snout, razor teeth and green scales. The beast was never far from the surface, apparently.


            “I’m not going to wait for your team to vote you off, vampire. Nor will I allow the gods the pleasure of killing you. I’ll take care of you here and now.”


            Layel’s blood boiled, turning his veins to ash. “Come and get me.” Please.


            “Enough,” Delilah said, stepping between them.


            Layel’s gaze snapped to her. The length of her hair whipped around her on a sudden burst of wind. Wind—he suspected each breeze brought the gods closer to them, watching, always watching. She was tense, fingers arched into claws.


            That she kept her back to Layel was telling, though he wasn’t sure Tagart understood. The dragon was smirking now, as if the Amazon thought to protect him. Stupid. Delilah trusted Layel not to attack her while vulnerable.


            Stupid, he thought again, this time directed at Delilah. She should not trust him like that. She should run from him. Fast and forever.


            I would probably chase her.


            Stupid! That curse had been for himself. She was not his, could never be his.


            For that, more than anything, he suddenly wanted to launch himself at Tagart and eat him, organ by organ. The bastard’s eyes would be the last to go, so he could see every terrible thing Layel did to him.


            He fingered the hilt of his blade. “I’m waiting.”


            Delilah reached back and ran her palm over his stomach. He barely held in a shocked, aroused gasp.


            Whatever look she gave the dragon had his cheeks coloring. He tossed Layel a final glare before stomping toward the trees, Brand close at his heels. They probably meant to plan his murder. He hoped they did. Foiling their attempts might prove to be a nice distraction.


            Multiple sets of eyes watched as Delilah turned and faced him. Those violet irises framed in black climbed the length of his body, practically stripping him bare. He found himself stepping backward, away from the strength and heat and temptation of her.


            “The waterfall,” she whispered. “Will you meet me?”


            “Will you be there this time?” he whispered back, hating the huskiness of his voice.


            She shivered, her lips falling open in surprise. “You went?”


            “Last night? No,” he said. Truth. But obviously she hadn’t gone at all.


            “And yet your tone chastised me for not going. No, don’t say another word. I was detained by my sister,” she explained.


            He would never admit to the relief he felt that she hadn’t changed her mind.


            The creatures around the fire leaned toward them, shamelessly doing their best to listen to the conversation. Layel hissed at them, and they quickly looked away. Someone even began whistling.


            An eternity ticked by while Delilah studied him. No, surely only a few seconds had passed. “Did you pleasure the female nymph?”


            Was that jealousy in her tone? He was not delighted by that. Really. Still refusing to voice the answer she seemed to crave, he said, “Would you care if I did?”


            “No. Of course not.” She lowered her gaze to the ground. “But I saw you in the forest. With her. So—”


            He didn’t owe her an explanation. He didn’t. “What is to keep you from becoming distracted by your sister again?”


            As she eyed the surrounding crowd, she said softly, “I want to talk to you. About the nymph. Did you—”


            Would she never allow him to change the subject? “If you truly saw us, you would know what happened.”


            “I didn’t stay and watch until the end. I would have killed her, and then your team would have been down two members.”


            So even though she’d thought he was bedding another woman, she’d been unable to commit a deed that might ultimately bring about his execution. The thought warmed him. “If you go to the waterfall, I will not be in a mood to talk.”


            Instant arousal banked her features. “What will you be in the mood for, then?” she asked in a wine-rich tone. “The same thing you probably did with the nymph?”


            “If you show up at the waterfall, Delilah, I will bite you. Do you understand? I will drink your blood.”


            Her breath hitched. “But you swore never to touch me like that.” She didn’t sound upset by the possibility that he had changed his mind. “Did you bite the ny—”


            “I lied, as you are always accusing me of doing. I will bite you.”


            Frustration darkened her expression. “What else have you lied about? The nymph?”


            If she said that word one more time, he might…laugh. “You cannot trust me. Ever. That is all you need know.”


            “This is how you think to lure me to the waterfall? I may be an Amazon and not all that familiar with the ways of men, but even I know to expect a few tender words in a situation like this. You’d better rethink your approach if you really want me to join you. Because I doubt that ugly little nymph will be there.”


            His lips twitched and he felt a tickling in his throat. “I did not ask you there. You asked me. And I will go. Part of me hopes you will stay away.”


            Sparks lit her eyes, a blaze of fury and that seemingly ever-present arousal. “And what does the other part of you hope? That the sex-hungry bitch will go instead?”


            “That you come, that I can rid myself of the thought of you.”


            She softened somewhat, as did the growing ache in his chest. “And if you can’t?”


            “That you’ll be so weak from loss of blood that you fail during the next challenge and are chosen to die.” There was stark truth in his tone, though he wasn’t sure he meant a word.


            “Liar.” She arched a brow, not giving him the reaction he’d expected. “You want me, you’re just afraid to admit it. Besides, you’ve told me time and again never to trust you,” she said with utter confidence. “But you never told me if you bedded the nymph.”


            Do not give her the reaction she’s looking for, either. “And I won’t. Now, I’ve delivered my warning. That’s all I can do. Come to the waterfall at your own peril.”


            “I’m not afraid of you, Layel,” she said, raising her chin.


            “Foolish.”


            “Confident in my abilities.”


            “Foolish,” he insisted. But he was the foolish one. The world around them had long since faded. He was aware of her and only her. Anyone could have snuck up on him, and he would not have cared.


            She stepped closer to him, cutting away at his prized personal space to gaze up at him in challenge. “Tell me one thing at least.”


            “Let me guess. The nymph?”


            Irritation curtained her features as she snapped, “Do whatever you want with her. I don’t care.”


            When she sounded ready to slay the other female? She cared.


            “What I want to know,” Delilah continued, closing even more distance, “is if you would mourn for me if I did get executed.”


            Any closer, and he might wrap his arms around her. Might press his lips to hers, and devour her. The thought of her death…hurt him, made him want to hold on and never let go. “No,” he managed to squeeze past the lump growing in his throat. “No.”


            Surprising him still further, she grinned slowly. “Once again I’m forced to remind you that you told me never to believe a word out of your mouth,” she said. “I think you would miss me greatly.” With that, she sauntered off in the direction of the waterfall.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE


            
              
            

          


          
            WOULD LAYEL COME?


            And had he touched that nymph bitch? Delilah had the sudden urge to drive the length of her wooden blade through the nearest tree. Or heart. She wasn’t picky. She’d spent more time worrying about him and his actions than about Lily, the next challenge and the frightening days ahead. Sadly, she doubted that would change.


            All around her, water cascaded into a dappled pool of liquid crystal. Lily pads floated dreamily and lazy moonlight seeped from the sky. Everything around her evoked peace and romance, yet her heart pounded like a war drum.


            Layel had stayed away from her for an entire day. Pleasuring that nasty nymph? How she’d hoped to see him, had looked for him in every shadow; she’d missed him terribly, dark temper, cruel words and all. She hadn’t sought him out, though, lost in the wake of Tagart’s sickening revelation. He’d had a mate. Obviously he still mourned her.


            Delilah couldn’t tolerate the idea of Layel thinking of another woman while he touched her. And the nymph?


            “Argh!” She was taking a chance—a big one—just to appease her curiosity. At least, that’s the reasoning she gave herself. Tomorrow, perhaps, she would believe it. Right now, she wanted to experience possession. Utter, dream-about-forever possession. He wanted Delilah. On some level, he wanted her.


            Oh, gods. Would he come?


            Layel had considered her a fool for suggesting such a rendezvous, but then he had suggested one, as well. Perhaps she was a fool, but she had to know more of him. The compulsion to be near him, have his teeth in her vein, made her crazed. Wonderfully crazed, and that compulsion only intensified with every moment that passed. Actually, it was now buried so deep inside her she could not find and destroy it. Could only tolerate its ever-growing presence and follow wherever it happened to lead.


            Would he never come?


            Back and forth she paced, droplets of water splashing her calves. Tendrils of fear drifted through her. She didn’t fear him. She was too much a warrior, too well trained, to let him conquer her completely and hurt her in the process. What she feared was liking everything that he did too much. Liking him. Wanting, needing, craving more and being unable to let him go.


            That didn’t drive her away. Oh, no. She doubted anything could drive her away right now. Nothing and no one had ever fascinated her as Layel did. All he had to do was show up and she would take care of the rest.


            Another minute ticked by, then another. She had spent most of the day making more weapons, and now she fisted the two blades at her sides before tossing them down. The razored sticks crisscrossed at her back soon followed. They plopped against each other in the moss. Next came the arrows she’d painstakingly carved.


            Without them, she felt naked. Not as naked as she wanted to be, though. With a humph, she sat on the driest rock at the water’s edge and unwound the laces of her boots. She tossed them aside as she had her weapons and dipped her toes into the warm, soothing water.


            Where in Hades was he?


            If he’d changed his mind, she would hunt him down and—


            “I should not have come,” he said, somehow behind her.


            Gasping, she twisted. Not a single sound had given away his presence. Not so much as a blur of movement. But he was here now. Right in front of her. Beautiful, eerily so, those haunted, tragic eyes devouring her in a white-hot perusal. At least he wasn’t eyeing her with hatred.


            But seeing him, the first stirring of vulnerability overtook her. Suddenly she was unsure about what to do and say, and despised herself for the weakness. What did he think of as he looked at her like that? Perhaps nothing good. He still mourned the death of his human mate, after all. Still defended her honor.


            Delilah, he threatened to slay at every opportunity.


            “But you are here,” she finally said.


            He gave a stiff nod. “Here I am. I…did not touch the nymph.”


            Relief thundered through her, so potent she would have fallen if she had been standing. Thank the gods. Heads would have rolled had he delivered a different announcement. “As if I care,” she lied airily.


            Clearly, he was not so easily fooled. “You care. You shouldn’t, but you do. I, however, only came for your neck.”


            “You need to feed,” she said, and the answer suddenly didn’t sit well. He hadn’t come for her specifically, hadn’t come for passion and satisfaction. He’d come for sustenance, nothing more.


            “You knew that. I told you so. But need?” He shook his head. “No. I’ll never need anyone.”


            What did that mean?


            She hadn’t voiced the question, but he answered her anyway. “I want your blood. I do not need it.”


            “Are you sure?”


            He ignored her. “First, you will tell me why you are so willing to help me.”


            “I don’t know.”


            He studied her, gaze probably taking in details she didn’t like him being privy to. How badly she still wanted him, how much she wished she didn’t. “You know nothing about me,” he said.


            She knew he was strong, loyal, resourceful. Kind when he wanted to be, sensual even when he didn’t want to be. She knew his kisses were addicting, his body living art.


            “And I know nothing about you,” he added, stepping toward her.


            A tremor slid the length of her spine. Close, so close. She had only to reach out to touch him, but she didn’t. She turned back to the water and toyed with the ends of her hair. “No, you don’t.” Did he even want to? She hoped that he did, but she couldn’t be certain.


            Another step, and his knees brushed her shoulders. At both points of contact, her skin tingled.


            “What happens here can only end badly.” Awful words, yet hunger pulsed from his tone, slamming into her and fueling her own.


            Sexual desire wasn’t new to her. How many nights had she lain awake, sweating, panting, aching and wishing? Countless. How many times had she dreamed of a man to love her? Again, countless. This man didn’t love her, but he was strong, beautiful, her secret fantasies come to sizzling life.


            Gone was her pride. Gone were her self-protective instincts. With desire this intense, there wasn’t room for anything else. They were burned away, rendered ash. She had no defense.


            Weak, you are so weak. It was the same kind of weakness she had always despised in others. And for what? For a man. A man who might very well pretend she was someone else while he swallowed her blood. “If your mate were alive—” She felt him stiffen and forced herself to quiet.


            “How dare you mention her to me?” he said in a low growl. “How did you learn of her? Who told you? I will rip their throat apart with my teeth.” The ugly threat echoed around them. “I should not have come here.”


            “Wait.” I’m pathetic. And yet, a hint of fury blended with her desire—fury and jealousy. Part of her hated his mate to the depths of her soul. Mine, her mind shouted. He’s mine. “You’re here now. Stay.”


            He curled his fingers atop her shoulders and squeezed. Cold as he was, she should have experienced a glacial chill. Instead, she burned all the hotter. “What were you thinking? Before?”


            “That’s none of your concern,” she answered with a—gods, how mortifying—blush. If he knew, he would rebuke her. Perhaps try and kill her as he’d threatened.


            “Your hands balled as if you were preparing to fight.”


            “And that frightened you?”


            He snorted, and she could almost hear a smile in the sound.


            Her chest gave a strange little ache. She wanted to see that smile with an intensity that surprised her. “Some people do fear me, believe it or not.”


            “I’m sure they do.”


            Feigning a casualness she didn’t feel, she leaned her weight against his legs. He didn’t back away, but accepted the weight as his due. She reached back and caressed his legs, up and down, soft and sweet. Her palms burned as she wrapped her fingers around his ankles.


            Without any warning, she jerked his feet out from under him.


            Caught off guard, he crashed to the ground without even reaching for an anchor, unable to breathe as his lungs emptied. She rocked to her feet, twisted and leapt. Before he could rise, she was straddling his chest.


            “You were saying, vampire?”


            There was a brief glitter of admiration in his azure eyes, quickly extinguished. “Nice move. Obviously a favorite of yours.” No smile as she’d craved, but she could still hear amusement in his voice.


            “Thank you. And, yes, I do prefer it.”


            Slowly he leaned up on his elbows. She flipped her hair over one shoulder, baring her neck, and tilted her head to the side. “Come. I’m tired of waiting for you to begin. Let’s get this over with.”


            He shook his head. “I will not bite you there.” Even as he uttered the restriction, he peered at her throat and licked his lips hungrily. “Your teammates will see the wound, and they will not like that you were with me.” His voice was thick, almost slurred, as if he’d had too much wine.


            “Then where?”


            His gaze instantly lowered to her inner thigh.


            Another shiver traveled through her.


            “Do you like the thought of my mouth there?” he whispered fiercely. Before she could answer, however, he gave another head shake, anger dancing in his eyes. “Never mind. Do not answer. I find that I am more like my men than I thought and I don’t want to hear about your desires.”


            She answered, anyway, for she would not allow him to reduce her to a thing, an object without feeling. When his mouth was on her, he would think of her, and no one else. Know she was hot for him, eager. “Yes. I love it. Dream of it. Crave it.”


            His pupils dilated, and he sucked in a breath. Against her thigh, she could feel the swift beat of his heart. She blinked her eyes, nothing more, and suddenly she was on her back. He loomed over her, white hair falling like a curtain to brush her cheeks.


            “We shall see if you like it after.”


            “Plan to purposely hurt me?” His scent wafted to her, and there was power in it, something spicy and male. She inhaled deeply, savoring, and their chests brushed, hardness to softness. Her nipples instantly pearled, desperate for contact.


            “Spread your legs,” he gritted out, ignoring her question.


            A command. Though she’d once claimed she would never obey him, she found herself doing exactly as he’d ordered. Her blood was so blistering it had already liquefied her bones.


            His heavy weight settled more firmly atop her.


            Warm water lapped at her feet, rising higher and higher up her legs, her sides, her shoulders, as if it wanted to caress her. Several strands of hair swished and waved around her, ribbons against her sensitized skin.


            “I warned you. Told you to stay away from me. But here you are.” Layel crawled backward to his knees. He stared down at her, his face now unreadable. The rest of him, well…there was banked strength in every tensed muscle.


            Her stomach quivered. “Here I am. Delilah. Yours.” For now. The thought saddened her.


            His nostrils flared. His hands hung at his sides, the nails elongated. She imagined them on her body, raking. Stinging a little. Then, of course, he would lick away the pain with a hot flick of his tongue. She would beg for more, so he would turn his focus between her legs, touching…Oh, gods. She shivered as moisture pooled there.


            He gave an animalistic growl, pure predator. “Tell me true. No lies. Have you ever before been bitten by a vampire?”


            “Yes. It was not pleasant.”


            His hands moved to her waist and squeezed. In jealousy that he wasn’t her first bite? “So you are not addicted to our…ministrations.”


            “Hardly.”


            “You say that as though it isn’t a possibility—but I assure you that when done right, it can be pleasurable. I wonder, though. Why let me do this here and now if you hate it so?”


            Somehow he radiated more of that delicious heat. It surrounded her, dangerous, overshadowing everything in its path and leaving only…a woman. The warrior inside her had long since said goodbye. Would Layel bite her the right way? Make it pleasurable for her?


            “Well?” he demanded.


            “Curiosity,” she told him, giving him the same answer she’d given herself.


            “I don’t think so.”


            “All that tells me is that you should think less.” She didn’t want to tell him the truth, that she couldn’t bear the thought of him going to someone else. Possessiveness was as new to her as this all-consuming need.


            “Do you want my teeth inside you or not?”


            “You talk too much, too.”


            “Probably,” he said, but made no move toward her.


            Indecision played over his expression, his first hint of emotion since rising above her. Battle-trained as she was, she suspected he hoped to talk himself out of this. Probably hoped her answers to his questions would aid him in that.


            He wasn’t going to walk away from her, not after she had humbled herself like this, something she had never done for anyone else, even her sisters. Even Vorik. “If you fail to bite me in the next three seconds, vampire, I’m going to rise. I’m going to leave you here and nothing, not even curiosity, will bring me back.”


            He gripped her shoulders, pinning them to the ground. But he did not lean into her. “Don’t make threats you do not intend to keep. They give your enemy an edge over you.”


            “One.”


            He gave her a little shake. “You will not manipulate me, and you will not rush me. Do you understand?”


            “Two.”


            “Look at you.” His hands moved slowly, purposefully to her breasts. He kneaded them. Gasping, she fell back and closed her legs against the sudden sharp ache pulsing there. “You can count.”


            Her jaw tightened. “Three.”


            She made to rise. He pressed down hard, holding her in place. Riding a crest of fury, she bucked her hips, dislodging him. She worked one of her legs between their bodies and kicked. Her strength must have surprised him, because he propelled backward and landed on his back.


            She was on her feet in the next instant. Half of her hair was soaked and dripped down her back, cold, yet doing nothing to dampen the heat of her anger and ever-present arousal. “We are done. I have had—”


            She never saw him move.


            One second he was on his back, the next he was crouched in front of her, his strong grip banded around her ankles and tugging. Now she was propelled to the ground and when she hit, she hit hard. For a long while, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, dizzying clouds inside her head.


            There was no time to recover from it, either. Layel’s sharp teeth sank into her thigh without warning. At penetration, he jerked, moaned. She cried out, fell all the way back. Her hands fisted in his hair—soft, silky—not to push him away but to draw him closer.


            He did it right.


            He drank and drank and drank, her entire existence centered on his mouth.


            “Layel,” she found herself chanting. A prayer? A plea? Oh, gods. So good. So damned good. It was as though ambrosia flowed from his teeth into her body, heating her up, stroking her nerve endings to a fever pitch.


            “Should not…be so…heaven. Heaven.” His tongue laved her skin while he continued to suck.


            She arched and she writhed, her head thrashing. “More. Take more.” Her neglected leg curled over his shoulder, down his back. His hands gripped her hips again, and this time the nails cut deep. She didn’t care. Actually reveled in it. His passion was as fierce as hers.


            “Don’t want…Can’t take…too much.”


            “Take more.”


            “Shouldn’t.” He gave one last, strong pull, and then his teeth slid free.


            She moaned in disappointment and realized she would have let him suck her dry. Anything for a continuation of that sweet pleasure-pain. Her legs fell limp, boneless. She was gasping, that rush of whatever it was still in her veins. “I said…take more.”


            He licked his lips and closed his eyes in an expression of absolute ecstasy. “Any more and you would have been unable to rise for hours.”


            “Don’t care.”


            “Should.”


            Oh, gods. She was floating. Desperate, needy. She couldn’t force her hips to still. They moved up and down, left and right, seeking completion. “Your fingers, then.” If he didn’t touch her…Damn it! Her arousal was too intense to control or forget. “Touch me. Please.”


            There was a long, tense pause. “No.”


            She gripped her breasts and squeezed, just as he had done earlier. Her nipples throbbed all the more, wanting his hands. A whimper escaped her. Normally she would have hated herself for making such a sound, but now, this moment, she was owned by her passion.


            She was used to taking what she needed, when she needed it. Right now, she needed release. Would die if she didn’t get it. “Touch me!”


            “No!”


            “But I hurt.” Mewling, pleading.


            “I’m sorry,” he said, and he once again sounded drunk. His hot gaze locked on her dripping core. “Has a man ever tasted you there? Tongued you deep?”


            In my dreams, you have. “A man? No.” Vorik had stripped and entered her in seconds, and there’d been nothing but thrusting at that point.


            His eyes flared deep, bright blue. “A woman?”


            “No. Dreams…” She arched her hips up, up. “Touch.”


            “Did you like it? In your dreams?”


            “Yes.” She had. But she wanted more, wanted reality. Many Amazons expounded about the act. My turn, she thought. “Need you. Please.”


            “Only me, or will anyone do?”


            She caught a note of jealousy. Perhaps even, dare she hope, possessiveness. “You. Only you.” She slid her hands down her stomach, and her navel quivered. Her fingers pushed past the leather waist of her skirt and dabbled just above the place she needed to be touched. She bit her bottom lip. Would he do it?


            With a moan, he brushed her hands aside and replaced them with his own, tunneling under the patch of material. Two fingers slid into her wetness, spreading the moisture. His eyes closed, as if he was savoring everything about her.


            “Yes, yes!”


            His thumb circled her swollen clitoris. “You’re so tight. Have you had a man, Delilah?”


            Delilah. He’d said her name. He was here with her, not imagining himself with another woman. She nearly came.


            Her gaze lowered to his huge erection, straining so proudly against his pants. She had to touch it, had to taste the head peeking from the waistband, had to taste the seed glistening there.


            “Have you?” she asked him, hoping her sarcasm hid how much power he had over her just then.


            His lips twitched. “How many have you had?”


            “One,” she finally admitted.


            “I think I hate him.”


            What a sweet thing to say. She did not allow herself to consider the fact that Layel truly would hate the man when he learned she’d given herself to a dragon. Perhaps he would hate her, as well. Even more than he already did.


            “Did you love him?”


            “I thought I did. No, not true. I thought I could.” How could she broach the subject of his mate without infuriating him again? “You have loved before.”


            He nodded. “Yes. Two hundred years ago, she was my everything.” The moment he spoke, all hint of drunkenness left him. His color remained high, but was no longer soft. Every inch of him hardened. He jumped away from her as if she were poisonous. “Is my everything. Is still.”


            He said that while Delilah’s arousal glittered on his fingers.


            Her own sense of possessiveness sparked with renewed life, even while her fervent arousal chilled. “She is dead.”


            Though he had just fed, his fangs descended over his bottom lip. A lip stained red with her blood. “You will not speak of her. Ever.”


            “And if I do?” Delilah challenged, jumping up. Boneless as they were, her knees almost gave out. Somehow she managed to remain standing.


            “I have dealt with you gently so far. Do not force me to change that.”


            “Gently?” She laughed, the sound bitter. “You have hurt me at every turn.”


            He flushed. With embarrassment? Regret? “Speak of her again and I will not only kill you, I will slaughter your entire race.”


            Far from cowed, Delilah refused to back down. The man had grieved for two hundred years. He might wish he had died with the woman, but he hadn’t. And as far as Delilah was concerned, it was past time he began living again. “Like you’ve done with the dragons?”


            He was in her face a split second later, breath hissing over her nose and lips. Despite everything, she wanted to jerk him closer, shove her tongue into his mouth and taste more of him. She might even bite, so fierce was her need.


            “You have no idea of what you speak, so shut your mouth. I did not lie. I did not exaggerate. All of you, even the child queen you spoke of so fondly, will die by my hand.”


            Fury and disbelief fought for control inside her. “My blood is even now coursing through your body and you dare threaten me and those I love? That is low, even for you.”


            The electric spark in his eyes died. “I am a king. I do whatever I wish, whenever I wish.”


            A mirror of her earlier thoughts, but she didn’t like them coming from him. “Even a king can be made into a slave.”


            “So you hope to enslave me, do you? Now the truth is revealed. An Amazon to the core. Give the vampire your blood and watch him beg for more. Is that it?”


            “That’s not—”


            He cut her off with a low snarl. “Know now that I will never beg you for anything, Amazon.”


            Finally she allowed herself to step closer to him. Still she didn’t grab him, didn’t kiss him. “That’s what you said about drinking from me. How did I taste?” she finished with a smugness she wished to the gods she felt.


            His eyelids narrowed to dangerous slits. “I think it will be best if we avoid one another. As I’ve suggested all along.”


            “I was about to say the same—” Her knees buckled. She collapsed on the ground, her head seeming to fly to the heavens, an ache in her temples. Groaning, she massaged them. What in Hades had just happened?


            Layel cursed under his breath and scooped her up.


            “Let me go,” she managed to say, though it was breathless, insubstantial.


            “You don’t really want me to let you go, Delilah.”


            A mortifying truth. “What’s wrong with me?”


            “I must have taken too much.” He might have added, “I’ve never tasted anything so rich, so good,” but she couldn’t be sure. The words were more of a rumble than anything.


            “Bastard. I’ve never fallen before.” And she did not like that she had now. With this man watching. And though she might like being in his arms, she couldn’t forget the hateful things he’d said to her. “Put me down. Now!”


            “Whether or not you’ve fallen before, if I put you down, that is exactly what you’ll do. Again.”


            “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”


            He dropped her legs first, and she immediately regretted her demand. Until a cool caress of air hit her bottom half, she hadn’t realized how warm he’d made her. Still. She planted her feet on the solid foundation and locked her knees, determined to remain upright no matter the cost.


            That’s when Layel released her completely, tsking under his tongue.


            Like a wave in the ocean, she glided forward without the strength to stop herself. Silent, he wrapped his arms around her and held. Simply held. When she heard the strong gallop of his heart, she relaxed. Didn’t try to pull away. Just listened. Slowly, so sweetly, his hands stroked up and down her spine.


            She’d expected him to push her away. At the very least to say he’d told her so. That he did neither…Would she ever understand this man?


            His arms tightened around her, nearly crushing the breath from her lungs. She didn’t complain. She liked it, felt safe. The man now holding her was not the same man who had insulted her.


            “You confuse me,” she said softly.


            “I know. I confuse myself.” His breath fanned the top of her head, and then he was resting his chin there. “I still think it would be wise to remain at a distance.”


            “I—” Want you to kiss me. I want you to make me forget what we were fighting about. Convince me we have a tomorrow. “You’re probably right.”


            “Well, well, well,” a voice said behind them. “Isn’t this nice?”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            LAYEL DIDN’T YET HAVE his desire under control when the dragon’s voice invaded his thoughts. This is a good thing. Really.


            Delilah stiffened in his arms.


            Delilah…her blood was the nectar of the gods, surely. One sip, and he’d been transported to the heavens. One gulp, and he’d experienced more sexual ecstasy than he’d ever experienced while pumping his cock inside of a woman. Shouldn’t have tasted her. He’d expected to find her ordinary, to reduce her to a meal.


            He had failed.


            Now he knew the truth. Now he knew that nothing compared to her. Not a rich, aged wine, not ambrosia.


            Slowly he lowered his hands to his sides and turned, surprised by just how relieved he was to see the pair of dragons. Surprised the two warriors were standing together as allies when most of the races had already divided against each other, thanks to the gods’ cruel game. A moment more, and he might have done something irrevocable. As if you haven’t already. Something…tender, then.


            Gods, this woman challenged him. Angered him, drew him. Tormented him. Cut him up and left him bare. She’d had a lover once, had welcomed the bastard inside her sweet body, and he despised the man with his entire being. Not a good time for these thoughts.


            He studied his new opponents. Seeing those golden eyes roused every spark of hatred banked inside him. Better. The emotion was a constant part of him, fused to his bones and flowing through his veins. And yet, tonight he felt no urge to attack or kill. Why?


            Delilah couldn’t be healing the wounds inside him, he assured himself. There was nothing to heal. Some injuries caused irreparable damage, so complete there was nothing left to sew back together. She wasn’t making him forget; he could never forget. Perhaps it was that odd sense of relief that held him in place and dulled his rage. The dragons had prevented him from doing something stupid.


            More, Delilah had panted earlier, and he’d been very close to giving it to her. He’d been close to giving her everything. Sex, promises…forever. Was still close. Gods, she was no longer in his arms but he could still feel the softness of her body. Worse, that sickening feeling of tenderness lingered. For her.


            No one had spoken a word for several seconds—minutes?—he realized. Each of them had been standing in utter silence. Layel knew why he had done so; he’d been lost in thought. Why had they?


            “So nice of you to join us,” he said to break the quiet, his tone smooth.


            Brand and Tagart both blinked at him, as though they couldn’t believe what he’d said. They didn’t relax, though, clearly still expecting him to attack. Both kept their hands poised over the wooden hilts of their daggers.


            “Was he hurting you?” Brand asked Delilah. Though his words were addressed to her, his eyes, narrowed and filled with menace, never left Layel.


            Layel wasn’t sure what he expected the Amazon to say in response—or what he wanted her to say. Part of him wanted to hear the woman whose blood now flowed through his veins praise him. Stand with him. The two of them against the world, united, two halves of the same whole.


            The other part of him yearned to hear her tell them that, yes, he had hurt her. That would be easier to deal with later, when he was alone with his shame. He might be able to convince himself that he hadn’t kissed her because he craved her more than he craved vengeance, that he hadn’t, for that terribly beautiful moment, treated her as lovingly as he’d once treated Susan.


            If only he could convince himself of that. Because, had Susan risen from the dead and been the one to interrupt them, Layel wasn’t sure he would have been able to pull away from Delilah. He would not have regretted where his arms had been. Or where his mouth had been earlier.


            Right then he felt divided, like two separate beings tugged in different directions. Sadly, both entities had one thing in common: they both hated him. He decided to blame the island. Not only was it dividing brother against brother, it was now splitting him in half, confusing him, causing him to war with himself.


            “I’m well,” Delilah finally answered the dragon. “There’s no need to fret.”


            You are disappointed.


            “There was so much screaming…”


            “I am well,” she insisted, cheeks blooming with bright color.


            “As am I,” Layel said, though he highly doubted the dragons would care.


            Tagart leaned one shoulder against a tree trunk, a deceptively casual pose. “We have had this conversation before, have we not?”


            Without a word or a glance, Delilah stepped away from Layel and closer to the dragons. His enemies, he reminded himself. A growl rose in his throat, but he quickly cut it off. He did not want her near them, wanted only to jerk her back against him, hold her tight, protect her. This is for the best.


            “Before you ask another question,” she continued flatly, “know that I do not have to explain myself to either of you.”


            “Don’t you?” Tagart asked softly, fiercely.


            Layel looked between them, from one to the other. Delilah’s cheeks again heated, this time with what looked to be guilt. Guilt? He knew she had formed a partnership with the dragon, but he had not thought emotion existed between the pair. Were they…Could they be…He didn’t want to consider it, but couldn’t keep the question from drifting through his mind: what if they worked together to destroy him?


            “Walk me back to camp,” Delilah told the dragons.


            Layel’s hands curled into fists as the woman damned herself further. Why ask them for an escort? Why not Layel? Because she does care for Tagart, his mind answered, and wants him safe.


            She doesn’t matter. She’s nothing to you. Her blood and her taste and her strength and her sweetness and her soft, warm body, soft, warm moans meant nothing.


            His gaze bored into her back. Her spine was elegantly ridged, her thighs strong—tiny droplets of blood caked the inside—and her feet submerged in the water, the very place he’d laid her down. The place she’d writhed and groaned and fisted his hair.


            Her white-hot passion had not been faked. Whether she cared for Tagart or not, she had desired Layel. Perhaps she, too, felt as if she were two people.


            She wavered suddenly and had to brace her legs apart to maintain her balance. “Come, dragons. Let us return to camp. I’m hungry.” She sounded frightened, impatient.


            Layel frowned. Where was the confident woman who had begged him for more? Weakened, because of you. He realized suddenly that of all the things he hated most about this experience, the worst was that he had taken too much of her blood and reduced her to this. He was no better than Zane, whom he’d just lectured on this very subject. The Delilah he knew would have stomped away from them all, unconcerned about who followed and who didn’t.


            You know her so well, do you?


            His frown pulled tight into a scowl.


            “Well?” she snapped to the dragons. Again, she wavered.


            Layel barely stopped himself from reaching for her.


            Tagart bristled at her tone. Brand looked as if he was fighting a grin.


            “If you want to keep your internal organs, I would suggest you take her to camp,” Layel said. You trust the dragons to keep her safe? In her condition, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself.


            Ask her to stay.


            No. No! Who are you? What kind of man have you become? Susan’s mate would not act this way. He would protect above all else; he would place a female’s safety over his own needs.


            Brand’s gaze snapped to him, his earlier amusement gone. “I doubt you care about my organs, vampire.”


            “You’re angering the Amazon, which puts you at risk. And if she cuts them out of you, what will I have to eat later, hmm?”


            Fury blazed just behind that golden gaze, but it was not Brand who stepped forward, challenging him. It was Tagart, one dagger raised. Delilah whipped out her arm and curled her fingers around his wrist, stopping him.


            “No,” she said. A single word, but effective.


            The man’s attention shot to her, as did Layel’s. His teeth ground together at the sight of them touching. Better this way. So much better, he told himself again. How many times would he be forced to think it? His teeth were so sharp they cut his gums. His own blood mixed with Delilah’s, trickled onto his tongue and down his throat, fiery hot.


            Tagart’s arm lowered. His gaze did not leave Delilah as he said, “We won’t stand for your threats, Layel.”


            “As I am a king, you should only address me as Your Highness,” he said. “What will you do if I refuse to stop, hmm?”


            “Sure you want to know, Layel?” was the reply.


            “Come!” Delilah shouted, her voice trembling. “This has grown tiresome.”


            You can’t protect the dragon from me, he thought, red shuttering over his vision.


            Tagart slammed his dagger into the sheath at his side. “We never killed you, vampire, because our king ordered us to leave you alone.”


            “Tagart,” Brand growled, a warning.


            A warning that was ignored.


            “You hunted us, and we let you because of our king’s desire for peace. He knew what had been done to you and your mate, and he regretted it, hoped to make amends. Well, I don’t, and the dragon king isn’t here. We are. And if there’s one positive thing to come of this wretched game, it’s going to be your demise. I was stopped last time. I won’t be again.”


            At the word mate, Layel’s rage intensified to an uncontrollable degree. He launched forward, intending to knock the dark dragon on his ass and slice through his neck with a single cut of his teeth.


            Expecting him, the dragon opened his arms and grinned.


            But Layel didn’t slam into him. He slammed into Delilah, who’d thrown herself in his path. They hit the ground, battering against rocks as they rolled. The fullness of her breasts pressed into his chest, her riotous heartbeat a mirror of his own. Her hair tangled around his face, a cerulean shield.


            His teeth were in her neck before he realized what had happened, his mind not yet accepting he’d missed his target. Her sweet, sweet blood filled his mouth once more. But he wasn’t gentle this time, wasn’t caring. She cried out in pain and fear, knocking sense back into him. He gave a startled gasp and jerked away.


            Warm, delicious blood trickled down his chin. He stared down at her, the woman he had just savagely attacked. She lay under him, eyes closed, breath sawing in and out. Not in pleasure, but in pain. Red coated her skin, bathing her. Her eyelids cracked open, her eyes dry, not filled with tears. Not filled with hate, either. Just blind panic that her life might now be over.


            And for what? Trying to save an undeserving dragon?


            “Why did you do that?” he snarled, rage draining from him and leaving only guilt. Remorse. More of the hatred—for himself. “Why?”


            She didn’t answer. Probably couldn’t. Her eyelids slowly closed again.


            Brand gripped Layel’s shoulders just as he was leaning down to scoop her up—gently, gently—and he was thrown backward, jostling her. Layel hissed at him. The two dragon warriors hovered over her. Brand caring for her—that should be me!—and Tagart glaring at him, daring him to approach.


            “…going to be all right,” Brand was saying. “I’ve got you.”


            “No. I’ve got her.” Layel sprang forward, grabbing her as gently as possible and flying into the air. The warriors could have morphed into their dragon forms and followed him, but they didn’t. Why, he didn’t know or care.


            In his arms, Delilah was limp.


            I did this. Me.


            Unlike him, she wouldn’t heal quickly. Or would she? He didn’t know much about the Amazons. Please let her heal quickly. But with all the blood he’d taken from her earlier—and now…


            “You will live, Delilah, if only to punish me for this.”


            When he saw a moss-covered bank by another stream, he floated to the ground and slowly laid her down. He ripped the shirt from his chest and wrapped it around her neck to stanch the flow of blood. Careful, so careful.


            Her eyelids fluttered open again, brushing away the shadows her lashes had cast.


            He almost didn’t have the courage to look at her. But he did, forced himself, and his chest lurched. She was so pale, paler than Nola had been.


            “You are going to drink my blood,” he told her. Not a question. A command. He hadn’t shared his blood in two hundred years, but he didn’t hesitate to do so now.


            She opened her mouth to respond, but only a pained gasp emerged. Using one of his nails, he sliced into his wrist and held it over her mouth. She turned her head away and pressed her lips together.


            With his free hand, he grasped her chin and turned her. Two of his fingers anchored on her jaw and pried her mouth open. Blood dripped past her teeth, but she didn’t work her throat.


            “Drink.”


            She glared up at him. The thought of ingesting another’s blood had to be abhorrent to her. Pagan and disgusting. Only vampires were forced to do so to survive; demons did it just because they liked the taste. Most everyone else despised the act.


            “You don’t have to worry about becoming a vampire. It only happens to humans.” So far, to the best of his knowledge, that is. Saving Delilah was worth the risk, however. “Now, if I must, I will work your throat for you. Drink!”


            She swallowed.


            “Why did you take his place?” he asked to distract her from what she was doing. Perhaps he craved the answer, as well, but he would never admit it aloud. “Why did you save him?” Only one answer made any sense, and he liked it less now than he had earlier. A mere alliance would not have prompted a woman to willingly take a death-blow meant for another. She would do it for a lover, however…


            He’d suspected. Now all he could do was imagine Delilah in Tagart’s arms, naked, writhing, gasping the bastard’s name as he pumped into her. The way Layel wanted to pump into her.


            Susan—


            No, do not think of her. Not now. Later, he could regret. Later, he could scream and rail and curse. He could hate himself all the more. Later.


            Again, Delilah tried to turn her head away. He tightened his grip on her jaw. “You will drink until your color returns.”


            Her violet eyes flashed with ire.


            She was still too pale, lines of tension around her mouth, bruises under her eyes. “You helped me. Now I will help you.” The wound on his wrist continually tried to heal itself, and he had to cut himself three more times to keep it open. She never again attempted to turn or close her teeth.


            Finally he was satisfied that she’d had enough.


            Twin pink circles now dotted her cheeks, and the lines of tension had faded, the skin plumping before his eyes. His relief was too profound to dismiss. Hands trembling, he gently unwound the shirt from her neck.


            The teeth marks were still there, still deep, still wrong, but they were no longer gushing. He pushed to his feet, not surprised to find that his legs were shaking, as well. He strode to the water, bent down and cut strips of cloth from his pants. He dipped them into the liquid, soaking them, before striding back to Delilah.


            “I’ve had worse,” she said, her voice husky, rough.


            The fact that she could talk, astonishing. Her words, earth-shattering. He had hurt her, yet here she was, trying to comfort him. Why? “I did not mean—”


            “I know.”


            “If you begin to feel sick,” he said gruffly, “let me know. With humans, there is always a chance of vampire blood trying to consume the body like a ravaging sickness, making them weaker than ever. I have never heard of such a thing happening to a creature of Atlantis, though.”


            “Humans can transform into vampires?”


            “Some can. Most die.”


            Delilah pushed out an angry sigh, her first show of negative emotion. “Still. You shouldn’t have had me drink. I’m Amazon, not vampire.”


            “You are alive. That is all that matters.”


            “Yes, and when I return to Atlantis, I will be even more set apart from my sisters. They will despise me if I am forced to drink their blood to survive.”


            She considered herself different? Why? “Have they never taken vampire slaves? For that matter, which race was your father?”


            She glanced away from him, looking anywhere but in the vicinity of his body. “No, we’ve never taken vampire slaves. And as for the other question, I’m not telling.”


            “Please.”


            She blinked in surprise. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever asked nicely for something.”


            “Please,” he repeated. “Whichever race he is, he’s the reason for your blue hair, yes?”


            “No. Several Amazons have been born with unusually colored hair.”


            He was left clueless, then. “Delilah…tell me.”


            “You’ll laugh.”


            “I won’t. I swear it.”


            “Centaur,” she said, cheeks as red as twin rubies. “And if you dare call me Horse Girl, I will slay you.”


            Others had called her such a name? He yearned to punish them. “You are too pretty to be called a horse girl.”


            The color in her cheeks deepened. “I—Thank you. He was not their king, nor was he a warrior. Just a commoner with an irresistible smile. That’s all I know about him.”


            From her tone, he could guess that she did not like those facts. Had probably been forced to prove her strength time and time again because of her father’s lack. The need to punish her sisters grew stronger. Which was silly. Time to change the subject. “Why did you do it?” He dripped water onto the injury, trying to clean it without actually touching it and hurting her further.


            She didn’t have to ask his meaning. “Doesn’t matter.” She looked away.


            “It does.”


            “Why?”


            “You saved him.”


            Her brow puckered. “I saved you.”


            “No.” What did she mean by that? “You saved Tagart.”


            She waved a hand through the air. “What if I did? He is on my team.”


            “And that makes him worth more than your own life?” Layel snapped.


            “A team must—”


            “Work with him to destroy me if you must, but tell me this. Is he your lover?”


            She studied Layel, considering, a bit hesitant. “Would that matter to you?”


            Yes. “No.”


            “Then you wouldn’t care if I allowed him to touch my breasts and lick my nipples? You wouldn’t care if I guided his fingers inside me and—”


            “No! Now, not another word from you.” He fisted the material, wringing out the last of the moisture. Clear droplets blended with red, creating a pink river as it slid along the slope of her neck and onto the emerald moss. “If you take him to your bed,” he found himself adding, unable to stop the words, “I will eat his heart in front of you.”


            He could have been mistaken, but he thought he saw a flash of delight in her violet eyes. “There’s only one man I crave in that way,” she admitted softly.


            Thank the gods. You grow more dishonorable by the second.


            She tried to sit up, but he gripped her shoulders and pinned her down.


            “Not yet. Rest.”


            “Don’t order me around.”


            “I’ll order you if I please. I’m stronger than you are.”


            “Only when I allow you to be.”


            He crouched beside her and rested his hand on her stomach, needing to feel her heat, her life. Her belly quivered. “You truly think yourself stronger than me?”


            “Think?” she snorted. “Your ass has seen more dirt than mine these past few days.”


            That wrung a surprised laugh out of him. He blinked. Laughter? Now? That hadn’t been part of his life in so long he’d forgotten such a thing was possible.


            Delilah was staring at him as if mesmerized. “I thought your smile lovely, but…you should laugh more often. You’re breathtaking.”


            He looked away, proving that she was indeed the stronger of the two. “This madness will have to end soon,” he said on a sigh. “We will find a way to end it.”


            “If we don’t kill each other first,” she muttered.


            How close had she come to death this day? Sadly, he couldn’t even blame the gods. “I am…sorry.”


            “For what?” she asked, sounding genuinely confused.


            “Is your mind addled now? Why do you think?”


            “For biting me, yes, I know. But explain yourself, explain why you’re sorry.”


            “You were hurt, Delilah.”


            “By my own actions, Layel, so there is no need to apologize for the bite. I deserve an apology for the other thing, however.”


            His name on her lips was paradise. “What other thing?”


            “You stopped kissing me. You left me…needy.”


            Heat, so much heat. His muscles twitched in response, his cock hardening. Again. “I will not apologize for that.”


            She lifted a hand to her neck and traced the wound there. “I would have liked to finish,” she said with a pout.


            He allowed his fingers to dabble at her navel—pretty, smooth skin, lovely tattoo—his blood flowing faster and faster in his veins. Stop. Can’t. He moved his fingers to her neck and flattened his palm to the back of her hand. “Your willingness to absolve me is surprising.”


            “Back to the bite?”


            “Of course.”


            She sighed, loud and long. “Why surprising?”


            “You don’t strike me as the forgiving type.”


            Her wrist twisted so they were palm to palm. “What do I strike you as, then?”


            He peered down at her, snared in a spell he didn’t like but was helpless against. “Lovely. Strong.” He grinned slowly. “Vindictive. You were ready to slaughter the dragons for taking your sister.”


            “That was different.”


            “Why?”


            “My sister could’ve been hurt.”


            “You were hurt.”


            “I believe I mentioned that I caused it.”


            “Which you should not have done and will not do again. I’ll have your word.”


            She shook her head, blue hair dancing around her. “No, you’ll not get it. You can try and force me, however.”


            There was relish in her tone. A dare, a challenge. His eyes narrowed. If she’d been his woman, he would have—Nothing, he told himself. He would have done nothing. She would never be his. To even consider the possibility was a betrayal. “Are you not worth as much as your sisters?”


            “I was born to protect them.”


            Hmm. Did she see herself as worthless when compared to them? As worthless as you tried to make her feel earlier? Using his free hand, he scrubbed his face wearily. “If I had hurt you purposely, would you have retaliated?”


            “Yes,” she answered without hesitation.


            “But this time…”


            “I don’t know.” She uttered another of those sighs. “I only know I didn’t want you to fight. Not me, not the dragons.”


            “They would not have bested me.”


            “I know.”


            She did? And why did he find such pleasure in the knowledge? “Then why—”


            “Your questions will never stop, will they?” She didn’t sound upset, just resigned. “Any man who can pin me cannot be easily bested. I know that, yet the knowledge didn’t stop the worry that you could have been hurt.”


            Him. Not Tagart. Satisfaction filled him, as potent as bloodwine. “I have lost several battles over the years,” he admitted.


            “Then you didn’t really wish to kill your opponent,” she said simply.


            He blinked in surprise. He had known that, but no one else had ever suspected. He’d allowed his own people to think he’d merely been weak in those moments, rather than let them know the truth. Pride had not concerned him on those occasions.


            Every battle he had lost, he’d lost because he had walked away after seeing his opponents with their mates. They’d been so deeply in love. His chest had ached, as it was doing now. He hadn’t been able to deliver that final blow, separating the couples for eternity. It was either kill them both or not at all. In recent years he had erred too much on the side of not at all.


            How could Delilah realize that, after knowing him for so short a time?


            He opened his mouth to say something—what, he didn’t know—when a trumpet reverberated in the distance. He whirled around, searching through the trees. The trumpet sounded again.


            “What is it?” Delilah asked, pulling herself into a crouch.


            “I think,” he said, dread flowing through him, “we’re being summoned for our next challenge.”
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            SHE MIGHT NOT SURVIVE the night, Delilah thought. She’d spent her life fighting one battle or another, had gone weeks at a time with barely any food or rest. But she had never been this drained. Literally.


            Twice Layel had drunk from her. One encounter she’d enjoyed a little too much. One had been necessary to save him. If he had killed Tagart, her team would have killed him. So she’d taken the force of his fury herself. There had been pain in the savage bite, but there had also, unexpectedly, been pleasure. His weight pinning her down…his strength…his ferocity…


            He’d told her many humans had died after drinking vampire blood. How would it affect her? As strongly as the man himself did? She shivered as she remembered the way he’d hovered over her, determined to keep her alive, protective, focused only on her, everything she’d ever dreamed—and almost fell from the log she currently balanced upon. Becoming vampire would ruin her. But she couldn’t deny the fact that she liked the thought of having some part of Layel inside her. Even his blood.


            Mind on the task at hand.


            The gods had indeed decided it was time for another challenge. Every member of the two teams had been told to choose a log rising from the water. One team on each side, opposing members facing each other. They were to stand on the tiny planks while the waves danced at their ankles.


            Last one standing won.


            A worthy warrior can endure heat, exhaustion, hunger and inactivity for long periods of time, one of the gods—a female this time—had said before the game commenced. And so you will stand and endure, proving by your tolerance that you have earned the right to call yourselves warriors.


            Once again you are working as a team. Encourage each other if you must, distract your opponents if possible. But above all else, your mission is to be the last one standing. Your team will then know the glory of our delight—but since I suspect you will not fully comprehend just how great a reward that is, you will also be granted a more tangible prize. The other team, the losing team, will say goodbye to another member. I wish you all the strength you are surely going to need.


            Those words ringing in her ears, Delilah peered down the opposite line and eyed Nola. Her sister seemed fine, anchored and steady. Thank the gods. Assured of the warrioress’s stamina, Delilah shifted her gaze. To Layel. She couldn’t help it. They were facing each other. He’d made sure of it, shoving Brand out of the way when the dragon tried to take the stump opposite her. She had experienced a stirring of pride as she’d watched her man—is he?—fight to be near her.


            They’d been standing here for over an hour, moonlight keeping them cool. With every minute that passed, her head swam with more dizziness, becoming lighter, as if she were floating in the clouds.


            “I know the goddess told us we were doing this to prove our endurance, but really. What’s the point of this challenge in the big scheme of things?” she muttered.


            “The warrior who can stand firm against any obstacle to meet his objective is the warrior who will prove victorious in the last battle,” Layel said.


            “Do you mean bite any obstacle?”


            Layel didn’t laugh as she’d intended. As she reflected upon her words, she realized they weren’t funny. They were cruel. He had not meant to hurt her. He’d even apologized. Gods, what was wrong with her? Why was she—swaying…falling. Her eyelids popped open—when had she closed them?—and she planted her feet firmly on the stump, maintaining her pose.


            “Look at me,” Layel demanded fiercely.


            Black spots winked over her vision as she sought him. A long, dark tunnel greeted her. Where was he?


            “Delilah,” he snapped.


            “What?” she snapped back. Lashes—closed. Damn it! She pried them open again. Feet—planted. Layel—glaring at her.


            “Do not fall asleep, woman. That will only irritate me.”


            Her lips twitched. “Are you commanding me because you hope I’ll jump in the water just to spite you?”


            His eyes sparkled like freshly polished sapphires, and he slowly smiled.


            She loved his smile. Loved the way his eyes crinkled at the corners. Loved the light that seemed to illuminate his entire face, chasing away the somber memories. But every time he showed her the barest hint of genuine amusement, she fell a little deeper under his seductive power and that was foolish.


            “I’m going to beat you.” Hopefully by speaking the words she gave them the power to keep her upright.


            “Me, perhaps.” His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I doubt you will defeat my…team.” He said the last with disgust. “They are determined to win this time.”


            If they didn’t, they would go back to the execution circle. Her blood chilled. To lose another man meant that Layel’s team would be two members short. Worse, Layel might be the player to go.


            Another bout of dizziness hit her, and she swayed.


            “Damn it, Delilah.”


            Her legs shook and her neck ached, but she stood her ground despite her body’s obvious need for rest. “Yes, cursing helps,” she said dryly.


            “What will it take to make you concentrate?”


            Several others glanced over at them, frowning. At the moment, she didn’t care what anyone thought. “How about if you jump? That ought to get my attention,” she said, half-fearing he would.


            “Besides that.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, wiping away the beads of sweat glistening in the golden moonlight. “How do you feel?”


            “Fine.”


            “Liar.”


            She liked that he knew her well enough to sense when she spoke true—or not. “How much longer until people start to fall?” she wondered aloud.


            “Hours. Days.”


            She nearly groaned. “Surely someone—”


            “Quiet!” a centaur snapped.


            “If you desire peace,” Layel told him sharply, “jump from your post and swim to shore.”


            Silence met his solution.


            Why did that excite her? What kind of woman had she become? He had only to exude his prowess on anyone and her body reacted. Her nipples were hard, and that moisture once again pooled between her legs despite her weakness, despite those around them, despite the circumstances.


            Broderick the nymph inhaled deeply and sent his gaze down the line. His pupils were dilated, and when he spotted her, he licked his lips. There were tiny puncture wounds all over his face, neck and arms.


            Her gaze shifted to the gorgon on their team. A beautiful woman—a rarity among the race—she was tall and lithe, with elegant features. Her eyes were wide and dark, flecked with silver and filled with satisfaction. Long, thin snakes slithered atop her head, hissing in every direction. Broderick must have sated himself with her, over and over again, for he appeared stronger than ever, his skin rosy with color, his muscles firm, his stance solid. And yet he still wanted Delilah? Nymphs! They were impossible to please.


            Layel growled low in his throat, drawing her attention, the nymph forgotten.


            “Something wrong?” she asked him.


            “I told you to focus, yet you were staring at the nymph.”


            Jealous again? How had he treated his mate? Had he smiled at her often? Tenderly loved her each and every night? Given her everything Delilah wanted for herself? Or had he been fierce, as he was now? Delilah wished she had known him then. Except, well, she might have killed his mate in a wee bit of jealous rage, so perhaps meeting now was for the best.


            “Preparing to chop someone to bits?” Layel asked, catching her expression.


            “Perhaps.”


            “The nymph, I hope.”


            “You?” She’d meant it as a statement, but it emerged as a question, the thought of feasting on him tantalizing.


            “That would be wise,” he said, and there wasn’t a hint of anger or amusement in his tone.


            Her head tilted to the side as she studied him. “Why?”


            He was silent for a long while before shrugging as he had earlier. “Remind me never to attack you again. You become annoying.”


            A gasp escaped her. “Annoying?”


            “You continually ask questions and repeat what I say.”


            “What questions have I asked?” she demanded, then felt color heat her cheeks as he gave her a droll look. With the color, however, came strength, her limbs trembling less. Had he purposely baited her to help her retain her balance?


            Dear gods. Now she was questioning herself. “Never mind. You are not as evil as you would have the world believe,” she told him, neither asking a question nor repeating something he’d said.


            “You’re right.”


            He was agreeing with her now? That was a first.


            “I’m worse.”


            She rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe you. Tell me the worst thing you’ve ever done.”


            “I can tell you that,” Brand said, suddenly speaking up.


            Layel bared his fangs at the dragon.


            That man and his hate. He was eaten alive with it, had condemned an entire race for one woman’s death. You would do the same had it been one of your sisters. That would have to change, she thought. For both of them. She didn’t like the thought of Layel being consumed by anything save desire. His touch—and his smiles—were simply too wondrous.


            She leveled a narrowed glance at Brand. While she wanted Layel’s secrets, she wanted the vampire to be the one to tell them to her. “Keep speaking, and I’ll tell the entire assembly something about you. Something you wish I didn’t know.”


            Nola, who stood at the far end, leaned forward. “Speak louder. I want to hear this.”


            Zane stared at the girl, his expression dark. Brand, too, looked over at her and tilted his head to the side thoughtfully. Nola caught his look and blushed. Actually blushed like an untried girl, though Delilah knew she had once been given a captive male as a reward for demonstrating unparalleled bravery on the battlefield. Perhaps, though, she had left the man untouched and spent the night alone. Perhaps she’d wanted something more than mere capitulation from a lover, as Delilah did.


            If she kept looking between them, Delilah mused, she was going to fall. She carefully replanted her heels on the log. Heard a splash in the distance. Her back straightened, and she gazed down the line, searching.


            The demon on her team had fallen. He came up sputtering. The two centaurs, who’d twisted to watch the creature swim to the beach, fell next, unable to balance their hooves any longer. Delilah shook her head—dizzy, stop!—and sighed.


            “Amazon,” Brand called suddenly.


            Delilah blinked at him, but he wasn’t watching her. His gaze was still glued on pretty Nola.


            “Stop glancing between your sister and the vampire. You’ll fall,” he said.


            Nola raised her fist at him before glaring straight ahead.


            “Ah, look at that. An Amazon who obeys a man’s command without question. A novelty indeed,” Layel said.


            Delilah turned back to him, pulse jumping at the sound of his husky voice. Gods, he was beautiful. Striking and full of verve. A protector in a predator’s skin. “Are all vampires angry, snarling beasts?”


            He inclined his head. “Just me. Thank you.”


            “That wasn’t a compliment.”


            “You’re sure?”


            “Look who’s asking questions now,” she told him smugly. A swift survey of the contestants had her noticing the other vampire’s gaze was once more on her friend. “Your warrior watches my sister with dark intentions in his eyes, as though he wants her for dinner.”


            Layel’s gaze slowly perused Delilah’s face. “That displeases you, I see. Jealous?”


            There was so much anger in the question, she was momentarily taken aback. And then, gods help her, she was smiling. “Are you?”


            He didn’t answer. He even looked away as if dismissing her. But he didn’t dismiss. He merely said, “I am not jealous,” his tone quiet, calm. “But I think I would kill even my own brother, if I had one, if you decided to take him as a lover.”


            Water splashed. There was a vile curse.


            The other demon had fallen.


            “How do you feel?” Layel asked before she could respond to his angry—wondrous—announcement.


            Tired, weak, shaky. Unsure. “Fine.”


            His gaze slid back to her in another lingering perusal, hot, stopping in all the places she wanted his mouth to travel. He licked his lips as if remembering the taste of her. For once—twice? A third time?—nothing around her mattered but a man. Her weakness was forgotten. The game was forgotten. Consequences were forgotten. Only Layel existed.


            “You never told me the worst thing you ever did.”


            A muscle ticked below his eye. “Why do you wish to have such information? What purpose could it possibly serve?” There was genuine perplexity in his voice.


            “I want to know you better. That’s all.”


            A warm blast of sea-kissed air blustered about them, whipping his hair around his face and causing her mouth to water. He didn’t have a shirt on and his pants were ripped. Every hard rope of muscle and sinew he possessed was bared to her view. She couldn’t help but marvel at the sight. I held this powerful man in my arms.


            He didn’t have any scars. She’d always thought she’d desire a man with scars—proof that he did not back down from a fight. Proof that he’d fight for her. Vorik had possessed many. But she wanted Layel far more than she’d ever wanted the dragon—who hadn’t fought for her after all. The vampire’s skin was velvet-covered steel, smooth and strong, and tempted her as nothing else ever had.


            “Have you ever killed a woman?” she asked, inclining her head.


            “Oh, yes.” He didn’t hesitate with his answer. “I held Marina, the former demon queen, in my arms and killed her the way I almost killed you. I drained the life out of her with my mouth. And I have never regretted it.”


            “I suppose she hurt you in some way.” Had they been lovers? Delilah wondered, fists tightening. That small action upset her balance, and she swayed again.


            Layel kicked out his leg, preventing her from toppling. The movement was as swift as a blink—gliding up, then back down—that no one could have noticed, but it saved her.


            Her heart pounded in a staccato rhythm of gratitude and embarrassment. “Thank you,” she muttered.


            “I warned you. Pay attention. Next time, I may let you fall.”


            “My sweet hero.” Feeling a hot gaze boring into her, she glanced around. Brand and Nola were staring straight ahead, Zane the vampire was watching Nola again and—Tagart. Damn. He was glaring at her.


            “You have to stop helping me,” she grumbled to Layel. “Saving me will only get you killed.”


            “At least you don’t deny needing aid. And before you tell me that you wouldn’t have needed aid had I kept my teeth to myself, I know. You are strong and capable when your veins are fully stocked.”


            He acknowledged her abilities as a warrior? Shock nearly felled her. One of the reasons the Amazons so often had to prove their abilities was that the men they fought so often lied, claiming victory they had not warranted, too embarrassed to admit they’d been defeated by mere women.


            “Sometimes I feel weak around you,” she admitted quietly, lowering her voice so only he could hear, “and it has nothing to do with blood loss. The things I want you to do to me…they shame me, and yet that never seems to matter when I’m with you. I crave them.”


            He gulped. “They should not shame you.”


            “And why is that?”


            “Because it has been my…pleasure to fulfill some of your needs. Because it’s all right to allow another to see to your care.”


            “Would you? Allow another to see to your care, I mean?” I want to be that woman. She desired him so badly. In her bed, in her life—there, she had finally admitted the second. They should have been enemies; he would probably hate the woman who made him forget his precious mate, even for a second, but…If he would look at Delilah with tenderness just once, it might just be worth any hardship.


            “I—No. If I were not mated…”


            But in his mind, he was. Would always be. Much as the knowledge hurt, it was the most he’d ever offered her and so she took heart. Seemed she grew more foolish with every day that passed. “Why did you kill Marina?”


            One corner of his mouth curled upward. “She was breathing the same air as me.”


            Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of that half smile. “And?” she prompted when he failed to elaborate.


            “That…offended me.”


            She couldn’t stop a grin of her own from forming. “I never liked her. She was a thief and a liar.”


            “And lies disgust you?”


            “Of course.” Trust was a sacred thing, and lies mocked it.


            “I am a liar.”


            A moment passed in silence as she digested his words. Liars didn’t usually admit to their sins. Which meant he must want to elicit her disgust. Why? “You’ve said that before.” Had she ever sounded so shaky? So…female?


            “And you did not believe me. Yet, look what happened to you.” His gaze flicked to her still-healing neck. “I said I would stay away from you and then I stole your blood.”


            Perhaps this was his way of keeping her away from him, she thought. Perhaps she was proving too much a temptation to his peace of mind. Perhaps he hoped she would treat him horribly so he could then hate her. “I like everything that comes out of your mouth,” she said softly, huskily.


            His breath hitched at the implication.


            She wanted to laugh—am I right?—but added, “You may tell me anything you desire without fear.”


            Water splashed, signaling that someone had just fallen, but she didn’t look away from the vampire. “Tell me—” She stopped, frowned and peered down at her feet.


            The stump seemed to be shrinking. Was shrinking, she realized with shock. Her toes and heels were now hanging off the edge. She shifted, trying to discover a new sense of balance.


            “Be still,” Layel snapped.


            Someone else fell, followed quickly by another. From the beach, she could hear cheers and shouts of warning as fallen teammates encouraged their brethren.


            A rock suddenly flew past her face and into Layel’s. He teetered, cursed, but thankfully stayed put as a trickle of blood flowed from above his eye.


            “Who threw that?” she demanded. Her gaze moved over the challengers. Several mermaids were swimming around Broderick’s ankles, some reaching out to caress his thigh, cooing as they did so. Mermen were swimming around the female nymph, who appeared frustrated by the attention. Every time they touched her, they caused her to wobble. How would Layel react if she fell?


            “By any means necessary, the gods told us,” Tagart said, drawing her attention. Eyes narrowed, he withdrew another stone from his pocket and launched it.


            “No!”


            Expecting it this time, Layel managed to catch it with a movement so swift his swinging arm was nothing more than a blur. “Coward.”


            “What did you call me?” was the hissed reply.


            “You heard me, dragon. Hitting me while I was unaware is the act of a coward.”


            “No, it is the act of a smart man.”


            “Tagart,” Delilah snapped. “Stop.”


            “Whose side are you on, Amazon?” Tagart pointed an accusing finger at her. “I thought you had already chosen. But every time I turn around you are with him.”


            She opened her mouth, but no words emerged. Were she to say that she was indeed on his side, Layel would hate her. Again. Were she to declare allegiance to Layel, her team would soon vote for her to die.


            In the end, she didn’t have to say a word. A shark suddenly flew from between the center stumps, large jaws and fearsome teeth snapping at them. Its fat gray tail slapped at the female nymph, who screeched and fell. Layel didn’t seem to care. Maybe that was why Delilah suddenly felt sorry for her. Thankfully the mermen swam her to safety.


            One of the shark’s fins nailed Nola in the stomach, but she managed to remain standing. For the moment.


            When the shark hit the water, disappearing from view, everyone stilled, quiet.


            Nola’s eyes closed and she rubbed her temple. “I do not feel so…good.” Her knees suddenly collapsed and she toppled.


            Brand dove for her. When he surfaced, he had her wrapped in his arms. She was pale, teeth chattering as he dragged her toward the beach and laid her gently on the sand. That’s when Layel tossed the rock he’d caught. It slammed into Tagart’s groin with a thud.


            “You’re right,” he said when the distracted dragon doubled over and yelped. “Smart.”


            Tagart propelled straight into the water. He didn’t rise for a heartbeat, two, and then the water began to swirl, brighten. There was a huge spray when Tagart emerged as a dragon. He unleashed a fiery roar, his wings spreading, scales already replacing skin, tail twitching.


            A stream of that fire launched at Layel. He ducked, the flames singeing his back. Vampires were quick, faster than any other race, but Layel had nowhere to go—and fire was a vampire’s greatest weakness. She knew because Amazons made a point of studying every race, looking for ways to defeat them.


            “Stop, Tagart. Stop!” Brand called from the beach. “Innocents are in the way.”


            Tagart was beyond listening. He spit another stream of crackling flames, cutting past everyone still standing—Zane and Broderick jumped into the water to avoid impact—and then the fire hit Layel, who had stubbornly refused to budge. Delilah screamed and found herself leaping to take the hit herself.


            Just when the flames were about to engulf her, Layel’s arms banded around her, jerking her down, down, down, twisting, landing in the water, his body the first to hit. But his feet had been the last to leave the stump. Which meant his team had won. She swallowed a mouthful, choking. The salt stung the marks on her neck, her lungs seized and she fought to get to the surface.


            Layel’s grip tightened. Her eyes widened as she realized why. The shark was swimming toward them, mouth open, teeth gleaming hungrily.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            SHIVAWN AWOKE with a jolt and moaned. Gods, he ached. Was weak, drained. Too much sex play, he suspected. Had happened before, and would probably happen again.


            Grinning, he cracked open his eyelids, the world around him blurry, out of focus. There was darkness with only the slightest hint of gold. A few feet away, water dripped a slow, steady rhythm. The walls closing in at his sides were…rocky, he realized, not the ivory and onyx he was now used to.


            Where was he?


            Not in a bed. The ground beneath him was as rocky as the walls, the air damp and musty. A cave? And why did heavy weights pull at his wrists and ankles? His grin faded, amusement replaced by anger, as he turned his head and saw the heavy chains that bound him.


            Bound? He was bound?


            A lovely female face flashed in his mind, teeth bared, fury in her blue eyes. He remembered. “Alyssa!” he snarled.


            One of the shadows in the corner shifted. Then, suddenly, she was beside him, staring down at him. Never had she looked lovelier. Her skin was flushed a healthy pink, her cheeks filled out, her lips bloodred. She wore a black robe, and it covered every inch of skin except for her breathtaking face and delicate hands. “So. You’re awake.”


            “Unchain me. Now!” He jerked his arms and legs, but the thick links held strong. His weakened state was no match for them.


            “You had best be quiet, nymph.”


            “Alyssa.”


            She traced her fingertip over his bare chest. So. She had removed his shirt. What else had she done to him? His teeth ground together, his body unresponsive.


            Most of his life, his cock had been an asset. It had reliably risen for anything female. Except her. He didn’t know why. The night he’d spent with her, he’d had to think of others to stay hard.


            He hadn’t lied to her. He’d left her sleeping in bed, sated, while he had wallowed in dissatisfaction, frustration and confusion. He wasn’t eager to repeat the experience.


            What was it about her that so turned him off? Every time he looked at her, all he could see in his mind was blood. All he could hear were screams.


            “Let me go and we’ll pretend this never happened.”


            Her nails, still resting on his chest, grew to sharp little points, slicing into his skin. “Oh, no. There will be no release for you. Not yet.”


            “Alyssa,” he gritted out again.


            “I brought you here to punish you, you know. To give you what you deserve. I wanted to hurt you, destroy you, but as I watched you sleeping I realized I couldn’t do it.” She laughed bitterly. “What I can do, however, is pleasure you. Pleasure you so fiercely you’ll never forget what happened in this cave, never forget the woman responsible. And most of all you’ll wish, desperately, for more.” The more she spoke, the more determination dripped from her tone.


            “The nymph army will search for me. They’ll find us and you’ll be killed for this.”


            A cold smile hovered at the edges of her lush mouth. She shook her head, hair dancing. “They’ll assume we disappeared like the others.”


            His stomach tightened with dread. She was right. “This isn’t going to make me love you, Alyssa. This is going to make me hate you.”


            Her gaze lowered, and she traced circles around each of his nipples. “I know,” she admitted softly.


            “Then free me. Now.”


            “It seems I’ve wanted you forever,” she said as if he had not spoken. “I know I’ve dreamed of us together, over and over again. And the one pure, perfect memory I had, you ruined.”


            He could not, would not soften toward his captor. When he gained his freedom, and he would, he would ensure she was unable to harm another warrior. “I told you that was not my intention, but you wanted the truth, so I gave it to you.”


            “I was not finished,” she said, jaw firmed. “You left me and you were unsatisfied.”


            He could not deny it, so did not reply.


            “As I said before,” she rasped, long lashes rising. Her eyes glittered dangerously, filled with a determination so complete he’d never seen its equal. Stronger, even, than her tone. “You will be completely sated when I’m through with you. You’ll think of me constantly, recall the bliss I gave you, and you’ll want more the way I have wanted more all these years. But I will never give it to you. After this, we will be on equal ground. And I will be done with you.”


            Dark rage seethed through him. He was a warrior. Being captured like this—and by a woman—was humiliating. What’s more, he was a nymph. He should be able to charm her into doing anything he wanted. More, he should want this, should merely consider it play.


            Not desiring a woman was almost…sacrilegious. “That will be rape,” he found himself saying, and could not believe the words had sprung from his mouth. No other nymph would have uttered them. Ever. They would have reveled in any pleasure this woman gave them.


            A strangled cry left Alyssa, and she jerked her hand away from him.


            He used the reprieve to think. Why had he stopped her? Nymphs needed sex to survive. Without it, they grew weak. Might even die. With it, though, they grew impossibly strong. He should let her ride him, restoring all of his strength, and then he should break these chains and strangle her with them.


            Yes, that was a sound plan. He would grit his teeth and bear it. He only hoped he could fool her and actually respond to her touch.


            He popped his jaw—calm, stay calm—and forced his expression to soften. “I’m sorry. That was cruel of me to say.” And difficult to apologize when he did not mean a word of it. “You want me, and I want you.”


            The woman was going to suffer for bringing him to this point.


            She blinked in surprise, then suspicion. “What game do you play?”


            “No game. I simply wish to bed you.”


            Unconvinced, she shook her head. “You suddenly want me before I have even begun? Just like that?” She snapped her fingers. “Only a moment ago it would have been rape.”


            “Yes. Just like that.” He’d had to swallow his fury to choke out the words.


            “Liar.” But her hands returned to his chest, as if she wanted to believe him despite her doubts. She dipped a fingertip into his navel, leaned down and kissed him there, gaze never leaving his.


            He inhaled sharply, then had to grit his teeth as he’d supposed, his father’s screams suddenly exploding in his head. His ears rang, and the scent of death filled his nose. Every muscle in his body tensed. This was what happened every time Alyssa neared him. Regaining his strength was not worth this. “You…you…I can’t stand the smell of you,” he ground out, not knowing what else to say to make her leave. “You have to back away from me.”


            Alyssa uttered an embarrassed yelp and stood. “You’re a cruel man,” she rasped out, “yet I convinced myself otherwise, lapping up every scrap you tossed my way. Enough! No longer will I do so. You want me to bathe? I will. I want nothing to diminish your enjoyment. And you will enjoy. Not that you deserve it.


            “You never noticed, but I’ve been unable to drink another’s blood since our joining. I was literally dying for your blood, damn you, but now I’ve had it. Now I’m strong. And soon we will be free of each other.” She stalked from the cave, leaving him alone.


            His head fell against the rocks, those terrible memories fading from his mind in the wake of her heated accusations and departure. She hadn’t drunk from another? She loved him that much? It was almost…humbling. But surely she had exaggerated. Surely she hadn’t truly been dying because of his refusal.


            Right?


            He thought back to how pale she’d been lately, how sunken her cheeks and eyes had become. Now, after having his blood, she glowed. He was ashamed to admit it, but he hadn’t noticed her decline.


            He frowned, concern overshadowing every hint of his anger and freeing his mind from thoughts of revenge. How would he feel if she were to take her last breath? If he were never to see her again, as she’d vowed?


            He’d come to expect her presence. She was Alyssa, the female who constantly sought him out, who watched him with lust in her eyes. Who did everything in her power to seduce him. The same as most females, were he honest. But she wanted more than sex. As many times as she’d invited him to bed, she’d asked for his aid in devising battle plans, beseeched him to join her for a stroll through the Outer City and sent him books she’d enjoyed so that they could one day discuss them. She wanted conversation, to know his thoughts and have him listen to hers. She wanted to know him as a man, not just a lover.


            There wasn’t a single spark of satisfaction at the thought of her demise, as he would have guessed. There wasn’t even relief. The thought of being without her actually saddened him. Yes, saddened, he realized.


            Despite what she made him feel when he looked at her, she was lovely. He even liked arguing with her. A few times, she’d even made him smile. She was smart, witty. Lusty. But somehow he’d come to equate her with the suffering of the past, and that had tainted his feelings toward her.


            The first time he’d seen her, as a woman, no longer a little girl, he’d been consumed with lust for her. He’d wanted her more than he’d ever wanted another. But the moment he’d approached her, gazing into her eyes, that lust had turned to disgust, the screams of the past consuming him. That had never changed. Why had the past interfered? Did it matter? Escape should be his only concern right now.


            For an eternity, he tried to fight his way free of the chains. All he did was cut his skin. What kind of warrior am I? he wondered.


            Finally, she returned. Her hair was wet and she was wearing a different robe. A blue one, to match her eyes. Prettier than ever, he thought and closed his own eyes. Instant arousal, but he knew it was only a matter of time before it withered.


            “I should now meet even your lofty standards,” she said.


            Alyssa climbed on top of him, straddling him. She flattened her palms on his chest, the heat of her core, covered though it was by her robe, pressing against his cock. Where she touched, a small blaze kindled. Odd. That had never happened before. Not with her. Why had it now?


            “There is much we need to discuss,” he said, mind still churning. She hadn’t looked any different, and she certainly hadn’t endeared herself to him. But for once, there was no flash of blood in his mind, no screams. She stroked his chest like a favored pet. There were calluses on her hands, calluses that evoked a delicious friction.


            Suddenly he didn’t want her to stop touching him.


            “Alyssa,” he began, not really knowing what to say.


            “Stop talking.” Her fingertips never ceased their determined movement, tracing the line of his jaw, his ears, the slope of his neck and collarbone.


            His blood heated with a shocking amount of desire. “You are…this is…” His frown deepened. How was she doing this? He opened his eyes to study her, heard a scream inside his head, lost his arousal and quickly closed his eyes again. Silence.


            Her face, he realized. Something about it must send him back. But what?


            She scooted lower on him, rubbing him once again to readiness. He hissed in a breath as she leaned down and licked him directly on his nipple. It hardened, reaching for more of the hot perfection of her mouth.


            “Are you thinking of another woman?” she asked huskily.


            Her sharp little teeth scraped the skin surrounding his other nipple, so the only noise that escaped him was a moan. Of pleasure.


            She hadn’t been this aggressive before. She had bitten him last time, yes, but it had been accidental. Even knowing it, he had nearly slapped her for it. Only his quick reflexes had stopped him.


            He’d nearly been drained once, and it had been as painful, horrific and humiliating as having a limb severed. Alyssa had nearly drained him to get him here, and that hadn’t been pleasant, either. So the thought of being bitten again should have disgusted him. Except…


            Gods, he didn’t want Alyssa to stop. He wanted some part of her inside him, taking nourishment, living because he gave her life.


            What was happening to his mind, his desires?


            She nibbled harder. “Are you?”


            “Am I what?” He had forgotten the question, was too busy arching up to meet her mouth.


            “Who are you thinking of, Shivawn? What woman’s image is in your mind when I do this?” She licked her way down, not stopping until she reached his navel.


            His cock reached for her, craving her mouth. Hot, tight, wet. Pumping in and out. Hard. Fierce.


            “Tell me and I’ll be gentle with you,” she whispered before blowing a warm puff on the moisture her tongue had left behind.


            “You,” he replied honestly. “I see you.” And he did. Her heat infused his skin, her silky hair tickled his chest, and he liked it.


            Her fingers curled around his cock. Squeezed. His hips surged up, a groan splitting his lips. Where had this tigress come from? Mostly she had been still last time, as if savoring every touch, every sound. He’d thought at the time that he might have been a wee bit charmed if he hadn’t been so busy wondering why his body wasn’t responding as it should.


            He tried to lift his arm to fist her hair, force a kiss, but the chains rattled and pulled tight. “Release me.”


            “Of course.” She released him—just not the way he desired. His cock was suddenly free, hard and aching on his belly. Satisfied she had his attention, she continued, “You don’t give the orders here.”


            She probably meant the words to sound harsh and commanding. She sounded breathless.


            “Then touch me again. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”


            Before she could reply, he cracked his eyelids open. He did not focus on her entire face, but on one feature at a time, trying to figure this out. He saw the pink tip of her tongue emerge, darting over her lush lips. The sight was amazingly erotic, and rather than losing his erection, his arousal was ratcheted another degree. Her lips weren’t the problem, then. He watched her wrinkle her nose. Again, his arousal remained. He gazed into her eyes. The screams returned.


            Her eyes, then. What about them transported him back to that bloody field?


            She peered down at him, hair hanging over her shoulders like damp velvet. Her eyelids were at half-mast, her expression soft and luminous. Needy as he now was, the screams were a nuisance rather than a hindrance.


            “Touch me,” he commanded her again, but there was a plea to the words. He flattened his palms against the cool rocks beneath him.


            “Not yet.” She reached up and tugged at the shoulder strap of her robe. The sapphire material floated to her stomach, revealing full, proud breasts with sweet, pink nipples.


            His mouth watered as though he were starving and had just been offered a banquet. “Release me.” He could barely work the words past his thickening throat. “I want to touch you.”


            Her eyes narrowed. “You’re lying again.”


            “Look at my body. I’m not lying. Desire beats through me.”


            Her gaze remained locked on his face. “I can feel it,” she said, her cheeks growing bright with color.


            A blush? From this fierce warrior woman? Even that fueled his desire.


            “But it’s there because you’re thinking of another,” she added. “I know you lied.”


            “Only you, I swear it.”


            “What’s changed?” she demanded. She traced her fingertip over the head of his penis, which was sticking out from between her legs, and spread a sheen of moisture on his stomach.


            Sweet heaven. He opened his mouth to reply—how, he didn’t know—when she stopped him.


            “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. As I said, you will find pleasure with me this time.” She scooted farther back and then—sweet gods, then—she took his cock into her mouth, sucking him all the way to the base.


            Every muscle in his body went taut, his blood molten. “Alyssa,” he gasped.


            The sound of her name must have been startling to her, for she stopped. With her mouth a mere whisper away from his cock, she stared up at him. He saw pleasure in those lovely eyes, but only a little. There was too much hurt and determination standing in the way. The screams increased in volume in his mind, but still they didn’t affect him. Just then, something else mattered more. That hurt…


            That didn’t sit well with him. He wanted her wild. Out of control. Not so that he could regain his strength and escape, he realized, but because…with his private admission that he liked having her in his life, that he liked her, with the flashes of blood and screams overshadowed, he was beginning to sense something else…something shocking. Wondrous. Unbelievable.


            Something that swept through him, infusing his cells, his organs, imprinting her essence inside him.


            He closed his eyes and pictured Twila, a female nymph he liked to bed. His penis withered as it used to do with Alyssa. He pictured Helen, a siren he had spent a month pleasuring. Nothing, not even a twitch. He pictured Brenna, the human he’d wanted above all others. Again, he remained flaccid.


            “Shivawn?” Alyssa asked hesitantly.


            Just like that, he was hard as a rock, her voice the fuel needed to spark his desire.


            Dear gods. She was his mate, his one and only. No other would do. She was it for him. She was a part of his life, always had been. He could no longer deny it—why had he ever?—for all he could suddenly think about was her pleasure. Her protection. Her smile, her laughter, her body. Him, inside of her. Her, and no other. All these years, and he’d allowed painful memories, memories that had nothing to do with her, to cloud his judgment. All these years, he’d pushed her away, treated her horribly, hurt her deeply.


            She was a vampire. That no longer mattered.


            She would have to bite him to live. He was glad.


            She had stolen him. Merely loveplay.


            My mate, he thought, shocked to his very core. How he’d mixed his past with her, he didn’t know, but he would act the fool no longer. Besides, now wasn’t the time to figure it out. He’d ponder it later. Much, much later. “Alyssa,” he said.


            Something in his tone caused tears to spring to her eyes. He knew women well enough to know they were not tears of happiness. What had brought them on? “Unchain me, love. Please.” His tone was gentle. He had to caress her face. Perhaps lick those tears away. Hold her. Apologize for all he’d done to her.


            She wiped the moisture away with the back of her wrist and shook her head. Her chin trembled, her gaze lowering once again to his cock. “No.”


            “Strip for me, then.” There would be time later to convince her of his new feelings. Right now, anything he said would most likely be dismissed as a lie he told to ensure his escape. “Let me taste you while you taste me.”


            Again, she shook her head. But there was intrigue and passion blended in her eyes now. She nibbled on her lower lip, something he suddenly wanted to do. “Last time, I found fulfillment and you didn’t,” she said. “This time, you will find it and I will not. Equal ground, Shivawn, remember?”


            “Alyssa.” Oh, yes. He had hurt her, and he hated himself for it.


            “No!”


            “Keep me chained, then. But at least allow me to kiss you. Somewhere. You may choose where. Your mouth…your breasts…between your legs…I will not find pleasure unless you allow me to do so.”


            Her pupils dilated, delighting him. “You don’t really want to pleasure me,” she said, even more hurt drifting from the undertone.


            “You and no other,” he assured her. He could not explain this change in him, even to himself. All he knew was that he was changed. Later, he told himself again. He would reason it out later, when their mutual passion was sated. “If you want me to beg, I will beg.”


            She looked away from him, as if his gaze was too much to endure. “All I have ever wanted was you. Everything I did, I did for you. Learning to fight, so that I could be close to you and so you would know I could take care of myself.”


            “That, you will stop doing immediately.”


            One of her delicate brows arched. “Trying to please you?”


            “Fighting.” He wanted her safe. In his bed. Away from the war-torn life she lived. He liked the thought of protecting her.


            She traced his navel with her tongue. A tear ran down her cheek and splashed onto his pelvic bone, glistening. The sight nearly undid him. “Alyssa…”


            “I should not have placed you above my own needs and desires. Silly of me.”


            “You are not silly. But your happiness is more important than mine,” he said. “Always. Soon, I will prove it.”


            Another tear.


            “What else have you done for me?” he asked gently.


            Her fangs elongated with an angry hiss. “Will that stroke your male pride, hearing what poor little Alyssa, hopelessly in love with you, did to make you notice her?”


            “No. In the telling, I will begin to understand what I must now do for you in return and how I might make up for my negligence. Equal ground, as you said.”


            Shock flashed over her expression. Her mouth fell open, but she quickly closed it with a snap. Eyes gleaming fury, she snarled, “You want to know? Fine. You refused me time and time again. After a while, I lost hope. I took another lover. And another. And another. Can you make that up to me? Return me to my untouched state?”


            Oh, now that he did not like hearing. He did not like the thought of this lovely woman in the arms of any man save himself. “No,” he admitted softly. “All I can do is try and make you forget. Brand you with my touch, for though I did not have the privilege of being your first, I promise I will be your last.”


            “You courted thousands of women,” she said bitterly, “enjoying yourself, laughing. I cried every time I saw you with another, every time I gave myself to a man. Can you make that up to me?”


            His stomach twisted so painfully he would have sworn knives were slashed through every knot. “I am sorry, so very sorry. I wish I could go back.” She would never have reason to cry again. Whatever he had to do, this woman would know only joy and laughter from this moment on.


            What if, tomorrow, the blood and screams are no longer dulled?


            That no longer mattered. They could storm through him, lightning and thunder, but he would not leave her. She was too important to him. He would endure anything for her. Hadn’t she endured all but death for him? “Somehow, some way, I will make you forget those experiences. I swear it.”


            “The lovers I took,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “I had hoped they could teach me how best to please a man. I thought if I only knew how to pleasure you, you would want me.” She laughed bitterly again, a tear-filled choking. “But that didn’t work, did it? You finally took me to bed and you hated every moment of it.”


            “Alyssa,” he began, then stopped himself. How could he explain that she had always reminded him of the worst day of his life without hurting her further? “That night I spent with you…I was in a dark and dangerous mood. No one would have been able to please me.”


            “Your mate would have.”


            An hour ago, he would have agreed. “I followed you for days afterward,” he admitted.


            Eyes widening, she shook her head. “No, you didn’t.”


            He nodded. “I did. I couldn’t understand why I had been unable to respond to so beautiful a woman. So I watched you, more intently than ever, trying to reason it out.”


            Again, she shook her head in denial, though there was a gleam of hope in her eyes.


            That hope spurred him on. “I’m responding to you now,” he reminded her. “I want you, Alyssa. Let me have you. Please. Your pleasure will be my own.”


            Her features hardened as though she’d stared at a gorgon a little too long and had been turned to stone. “Oh, you’ll have pleasure.”


            “That’s not enough. I want you to have pleasure, as well.”


            “Like I said, I already had my turn, didn’t I?”


            He never should have told her the truth. “I promise you I will find greater pleasure if I know you are enjoying this, too.”


            “The same was true of me. Once.” She didn’t give him a chance to say anything else. Her mouth once again lowered to his cock, taking him all the way inside, sucking…sucking…Her tongue swirled around the swollen head with an ever-upward glide. He tried to resist the headiness, wanting to see to her climax before he took his own.


            “Let me lick. Between your legs,” he worked past his constricting throat. “Need to taste you.”


            Up and down she sucked him, her teeth scraping, ignoring his plea. Her fingers bit into his hips, released him, then wrapped around his testicles. His body was tensing, readying. Power was surging through his bloodstream, unstoppable and inexorable. He’d never wanted anything as much as he wanted her. Couldn’t stand the thought of leaving her unsatisfied.


            “Alyssa. Please.”


            She increased her speed, and his passion spiked. Consumed him. He roared loud and long, his hips pumping his cock down her throat. He couldn’t stop the motions, couldn’t stop the momentum of his release.


            “Drink from me,” he commanded. “Take my blood.”


            “Already did.”


            “Do it again. Let me feed you.”


            “No!”


            The hot spike of her tongue swirled over the head of his shaft, and he lost control completely. His muscles clamped down on his bones, endlessly spasming.


            The pleasure…Oh, gods, the pleasure. More intense than anything he’d ever experienced. He couldn’t speak, could only gasp, groan and pant like an animal.


            When he got inside this woman again, he might not survive. The thought almost made him smile. But as he shuddered and calmed—would his erratic heartbeat ever slow?—Alyssa straightened, pulling away from him. She refastened her robe, shielding her nipples from his view. Her color was high; she, too, was panting.


            “Now you have found release with me. You can’t deny it this time.”


            “Alyssa.”


            She moved swiftly to his wrists, gave a tug, and the chains fell away. She followed suit with his ankles.


            Free, he sat up, already reaching for her, needing her in his arms. He could smell her sweet desire, had to sate her, had to…now. Forever. But she backed away from him, shaking her head.


            “Come here, Alyssa.” He gave a gentle swipe of his fingers. “Please.”


            “Return home. Tell your king what I did. Send the entire nymph army to kill me. I don’t care.”


            “This is between us. No one else. I will go nowhere without you.” He pushed to shaky legs. Gods, where was his strength? He should be completely energized now. All he wanted to do, however, was lie down with his woman.


            “Very well,” she said, and stopped, studying him bleakly. The jagged walls of the cave were at her back, a harsh frame for her fragile beauty. “It is I who will go. This is goodbye, then.”


            He frowned. “No. Never goodbye. Come—”


            She disappeared.


            A roar rushed past his throat and he stumbled from the cave, searching for her. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he found himself in the Forest of Dragons, fat trees towering all around him. What he didn’t find was Alyssa.


            She was gone as if she’d never been.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            BRAND PICKED UP THE Amazon, Nola, and carted her away from the beach. She was bleeding, but refused his aid because of their audience. One of the sharks had decided her leg would make a tasty snack and had chomped on her calf. Blood had swirled in the water and now dripped onto the sand.


            “I have you,” he assured her.


            Her cheeks were a stark white, but she was shaking her head. “I can walk. I’m fine.”


            He tightened his grip on her. “Be still, woman.”


            “Put me down. I have to find Delilah.”


            Chaos was behind them, but Brand didn’t fear for Nola’s friend. Even though Tagart was responsible for the trouble and no one could cause more damage or carnage than a pissed-off dragon changeling, the other Amazon would be fine. He’d seen the way Layel looked at her, the way he’d held her earlier, an expression of both torture and pleasure on his face, the way he’d dove to save her from sharks and dragon. The vampire would ensure her safety, no question.


            Brand had never liked the vampire king. From his earliest memory, they’d always been at war, striking at one another in every way possible. But Layel had walked away several times, allowing defeat. All in the name of love. Now Brand was going to walk away from Layel. In the name of love.


            “The vampire will take care of her,” he assured Nola.


            “They are enemies.”


            He noticed she didn’t have to guess which vampire he’d been speaking of. “As are we,” he reminded her. “Your people attacked mine just before we were sent to the island. I haven’t forgotten.”


            “Yet another reason for you to put me down.” But she stopped struggling and allowed him to carry her past the line of trees, away from the other creatures lying on the beach. “Bad things happen to my enemies.”


            “And you do not wish anything bad to happen to me?”


            “No, of course I do. I just…I—”


            He laughed. “I will accept the consequences. All right?” When he felt they were well enough away from prying eyes, he finally set her down and lifted her leg to study the damage. The flesh was torn in several places, and a sharp tooth was embedded deep. “This will hurt.”


            “What?”


            Not giving her time to tense, he pinched and pulled the sharp white tooth out of the savaged skin and muscle. “You must be in great pain.” But she hadn’t even gasped when he’d slid his fingers inside her wound.


            “I’ve had worse.” Absolute truth sang from her tone.


            “I will not think less of you if you cry.”


            She snorted, as far from tears as a creature could be. “Why do men act this way when a woman is injured?”


            “What way?” He had seen worse injuries, true, but this one actually made his stomach churn with sickness. Bone seemed to be glaring up at him.


            “You are protective. When my sisters and I fought your army, the men pushed us away rather than slice at us.”


            His gaze lifted to her face, and he wanted to smile. She reminded him of the sister he’d lost long ago to humans. Confused by him, exasperated. Actually, she could have passed for his sister’s twin. Same turquoise eyes, same pert nose. Same stubborn chin and sun-kissed skin.


            “We do so because women are softer,” he finally replied, his chest aching for what he had lost. “They need protection.”


            She gave another snort and lay back on the moss. “I have endured more pain in my life than anyone should be forced to endure in seven lifetimes. I’ve had to look out for myself, trust only myself. I don’t need anything from you or anyone else.”


            “Who hurt you so terribly? I will slay him for you.”


            She waved a hand in dismissal. “No need. I took care of it myself.”


            His lips twitched. Though she was tall and leanly muscled in the way of the Amazons, she was a tiny thing compared to his massive size. Would reach no higher than his shoulders. “You think yourself hard?”


            “Think? When I have killed more soldiers than I could possibly name, warriors of every race living in Atlantis?” There was no pride in her tone, only fact. Perhaps a little sadness. “How many have you killed?”


            “More.”


            Now her lips edged into a smile.


            “Are you in pain now?” he asked.


            “Yes.”


            Still, not by word or deed did she reveal it. He thought, had their places been reversed, he might have been cursing the heavens. He couldn’t help but admire her fortitude—and be dismayed by it. To shrug at this pain, she truly must have suffered over the years. “Seems you and the other, Delilah, are constantly being injured.”


            Nola’s brow puckered. “When was she injured?”


            So. Delilah hadn’t told her of Layel’s bite. Guarding the vampire already, was she? Interesting. Though he doubted Layel would be any more grateful for the protection than Nola had been. “I thought she was. My mistake,” was all he said.


            She anchored her hands behind her head and stared up at the muted sky. “Men always make mistakes.”


            That haughty tone would have set him on edge had anyone else used it on him, but again, she reminded him of his sister and he could only shake his head and grin. He returned his attention to her poor leg. “Does your race heal quickly?”


            “None of your concern, dragon.”


            “I’m not going to use the information against you.”


            “So you say.”


            So distrustful, she was. “So I swear.”


            “Would you give your enemy knowledge about your race?”


            Excellent point. “Right now, I am not your enemy. We are teammates, you and I.” The bleeding hadn’t stopped. The wound was so deep, it probably wouldn’t. Without help. “Close your eyes.”


            “No.”


            Damned woman. He shook his head in exasperation. “Keep them open, then, but know that this is going to hurt.”


            “What are you—”


            He sucked in a deep breath, held it a moment, then pushed the air from his mouth. Air that was now blended with orange-gold flames. Those flames licked her skin, the now sizzling flesh cauterizing over each bite mark.


            Nola screamed. “Bastard! Son of a demon! Centaur’s ass!”


            The sound of that tortured scream echoed from the trees, filling his head, making him cringe. “Had there been another way, I would have taken it.” He grabbed the shoulder-length mane of his hair and squeezed the cold water from it, dripping liquid over the blisters, calming the remaining embers. “The pain will end soon, I swear it.”


            She continued to curse him. He didn’t look at her face, too afraid he would see tears. That, he would not have been able to tolerate. When a woman cried, he became a babbling fool, stumbling over his words, desperate to escape. And this strong woman’s tears would be even more powerful than most.


            “There will be scars,” he told her. “I’m sorry.”


            “Scars are…nice,” she panted, cheeks flushed. He suspected she was more embarrassed by her reaction than still drowning in pain.


            Behind him, the leaves clashed. Someone approached. As he stood, a roar sliced through the air, a dark shape propelling toward him. Almost there…He tensed, ready. They collided with a grunt.


            Zane chomped for his throat, but Brand swung a clawed fist, connecting with the blood-drinker’s jaw and knocking him to his back. Unencumbered now, Brand sprang. A few kicks and punches the vampire was too wild and crazed to duck and he was able to pin his opponent to the ground.


            He didn’t like the way the man had watched Nola out there in the water. Darkly, possessively. But rather than spew fire all over the warrior, killing him—Brand would not have it said he was afraid to face the vampire during the challenges—he punched Zane in the nose.


            Snap.


            Blood squirted, and there was a howl of rage and pain. All too soon, the blood-drinker recovered, shoving Brand off with enough force to throw him into a tree.


            “Mine,” Zane snarled, hopping up and kicking him in the stomach. “You do not touch her. You do not touch me.”


            There was a feral, animal glaze in his eyes. Brand was on his feet a moment later, scales crawling up his arm as rage filled him. He’d always been a dragon who preferred peace to war, and just then he suspected there would never be peace on this island as long as the unpredictable vampire lived. Brand forgot his pride, forgot what the others might say if he did this deed, and spit a stream of fire.


            Zane dodged quickly, only a single flame touching him, burning away his shirt. He leapt forward, makeshift wooden dagger suddenly raised. Brand spun, his tail sprouting and nailing the vampire in the face, drawing blood.


            Finally fully dragon, he used his wings to soar high, higher, then he descended, nose facing the ground. Faster, faster, he plunged toward the vampire. When he opened his mouth to spew more fire, he spied Nola limping into the stream. He snapped his jaw closed and allowed himself to slam into Zane. They rolled to the ground in a tangled, violent bid for dominance.


            A jagged branch suddenly sailed into Brand’s shoulder, knocking him down. He hissed. Saw the same thing happen to Zane. Both men panted, looking between the lances and each other when Nola limped between them, hands on her hips. Her face was pallid, and there were dark circles under her eyes.


            “Do I have your attention now?”


            She was a fearsome sight. Despite her weakened condition, rage radiated from her in powerful waves. Her lips were thinned in displeasure and her hands curled into weapons.


            “First, I am not yours,” she said to Zane. “Second, I can defend myself,” she said to Brand. “If I could not, I would not be worthy of my tribe. Were we in Atlantis, I would be punished for allowing you to tend me.”


            “I know your taste,” Zane growled, startling Brand. “You are mine.”


            Must have startled Nola, too, because she paled all the more as she studied the vampire. “You do not know my taste. I have never given myself to you.”


            “You have dreamed of me.” Zane threw the words at her as violently as if they were weapons.


            She stumbled backward and shook her head. “How can you know that?”


            “Because—”


            “How!”


            “Because they are not dreams! I came to you last night and you welcomed me with open arms.”


            Again, she stumbled backward, eyes wide, dazed. She glanced from Zane to Brand, Brand to Zane. “I—I—”


            Brand jerked the stick from his shoulder, grimacing at the torn muscle and skin. There was a sharp burn, but it swiftly dissipated as his skin and tissue wove back together, healing.


            “I would never have let you do those things…” she gasped out.


            “You did.” Zane stepped toward her, the stick still protruding. “Eagerly.”


            “Liar! I do not want you.”


            “You do. You did.”


            “No, no. It was a dream.”


            Brand’s rage sparked to new heights. “Go to her again, and I will linger over you when I kill you,” he told the vampire.


            “I will kill you,” she corrected, tears beading in her eyes. Gods, the sight nearly undid him. “I might have desired you in my dreams, vampire, but I don’t want you now. I can’t.”


            Zane frowned, confusion lighting his eyes. “But I don’t want to die when you touch me. That makes you mine. That has to mean you are a gift for all I’ve endured.”


            “No, it doesn’t.” She bent down, grabbed another branch and launched it at him. “I am meant for no man.”


            He was too startled to move—or perhaps he chose not to move—and the limb sank into his other shoulder. He did not make a sound. Just stood there, both sticks protruding from him.


            “Leave me alone,” the Amazon choked out. “Both of you.”


            “Nola,” Zane called.


            She turned on her heel and limped away.


            “Nola!” the warrior screamed, the sound echoing from branches, causing a flock of birds to take flight. “Don’t leave me as she did. Please.”


            Suddenly not knowing what to do, Brand watched as the vampire crisscrossed his arms, gripped the sticks and jerked them out. Watched as the vampire stepped forward as if to follow the girl, stopped and emitted a sound unholy in its intensity and pain. Zane had truly desired the Amazon, was truly confused that she didn’t want him in return.


            Brand’s dragon form retreated, leaving him in the guise of man. Naked, his clothes having been ripped away.


            “Nola,” Zane whispered now as he fell to his knees.


            Brand slowly, quietly, receded into the shadows. Still, Zane’s head snapped in his direction and their gazes clashed in heat. In hate.


            “I won’t let you hurt the girl again, Zane,” Brand told him calmly. He hadn’t protected his sister all those years ago. This girl, he would protect with his own life.


            “I did not hurt her,” Zane growled.


            Brand’s jaw set in a mutinous line. “The coming days should be interesting, then, wouldn’t you agree?” With that, he stalked away, determined to find Nola and guard her the rest of the night.


            But he knew that he and Zane would have a reckoning. Soon. Oh, yes, soon.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            LAYEL DIDN’T KNOW what to do.


            He had Delilah in his arms. Hungry sharks and bloodthirsty mermen swam around them and a volatile Tagart flew above them, spraying streams of white-hot fire. Every single one of them wanted Layel. Unfortunately the Amazon was caught in the crossfire.


            Several times he’d dared break the surface of the water—only to be met with more of those molten beams. Now, he and Delilah were underwater again, spears jabbing at them, teeth snapping at them. She had slipped in and out of consciousness and had yet to awaken from the last time. Was she all right? He didn’t know. What he did know was that she needed air. Soon.


            He kicked a merman in the face and fought his way to the surface, maintaining a strong pinch on Delilah’s nose to prevent her from breathing in the salty liquid. As his head broke the surface, he released her face, sucking in air and praying she was doing the same. If not, he’d give her every molecule in his lungs once they went under again.


            Another river of fire. A quick dodge, barely avoiding contact. Through it all, Layel knew where to lay the blame for this travesty. Delilah was weak because of him. Him. She was a woman who prided herself on her skills and resilience, yet his actions had reduced her to a helpless damsel.


            He could have transported himself to the beach, but he wouldn’t have been able to take Delilah. He, too, was weak. Without him, she would sink, be eaten, stabbed, burned. She would die, like Susan.


            Susan. Once more he heard his mate screaming inside his head, dragons abusing her, using her in the most terrible way. Part of him wanted to crumble under those screams, to finally give in. But just as before, thoughts of Delilah muted them to quiet whimpers, keeping him focused, able to fend off his opponents.


            Delilah. What should he do? How could he save her? A few days ago, he truly might have left her here and saved himself, thinking to Hades with everyone else. After all, he was a killer, not a savior.


            Today, that moment, for whatever reason, he didn’t want to whisk himself away. Didn’t want to put his life above another’s. Delilah’s life was more valuable than his own.


            Another blaze of fire launched at him, but this time he was too slow and it slammed into his shoulder, sizzling the skin and half of his hair. Plumes of black smoke wafted around him. For once, his mind was not on retaliation. He didn’t care that Tagart was breathing the same air he was, didn’t care that Tagart was alive. Delilah was still all that mattered to him.


            Was she breathing? Not a single sound emerged from her. She was so still, so lifeless. Damn this! She couldn’t take much more.


            Something sharp cut into his leg. A shark. He kicked with his other leg, knocking the creature away and diving under just as another blaze of fire rained. Eyes open in the murky liquid, he saw a smiling merman grab Delilah’s waist, trying to pull her away from him. Enraged, Layel wound his legs around her. Crimson liquid swirled out of him and around them.


            The merman stopped grinning and jerked. “Mine!”


            Layel managed to latch on to the fish-man’s hair and tug him forward, body gliding smoothly through the water. Never breaking momentum, Layel chomped down on his neck. The merman flailed, his tail hitting Delilah.


            Finally, her eyelids popped open.


            Immediately she began flailing for freedom, panic blanketing her expression. If he lost his grip, Delilah would swim unknowingly into the fire above. Though he had a hard time holding her and fighting his opponent at the same time, he managed it, too desperate to do otherwise.


            The merman thrashed so fiercely, a small whirlpool formed below their feet. Only when the creature went limp did Layel release him, watching as he floated down…down…


            Another shark darted past.


            Layel’s arm snaked around Delilah’s chest, cupped her breast and jolted her into the hard line of his body. She stilled on contact. Softened as though she recognized him. As the shark turned, darted past again, mouth opening, teeth gleaming, she punched it in the nose. That quickly, it swam away.


            And then Delilah was gone, and Layel was grasping only water. Wild, he scanned the murky liquid…. A shark hit him from behind and he spun. Another merman sprang forward, tackling Layel and flipping him over.


            Where in Hades was Delilah? How had she disappeared like that? Only the gods could—the gods, he realized. Elimination. He roared through the water, dread coursing through him. Dread and panic, followed by shock at the knowledge that he cared. But he did. He cared and he couldn’t deny it. Didn’t want to deny it just then.


            Delilah could be voted off. Killed. Her teammates didn’t like her association with him, after all. Layel didn’t waste any more time in the sea. He pictured the crackling bonfire in his mind, the moonlight, the rocks and the moss. A moment later, he was there, the ocean a distant memory.


            He collapsed into a dripping heap, suddenly unable to support his own weight. His strength—gone. All of his limbs shook so forcefully, he wouldn’t have been surprised if he caused some kind of quake.


            Delilah. Had to find her. He barely managed to lift his head. His eyes roved the area. There were the rocks, the moss, the circle where the bonfire had once crackled, but there were no people. No, wait. There were people. His team. Not who he’d been looking for. They strode through the far bush, all of them frowning in confusion as they surveyed their surroundings.


            “…summoned here, I think,” someone said. “Why are we back at the counsel circle? We won. Our team was the last standing.”


            “For our prize, perhaps?” another replied. “Perhaps we are to come here after every challenge, whether we win or lose.”


            Damn this! Where would the gods have taken Delilah? Helplessness settled heavily on Layel’s shoulders as no answer presented itself. Think, think! Off the island? Back to Atlantis? No, no. She was here, had to be.


            “I bet so,” the conversation continued, distracting his muddled mind.


            “I can’t wait!”


            “Wonder who will be killed from the other team.”


            “Dear gods. Look!”


            There were gasps, excited whoops, and then the sound of plates and bowls rattling, teeth chomping. Layel’s gaze lifted. There, in place of the fire, was table after table piled high with food. Scents of sweetmeats and spice wafted to him as his teammates gorged.


            Delilah. She was here, surely. Somewhere. Layel wanted to find her, see her, make sure she was all right. Make sure she was not the one chosen to die.


            What he would do if she was, he didn’t know. He only knew it would be his fault. Because of her…relationship with him. Relationship, yes. Not just an association, as he’d thought earlier, but a true relationship. There was no denying it. Not any longer. They searched for each other while standing among a crowd. They each wanted something from the other—blood, passion. They were intimate only with each other. They talked, they shared, they looked out for each other.


            Panting, sweating, bleeding, he labored to his feet. Swayed just as Delilah had done while standing on that stump. He tripped forward and had to seize the base of a tree to hold himself upright. Breath in, breath out.


            He sniffed the air, suddenly hating the smell of that food because it saturated everything, blocking Delilah’s scent. No, wait! He sniffed again, catching a trace of her innate perfume—woman and strength, waterfall and sweetness—and forced his heavy legs into motion. Each step was agony.


            An eternity passed, surely, as he stumbled through vines, over thick roots, across crystalline pools and around the animals that usually hid from him. Pigs, birds, some type of cat. They watched him curiously, as if realizing he was too weak to hurt them but unsure what to do about him.


            Why are you doing this? Why do you care? This is wrong. He had no answers, didn’t even want to think about it just then.


            Finally he heard the sound of a crackling fire, could almost feel its tantalizing heat. He stopped, black spots winking in front of his eyes. Murmurings floated to him.


            “…will have to choose.”


            “But who?”


            “The weakest or the betrayer?”


            He crouched as best he could, considering his condition, and moved forward, determined to remain unseen by the god. He might be sent elsewhere if he was spotted. When he reached the edge, a group of leaves blocked his path. He pushed them aside—quiet, steady—and then he was looking directly at Delilah.


            His heart stopped beating. The world slowed, fading to her. She was as soaked as he was, what little clothing she wore plastered to her like a second skin. Her body was cut and bruised, making her look like she’d just returned from a vicious battle—and lost. But she was awake. Alive. Shivering. And the most beautiful sight he’d ever beheld. Ever. Even Susan had not compared, and he felt evil for even thinking so terrible a thought.


            She’d anchored her hair on top of her head. Several stubborn strands refused to stay in place, however, and cascaded down her temples and past her shoulders. Tagart sat beside her in human form. Someone had given him a pair of pants, so his male parts were covered at least. The pants were too small, however, and hugged his thighs.


            The bastard reached over and hooked one of Delilah’s tendrils behind her ears, brushing her cheek with his knuckles in the process. Layel’s stomach twisted and bloodlust roared through him.


            Delilah angrily slapped the dragon’s hand away, and that saved Tagart’s life. For now. Layel relaxed slightly.


            Tagart scowled and whispered to her—Layel couldn’t make out the words.


            “Has a decision been reached?” a disembodied voice suddenly asked. Harsh, edged with steel. “And do not think to beg for mercy as the team before you did. I have none. Not for you. You had only to stand in one location and demonstrate your endurance. Yet you failed, every one of you, allowing yourselves to be distracted, forgetting there were consequences if you lost sight of the goal. Had one of you lasted a single minute longer, you would have been the last standing. You would have won.”


            Everyone sitting around the fire stiffened. The flames stroked upward as though stoked, mingling together, swirling, almost raging, then forming into the body of an amazingly tall, thick-chested man.


            “May we have more time at least before we cast our votes?” Delilah asked through her chattering teeth.


            “No,” was the firm reply. “You did not earn it.”


            “Then I guess we are ready.” She closed her eyes, opened them, and determination fell over her features. Layel longed to wrap his arms around her, hold her close, fill her with his warmth. Keep her safe. “My vote is for the demon. He was the first to fall.”


            “I second the motion,” Tagart said, shooting Delilah a pointed look.


            The demon in question hissed at them. “I vote for Delilah,” he said, his horns sharp and glistening with poison. “I had planned to choose the vampire, but you just changed my mind.”


            Layel’s hands tightened into fists. He’d promised the demons to Zane, but he might take this one for himself. Or perhaps not. Zane’s turn had come and the fierce vampire gleefully said, “My vote is for the demon.”


            “I vote for the Amazon,” the centaur who’d shouted for quiet in the water said.


            “That is three votes for the demon and two votes for the Amazon,” the god said dramatically, as if everyone present had forgotten how to count. “A close race, indeed. Formorian, who does your vote belong to?”


            The one-armed, one-legged creature scanned his teammates. His small, gossamer wings fluttered erratically as his mind swirled with what to do. The demon or the Amazon. Layel returned his attention to Delilah. She was stiff, unemotional. Waiting and expectant. She thought she would die.


            The desire to hold her intensified as his gaze shifted to the dragon who had tried to kill him only a short while ago. The warrior was currently staring at the formorian with murder in his golden eyes, a silent command to vote as Tagart thought he should. Or die painfully. Ironic, Layel reflected, that he would feel grateful to a dragon.


            The formorian gulped audibly, ruddy skin paling. “The demon. I vote for the demon.”


            And just like that, the others voted for the demon, too.


            “No, please no,” the demon was saying, shaking his head with violence. “Don’t do this. I’m strong. I will take us to victory.”


            “Enough. The verdict has been rendered.” The silver sword Layel now saw in his nightmares appeared in the center of the fire. Round and round the weapon spun, lethal, macabre.


            With a shove, the demon was on his feet, backing away, gasping out, “No, don’t do this. Please, don’t do this.” He stumbled over a thick root and fell.


            Before Layel could blink, the sword descended.


            There was a sickening whoosh, followed by a thud. A roll. A feminine scream echoed through the trees, powerful, ear piercing. Godly? The sound blended with Zane’s laughter.


            Then absolute silence enveloped the bonfire, even the flames quiet. Layel was glad for the death, would have rendered it himself if possible, and so he didn’t flinch at the violence.


            Delilah didn’t flinch, either, though there was sadness in her eyes.


            Layel had done so much to cause her pain, and even this could be laid at his door, yet she deserved only happiness. I almost lost her.


            He was going to have her, Layel decided. Just once. He would know her taste, her scent and her body. He would keep his emotions separate from the act, of course. He wouldn’t tarnish Susan’s memory by doing otherwise. But he had to have Delilah, every inch, every breathless moan.


            So far nothing else had pushed the Amazon from his mind. And he was tired of trying. There was no telling how much time they had left on the island—or alive, for that matter. In two hundred years, he’d known nothing but hate, pain and sorrow. He’d never minded that—had welcomed it, even—because he didn’t deserve better. Still he did not deserve better, but he could no longer welcome the suffering. He ached.


            Susan had loved him, for their too-brief time together. She would not have wanted this horrible life he’d built for himself. Had she known he was hurting, she would have smiled, traced her fingers through his hair and told him to be happy, to enjoy.


            Were the situation reversed, Delilah would have threatened to attack anyone he encouraged, he thought with a half smile. The smile grew as he imagined her in his bed, spread and wet and eager.


            One night together. That would have to be enough.


            How long will you destroy anything and everything close to you because Susan cannot be here? His smile gradually faded. Forever, he knew. He wouldn’t allow himself a happily-ever-after. One night, yes. But no more. Susan hadn’t died happily, so neither would he live as such. No matter that she would have wanted him to. She would be avenged.


            But for today, this one time, he would forget everything but Delilah. And passion. Oh, yes. Passion. He would be a man worthy of love and tenderness. He would be Delilah’s man, giving her everything she craved, and perhaps more. If she would have him still…


            Tagart stood, drawing his attention. “Let us return to the beach,” he told his team. “We must do whatever it takes to win the next challenge, even if that means training the entire night. We cannot afford another round of…this. Understand?” His voice was hoarse, laden with undercurrents of shock.


            Had they not expected the god to kill? Had they expected him to laugh and send them on their way?


            There was more murmuring as the creatures lumbered to shaky legs, looking anywhere but at the still-bleeding, twitching body. Only Delilah remained seated.


            “Come,” Tagart commanded her, motioning her to him with a jerk of his fingers.


            Appearing dazed, numb, she shook her head. “I need…a moment alone.”


            She had hesitated. What had she really wanted to say? Layel wondered.


            Tagart’s jaw clenched. “You shouldn’t stay here. The god could return. He could—”


            “Hurt me no matter where I am on the island,” she interjected. “I need a moment, Tagart. Please. I won’t be long.”


            The please softened the harsh contours of his expression, yet he remained in place. “Remember what I told you, Delilah?”


            She gave him another of those absent nods, but there was a sudden blaze in her eyes. “I won’t forget, I assure you.”


            Curiosity rose inside Layel. What had the dragon told her?


            “Good. See that you don’t.” He looked pointedly at the lifeless demon body and stalked away.


            The others followed quickly, obviously not wanting to be parted from the man they now saw as their leader. Layel was content to wait, doing nothing, saying nothing, simply staring at the woman who had fascinated him so deeply these past few days.


            “I didn’t expect it to be like this,” Delilah said, gaze lifting. She found him, even hidden in the darkness as he was, and he blinked in surprise. “I’ve killed, seen others kill, but this just seems…cold.”


            “Yes.”


            “All I could think was that it could have been me. Probably should have been me.”


            A denial instantly roared through his mind—not you, never you—but he tamped it down. “It wasn’t.” He straightened, dislodging the leaves that covered him. Tried to glide forward, but he did not have the strength to float. He stumbled to her and thudded onto the log beside her. Their shoulders brushed, and there was a zap of something hot between them.


            She gulped, said brokenly, “I didn’t thank you. For—”


            “You owe me no thanks.”


            “Yes, I do.”


            “No, you do not.”


            “I fell from that log like a damned untrained man.”


            His lips curled at the disgust in her voice. “Actually, you jumped. Do you not remember? And anyway, you wouldn’t have done so if not for me. I weakened you, mind and body.”


            “I have been weaker, yet I’ve never reacted that way before.” Now she was speaking as if to reassure him of her strength.


            “I don’t think poorly of you, Delilah. I…” Don’t tell her, don’t say it aloud, that will make it real. But he couldn’t help himself. “I liked taking care of you.”


            For a long while, she remained silent, the crackling fire and song of the surrounding insects the only sounds. Then she sighed. “I liked hearing you say that, even though I shouldn’t. An Amazon’s only purpose is the protection of her sisters, and she cannot protect them if she is weak or if a man is stronger than she is. But…”


            “But?” He wanted to hear the rest. A part of him needed to hear it. He was just a man tonight, and she was just a woman. This was allowed.


            When she gave no response, Layel stood to mask his disappointment. “Wait here. I will bury the body.”


            “I will help.”


            “You’re still weak.”


            “We do this together, Layel. Remember?”


            He nodded, foolishly happy with her insistence.


            The task lasted an hour and they were exhausted by the time they settled back in front of the fire, sweaty, dirty and struggling to calm their breathing.


            “Your strength pleases me,” she finally blurted. “That is what I was going to say before.”


            Hearing it was as wonderful as he’d imagined. And yet…“I am not strong,” he found himself saying bitterly.


            She tossed a stick into the flames, watching as it burned to ash. “How so?”


            He was here when he should have been anywhere else. He hadn’t saved Susan, and he wouldn’t have been able to save Delilah had she been chosen tonight. “Too many reasons to name.”


            Delilah looked over at him, studying him in the firelight. Whatever she saw amid that flickering gold she must have liked, for she reached out and traced a fingertip along the curve of his jaw, over his lips. Gentle, so gentle. “You’re pale,” she said.


            “I’m always pale.”


            “More so than usual. Are you injured? More than I can see, that is?”


            “I’m fine.” His strength pleased her. No way in all of Hades he would admit to weakness now.


            “Do you need more of my blood?”


            “No,” he lied, unwilling to risk taking more from her for any reason. He captured her hand and placed a soft kiss on her wrist, where her pulse suddenly leapt to erratic life. Blood was rushing through her veins, a sweet scent drifting from her skin.


            His mouth watered.


            “Wh-why did you do that?” she asked.


            “What?”


            “Kiss my hand?”


            “I wanted to.” Truth. “Did you not like it?”


            “I liked it, more than I should, but you’ve never touched me willingly before.”


            A crime. “I have wanted to,” he admitted.


            The long length of her feathered lashes lowered to half-mast, shielding her vibrant gaze. “I’m supposed to stay away from you.”


            Unable to stop himself, he leaned toward her. He would not kiss her lips—couldn’t, wouldn’t succumb to this attraction so deeply, intently—but he needed his lips on her. Somewhere. He pressed softly into the line of her jaw, her chin, inhaling her sweetness. “Why?” He knew the answer, though. Tagart. Remember what I told you, the dragon had said.


            A shiver moved through her. “Why what?”


            “Must you stay away from me now?” Out flicked his tongue, tracing the same path his mouth had taken. Smoothness, sweetness, heat. His cock hardened painfully.


            “My team,” she breathed, arms wrapping tentatively around him.


            They would kill her next if she was seen with him again, he realized. “We won’t let them find us, then. Not tonight.” She needed him as much as he needed her. That was clear with every heated breath she took. “Tomorrow…tomorrow we can act as strangers.”


            Her fingers glided up his back, over the ridges of his spine, then she stopped, her nails digging into his shoulders. She arched forward, meshing her breasts against his chest. He hissed in a breath.


            “You will not mind?” she asked.


            Now he could not recall where the conversation had left off. “Mind what?”


            “Loving tonight, being strangers tomorrow.”


            Her words should have delighted him. That was what he wanted, what he needed to return to his cold, isolated world. It was exactly what he’d just told her had to happen. Hearing her easy acceptance and even willingness to forget his touch, however, irritated him. Caused every possessive bone in his body to roar.


            “No,” he said through clenched teeth. A small protest from her would have been nice. Wouldn’t it? “I will not mind.”


            “Unlike my sisters, I’ve never wanted the short-term from a man.” She swung her leg around and hefted herself up so that she was straddling his waist, her hot core poised directly over his straining cock. He hated their clothing. “But I can’t seem to stop. You, I will have, if only for the night. So, tell me. What do you plan to do with me?”


            What had she wanted then? Forever? His chest lurched, because a tiny part of him would have loved to give it to her. “First we will bathe.” He would be nothing less than perfect for her. When she thought of him in the years to come, and he hoped that she did, he wanted it to be with fondness, perhaps arousal.


            She nibbled on her bottom lip. “Considering what we just endured in the water, are you sure you want to go back in?”


            “Oh, yes. We’ll go to our waterfall.”


            She offered him a half smile. “And after? What will you do to me?”


            He studied her. Dirt streaked her bruised face and her partially dried hair was in tangles around her arms, curling, a bit frayed. Yet she suddenly pulsed with vitality, as if the thought of being with him gave her all the energy she needed. Her lips were soft and red, her violet eyes luminous, sensual. Erotic. The sight of her always made his chest ache. He didn’t like it, but he craved that ache, grateful for the reminder that he was still alive, not dead and buried.


            “Well?”


            Rather than answer her, he asked a question of his own. “Are you nervous? Is that why you wish to know?”


            “Not nervous. Curious. Excited.”


            “Then I will explain and hopefully increase your excitement. I will taste you here.” He circled her nipple with the tip of his finger.


            She gasped in ecstasy.


            “And here.” He inched a bit lower, staying atop the tiny leather skirt that shielded her feminine core from his gaze.


            “I—Yes. That’s an excellent plan.” Licking her lips, she leaned toward him. Almost, almost…she would taste so good, so very good. “Tonight you will love me,” she whispered.


            Love her. The words trembled through him and he turned his head away before he drowned in her, sinking deeply, sinking completely, losing himself. Her kiss landed on his cheek, and then she pulled back and blinked in disappointment.


            Once more, he’d hurt her.


            He pushed to his feet—don’t fall, don’t you dare fall—and she slid down his body. Pleasure speared him, lancing him more surely than a weapon ever had. “Come,” he said roughly, harshly, holding out his hand. You can walk away, he found himself projecting. You do not have to do this. “Unless you’ve changed your mind?” Do not change your mind. Please, do not change your mind.


            Her fingers curled around his. Without a word, they walked to the waterfall.
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            A THOUSAND EMOTIONS SEEMED to swirl through Delilah—excitement, joy, sorrow, tenderness, passion, anger, regret, confusion, even the nervousness she’d told Layel she didn’t feel. She wanted this more than she’d ever wanted anything. Would have killed for this moment with Layel, harshly and without remorse.


            She was going to be with the man who’d captured her interest. Would know him as intimately as a woman could know a man, allowing him inside her body, perhaps her soul. For once she would be the prize and not the conqueror. And yet…


            She wanted to cry.


            He would walk away afterward without a backward glance. Once again she would be nothing more than a pleasurable encounter, easily forgotten.


            She had shed tears only once in her life: the day her mother sent her away to begin training as a warrior. Her first tutor had beaten her for those tears. Since then, she had not cried. Not in pain when her body was abused beyond recognition, not in sadness when she buried several of her sisters after battle, not in shame when Vorik left her. Tears were a sign of weakness. But weakness had mattered little when Layel turned his face away to avoid her kiss. He had turned his face away exactly as her sisters turned their heads when their slaves tried to kiss them.


            As if she wasn’t good enough for more than a quick tumble—she’d known that.


            As if she meant nothing—she’d suspected.


            As if he would remain distanced from the act, while she gave everything she had to give—that, she had not expected.


            The knowledge had burned hotter than dragon fire, scraped deeper than a demon’s claw and slashed harsher than a vampire’s teeth. He was willing to take her body, but not her mouth, even though he’d kissed her before. Why? Had the first been a mistake? No, his actions were fueled by loyalty to his mate, she suspected, and that just intensified the hurt. But she couldn’t bring herself to halt what they were about to do.


            Just once, she told herself. Just once, she had to know what it was like to be utterly possessed by a man. Vorik had taken her body, but he had not consumed her. She and Layel remained in the shadows, careful not to allow anyone to see them. They remained quiet, careful not to allow anyone to hear them. After an eternity, they broke through the trees and the waterfall came into view, dripping cool liquid into a decadently fragrant pool.


            Her hands began to sweat, her body to tremble.


            “Bathe,” he said, his tone flat. “I will check the area to make sure we are truly alone.” He didn’t give her time to respond, just released her and strode out of sight.


            “Now there’s another emotion to add to the ever-growing list,” she muttered. Bereavement.


            With a sigh, she stripped and padded into the water. Her skin seemed to soak up every drop, drowning, muscles softening. She washed her hair with the flowers blooming at the edge and cleaned the rest of her body with the glistening white soap-sand. At least the gods weren’t denying them nature’s sweetness.


            Scrubbed from head to toe and unsure how much time had passed, she eased up onto the bank and sat upon a smooth silver rock, knees drawn up to her chest. Where was Layel?


            As if her thoughts had summoned him, he appeared beside her. She hadn’t heard him, which meant he’d floated, and she hadn’t smelled his scent, which meant he’d bathed with the same sand and blooms she had. He wasn’t naked, though. Actually wore his pants. But they were unfastened and sat low on his lean, sinewy waist.


            His hair hung in dripping chunks, white and glorious. There was a smear of blood on his lips.


            “You fed.” Frowning, she pushed to her feet.


            “Yes.” His gaze slowly raked over her, lingering on her breasts—nipples hard and straining—and between her legs.


            “On who?” She meant to snap the words, but they emerged breathless. His eyes were so vibrant with arousal it was palpable. The nymph?


            “No one. An animal.”


            Her jealousy melted away, leaving only an arousal equal to his. Her stomach fluttered, her skin heated and her limbs shook. “You could have taken mine.”


            “Pretty,” he said, reaching out and rolling one nipple between his fingers.


            She bit her tongue to silence a guttural moan, a plea for more. “Why not use me? For blood, I mean?”


            “You’ve lost enough.” His eyes never left her breasts; they were glazed, as if he were entranced. “I need you strong.”


            “Aren’t you afraid I’ll beat you at the next challenge?”


            He chuckled, but it was a harsh sound. Strained. “If I cannot beat you fairly, I don’t deserve to be here with you.” The moment the last word left his mouth, he stiffened. Stepped backward.


            He was going to leave her, she realized. Why, damn him? Because he didn’t feel he deserved her now? Her eyes widened, her anger mutating into tenderness. Yes, that was exactly what he thought, but she would have none of it.


            She closed all distance between them, leaving only a whisper that was conquered every time she drew in a breath. They were body to body, skin to skin. Only his erection and thighs were covered. And that wasn’t good enough. She wanted to feel them, too.


            As if he couldn’t tolerate brushing against her with his inhalations, he stopped breathing, becoming as still as a corpse.


            “Did you come here to reject me?” she asked. “Again.”


            He flinched. “No.”


            “Do something, then. Before I change my mind and leave.”


            His nostrils flared. “Don’t pressure me, woman.”


            Rising on her tiptoes, she pressed their lips together. His were soft, moist. His eyes never closed, only narrowed. He allowed the contact briefly before turning his head away.


            “No kissing there,” he said. “I have to keep some part of me removed from this. That is the only way I can allow it to happen.”


            “You’ve kissed me before.”


            “That was a mistake. A mistake I will not make again.”


            No hurting, she told herself. “All right. No kissing you on the mouth.” She pressed her lips to his cheek next. “What about here?” Then his jaw. “And here?”


            Once again he began breathing. Choppily. Harshly. Sweat broke out over his skin. “Fine. Those are fine.”


            The hard tips of her nipples rubbed against his chest, creating a dizzying friction. Yes, oh, yes. Lowering, she concentrated on his neck, laving her tongue over the graceful column.


            He inhaled sharply as his arms banded around her waist, clutching, the nails digging into skin.


            “Take off your pants,” she commanded fiercely. “I want you naked.”


            His fingers slid to her bottom and cupped, spreading her a little to hold her up. “Do you think to be in charge?”


            “Yes.” She arched forward, grinding herself on the massive erection straining so proudly from the waist of those unwanted pants.


            “No.” His grip tightened, holding her in place, keeping her still.


            “But I ache,” she told him before licking one of his nipples. The hard tip abraded her tongue deliciously.


            A groan of pleasure sprang from him, the sound echoing in the night. “Lay down.”


            “You first. I would—”


            “Lay down, Delilah.”


            His tone was hard, uncompromising. She should have bristled. She didn’t. She tingled, her knees going weak. Breathless, she obeyed. He didn’t move, just stared down at her.


            What did he think of her?


            Did he compare her to his mate?


            Former mate, her mind supplied on a jealous burst. Tonight, he belonged to Delilah, only Delilah. “Well. Do you plan to join me?”


            “Spread your legs. I want to look at you, all of you.”


            Cradled by moonlight and moss, she slowly…slowly…moved her thighs apart. She drew up her feet, bending her knees and anchoring her weight against her elbows. She was as vulnerable as a woman could be and surprisingly thrilled to be so.


            His hot gaze raked over her thoroughly and soon those crystalline irises were glowing, practically surrounding her in a cerulean halo. She could feel the heat of it invading every inch of her needy body, blanketing her.


            “You’re wet,” he said.


            The reverence in his tone stroked her as expertly as a caress, and she shivered. “Yes.”


            “You want me.”


            “Yes.”


            “What do you want me to do to you?” As he spoke, he gripped the waist of his pants and slid the material down…down…then stepped out of them, leaving him bare.


            “I—I—” Dear gods. His raw masculinity enthralled her. He was lean, yet so muscled he could probably have crushed her with his strength. There was no hair on his body, just mile after mile of perfect skin and sinew. His cock was long and thick—mine—and his testicles were drawn up tightly, heavy and proud.


            “Like what you see?” he asked huskily, almost sounding drugged.


            Unable to speak past the heated breath blistering her throat, she nodded. The length of her hair tickled her now sensitized skin, her beaded nipples, and she tore her gaze from Layel to study herself. To see what he saw. A thick blue lock of hair was curled around one hard, pink tip, stroking lovingly with the breeze. Her stomach was flat, her thighs firm and tattooed, quivering.


            “Look at me,” he commanded.


            She did. Oh, gods, she did. Need was like a storm inside her, his every command hers to fulfill. Here was everything she’d ever wanted, dreamed about, craved, offered to her on a night of moonlight and bliss, starlight and dreams.


            “What do you want me to do to you, Delilah?”


            Took some coaxing, but she finally found her voice. “Touch me.” A broken plea.


            “Where?” He fisted his cock and moved up, down, in a measured stroke.


            I want to be the one to pleasure you. “Everywhere.”


            “You asked me before what evil things I had done, if I had killed a woman.”


            Her gaze snapped up, clashed with his. “That—” hardly matters now, she was unable to say.


            “Not only did I slay Marina, I slayed the wife of a dragon,” he interjected. “He was there…that night…he was there. He escaped before I could take his heart and hack it to bits. But I followed him. I watched him. He had a family. A wife, a child.”


            “Layel—” She made to sit up but he was suddenly on top of her, pushing her back into the moss, his knees pinning her shoulders, his cock rising just in front of her face. She yelped in surprise, but didn’t protest. She simply peered up at him, silent, beckoning him to finish. For he had sounded torn, part of him thinking—hoping—she would reject him, part of him…afraid? Afraid that he would die if she did? “Tell me.”


            His eyes glazed with the darkness of his memories, a darkness still infused with passion. “I was infuriated. Crazed. The bastard had violated my woman, had laughed while she screamed and fought and then returned to his own woman for comfort.”


            Delilah bowed her wrists and caressed as much of his thighs as she could, offering her own comfort.


            His fangs lengthened, sharpened.


            “And?” she prompted softly.


            “I snuck inside his home that night. I drank from the two of them to weaken them and then I tied them up. I meant to take her, use her, as he had done—as he—” Layel drew in a labored breath, released it. “But I couldn’t. She was crying, pleading. So I killed her instead, right in front of him. I didn’t give him the same courtesy, though. I dragged him back to my palace and locked him up, letting him live with the image of what he’d done, what I’d done.”


            As Layel had had to do, she thought, aching for him.


            “But as the days continued to pass, his life…offended me. I couldn’t tolerate breathing the same air as him. So I called my people forward and let them drink from him, tear him limb from limb, his screams of agony in my ears. I laughed, but his pain wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.”


            “I’m sorry.”


            “I burned him until there was nothing left but bones. And then I used those bones to make my throne, and every time I sit on it—him, all of them responsible—I pray he is rotting in Hades.”


            When his words faded, silence enveloped them, laden with tension.


            “Do you still desire me? Do you still want such evil inside of you?” Again he sounded as if he was at war with himself, wanting two different things from her. Exactly as she had felt when she’d first met him.


            “You’re not evil. But, yes, I do.” And that was the truth. She wouldn’t have thought it possible to desire him more, but she did. The fierceness of him, the darkness…they called to her, drew her. They represented the very thing she’d always craved for herself: to be loved so inexorably, no act was too vile when it came protecting her—or avenging her.


            But because of that ferocity, Layel would never be an easy man. He would always be brutal, savage. He was conflicted and complex, hurt and broken, would probably never be whole. He wasn’t misunderstood, and there could be no deluding herself about who and what he was. There was no denying he’d done an evil thing. Many evil things.


            “Yes,” she repeated, confident. “Yes. I still want you inside of me.”


            He jerked as if she’d punched him. Not the reaction she’d expected. “What did you say?”


            “I still want to be with you. Release my arms now. Please. I need to touch you, Layel.”


            A play of emotions danced over his features. The same bombardment she had experienced earlier, a combination of a thousand different feelings, both wonderful and terrible. “You…want to touch me still?”


            “More than anything I’ve ever wanted before.”


            As if he feared moving too quickly, he gradually moved down her body until his knees straddled her waist. Shoulders finally free, she reached up and flattened her palms on his powerful thighs.


            The muscles underneath jumped.


            “I love the feel of you,” she whispered.


            “Delilah,” he said, and it was a broken cry. “I will be careful with you.” It was a vow. “Tonight I will be careful. You will experience nothing but pleasure.”


            She studied him through the thick fan of her lashes, shadows twining around him like midnight phantoms who meant to carry him away. “I don’t want you careful. I want you inside me, hard and demanding.”


            He leaned down, this beautiful dark warrior, and laved at her neck, his tongue a hot brand. “You are so lovely. So strong and brave.”


            “Again,” she gasped, hips arching. “Lick again.”


            While he obeyed, his body covered hers, his legs between hers, his cock rubbing against her belly. She rocked into him as he palmed one of her breasts, unable to remain still. The pleasure was simply too great. “Good?”


            “Yes.”


            “I could lick you forever. Want to lick all your tattoos.” His mouth soon replaced his fingers and he sucked her nipple gently, so gently. “What do they mean?”


            “Victory.”


            He chuckled softly, and she shuddered at the exquisite bliss the sound wrought. “Should have known,” he said. “Tell me if I do something you don’t like. It’s been a long time for me.”


            Heat was building inside her, a fire her blood could not seem to put out, only seemed to incite as it rushed through her veins. The fire raged like a warrior, insistent, sure, strong. She could not fight it, didn’t want to fight it. Only wanted to be consumed by the flames.


            “More,” she begged.


            Still unhurried, he moved to her other breast, gave it the same hot, moist attention. Her hips writhed, riding wave after wave of sensation. Layel kissed just above her heart, as if trying to absorb the beat. One of his hands glided down her stomach, swirled around her navel, then dabbled at the small tuft of hair between her legs.


            “Yes, yes. Touch there.”


            “Like?”


            “Like. More.” She clutched his back, nails scoring deep. “Will you…Can you…Please. Hurry.”


            Two of his fingers slid between her hot, aching lips and straight into her core. A groan of ecstasy burst from her. In and out. Another finger joined the play. She was stretched in the most delicious way.


            “So very wet,” he praised.


            She undulated against those expert fingers, her vision going black.


            “That’s right. Ride them, take what you need.” In and out he continued to pump.


            She thought his voice sounded strained, wanted to tell him to replace his fingers with his shaft, but the words caught in her throat as wild passion slammed through her, a battering ram intent on destroying her every defense. She spasmed, jerked, arched, silently screamed.


            “I want to taste your release.”


            He kissed a path down her body, tracing her tattoos with his tongue as he’d promised. And then he was between her legs, lapping at the wetness there. Hot, so hot. He tongued her, sinking deep, just as his fingers had, riding the waves of her orgasm and pushing her right into another one.


            Her legs locked around his neck, her hands fisted in his hair. Too much…too much…but she found that she wasn’t shoving him away. She was pulling him closer, seeking more of him. Needing all that he had to offer.


            “Never this sweet,” he said.


            He was infinitely careful not to lick her with his fangs, but she thought she might have liked that. Would have liked his teeth there, so intimately taking what he needed from her.


            As her tremors subsided, he kissed his way up her stomach, leaving a trail of aroused, sweet fire. I’m ready for more, she realized shockingly. Far from sated after those two climaxes, her body only seemed to be primed.


            He wasn’t so careful now, perhaps was close to losing control, and one of his fangs nicked her. She hissed in surprised delight.


            “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


            “Don’t be. More.”


            He was at her neck in the next instant, not drinking but kissing, licking, tonguing, and his arousal was probing for entrance in a rough forward-backward dance.


            “Tight,” he gritted out.


            “I can take it.”


            “Don’t want to hurt.”


            “Hurts without you. Need you.” To prove it, she arched up, up, drawing him deeper.


            Sweat beaded on his face and dripped onto her, lava on her skin. “Almost…just…need a moment.”


            “Now.”


            “No, I—”


            “Yes!”


            With a roar, he slammed all the way to the hilt, as if he couldn’t hold himself back a second longer. Stretched, burned. It had been a long time for her, too, and then only for that one night. Yet…Oh, gods, oh, gods. Nothing had ever felt so wondrous, so perfect. He was inside her. Layel was a part of her, touching deeply, so deeply, filling her up with all that he was.


            “Sorry,” he chanted. “Sorry. I’ll be still. Give you time. Can’t leave. Long time, sweetheart?”


            Sweetheart. “Layel, kiss me. Please.” She needed it, would die without it.


            He nibbled on her ear, his warm breath fanning the lobe and ruffling her hair. But he denied her demand. “You feel so good. I think I could happily die here, in your arms.”


            She grabbed his face, palms flat on his cheeks. Their gazes met in a heated tangle. There were lines of strain around his eyes and mouth, passion blazing from his expression. Passion and pain and need, tenderness and self-loathing.


            “Kiss me. On the mouth.”


            “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Told you. Can’t.”


            “Kiss me. Take me the rest of the way. Please. I’m giving you everything. Do the same for me. I’m not asking for something you haven’t already given, mistake or not.”


            He shook his head again, pumped inside her once, twice, slow and measured. His lips drew tight over his teeth. “You’re heaven, sweet. Feel just like heaven.”


            She arched back, almost lost, drowning. Her head thrashed from side to side as he continued to pump. Important. Concentrate. She pulled herself from the eroticism of the moment. There was something she wanted, something she needed. Something she—A kiss! Yes. Her eyes narrowed on him, taking in the blood dripping from his lip where he’d bitten himself. He would not hold a part of himself back. She wouldn’t let him. He could hate her later, could resent her forever, but she didn’t care.


            She was a warrior and she would fight for all he had to give.


            “Kiss me,” she commanded once more. She lifted her head and bit into his jaw. “Kiss me now, like you did before, with tongues rolling together, teeth scraping.”


            He stilled, his muscles taut. He was growling low in his throat, an animal. Needy. “I can’t!”


            She almost gave up, that cry was so tortured. More than that, she was desperate to have him moving again. Without the friction of his body sliding in and out of hers, she felt lost, adrift. “Kiss me. I need your tongue in my mouth, tasting. I need your flavor. I need you like I’ve never needed anyone else. I want you so badly, I feel like I’ve been waiting for you forever and will think of you, dream of you, every night for—”


            Her words were cut off as his mouth smashed into hers, tongue thrusting deep. With that one touch, that one melding of their mouths, it was as if his control snapped completely. No tether, no reining him in.


            He jerked from her only to slam forward, hard, rocking her and even scooting her backward, from moss to twig-laden bank. A few rocks cut into her skin, but she didn’t care. This was it, the kiss she’d remember all the days of her life, more powerful than even the first. “Yes. More.”


            He tongued her deep, probing. Their teeth scraped together with a ferocity that surprised her. His fangs even dug into her lower lip. He sucked and he thrust and he growled, all the while hammering inside her.


            This wasn’t sex. This was possession. This was…magic.


            Release tore into her with the same intensity as his thrusts and her inner walls clamped down on him. He roared loud and long, and she swallowed the sound. His body heaved, the force of his climax so strong he was nearly convulsing.


            He gripped her tightly and she thought her bones might snap, but she didn’t stop him. She held him, cradled him, cooed to him as she’d never done to another.


            A few minutes passed, maybe an hour. His spasms eased and he was left shuddering…shivering…Her own limbs were weak, her body utterly sated, but still she held on to him. Every feminine instinct inside her was screaming for her to do so, to never let go.


            He was hers.


            Only tonight…foolish girl.


            She wanted forever. Wanted more nights like this, wanted to wake in his arms and talk with him, eat with him. Every morning.


            Mine, she thought.


            “I’m sorry,” he said brokenly. “I’m sorry.”


            She tangled her fingers in his silky hair. “I’m glad we did this. I loved everything that happened. I—”


            “I’m sorry,” he repeated as if he couldn’t hear her or just wasn’t listening. Perhaps he was trapped inside his head, his thoughts consuming him.


            Her chest ached for him. For herself. “Layel—”


            “So sorry.” He wrenched from her, separating them completely. His half-hard shaft was covered with her climax and glistening in the moonlight.


            She shivered from the sudden cold. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”


            He turned from her without a word and ran. Just ran. Delilah watched, feeling more helpless than she had in the whole of her life. Even the time she had been captured by the demons after she’d been wounded in battle, she hadn’t experienced this sense of despair.


            What should I do?


            She pushed to shaky legs, almost fell as she tried to move forward. Then something cool and wet slid from her collarbone and down, down her stomach. Confused, she wiped at it and held up her hand. Clear, glistening liquid.


            Tears.


            Layel’s tears.


            


            LAYEL HUDDLED against the base of a tree, raw, alone, destroyed. Hot tears streamed down his face, and he laughed bitterly. What kind of warrior was he? What kind of king? Sobbing like a godsdamn infant?


            He wasn’t a warrior, he decided. He was a nothing. Worse than nothing. He had betrayed Susan in every way possible now.


            He’d thought to hold a part of himself from Delilah, to prove to himself, he supposed, that she was different than his beloved mate. But in the end, he had given Delilah everything. His body, his mouth, his desire, his seed, perhaps even his soul—because he wanted to give her even more.


            Shame coursed through him. Shame and—no, surely not. But it was there, undeniable. Pride that he had satisfied a woman such as Delilah, that pleasure had blanketed her features, that she’d clutched him tightly, gasped his name, wanted more. That she’d given herself to him, precious gift that she was.


            Never again, he vowed. He’d had his night, and that would have to be enough. Any more, and he would forget Susan altogether. And if he forgot her, he would not be a man worthy of Delilah. Delilah, who he wanted to return to, take again, hold. And love. Should have been Susan he craved.


            “Susan, I’m sorry. I’ll do better, I swear it.” Scowling, he grabbed a jagged rock from the ground and jabbed the sharpest end into his wrist. Tissue broke apart, veins split, revealing a pool of blood.


            He carved two words into his flesh, a reminder: Never again.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN


            
              
            

          


          
            SHIVAWN WAS NEARING panic.


            He had searched the Outer City, but Alyssa hadn’t been there. So he had gone to the Inner City. No sign of her there, either. Next he’d traveled to the vampire stronghold, where she lived. No one had seen her. He believed them, because they’d immediately launched a search party of their own.


            Shivawn knew of no other place to look.


            No matter where he’d gone, he’d caught no trace of her scent—and nearly two days had passed since he’d breathed her in. Almost two days since he’d spoken to her, enjoyed her wit, tried to convince her of his love.


            She was his. He needed her. Would die without her.


            Already he was weak, but no other would do. Not anymore. He couldn’t even consider kissing another woman. The thought was abhorrent to him. This must have been how Alyssa had felt, needing his blood and no other’s. He deserved this suffering, he realized. This and a thousand times more.


            Alyssa was the only female for him. The one. The forever. No longer could he get hard for anyone else. During his search, many had tried to change that and had failed. A fact he was glad for. He didn’t want anyone else, didn’t want his body reacting to them. That would be a betrayal to Alyssa and Alyssa was more important to him than breathing.


            He just had to find her.


            What if she was hurt? What if another man tried to claim her? An unholy fire sprang to life inside him. When mated, a nymph female would desire no other man, but he wasn’t sure how vampires handled mating. He didn’t know of a nymph who had ever taken a vampire as wife.


            Where in Hades was she?


            I caused this, he thought darkly. I should be gutted. He had hurt her deeply, and he planned to spend the rest of eternity making up for his behavior. If only he could find her.


            There was a sudden bang. A crash. His eyelids popped open. When had he closed them? Shivawn frowned and studied his surroundings. All he could see was nymph warrior after nymph warrior. His frown deepened.


            Valerian had the lead and scowled down at him, sword in hand. “Where have you been?”


            Better question: where was he now?


            His tired gaze moved from the warriors, up, up, to a thatched roof. The scent of hay and horse filled his nose. A rented room, he remembered. He was inside a centaur stable, on the outskirts of the city and as close to the vampire fortress as he could get without actually being inside it.


            Just in case she returned. Or her brethren found her.


            Damn it. Where was she?


            “Shivawn?”


            His attention snapped to Valerian, and he eased to a sitting position. Scrubbed the sleep from his face. “Have you seen Alyssa?” he asked without preamble.


            “No. Is she missing?”


            “Yes. Damn it, yes.”


            “Where have you been? What have you been doing? You didn’t report to me as ordered, and I’ve been worried.”


            “I’ll tell you.” He leveled a pointed glance at the men. They didn’t need to hear of his shame. “Once we are alone.”


            Valerian’s jaw clenched and for several seconds he said nothing, did nothing. He loathed being thwarted. That Shivawn knew well, for the king usually killed such offenders.


            “Please,” Shivawn said.


            Finally Valerian nodded and the army pounded from the chamber without hesitation, their boots clomping heavily. “Talk.”


            They were alone now, but Shivawn suddenly couldn’t find the words. He dropped his head into his upraised hands and anchored his elbows on his knees. The sheet covering him slid to his waist and pooled over his flaccid cock. Would he ever be hard again? Alyssa…it twitched.


            “Did you learn anything about my soldiers?” Valerian asked, trying to get them started.


            “No. They have disappeared, along with two creatures from every other race. No one has seen or heard from those warriors, either. A few even disappeared in front of witnesses, there one moment, gone the next.”


            “So Poseidon is responsible,” Valerian muttered. “Who else could conjure such mischief?”


            The gods had ignored them for hundreds of years. But Poseidon, the sea god, had remembered their presence a few months ago and now evidently thought to make up for lost time, subjecting them to all manner of hardships. Bastard. “Do you think they are…dead?”


            “If they are, there will be a heavenly war such as even the gods have never seen. But no, I suspect they are being used for something. The sea king’s amusement, perhaps.”


            “Bad things happen when he is bored, I’ve noticed.”


            “Yes.” Valerian closed his eyes for a moment. “I want to hate the bastard, but I cannot.”


            “He gave you back your woman,” Shivawn said, wishing Poseidon could do the same for him.


            The nymph king nodded. He sheathed his sword and strode to the room’s only table, a small square wooden mass with low seats that allowed the centaurs to stretch out comfortably. Valerian sat, somehow managing to still appear regal, sprawled out as he now was.


            “I will have troops patrol both cities and keep watch.”


            “Good.”


            “Now, tell me the rest.” Valerian’s stare became penetrating.


            “The rest?”


            “Why you look like—” Valerian’s hand waved over him “—death.”


            “I found my mate,” he said. Just like that, Alyssa’s image formed in his mind. Silky hair tumbling, face softened in pleasure—face tight with pain—body soft, eager. Body stiff, dejected.


            “Ah, that explains it,” Valerian said with a chuckle. “You had me worried for naught. The right woman always makes her man suffer, Shivawn. Shaye did the same to me when we first met, as you probably recall. Took me a while, but I finally realized working so hard to attain my prize was a very good thing. Never will I forget how blessed I am to have found and won her. Never will I take her for granted.”


            If only Shivawn could be assured of a similar outcome for Alyssa and himself. “You worked for Shaye, yes, but she always wanted you. My woman despises me.” And gods, she had every right to do so. He had pushed her away time and time again. Year after year. He had hurt her, insulted her, smashed her pride, her femininity. Her heart.


            That precious, beautiful heart. A heart he was supposed to protect.


            “Talk to her,” Valerian advised. “Apologize. Women like that.”


            “I tried. She ran.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “What am I going to do? I have prayed for a mate forever, it seems. I would watch my friends fall and wish it were me. But I never sensed her, and finally I gave up, only to learn she had been in front of me all along. Now Alyssa has—”


            “Alyssa the vampire?” Everyone knew of Shivawn’s dislike of the species.


            He gave a stiff nod.


            “I should have guessed, as…fierce as you were with her.” Valerian tsked in sympathy. “She is a warrior, not easily conquered.”


            “No. She isn’t a warrior. She doesn’t want to be. Perhaps never wanted to be.” But for him, she had fought. Oh, yes, he owed her more than he could ever repay. Forever wouldn’t be long enough to pamper her.


            Valerian didn’t look as if he believed the claim. “Still, she has known battle. If you desire her as you say—”


            “I do.” With everything inside him. He wanted her more than he’d ever wanted another.


            “Then you must now fight for her, with her. It will probably be the bloodiest battle of your life.”


            But the reward would make any injuries worth it. “I will do whatever’s necessary. I just have to find her.” She was hiding from him, he knew that. Might assume he meant to search for her just to kill her. Punish her at the very least.


            He’d vowed to do so, after all.


            Had any man ever been so foolish? She could chain him, hold him prisoner. If he was with her, he wouldn’t care about anything else.


            “Does she have family?” Valerian asked.


            His brows furrowed as he pondered that. Did she? She never spoke of them if she did. “I do not think so.”


            Valerian was frowning, scrubbing his jaw with two fingers. “Brothers,” he said, then nodded. “She had brothers.”


            Shivawn hated that he had not known that. He wanted to learn everything there was to know about her. Then one of Valerian’s words got caught in his thoughts. “Had? They died?”


            “I believe Layel mentioned they were unruly, cruel. They must have been, for they were killed, their heads removed, their bodies nailed to trees.” He nodded as if the vampire king’s words were echoing in his mind. “From what I gathered, they were demons, though Alyssa had no idea Layel knew that about her, and their queen never found their murderer.”


            Everything inside of Shivawn went still, his blood chilling to ice. Not because he hated what Alyssa was—he could not hate any part of her—but because of what he’d just realized he might have taken from her. If she truly was half-demon, and if her brothers had been killed in that manner…that meant…Shivawn thought he might vomit.


            Once, long ago, he had decapitated three demon warriors and nailed them to trees. “How many were there?” he croaked out. “Brothers, I mean.”


            “I do not recall their exact number. Two. Perhaps three. Evidently their horns had been cut off, along with their heads.”


            The ice burst into millions of tiny slivers, cutting his every organ, felling him. Three. There’d been three. “I killed them,” he managed to work past the hard knot in his throat. “I did it. Took their heads. Removed their horns. Strung them up.”


            Valerian straightened. “They were the ones…”


            “Yes.” He felt like such a fool. That was why Alyssa had always reminded him of that horrid night. Those demon eyes had stared up at him as his sword struck, in reality, in his nightmares—eyes just like hers. Only, hers were kind and loving. Maybe he’d smelled her demon blood, as well. Maybe she had been there, and he’d subconsciously sensed it.


            Of course she’d been there, he thought, though she wouldn’t have participated. She’d probably been hiding and scared. He had caught her watching him soon after, ducking whenever he glanced her way.


            He had wronged her far more than he’d supposed. He had despised all demons for what had happened to his father, yet Alyssa had had every reason to despise him. That she didn’t was a miracle. That she had looked at him with tenderness and desire in her lovely eyes was even more so.


            Until two days ago, when he’d ruined everything.


            “What are you going to do?”


            Shivawn thought he knew where she was now. The one place he’d never thought to go again. The one place he’d vowed never to go again. The site of his father’s death.


            “I’m going to get my woman,” he said determinedly. Whether she wanted him or not.


            


            THE GLOWING ORANGE-YELLOW BALL of fire rose in the sky, higher and higher, burning Zane’s skin but not truly harming him, as the gods had promised. He wished it would. He welcomed every sting.


            Nola had rejected him.


            She didn’t want him, didn’t crave his touch as he craved hers. That was not supposed to have happened. She’d been wild in his arms; she’d even cried his name. He’d been so sure of his reception, once he declared himself. The gods owed him. He hadn’t expected her to run from him, hate him, as Cassandra had.


            She’d looked at him as if he were the very demon he’d just watched die. Demons—how they sickened him. They thrived on pain, screams, agony—the pain, screams and agony they inflicted on others. They loved to hurt their partner while fucking. And he’d endured it. Had hated himself, but he’d let the cruelest of them all do whatever she wanted to him. He wouldn’t think about that. Too painful. When he’d left, Cassandra done with him, he’d thought—hoped—to never have sex again.


            But Nola…the beautiful Amazon had made him want to try, to have the simple pleasure he’d enjoyed a lifetime ago. Before…just before. But no. She loathed him.


            Somehow she must know, deep down, what he’d been. What he still was. He closed his eyes against a too-bright ray, the burn intensifying on his face. What had he expected? Her to fall at his feet? Beg him to pleasure her?


            He had forced her to want him as surely as the demon queen had forced him to her will.


            With that thought, Zane leaned over and emptied the contents of his stomach. He heaved and heaved and heaved until there was nothing left. Until he was empty. Until every ounce of his energy seeped away.


            If Nola was not the female for him, why did he still want her? He had no answer. Did she desire the dragon? That, he thought he knew. Of course she did. Brand was strong, untainted, and honorable.


            Zane’s entire body tensed, a surge of fury giving him momentary strength. Nola had indeed seemed attracted to the dragon warrior—as she wasn’t to him. Was Zane not allowed to even experience that sweet, basic attraction?


            Was he to suffer forever and still another lifetime?


            Probably. He wasn’t worthy of anything else. He was nothing, no better than the stinking, bile-laden sand he now lay upon. After all, he’d willingly done those things with the queen for all those years. For his woman, yes. For her freedom. But he had still willingly bedded the bitch when he could have found another way to save his loved one.


            But maybe, just maybe I could be worth something. If he won this ridiculous competition, became the last warrior standing, thereby proving he was stronger than all the others. Maybe…


            Yes, maybe.


            


            NOLA HAD HAD ENOUGH.


            She wanted off this island of torture, away from the men. Just…away.


            Had she been in Atlantis, she might have explored the flutters in her stomach that appeared every time Zane the vampire looked at her. But not here, not now.


            She just wanted to go home.


            She would have searched for Delilah because she needed her sister right now, but she didn’t bother. Most likely Delilah was with the hated vampire king, a man who would betray her, ruin her. Men always did. So did women, for that matter. People simply couldn’t be trusted. The moment you turned your back, they would hurt you. Her own mother had taken her to the Outer City and sold her to any creature who wanted an Amazon but didn’t want to be enslaved in the Amazon camp. She’d fought them—at first. But they’d held her down, allowing more and more people to witness her humiliation.


            Nola’s teeth pulled back from her lips as she strode past a thick grouping of trees, daggers clutched in both of her hands. Vampires. How she was beginning to despise them. Zane had no business making her feel this way, confused and achy, unsure and hopeful. So many times throughout her life she’d hoped for something better, only, always, to be let down.


            I should kill Zane and his king. Delilah had never acted so…soft before. Clearly all Delilah could think about lately was that bastard king. Every time Nola looked at her, she was looking at him. Why? Delilah was hard, reliable, caring to all of her sisters. Nola had always been a little jealous of her. Everyone loved the warrioress, thought she could do no wrong. She’d never known any hardships that Nola could tell.


            As for Nola, she’d always existed on the outskirts, afraid to be a part of the tribe. Afraid they, too, would use and hurt her. That hadn’t stopped Delilah from trying to protect her, both in battle with the dragons and on this island. Despite the distance Nola kept between herself and the world, Delilah had truly thought to help her.


            For that, I owe her. And there was only one thing Nola could think to give the warrioress. Freedom. As long as the vampire king lived, Delilah would be ensnared by him, a victim who accepted everything her man did to her in the name of love. “Love,” she scoffed.


            “A weak and treacherous emotion,” a soft voice whispered.


            Nola stiffened, spun around, searching for an intruder. There wasn’t one. “Who are you? Where are you? Show yourself, coward.”


            “Kill the vampires, my beloved,” the soft yet somehow powerful voice continued. “They deserve it, as you know, and you will be handsomely rewarded. I’ll even help you in your quest. Bespell you to heal as the other creatures heal, fast and without any lingering discomfort. Surely your leg is paining you even now?”


            “What kind of reward?” she asked, realizing she could only be speaking to one of the gods.


            “Should you succeed, I shall grant you a boon. Anything of your choosing…”


            Anything? Nola licked her lips in growing excitement. More than anything, she wanted her mother brought back to life—so that she could kill the bitch again. I’ll kill the vampire king for Delilah, as well as for the reward.


            Zane she would simply destroy for fun.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY


            
              
            

          


          
            DELILAH SPENT MOST OF the morning contemplating what to do about Layel. Once she’d thought—hoped, tricked herself into thinking—a single night with him would be enough.


            It hadn’t been.


            Now she wanted more. More of him. More of everything. He’d touched her body, but he had branded her soul. She thought she might even…love him. Love who and what he was, who and what he’d been. Who and what he would be. The darkness of him, even. And she wanted him to love her in return, to desire her as a mate. To make love to her and hold her afterward, not run away as if she were poison.


            She wanted him to cherish her as he still cherished the other. I am a prize, damn it!


            Delilah was jealous, she admitted that. And even though she craved Layel all to herself, she would not ask him to forget his first love. Provide Delilah with a place in his heart, yes. She suspected a small part of his heart would be better than the complete devotion of a thousand others.


            Had Delilah been less of a warrior, she might have said the task of winning him was impossible. Already her teammates were turning on her, thinking of her as the helper of their enemy. And Tagart had warned her. To engage the vampire king was to nullify their alliance. More than that, Layel himself seemed determined to push her from his life.


            He had cried, for gods’ sake. Cried. Thinking of those hot tears knotted her stomach painfully. How broken and raw he must have felt to do such a thing in front of her.


            How broken and raw she felt, remembering. He hadn’t shed a tear when he’d been hurt. He had not even grimaced. Why, then, had he done so after making love to her?


            If only she knew more about men and their ways. But she didn’t, had only her limited experience with Vorik to lean on, so she was just going to have to fight for him blind. “The most important battle of my life, and I’m practically weaponless,” she muttered to the trees.


            After she bathed, hating to lose Layel’s scent on her skin but knowing it was necessary, she dressed, wrapping thin strips of leather around herself. The less material she wore, the less her opponents had to grab.


            With a sigh, she made her way to the beach. Above, the orange globe shone brightly, its heat dotting sweat beads on her skin. Yet both teams sat around a crackling fire, she saw when she reached camp, eating from the body of a roasted pig. She spotted Nola, who was soaking wet and bleeding, but the wound was weaving itself together even as Delilah watched. How was that possible?


            Nola spotted her, too, studied her, frowned and motioned her over with a wave of her fingers. She crossed her legs, hiding her swiftly healing wound.


            Delilah blushed as she walked. Do I look different to everyone? Satisfied? She sat on the log beside the other Amazon, a spicy aroma wafting to her nose. Her mouth watered. “Your injury is—”


            “Not important. We lost another member of our team this morning,” Nola said, handing her a thick green leaf topped with blackened meat.


            “What?” Eyes wide, she balanced the leaf on her knees. “How? My team lost the challenge.”


            “Silly fool tried to escape. Swam toward the dome.” Nola shrugged, uncaring. “He was eaten by the sharks. Probably a merciful death compared to what the gods would have meted out. But I won’t ask where you were or why you weren’t here to help me as you swore you would be.”


            Delilah’s blush intensified to a sizzling burn. “Hopefully the number of teammates will not matter during the next challenge.”


            Nola popped a bite of yellow fruit into her mouth, chewed thoughtfully. “Do you truly care if my team fails?”


            “Of course.”


            “For me, or your vampire?”


            Her vampire. She liked the sound of that. “Why can I not be concerned for you both?”


            “The vampire king despises you, you know. He’s using you to win.”


            Delilah stared down at her plate, tendrils of fear whispering through her. “Why are you doing this?” She’d come here hopeful of a future with her man. Her sister had, with only a few words, sliced her up inside and exposed all the fears she’d tried not to dwell on. “I’m not allowed to find happiness? Is that what you’re trying to tell me? Just because I’m an Amazon?” She pinched a bite of meat into her mouth, her fingers shaking.


            “Happiness?” Nola laughed down at her, but the sound had a sharp bite to it. “With a man? An enemy? A warrior who will ultimately betray you? We have never been the best of friends, Delilah, but even I would not wish such a fate upon you.”


            Delilah knew that, and the food she’d just ingested turned to a lead ball in her stomach.


            “You’re willing to leave our tribe for him, aren’t you?”


            If he would have her, she thought she just might. Men were not allowed to live among the tribe outside of mating season. To even ask for such a thing was to invite punishment.


            Layel would be worth it, though she doubted he would want to live with her sisters. Still, she suspected he would do it if she asked—and if he loved her, of course. He would do anything to protect and soothe the woman he loved. She sensed it with everything inside her. He would not be happy until his mate was happy. He would love her so fiercely, the rest of the world would vanish.


            She could do no less.


            Could he love her, though? Those tears…and he’d asked only for one night. But so did you. True. Perhaps, like her, he now regretted that decision. Perhaps he was thinking of fighting for her. Slowly she grinned.


            “You’re smiling at the thought of betraying your race? You truly are demented,” Nola grumbled.


            Funny that the Amazon thought so, since Delilah had never felt more levelheaded. Nervous, yes. Unsure, yes. But the thought of being with Layel just felt right.


            Was he worth anything? Worth everything?


            The questions besieged her just as Layel stepped from the forest and toward the fire. He winced against the bright light overhead, his movements slow, his expression unreadable. He’d found a shirt, probably stolen it from one of the other creatures. The black material covered his chest—and the scratches she’d probably left there. He wore the same pants he’d donned last night, though they were now clean, as if he had meticulously washed them.


            Her heart skipped a beat at the hauntingly lovely sight of him. Awareness rushed through her veins and a sense of possessiveness rose inside her. Mine. She didn’t like other women even looking at him, she realized. Last night, she’d fisted that white hair. She’d kissed those red lips. She’d caressed that hard body. Definitely mine.


            See me, she silently beseeched. Come to me.


            Layel didn’t look in her direction.


            Just one glance, that’s all she needed. A moment between them, stolen and knowing. Private. But he gathered a leaf and meat and sat as far away from her as possible. As far from everyone as possible. Vampires could eat solid food? She hadn’t known.


            Evidently Nola hadn’t, either. “Why is the vampire eating real food?” she asked, head tilting in thought as though she were outlining battle plans.


            “I’m not sure. Perhaps he just wants to blend in.” She hated that she didn’t know. She wanted to learn everything about her man and his race. Look at me, Layel. Please. What was he thinking? Did he even know that she was here?


            Delilah also hated that she had to war for his affections in private when everything inside her screamed to go to him, sit in his lap, wrap her arms around his neck and kiss him breathless. To put her brand on him so that everyone would know who he belonged to.


            Belonged to? She frowned. The mighty warlord would never belong to anyone. That, she knew. He was too proud, too stubborn.


            “I’m ashamed of you,” Nola said, dragging Delilah from her thoughts. “Deeply ashamed. You are looking at him as if you would strip away your pride, turn your back on your family and give up all that you are if he offered the slightest encouragement.”


            Those words echoed in her mind, and Delilah pushed to her feet, leaf tumbling to the ground unnoticed. Anger was a hot poker inside her. Anger with Nola, anger with herself. “I’m ashamed of myself, too,” she said, “for allowing the opinions of others to sway me.” She’d wanted to go to him, and so she should. She should not care what anyone else—her sister, her teammates—thought. She was not ashamed of her feeling for the vampire and she would not act as if she were.


            That was weakness at its finest, and weak she refused to be.


            Was Layel worth anything, worth everything? Even risking her life? Yes. Oh, yes.


            Determined, she kicked into motion. His gaze lifted, clashed with hers as if he’d been attuned to her from the first and had known her every move. His eyelids narrowed to tiny slits, shielding the brilliant blue of his irises.


            He gave a harsh shake of his head, a single movement meant to stop her.


            She continued forward. This was a war, after all. Besides, his dominance might be welcome—and enjoyed—during lovemaking, but anywhere else she would not obey.


            Several gazes followed her, watching, intent.


            Only when she reached her target did she stop. They were toe to toe, almost touching. Up close, she could see his hair was damp, his skin glistening like freshly polished pearl. He smelled of man and power. Dark, energetic.


            “What do you think you are doing?” he demanded quietly, fiercely.


            “Giving you my support.” She could feel Nola’s gaze boring into her back, hotter than anyone else’s, but she did not back down. The outcome was too important.


            “I don’t need your support, woman.”


            “Still, you have it.”


            “Let me rephrase. I don’t want your support.”


            “You’re lying.” A battle, remember? She could not give up. “Last night—”


            “Was not supposed to be repeated. Was not supposed to be talked about.”


            Delilah anchored her hands on her hips. “Well, I changed my mind.”


            His nostrils flared. “You cannot do that.”


            “I did. I have. Last night—”


            “Was clearly a mistake,” he finished for her.


            The claim wounded her, but she had fought hurt and bleeding before. “No. I enjoyed myself. I liked having you inside me, and I want you there again.”


            His focus snapped behind her, to the creatures surely still watching them. Tagart wasn’t here, she knew, but he would hear of this. She didn’t care.


            “We agreed,” Layel growled. “Once. No more.”


            Stripped of pride, Nola had said. If that’s what was required, well…“I want more. I need more.”


            He shook his head in denial, though his pupils dilated. “You can’t have more.”


            “I can. I will.”


            “Then you’ll have to find someone else to give it to you.” He said it flatly, as if he didn’t care and almost hoped she took his advice. But there was something in his eyes, a gleam of absolute murder. So ferocious, she shivered.


            One of her brows arched. “Shall I disprove your words right now?”


            “Delilah.” A warning.


            “I’m willing to risk everything for you, Layel. My sister is back there, hating me, but I came to you anyway. My team thinks I mean to betray them. I am risking everything.”


            “Which shows only that you are foolish.”


            A red haze washed over her vision. She had not thought winning his heart would be easy, but a little cooperation would have been nice. “I’m not asking you to give me everything. I am asking you for time. A chance.” Don’t push me away. See me as a prize worth fighting any battle for.


            There was a long pause, but his expression gave nothing away. “Delilah…” He stopped, whatever he’d meant to say destined to remain forever unheard. “Listen closely, for I do not wish to have this conversation again.” He stood, towering over her. Then he leaned down, placing them nose to nose.


            She bit her bottom lip, wishing he would kiss her as he had last night.


            Breath caught in his throat—she heard the hitch—and he backed a step away. “I had you and now I am done with you,” he croaked out, staring at her lips.


            Another lie. She knew it. “Layel,” she said, reaching for him. “Don’t do this. Let me—”


            “No.” Another shake of his head, this one nearing violence. “I don’t want you. Nothing you say or do will change that.”


            The sharpness of the latest rejection slapped her, cut her, made her bleed on the inside as she’d never bled on the outside. And still she fought. “Layel—”


            “No! Look at my arm, Delilah. Do it!” he growled when she hesitated. “Look and see what I was willing to do when I left your embrace last night.”


            Dread filled her, because she knew, deep down, that what she would see would change her somehow.


            “Do it!” he shouted, and all of the forest quieted.


            Gulping, she lowered her gaze. He had rolled back his shirt’s sleeves, showcasing deep, deep grooves in both of his forearms. Dried blood, scabs. “I don’t understand.”


            “I’ve had to carve this six times already because the wounds keep healing. I even rubbed dirt, moss and salt into each slice to slow the process. Read the words. Read them!”


            She focused, tracing each scab with her gaze. Never. Again.


            “Do you understand now?” he asked, his voice suddenly quiet.


            Her mind emptied of thoughts, and her emotions numbed. The warrior instincts she’d been so sure would win him vanished as if they’d never been. He absolutely and unequivocally did not long for a future with her.


            Never again. Never again would he kiss her, touch her, love her. She was not a prize to him, she was a nuisance. She was everything she’d never wanted to be, forgettable, unimportant, unworthy. Once again, she’d chosen the wrong man. Craved something that could never be. This time hurt far worse than the other. Far worse.


            “I understand,” she said softly. This time, he did not have to put space between them. She did. Inch by inch she backed away. Her legs were shaky, she realized vaguely, near collapse.


            I was willing to give up everything for him, yet he doesn’t want me. Oh, gods. He didn’t want her. The numbness began to crack, lances of pain trying to shoot through her.


            The more distance she gained, the more emotion Layel showed. Regret flashed over his beautiful features, followed by sorrow. “It has to be this way,” he said with so much self-loathing it even managed to saturate the air. “I have a mission. I have a mate. I cannot forget that.”


            “You had a mate,” she said, wanting to hurt him as he’d hurt her. “She died. You didn’t save her and you feel guilty. I had thought, hoped, you’d done enough penance. Clearly you will never do enough.”


            A muscle clenched in his jaw, but she wasn’t finished.


            “No matter what you’ve done, it’s who you are today, tomorrow, that matters. You deserve to be happy. I wanted to be the one to make you happy. I can’t, I see that now. No one can. You don’t have to worry that I’ll bother you anymore.”


            “Delilah.”


            Well, he remembered her name at least. Another step. “You don’t have to say anything else. I saw only what I wanted to see, blind to…other things. I will not be so foolish again.”


            He ran his tongue over his fangs. “You are hurt. Do not think to fall into the arms of another. That will only make things worse for you.”


            “Only one way for me to know that for sure, isn’t there?” she asked bitterly.


            He was panting shallowly as he rubbed a finger over the carved reminder on his arm. “You are better off without me.”


            “Yes. I am. That’s one point on which we absolutely agree.” Another step. She wanted to spin around, flee, but refused. He would know how thoroughly he’d destroyed her. She laughed. What did it matter if he knew? He could not think any less of her. Oh, wait. He could. “My first lover, he was a dragon. Do you know what that means, Layel? It means you claimed the castoff of your hated enemy. You took a dragon’s leavings. I hope the knowledge sickens you the way you have sickened me this day.”


            One of his fangs peeked over his bottom lip.


            “I didn’t ask you to give up anything for me,” she told him, “but I would have given up everything for you.” The war is over, and I have lost. War. Ha! As if she could have fought a dead woman. The battle had been over before it began. “Until the end of forever, Layel.”


            With that, she did spin. She did flee.


            And for once she did not hope he would follow her.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


            
              
            

          


          
            TWO WEEKS PASSED. Several new challenges were forced upon them. Several more creatures were ruthlessly executed, leaving only a few members of each team. That’s when the gods decided to dissolve the teams so that it was every man for himself. Unfortunately, the game itself hadn’t changed. It was still life and death.


            Though he had no right, Layel had kept a sharp eye on Delilah. She had survived the challenges. A simulated battle with swords and spears—to prove their skill in combat. A seemingly endless hike without food or water—to show their ability to forage for their own provisions while weakened. A quiz, taken while leaping through fiery hoops—to test their memories while under stress.


            Through it all, Delilah had never looked at him, never spoken to him, never betrayed any concern for his survival. And he found that he…missed her. He wanted more of what they’d shared, hated how he’d hurt her. Again. He didn’t care who or what her first lover had been, only that he himself was no longer allowed to worship that sweet body.


            And he could have had it forever. She would have given him more, for as long as he’d desired. They could have been together without reservation, for now they could spend time together without having to do so in secret—not that she cared.


            Never again, he reminded himself as he surveyed the pool where he’d taken Delilah. He was alone, even the animals wary of him.


            At least Delilah wasn’t trying to kill him. Nola, on the other hand, had attempted to slay him twice. The first time, she had almost succeeded, sinking a stick into his stomach and twisting his organs while he was distracted. By Delilah. The second, she’d gone for his neck with a dagger while he appeared to be sleeping.


            That time, he’d been waiting for her and had managed to subdue her without hurting her. He didn’t know why he cared, except that Delilah might have been angry if her sister were hurt.


            Delilah.


            You got what you wanted. She is no longer a part of your life. They were now the enemies they should have been in the beginning. Yet he had never been more miserable.


            Layel wasn’t sure how much more island life he could tolerate without snapping, flying into a rage. Something. Two nymphs and both dragons had survived, as had the Amazons. Brand had, for whatever reason, stood beside Layel each and every time they entered council and kept the others from voting for his death.


            Layel was too stubborn to ask him why.


            Zane was still alive, as well. He fought each challenge now with a ferocity that was astounding. Layel suspected Zane would fell even him if the gods decreed it. Once, during a race through a maze, Zane had pushed Delilah to the ground in his rush to the finish line and Layel had nearly beheaded him. What kind of king am I? What kind of friend?


            What kind of mate am I?


            At the word mate, it was not Susan’s image that flooded his mind, but Delilah’s. Blue hair, violet eyes, lush lips, tattoos. Spread, eager for him. Shock filled him. Delilah…his…forever. The past forgotten. It was almost too much to take in.


            What was she doing?


            He knew she was not sleeping enough. Every time he saw her, there were dark circles under her eyes. Her body was always taut, as though she were an injured predator, afraid, ready to strike. Tagart was always at her side, ever the protector, glaring at Layel in a silent warning to keep his distance.


            Layel no longer knew what to do or what he wanted. He knew he hated seeing Tagart near her. Knew he should be the one guarding her. The woman had given him pleasure—peace—for the first time in hundreds of years. That meant she was his. Or would have been, if he hadn’t purposely destroyed her.


            Oh, gods. The look on her face as she’d backed away from him those weeks ago…the things he’d said…He was a monster. She hadn’t deserved that. Had only deserved his utmost care.


            You didn’t save her, she’d said, devoid of emotion as she spoke of Susan, and you feel guilty. I had thought, hoped, you’d done enough penance.


            Had he? It was almost too wonderful to believe.


            I would have given up everything for you, she had added.


            He’d nearly caved then, had nearly forgotten his vow, his past. His only love. Because, for a brief moment, he’d seen his future in Delilah’s eyes and it had been a sight so beautiful it was beyond his comprehension.


            Susan used to look at him like that, but back then he’d been worthy. Now, after the things he’d done, he’d known that Delilah was simply fooling herself, wanting him to be something he was not and could never be again: pure.


            One day soon she would realize that and leave him. After everything he’d said, perhaps she had already realized her mistake. And it was better this way, he reminded himself for the thousandth time. He stared up at the heavens, the moon shooting golden rays in every direction. She deserved someone else, someone better. Someone who wasn’t…tainted. Tagart?


            Glowering, Layel anchored his weapons on a rock at his feet and ducked under the waterfall. He didn’t bother to undress, just let the cool water run down his body, drenching him. Unfortunately, it didn’t wash the dark thoughts from his mind. Tagart wasn’t any better than Layel and if the bastard touched Delilah—


            Don’t think like that. Those were the thoughts of a mate. Was that so bad, though?


            Layel slammed his fists into the rock stretched in front of him. They throbbed as he braced both palms flat, just above his head. As he stood there, Delilah’s image filled his mind—she was never far from the surface—and overshadowed the darkness. This time, she was smiling at him, beckoning him to join her in a bath.


            Instantly he was hard. Aching.


            He would have given anything—yes, anything, he realized—for the chance to pump inside that luscious body one more time. Stroke her inner walls, feel the heat of her desire. Gods, she’d been wet.


            The water continued to pound at him, reminding him of all that they’d shared. His fingers were shaking as he unfastened his pants. His erection sprang out, long and hard and thick. He gripped it, nails cutting into skin.


            If Delilah were here, she might have fallen to her knees. Might have taken him inside her mouth. If he’d begged. “Oh, gods,” he panted. He would have begged, happily and without hesitation. Anything for her. His hand moved up and down, slow, so slow. She might have cupped his testicles and pulled. He might have gripped her blue hair, fisted it, guided her down further and further, until the tip of his shaft hit the back of her throat.


            His body was on fire now, pulsing with need and coiled tight. So damned ready for her. He increased the speed of his pumps, up and down, up and down, over and over, faster and faster. His lips drew back, peeling over his teeth in a snarl. Every muscle in his body clenched…preparing…waiting…


            He could almost hear Delilah pleading for his come, could almost feel her pleasure-moans as he gave it to her.


            With a deafening roar, he climaxed, hot seed pouring from his cock and straight into the water. As the water continued to rain, that seed washed away as if it had never been.


            An eternity passed as Layel struggled to breathe. He hadn’t thought of Susan, he realized. He’d thought of Delilah. He should be ashamed, yet…he already wanted Delilah again. Only Delilah.


            A hum of power suddenly filled the air.


            Layel straightened. He righted his soaked clothing as his attention slowly flicked to the wooden daggers he’d placed on the rock at his feet. Stupid of him, with Nola somewhere on the island, but he hadn’t wanted them to float away. He began to bend for them, projecting his senses in every direction, searching for the intruder…finding nothing out of the ordinary. That didn’t mean anything, he supposed.


            In a quick, fluid motion, he grabbed both weapons and whipped around, ready to launch them if necessary. But as his senses had perceived, there was no one nearby. Except…the pool below him swirled like the ocean did every time a god made an appearance. No, not now.


            Layel remained still as dread speared him. Was he to be singled out? Punished? The water thickened, rose, kept swirling, churning, forming a clear dappled body. Steady, stay calm.


            The body began to glow with multihued colors: pinks, blues, yellows, greens. Those colors soon began to glitter like nighttime stars and then, in a burst that nearly blinded him, everything died away, leaving only—


            Layel gasped. Fell to his knees as if struck in the head. Surely not. No. No! Couldn’t be. But he found himself reaching out, arm shaking, mouth dry, heart stuttering to a halt.


            Susan stared over at him.


            Logically, he knew it wasn’t her, couldn’t possibly be her, was only one of the gods playing some cruel trick, but he was struck speechless with his first glimpse of her in two hundred years. She was as beautiful as he remembered. Shoulder-length brown hair, soft and wisping. Eyes the same rich, vibrant color as dewy moss. Skin a lovely cream.


            Her lips curled into a small smile.


            “Oh, gods,” he gasped out brokenly. That smile…he’d never thought to see it again, had held it inside his chest, his only warmth some nights.


            She looked away from him, her body turning gracefully, her long white robe dancing at her ankles. She laughed up at…someone? something?…her graceful hand covering her mouth. Layel had prayed for this so often, would have given his soul for it. Now, here she was.


            Susan turned back to him, then, eyes alight with amusement. She motioned him over with a crook of her finger, and he was on his feet before he realized what he’d done. Was stepping toward her, desperate to wrap his arms around her. Desperate to gaze into those adored violet eyes as he held her close.


            Layel stopped abruptly. Susan’s eyes were green. Delilah’s were violet. Delilah. Water lapped at his feet, cold reality in contrast to the beloved vision.


            Susan motioned him over again, the action a little forced.


            Why are you still standing here? Why aren’t you moving toward her?


            “Do you hate me?” he asked her. He’d wanted to ask her so many times. “Do you blame me for what happened?” He didn’t expect her to answer, but the words tumbled from him anyway.


            Frowning now, she dropped her arm to her side.


            “I hate myself. I blame myself.”


            Her head tilted to the side, as if she understood what he was saying but still didn’t know how to reply.


            “You died, our unborn child died, and I was left with nothing but memories and pain. If I had been stronger…if I had protected you better…”


            For the first time, she spoke. “I love you,” she said in that soft voice he remembered. “I need you. Come to me.”


            His chest ached, hearing the sweet timbre after so long, but not for the reason he’d always assumed it would if he saw and heard Susan again. He ached because, as he continued to study his beloved, he realized the deep sense of possession he’d always felt for her was no longer there.


            He blinked, unsure of his thoughts. Surely they were wrong. Surely he still craved her as much as he always had. But…no. He didn’t. His hands didn’t itch to tunnel through her hair. His muscles didn’t jump at the thought of her touch. His stomach didn’t quiver at the thought of claiming her.


            He did love her, that would never fade, but the passion, the need, were gone. Every ounce of his passion belonged to Delilah. His hope for the future—Delilah. His reason for living—Delilah.


            With the shocking revelations, it was as though a weight was lifted from him, a weight that had dragged him down, kept him in the dirt, unable to rise. Not wanting to rise.


            “Please, Layel.” She beckoned him with a clipped, almost angry, wave of her hand. “Come to me.”


            Layel found himself on his knees once again, tears pouring down his cheeks. Still he knew this was only a trick, but what both saddened and thrilled him was the revelation that even if this had been the real Susan, he would not have gone to her. That would have been a betrayal to Delilah, and he just couldn’t force himself to do it. He loved Delilah. Dear gods.


            He had been punishing himself for two hundred years and he didn’t want to do it any longer. He wanted freedom from the hate. He wanted to live. Truly live.


            He wanted the Amazon. Now, always.


            He still didn’t deserve her. Nothing he did would make him worthy, but he wanted her. He wanted the chance to make her happy. He wanted a chance at forever with her, pampering her all the days of her life.


            “Susan,” he groaned. “Susan, forgive me yet again.” He was finally going to let her go when he’d vowed to fight for her for eternity. “Forgive me.”


            


            DELILAH HAD WATCHED as Layel moved toward the empty pool, talking to himself, crying again. She’d been unable to budge, brought here by the gods, beings so great they’d been able to plant her feet in place and hold them there. Why had they singled her out? Hadn’t she suffered enough?


            “Susan. Susan, forgive me yet again. Forgive me.”


            There was so much pain and suffering in Layel’s voice, tears burned in Delilah’s eyes. She saw him, saw the sheer torture on his face. I need to comfort him—if he’ll let me. But she tried to move and only managed to fall to her knees, scraping her skin.


            “Why did you show me this?” she whispered brokenly. “Why?” For weeks she’d given the vampire the space he’d said he wanted. And she’d been miserable, missing him, craving him.


            He had missed her, too. She knew it. He’d watched her. Every day, he had watched her, and sometimes he’d even followed her. Hope had renewed inside her, and this morning she’d decided to try yet again. She was a warrior. She shouldn’t have given up so easily, anyway. Before she could find him on her own, however, she’d been whisked here.


            He isn’t the man for you, a quiet voice whispered. He loves another.


            She stiffened. One of the gods, definitely. The voice had belonged to a female, soft and lilting, one she’d heard before a few of the challenges. “No. I don’t believe that.”


            Even seeing him, you refuse to believe? was the confused response. Even hearing him?


            Even then. She’d come to know him, his stubbornness. He was holding on to the past, not because he still desired his mate, but because he felt responsible for what had happened to her. “He needs me.”


            There was a crackling pause. Why do you still want him?


            “I love him.” And she did. He was a part of her. He was a man of devotion and passion, darkness and light. He was loyal and strong, a warrior to his core. He was the other half of her, the piece she’d always been searching for.


            Your sister has failed me, time and time again. That leaves you, and I will not be kept out of Atlantis because you have fallen in love, Amazon. This time, there had been no confusion in the voice. Only anger. He is distracting you, a distraction neither of us can afford.


            Be kept out of Atlantis? How could such a powerful being be kept from anything she desired? “Yes, he’s distracting me from your cruel game, but I don’t care. I love him, and I’m not giving him up. Just take us home. Please. We don’t deserve this. Whatever’s keeping you out of Atlantis, I’ll help you find a way in. I swear it.”


            A cold laugh. You should care. I will not lose. Which means you cannot lose.


            Lose? Lose what? As far as Delilah knew, only she and the other creatures were participants in the challenges, not the gods themselves. But there was no time to reason it out as she doubled over in pain. Intense heat invaded her, every muscle in her body constricting. She felt as if something were being pulled right out of her, the thing scratching at her organs, her veins. Then, suddenly, she was…free of it. Completely free.


            Her emotions—gone. Her feelings for Layel—gone. She didn’t love him, didn’t hate him, she simply felt nothing for him. Nothing for anyone. She frowned, waiting for confusion, anger, or even relief to fill her; her obsession with him was over. Still nothing.


            One day you will thank me for this, for I have just assured our victory, the goddess said.


            Something’s wrong with me, she thought, but she couldn’t find the will to care.


            Layel was still at the pool when her feet were freed, but she didn’t walk to him as she’d planned. She simply turned on her heel and ambled away. She was tired. Perhaps it was time for a nap.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


            
              
            

          


          
            “YOU HAVE INTERVENED for the last time, Hestia,” Poseidon growled as he materialized in the forest, mere inches away from the goddess in question.


            The dark-haired goddess cast him an innocent glance, not the least ashamed of her actions. Or fearful because she’d been caught. “Me? What have I done?”


            “Cheated, that’s what.” Ares appeared in a blink. “Again and again. I should strike you down.”


            Apollo quickly followed, a blinding light surrounding him. Artemis was beside him a second later, ice to the sun god’s heat, seeming to drain his power and diminish the aura around him. Interesting. Poseidon had never noticed that before.


            Hestia gave up the innocent act and glared at them. “Like any of you are blameless. I’ve watched each of you save your chosen contestants and lash out at their enemies. And don’t try to deny that some of you have even offered your players tips. Besides, I grow weary of waiting for the finish line. I want this game over and done, the winner declared.”


            Poseidon crossed his arms over his massive chest. He agreed. Evidently the other gods had the same fickle attention span and restless need for constant amusement as he did. The game had begun to lose its appeal, the weeks dragging by. He wanted back inside Atlantis, its citizens his and his alone to enjoy, and he wanted to ensure these gods remained out of it.


            “How about one final challenge?” Artemis said. Her demons had been eliminated, therefore she had lost the competition already. Atlantis would not be hers, yet she hadn’t left the island, apparently too curious about the end result. “A winner could be declared today.”


            Excitement saturated the forest. Poseidon fairly shook with it. One final challenge…surely he could help a dragon win. Somehow, some way.


            “What shall the challenge entail?” Apollo asked eagerly.


            “And what should we do with the losers?” Hestia added, rubbing her hands together.


            “I have an idea,” Poseidon said. They huddled closer to him, each grinning with anticipation.


            


            LAYEL WAS STILL RAW an hour later, when the gratingly familiar challenge horn sounded. He stiffened in dread but pushed to his feet. Once Susan’s image had faded, he’d dressed and begun tracking Delilah’s footprints. He’d been hunkered on the ground, following her trail, but her prints had seemed to disappear.


            He needed to find her, talk to her, hold her. He just…needed her. If necessary, he would beg for her forgiveness. He should have fought for her, should not have driven her away. Hopefully it was not too late.


            She’ll be at the challenge, he thought, quickening his footsteps, dread shifting to anticipation. I will make her talk to me.


            These past few weeks, he hadn’t drunk any blood, hadn’t slept, hadn’t really eaten. He’d been tortured with thoughts of Delilah and Susan, with need and want and pain and bone-deep suffering. All he’d wanted was Delilah, he realized now, but he’d hidden the need with memories of the past. A curtain, a shadow.


            Finally he’d allowed the light inside. Nothing and no one would do but Delilah.


            I’ve been such a fool. He’d wasted all of this time. Time he could have spent in Delilah’s arms. I’ll make it up to her.


            The sky was brightening as he broke through the forest’s trees, and his heart was pounding. Everyone was already in place. Delilah was there, too, and his breath caught in his throat at the sight of her. Mine. Her back was to him, and that blue hair he so adored hung to her waist in silky waves. He wanted his hands in it, fisting it, jerking her face to his for a kiss. Never again would he deny himself those delectable lips.


            My mate. My love. He needed her to love him, which meant he needed her to give him what she’d offered before: a chance. And once he had her, he was going to get them both the hell off this island and safely back to Atlantis, where they could be together in peace. He’d go wherever she wanted, live in the Amazon camp if necessary.


            His focus stayed on her as he stalked to the beach. She didn’t stiffen when he drew near her side, didn’t act as if she cared at all.


            Tagart, who stood guard at her other side, was less nonchalant. He hissed at Layel with the feral intensity of a hungry predator.


            Layel paid him no heed. All he cared about was Delilah. “Delilah,” he said, savoring her name on his tongue.


            She flicked him a bored glance. “Go away.”


            I deserve that. Once, she would have turned to him with longing in her violet eyes. Once, her arms would have opened for him and she would have proudly embraced him. “Delilah, I want you to know I care nothing about the dragon you were with. My past has hardly been perfect. I—”


            “Will leave,” Tagart growled. “You aren’t wanted here. By any of us.”


            Brand strode to the warrior’s side and gripped his arm, probably holding him back from a sure fight. A fight Layel would have craved only hours ago, with blood, with death and staggering amounts of his enemy’s pain. Today, there was only one thing Layel wished to fight for and it wasn’t the death of a dragon.


            He breathed in Delilah’s scent, a fragrance of femininity, the essence of pleasure, and savored every drop in his lungs, his mind accepting his adoration without protest. Peace truly was his for the first time in centuries.


            “I need you,” he told her, and they were words straight from his soul. “I need you more than I’ve ever needed another.”


            Her gaze finally returned to him, but her eyes were devoid of emotion. Violet yet…blank. Gone was her warmth, her laughter. “I’m sorry, but I’m no longer interested.”


            Again, deserved. She’d once asked him to reveal the worst thing he’d ever done. Now he knew. It was causing this, this change in her. She looked colder. Harsh. Hard. He battled despair. “You should never be sorry. Not to me. It is I who owe you a thousand apologies. I know a thousand will not be enough, but however long it takes, whatever I have to do, I am willing. For you, anything.”


            “Go away,” she said again, just as bored.


            Never. “All I ask is that—”


            There was a screech, high-pitched, infuriated, and then a spear was sailing toward him. Lightning fast it happened, yet he watched as if the world had slowed to a crawl. He heard the whistle of air and managed to reach out and catch the limb just before it penetrated his heart. A second longer, and he would have been dead. As it was, the razor-fine tip managed only to slice his skin.


            There was no time to search out his attacker. No need, either. Nola was shoving him down before he could drop the weapon. He allowed her to pin him, punch him and claw at him. He had vowed never to let anyone hurt him without retaliation. But her, he let. She was avenging her sister.


            Delilah watched, her blank expression never changing.


            A hard right was delivered to his nose, and the cartilage snapped out of place. Nails scored his cheek, drawing blood. Another right, then a left.


            “That’s enough. Stop!” Brand had issued the command with enough force to halt the Amazon’s fist midair.


            She glanced at him, murder in her eyes. “Don’t interfere, or you’ll be next.”


            Then someone was lifting Nola off Layel, and she was cursing in outrage.


            Zane, he realized. The warrior held the now struggling Nola, and released a roar the likes of which Layel had never heard. “Be still, woman! And be quiet.”


            Zane, willingly touching a female?


            “I warned you what would happen if you neared her again!” Brand launched himself at the vampire.


            Layel scooted back, out of the way. A war had erupted, it seemed. The three rolled on the sandy beach in a tangle of fists and kicks. Both Brand and Zane tried to shove Nola aside as they punched and bit at each other, but she kept returning, going for Zane’s throat every time.


            Her fury was like a living thing.


            I was like her, Layel mused. He’d been filled with hatred and anger, not really living for anything but death. Susan would have been ashamed of him had she met the man he’d become. But Delilah had found a way to love him, anyway.


            She was a gift. A treasure.


            And she was striding toward the bloody trio, he realized. He popped to his feet and dashed to her, grabbing her arm and pulling her back. She turned to him, still expressionless.


            “Release me,” she said.


            “Stay here. Please. I will help your friend.” It would be his pleasure, giving her something she desired.


            She opened her mouth to reply, but another voice stopped her.


            “Actually, we will stop them.”


            Layel’s stomach clenched as the trio was frozen in place. How he despised these gods and their seemingly all-consuming power.


            In a blink, the fighters were on their knees, bowing, blood trickling from their wounds. They were panting as a clear jellylike being materialized in front of them. No, not one. But five. Five beings. Layel’s eyes widened. He’d known there was more than one god pulling the strings, but hadn’t expected so many.


            “I admire your vehemence, vampire,” one of them said, solidifying into a tall, muscled, dark man. Fire blazed in his eyes, fierce and war-hungry. Ares. Ancient scrolls and portraits of the gods had once filled his palace. After Susan’s death, Layel had removed them. He’d felt forgotten, abandoned, and had wanted no part of the beings who seemed more concerned with their own selfish pleasure than with the well-being of their children.


            “Enough is enough,” another added, solidifying, as well. Hestia. She was plain of face yet somehow so sensual she would have made any other man hard as a rock in seconds. Any but Layel. His body existed only for Delilah.


            “The time has finally come to end this.” Another female. Dark-haired, lovely. Dressed in a bright yellow robe. Artemis.


            “I, too, am tired of waiting.” A man. Blond, muscled, casting an aura so vibrant Layel had to squint. Apollo.


            “Vampires, Amazons, dragons and nymphs. At last we come face-to-face. You’ve become predictable, the lot of you. My amusement with our little game has rapidly waned. You were to prove your strength to us, as well as demonstrating which race is superior to all others.” Dark hair he sometimes changed to gold, male, tall and muscled, with eyes as blue and fathomless as the sea. Poseidon. “We could not decide, you see, and fought amongst ourselves. You were brought here to settle that argument, but all you’ve done is prove you are as weak and foolish as the humans, placing your hearts above your own survival.”


            “What more do you want from us?” Layel asked them, inching in front of Delilah to shield her. He didn’t trust these beings, and wouldn’t tolerate their attention being turned to his woman. “We’ve done everything you’ve asked.”


            He was on his stomach a moment later, writhing in pain beyond imagining. Dirt filled his mouth as he gasped for breath.


            “No questions are allowed, vampire,” Ares said. “Damn, but I’m disappointed in you! You should have slayed them all by now.”


            “And you.” Hestia looked at Delilah and tsked under her tongue. “I had such high hopes for your independence and strength, yet you focused on a man and lost sight of the true prize.”


            “I know you,” Delilah said, frowning. “Your voice. You were there. In the forest. You—”


            “Enough from you,” Hestia rushed out, and then Delilah, too, was on her knees. At least she wasn’t writhing.


            “Enough from all of you. You had your chance, yet here you are. While we admire your fortitude, your continued refusal to remove the threat of your enemy has been…disappointing,” Ares said to the still-bowing trio. “The time has come to narrow the combatants to only one creature per race. That means you three are no longer needed. Brand, Zane, Nola, rise.”


            Hestia stepped forward as they obeyed. All three blanched, opened their mouths to protest, he was sure, but no sound emerged. “Dragon, vampire, you fought over the Amazon, and so you shall soon be surrounded by them. We are sentencing you both to be their slaves.”


            Zane roared with fury and terror, leaping backward, away from the crowd. “No.” Finally, sound. “No!”


            “I’m begging you not to do this,” Brand gasped out. “I never wanted the Amazon. She is like a sister to me.”


            Their cries went unheeded. Each of the gods waved their hands through the air, an eerily synchronized movement, and the two warriors disappeared, only the imprints of their feet left behind. Layel had been reaching for his soldier, trying to grab hold of him. Beside him, Delilah remained unmoved. With his other hand he grabbed her calf, stroking, offering comfort though he could see she felt no fear.


            “Great Ones, please,” Nola said on a shaky breath, backing away. “I beg you, do not—”


            “Silence!” Artemis bellowed.


            And so there was silence, even the insects ceasing their songs.


            “Better.” Hestia relaxed, her expression softening. “I don’t like the thought of a woman being enslaved, nor do I like the thought of destroying you when you have not yet had a chance to truly live. And so you will not be given to the vampires or the dragons.”


            Gradually Nola, too, relaxed. Until…


            “Therefore, because you failed time and again to kill your targets,” Hestia continued, her tone cold, “you will be sentenced to watch them live, unable to be seen or heard by those around you.” The goddess paused. “Let this be a lesson to you. When a goddess demands a favor of you, promising a reward beyond imagining in return, see it through. Had you done so, you would have known a different outcome this day.”


            All color leached from Nola’s cheeks. Shock and terror filled her eyes, and tremors rocked her body so forcefully even the ocean’s waves undulated. “No. Please, no. I didn’t pit them against each other. I didn’t. And I tried to kill the king. I did, but he—” Nola disappeared, her words gone with her.


            “Return her. Now.” Delilah stood and strolled forward, the casual movement at odds with her words, as if she was doing what she knew she should but couldn’t bring herself to care about the action.


            Layel latched on to her ankles and jerked. She hit the sand face-first and came up sputtering. Though still in pain, he pushed to his feet and moved in front of her. The few creatures left standing were pallid, quiet. He wanted to tell Delilah there would be time to save their friends later, but kept silent, unwilling to incite even more divine punishment.


            Hestia dusted off her hands, a job well done.


            “You.” Ares pointed to the female nymph. “You appear weak.”


            Gulping, she took a trembling step backward. “Me?”


            She appeared strong to Layel, healthy, her color good. He frowned.


            “You’re being eliminated, as well. There is no place for weaklings here. However, I have decided to be lenient and restore your strength to full capacity. That is why you will wait in my heavenly chambers. I will join you shortly.”


            Her fear turned to eagerness as she realized what he wanted from her, and she vanished with an excited gasp. Now Layel understood, as well. The war god wanted the nymph for his own.


            Poseidon frowned. “That wasn’t fair. I wanted her.”


            Ares shrugged, unconcerned. “He who hesitates does not deserve such beauty. But do not worry. Who would know better than you, Poseidon, that there are plenty of other fish in the sea?”


            The sea king glared, but didn’t issue a rejoinder.


            “Finally, the four strongest contenders remain,” Apollo said, rubbing his hands together. “Delilah, the stubborn Amazon. Broderick, the loyal nymph. Layel, the fierce vampire king. Tagart, the determined dragon. Which of you will survive, though? Which of you will fall?”


            “Soon you will face the greatest challenge yet, and only one can win.” Hestia splayed her arms wide. “What will this winner receive, you ask? The answer is as simple, or as life-altering, as you want it to be. A boon. Anything you wish of us, we will do. Anything you desire shall be yours.”


            “And what of the others?” Layel asked. “What will happen to the losers?”


            Rather than scold him for asking a question, Poseidon eyed him sharply. “That, too, is a simple but life-altering answer. They will die.”


            Die. The word echoed in his mind, an ominous threat that overshadowed the physical pain still beating through him. Gods. He was going to have to win this competition. His boon—sparing Delilah’s life. Once he would have used such a favor to obliterate the dragons. No longer. Delilah came first.


            “Before the prize can be awarded, the challenge must be met. Heed our words well, for things are not always what they seem. Each of you will travel up the mountain behind you,” Artemis said. “There you will find something the likes of which even the bravest of men would run from. Something you fear above anything else. You are to face it, defeat it.”


            There hadn’t been a mountain on the island before, but Layel was willing to bet that if he turned, he would see one.


            Poseidon grinned, a wicked edge to his amusement. “But fear not, creatures of Atlantis. I’m returning all the weapons you crafted, for what better way to prove the true depth of your might than to utilize such instruments of death on your fellow opponents? Although…perhaps you have all you will need without them, hmm?”


            Layel was suddenly weighed down with swords, daggers and lances. And then, one by one, the gods vanished.


            “May the best warrior win,” whispered on the breeze in their wake.


            His pain instantly ceased. Panting, sweating, he straightened, squared his shoulders and looked at Delilah. She was watching him. Unemotional. Unreadable. They stood there in silence for several seconds—an eternity.


            “One of us will die,” she ventured, but she didn’t sound as if she cared who lost their life.


            It would not be her, he vowed. He would die himself before he allowed any harm to fall upon this woman. “No.” He shook his head. “One of us will win a prize. Anything we desire, even the life of the other.”


            Her head tilted to the side, thoughts swimming in her eyes. “Or the life of someone else. Your mate could live again.”


            For one moment, he was overjoyed by the possibility. Susan…returned to him. He couldn’t catch his breath, saw white lights behind his eyelids. Then, with a glance at Delilah, the joy shifted. Susan’s return wasn’t what he wanted anymore. It was time to let her rest in peace, as he’d realized at the waterfall. He wanted Delilah. She was his present, his future. “I want you.”


            She shrugged.


            Tagart approached Delilah’s side, eyes narrowed on Layel. “Come,” he commanded the Amazon. “We’ll work the mountain together.”


            All of Layel’s possessive instincts surfaced with a roar. Mine! “You will not touch her. You will not aid her. I will.”


            Delilah, ever emotionless, shrugged off Tagart’s hold. “You have issued ultimatum after ultimatum, dragon. I was to follow you or risk death. Well, I am tired of following you. Our alliance ended when the teams were dissolved. I think you now want me to die. Anything to punish the vampire. So I’ll work the mountain on my own. Besides, I’m an Amazon. I don’t need a man.”


            She turned and strode away from them, Layel’s gaze tracking her every movement. She approached a—His eyes widened. There was a mountain, huge, towering, dark and surrounded by foreboding shadows. Even the bravest man would run from what’s up there, the gods had said.


            Tagart took advantage of Layel’s distraction and attacked, claws raking Layel’s chest. Rather than engage, Layel simply dematerialized. Only one thing mattered right now—and for once, it wasn’t the dragon.


            


            DELILAH FELT DEAD inside as she increased her speed, going from a stroll to a run in seconds. She dodged trees, their limbs slapping at her, jumped over thick roots and ignored the eerie animalistic purr that reverberated through the air. Soon she was panting, didn’t know where she was or where she was going, and didn’t care.


            Her sister had been sent away to be mentally and emotionally tortured, and she hadn’t been able to save her. Layel was toying with her for some reason, offering her everything she’d once desired. I want you, he’d said. She still couldn’t bring herself to care—not even if he’d meant every word.


            I should care. But in the void that was her heart, there were no regrets. No happiness, no concerns.


            “Delilah.”


            One second she was running, the next she was soaring through the air. She struggled until she drew in the scent of man, strength and blood. His arsenal of weapons pressed into every point of contact, abrading her skin.


            “Put me down,” she said flatly.


            “Hold on to me.” Layel’s voice was strained. Sweat beaded every inch of his face, and lines of fatigue etched his eyes and mouth. Never had he appeared more exhausted.


            “Put me down.” There was a spark of awareness inside her, arousal about to bloom, but it was quickly snuffed out as if it had never been. What was wrong with her?


            “I hurt you,” he said into her ear. “I am sorry for that, so very sorry.”


            “As sorry as you are about your mate’s death?” she found herself asking. She didn’t care about his answer, but something compelled her to ask, anyway.


            “Yes,” he replied without hesitation.


            “There’s no reason to lie. You’re nothing to me now. I was merely curious.”


            Pain glowed in his eyes, deepening the blue to a sorrowful black. “I want to be everything to you.”


            A few hours ago, she would have rejoiced. Now…“I told you, I no longer want you.” Truth. There was nothing inside her to give him. Or anyone, for that matter.


            “I want you. You are all that I desire, and instead of cherishing you as you deserve, I was cruel. I beg your forgiveness for that, and will do anything to get it.” When she said nothing, he added, “I hate that I hurt you, that you now look at me as if I’m invisible.”


            Wind ruffled her hair across her face as she studied his features. She saw what she’d wanted to see all these many days: tenderness, kindness and caring. She saw…love? In that moment, she did regret the numbness. “You were calling her name. You told her you were sorry.”


            His brow furrowed in confusion. “When—Oh. Yes, I was. I was telling her goodbye.”


            “Telling her—” Delilah couldn’t form the words, couldn’t comprehend what he was saying.


            “Telling her goodbye,” Layel repeated. “Susan is no longer my mate. She is gone, and I am here. I want you. I want to be with you, have a future with you.”


            “Layel—”


            “You asked me for a chance, but I didn’t give it to you. Now I am begging you for one.” He shifted her in his arms, forcing her to wind her legs around his waist and lock her ankles to maintain some sort of balance. “Please. I will do anything for it. Anything at all.”


            They were hovering in the air, over the trees and inside delicate puffs of white. She braced her arms around his neck, staring deep into those bright eyes. “I’m sorry. I have nothing inside me to give you anymore. Besides, there’s no time for this. Tagart and Broderick are searching for the monster, or whatever it is the gods wish us to slay.”


            “We will make time. Nothing is more important to me than you. Not even the win.”


            “But without the win, one of us will die.”


            He sighed at the reminder. “Much as I wish otherwise, you are right. But…” He nuzzled her cheek with his nose. “The blankness still lingers in your eyes and that tears me up inside. What can I do? Tell me what to do to help you?”


            “I wish I knew. One of the goddesses came to me earlier. Hestia, I realize now. She wanted me to forget you and focus on the game so she…she…” Delilah’s eyes widened, the truth crystallizing. “She took my love for you so that I would no longer place you above victory.”


            Layel’s arms tightened around her, anger flashing over his countenance. “I don’t understand.”


            “I have no emotions. She took them, all of them.” Delilah should have been infuriated by that, but again, there was nothing inside her, not even a single spark of the fury that was so warranted.


            “You love me?”


            “I did.” She could think of no reason to deny it. “Yes.”


            “And the goddess made it so that you felt nothing?”


            “Yes,” she repeated.


            “Oh, Delilah, sweet Delilah. I am so sorry. It seems I have more to apologize for than I knew.” His warm breath fanned her ear, a drugging caress she should have enjoyed. “I will have to feel enough for both of us, then, because I love you, sweet. I love you so much and I cannot let you go.”


            It was everything she’d ever longed to hear. Here, now, a strong, powerful man was looking at her as if she were a prize, talking to her as if he would fight anyone or anything for her honor. As if he would hold her tight and never let her go. But still she did not care.


            “I will find a way to heal you,” he vowed.


            Could he, though? Whichever of them won could ask the gods for the life of the other as their boon. But then the prize could not be the return of her emotions.


            It seemed that no matter what happened, they were doomed.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


            
              
            

          


          
            SHIVAWN CROUCHED on the patch of land his father had died on. He’d expected memories to swamp him, pull him under a wave of misery, but surprisingly they didn’t. He felt remorse, of course, for the strong male influence he’d lost. But stronger by far was the swell of anticipation for what would be. Alyssa was nearby. He hadn’t yet seen her, but he’d at last caught a hint of her delectable fragrance.


            A fragrance he planned to surround himself with for the rest of his life. Though he’d blamed her eyes for triggering his nightmares, all this time it had been his eyes that were the faulty ones. He hadn’t seen deep enough to the wonderful woman she was.


            And, to be honest, he was glad her eyes reminded him of what he’d lost. Glad, because he would never forget how quickly someone he loved could be taken from him. He would not take her for granted again. Besides, those eyes were a part of her and he wanted every part he could get. She was his. His demon, his vampire. His love.


            He scanned the area, an area vastly different than he remembered. A village had been built here. Once there had been forest, now there were homes with thatch roofs scattered in every direction. Minotaurs and centaurs worked together in harmony, gardening, pruning, drawing water from wells. Children frolicked and played, laughing in carefree abandon.


            Shivawn leaned against the wall, trying to appear inconspicuous. But several females had already gotten a whiff of his nymph scent and were lingering, trying to catch his eye. Lust colored several of their faces, and in turn fury colored several of the men’s.


            He was a nymph. That was business as usual for him. He was only astonished he hadn’t picked up a trail of females on the daylong journey here. Perhaps his scowl had scared them all away.


            He’d been forced to self-pleasure what seemed like ten thousand times just to garner enough strength to get here—and for the fight he knew was to come. But he was ready now. He had thoughts of Alyssa in his mind, thoughts that kept him aroused and strong enough. At least, he hoped.


            Alyssa rounded the corner of a far stable, kicking stones with the tip of her boot. She wore a long yellow robe, the hood draping her face. He recognized her sensuous stroll, the sweet tilt of her head. More, he knew it was her, sensed it with everything inside him.


            His joy, lust and love returned in full measure, stabbing at him fervently. His body shook as he drank her in. Did she think to hide her heritage from the creatures? Most races feared vampires and demons alike. Or had she heard of his arrival and assumed he wouldn’t know her if she hid her face?


            That was not something he could allow his woman to do.


            Her gait never slowed, and she drew closer and closer to him. Was almost within reach…almost…he pushed deeper into the shadows as she stilled, raised her head. The hood fell back and she sniffed the air. Horror blanketed her features, and she stumbled backward.


            Unwilling to give her a chance to run, he dove on her, rolling them midair to take the brunt of the fall himself. She was gasping and sputtering, but managed to pull a dagger and hold it to his throat when they finally stilled.


            “Stab me if you wish, but know that I’m here because I care for you,” he said, holding her tightly to prevent escape.


            “You’re here for revenge,” she spat.


            “No. For you.”


            She pressed the blade deeper and he felt a bead of blood trickle. Around them people watched, no doubt unsure of what to do. “Go about your duties,” he called, not removing his focus from Alyssa. Gods, she was lovely. How had he resisted her for so long?


            “I won’t accept punishment for what I did,” she told him. “It was necessary.”


            Her weight was delicious atop him, but he rolled them over, inserting his legs between hers for better leverage. Her eyes narrowed, and she kept the blade balanced. Thankfully she didn’t try and scoot away.


            “Why did you come here?” he asked. “To this place?”


            “I won’t discuss that with you, either. Now get off. I will kill you.”


            He cupped her chin with one of his hands, tender, gentle. “Sweet, I know who your brothers were. I know you were here that night.”


            When his words registered, she gasped. Tears sprang into her eyes and she shook her head.


            He groaned, hating the pain banked in every hollow of her face. “Do you hate me for killing them?” he asked softly.


            Her mouth floundered open and closed. “I should.”


            “That doesn’t answer my question.”


            “No.” She sighed, a troubled sound. “Even then, I understood.”


            His relief was a palpable force.


            “I would have done the same,” she admitted. “I didn’t know them, was only there to watch them, learn about them. So many times I’ve wished my mother hadn’t told me about my family. But my father raped her, and I guess she was afraid there were pieces of him inside of me.”


            No wonder she had reacted so badly when he’d accused her of trying to rape him. It must have seemed as though he were comparing her to the demon her father was. How she must have suffered, knowing she was the product of such a violent, horrific crime.


            “You aren’t evil, Alyssa. You’re perfect.” Pinned like this, he could feel all of her curves, all of her femininity. He’d been with her twice, but he had not savored her. He would never make that mistake again. “Remove the blade, love,” he told her gently.


            At first, she gave no indication that she’d heard him. Then, with another of those labored sighs, she tossed the weapon to the ground. It landed several inches away, close enough for them to grab if another creature made a play for it. “I’m too tired to fight you anymore.”


            The glowing dome cast her in reverent light, making her appear otherworldly, a phantom that might slip away from him if he wasn’t careful. He could tell her what he felt, but he doubted she would believe him. Most likely she would view every word as an attempt to lure her to relaxation so that he could better punish her. Strike.


            He reached for the knife at his back. She cringed. He didn’t say a word, just pulled from her and sat on his knees, legs straddling her waist.


            “Is this the part where you kill me?” A question without any heat or emotion. “You owe me, after all. For what my family did to yours.”


            Slowly, so as not to scare her, he lowered the blade and held it to her, hilt first. “Take it.”


            “Wh-what?”


            “Take it.”


            Suspicions darkened her expression. “Why?”


            “I wish you to have my weapon.”


            “Why?” she repeated, still unsure of his purpose. “Why have me toss mine if you wanted me to have yours?”


            “So you realize that what is mine is now yours. We are on equal ground now, as you wanted.”


            No part of her softened. “I doubt this is your only weapon.”


            Very true. “The gesture is symbolic then,” he said drily.


            “I’ll reach for it and you’ll laugh and then stab me.” She shook her head, hair grinding into the dirt. “Sorry.”


            He tsked under his tongue, trying for a nonchalance that he didn’t feel, and stood. He placed the blade beside her and stepped back, holding his arms wide. “If you wish, I will strip here of everything. Know that I don’t want to, don’t want to place you in danger and not be armed to protect you, but if you wish it, it will be done.”


            Her slitted gaze circled the growing crowd around them. At the women eyeing him, even inching toward him, reaching out for a touch of his skin.


            With a hiss, she grabbed the blade and leapt to her feet. She also snatched her own and held both in her hands when she faced him. “Shall we fight?”


            “No. We shall enter that home.” He pointed to the small hut he’d been crouched beside.


            That gave her pause. “Why?”


            “Alyssa. Please. You are armed, I am not. You are warrior enough to subdue me if I do anything you dislike. All I desire is a few moments of your time. Alone.”


            Indecision played over her delicate face. Once, twice, she opened her mouth to speak but no sound emerged. She glanced at the house, taking its measure, then at Shivawn. Finally she found her voice. “Fine,” she said, stomping to the hut and disappearing inside.


            He eyed the rapt crowd. Damn, but the females were closing in fast. Like Alyssa, he stalked to the home—a home he’d purchased just a few hours ago—and called over his shoulder, “Stay out no matter what you hear. Enter and you will regret it.” Nymph warriors were slow to anger, but when their tempers were roused, all of Atlantis suffered the consequences.


            When he closed the door behind him, he wasn’t sure what he’d find. Alyssa, ready for battle. Alyssa, ready for loving. What he ended up finding broke his heart into thousands of tiny pieces. She knelt in front of the fire he’d built several hours ago, poking it with a stick. The weapons were forgotten at her feet. Her shoulders were slumped, tear streaks on her cheeks.


            “Don’t cry, love,” he said. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’re here, together, and I own this house, so do not worry about being disturbed.”


            The only bed was draped with chains, the very chains she’d used on him. He’d put them there, hoping he would not be forced to use them. Had she seen them?


            “Now you will chain me, humiliate me and leave me once and for all. Right?”


            He sighed. She’d seen them. “No. That is not how this will progress.”


            Her head snapped up, and she was blinking in surprise. “How then?”


            He reached back and tugged his shirt over his head. As he tossed the material aside, a shocked gasp escaped her. “Now I’m going to love you,” he said. He unwound the ties at the waist of his pants, loosening them.


            Alyssa pushed to shaky legs, scrubbing her face with the backs of her hands. “Wh-why?”


            “If you ask that one more time, I just might punish you.”


            “Aha. So you—”


            “No. Hurting you is not my goal.” His pants fell, leaving him bare except for his weapons. His erection sprang free, hard and achy. “But if I were to punish you, it would be with a tongue-lashing, then perhaps I would tickle you a bit, then lash you with my tongue again.”


            She gulped, her eyes impossibly round. “But—but—I don’t understand.”


            One by one he removed his weapons. The blades strapped to his chest and back. The poisoned arrows glued to his side. “What you did to me was deserved. We are even.” Not even close. But perhaps, after an eternity of seeing to her needs, they would be. “Do you agree?”


            “Yes, but—” She was staring between his legs as though entranced.


            He would have laughed if he hadn’t been so aroused. He wanted her hands where her gaze was. “What I told you before was true.”


            “You’ve told me many things,” she said with a tremor.


            Gods, he hated to bring this up. “The first time we were together…”


            Her cheeks heated to a bright crimson, as if she’d been slapped. From softening female to scorned witch in seconds.


            “That was not because of you, Alyssa,” he rushed out. “I know that now.”


            “I don’t want to hear this.” Stiff, she spun away from him, back to the fire. Imagining him roasting inside it?


            He moved to her, placed his hands on her shoulders. He’d thought her stiff before, but she proved him wrong, every muscle she possessed turning to rock. At least she didn’t jerk away, even when his erection rubbed the crevice of her bottom. “Every time I was near you,” he said into her ear, nibbling on the soft lobe between words, “I saw that terrible night here. I couldn’t figure out why, only knew that you were a reminder of it. And with the reminder, my desire was buried under regret. Do you understand?”


            She nodded slowly, and he thought he saw a fresh tear glisten on her cheek.


            “What do you understand? Tell me.”


            “That I will always remind you of that night. That you can never truly desire me.”


            Leaning down, he kissed away her tear. Breath caught in her throat—he heard its cessation. He slowly glided his hands down to cup her breasts. “Wrong. I desire you now more than I’ve ever desired another.” He kneaded, gently pinched at her hardened nipples.


            A moan slipped from her. Her hips arched back, rubbing more fervently against his erection.


            Shivawn experienced a wave of hope. “Once I knew why, I knew what battle I was fighting.”


            “Wh-what battle?”


            “Thinking of you and that night together, when I should not have. I’ve separated the two now. All I see, all I desire, is you. And I know you aren’t even close to believing me. I know you think I’m merely playing with you to hurt you, but I’m going to do everything in my power to prove otherwise.” He was going to have to use the chains, he realized. There was no other way.


            Slowly, giving her time to protest, he unhooked the shoulder latch that held her robe together. The bright material floated to their feet. She trembled, but didn’t try to stop him.


            “Step out of it.”


            After a slight hesitation, she did. He allowed his fingers to dip into her navel before fanning through the soft curls between her legs. Her stomach quivered.


            “Do you feel how hard I am for you?” he asked, his erection nestled against her bottom.


            Nibbling on her sumptuous bottom lip, she nodded.


            “You know I am a warrior, yes?”


            Another nod. She spread her legs, silently asking him to delve deeper, to touch her where was she already wet and hot. His desire was so fierce, he almost caved, almost sank his fingers inside her sheath, but knew he would be lost if he did. So he held steady.


            “And a warrior would never willingly bind himself in the presence of an enemy.”


            At the word enemy, she stiffened again.


            He placed a soft kiss on the side of her throat. So pretty. So sweet. So his. Then he moved away from her—gods, the agony—and strode to the bed. Her hot gaze tracked his every movement. Facing her, he sat on the mattress and clasped the chains in his hands.


            “Shivawn,” she said brokenly. Nervously she rubbed her palms on her naked thighs.


            “I’m trusting you not to leave me and lead me on another chase, love.”


            Careful not to look away, he shackled one of his wrists. With a tug of his arm, he proved it was anchored to the wall. Then he bound the other wrist, motions just as measured, just as precise.


            Once again, her mouth floundered open and closed.


            “There is no other I would bind myself for. Do you know why, Alyssa? You are my mate. I want no other but you. I would give my life for you. I…love you. Your wit, your smile, your determination, your stubbornness, the light in your eyes when you look at me. The way you move, the timbre of your voice, the curves of your body. Everything. I worship it all. Yes, I once hated vampires. Yes, I still hate demons. Yes, your family destroyed mine. But I’m here, offering myself to you, proof of my devotion.”


            Those tears free-fell down her cheeks now and she hugged her arms to her stomach.


            He’d hoped, been so sure of success…until now. “Am I too late? Is the hurt too great? I know I made you feel less than a woman. That will haunt me for the rest of my days. But I have found pleasure with you, love. That night in the cave, I had never experienced so much. I want to satisfy you now. I want—”


            She was in his arms a moment later, placing kisses all over his face. “I love you. I’ve always loved you.”


            Thank the gods. Their lips met in a fierce, drugging kiss. Her hands were all over him: his chest, his neck, his arms, his cock. He banded his arms around her, lay down and rolled, tucking her securely underneath him.


            “Let me make you feel good.” He licked at her neck, careful not to wrap the chains around her delicate skin.


            She spread her legs, welcoming him into the curve of her body. “You are.”


            “I want to give you more. So much more.” Because of the chains he could not trail down her body as he wanted. “Scoot up for me, love. I need to lick between your legs. Don’t deny me the honor this time. Please.”


            She was pulling at his hair, trying to get his lips back to hers. “Kiss.”


            “Soon. If I don’t taste you, I’ll tumble straight into insanity.”


            Unsure, she inched upward. Her sweat-soaked skin slid, abraded deliciously against his own. And then her feminine core was right there, his to devour. He did. He licked the pink lips apart and sucked on the sweet little center.


            Her hips writhed, her knees dropped further apart and she moaned. “Shivawn.”


            “This is mine. All mine.”


            “Yours.”


            “This is what’s going to keep me alive from this day forward.” He pumped his tongue into and out of her tight little sheath, taking more of her sweetness down his throat. “And then you’re going to bite me and take what you need to live.”


            She gave a violent shake of her head. “You hate being bitten. I’ll find nourishment elsewhere. Oh, gods.” Her muscles were tensing, gearing for release. “Shivawn! Don’t stop.”


            “This is heaven, sweet. This is heaven. And I will take great pleasure in giving you my blood. Great pleasure.” He sucked her, hard. “There’ll be no one else for you. It’s my blood for you. I want to give it to you.”


            She fell right over the edge, screaming in ecstasy, chanting his name. While she hung in the balance between satisfaction and a new flood of desire, he scooted her back under him and entered her, filling her up.


            “Mine,” he gritted out through teeth clenched in absolute abandon. “All mine.”


            Her arms wrapped around him as he began pumping. “You’re mine, too.”


            “Always. You feel so good,” he praised. “I never want to leave you.”


            “Don’t.” She pressed a kiss into his neck, where his pulse fluttered wildly. But she didn’t bite him.


            “Do it. Please.”


            “No. Not with you. Already this seems like a dream. I don’t want to awaken.”


            His strokes never slowed. “Do it. Please, love. Please. I’m desperate. I want those teeth inside me, sucking deep and hard.”


            “Are—are you sure?”


            “Beyond.”


            A moment passed. Her teeth scraped at his skin but didn’t penetrate. He increased the fervency of his thrusts, pounding, slamming. “Do it, love! I need those teeth in me like my cock is in you. I need—”


            With a growl as fierce as any warrior’s, she bit him. Deep, hard. A cut that would mark him for eternity. On and on she drank, and the sensation of her hot tongue on his neck, her teeth in his vein, combined with the knowledge that they were joined in every possible way, sent him over.


            He shouted with his release, spurting his seed straight to her core.


            Her teeth pulled out abruptly as she, too, cried out in release. Their bodies strained together, spasming. “Never leave me,” he gasped out, half-fearing she would bolt afterward. “Never.”


            “Never,” she swore.


            Shivawn collapsed on top of her, content and smiling.


            


            VALERIAN STEPPED into the fire-lit hut and glanced around. It was bare except for a straw bed, which Shivawn lay upon. He was on his back, sleeping, naked. Chained. There were teeth marks all over his neck.


            Valerian frowned. The vampire, Alyssa, was curled into Shivawn’s side, her hand resting directly above his heart. She, too, was naked and asleep. And if Valerian wasn’t mistaken, there was a love bite or two darkening her neck, as well. Frown deepening, Valerian strode to the bed, boots thumping against the twig-laden ground.


            Shivawn’s eyes fluttered open, as did Alyssa’s. Shivawn growled, Alyssa screamed and scrambled backward as he raised his sword.


            “Valerian, stop! This—” Shivawn threw himself on top of the woman as best he could with the chains pulling at him.


            Valerian smiled but didn’t stop. As if he would have hurt the woman. He hit the chains, snapping the links in half. “I see you took my advice and apologized. Good man. Now I will offer an apology of my own for not being able to give you more time with your woman. The army waits outside. We have need of you.”


            Once, Shivawn would have jumped up and obeyed. Now he growled, “Turn your back. Now!”


            As king, Valerian wasn’t used to being ordered and did not like it now, but he obeyed instantly. He understood the need to keep a mate’s nudity all to oneself. If anyone were to look upon his Shaye in such a state, well, they would lose their eyes.


            There was a rustling, some cooing, and Valerian rolled his own eyes. Then there was even some kissing. “Sometime today,” he said.


            “You may turn.”


            He did. Shivawn was draped by a blanket and the pretty vampire was covered with a dirty yellow robe, only her face and hands visible.


            “We have news of the disappearance. Two of the warriors have been found. Rumor has it they are locked up at the Amazon camp.”


            “Who was found?”


            “A dragon and a vampire,” he said, flicking a glance to Alyssa.


            She squared her shoulders, plans to retrieve the warrior already swirling in her eyes. “Is my king—”


            “No. It is the other.” Valerian’s attention shifted back to Shivawn. “I want to talk to them and find out what happened, if they know where the others are. If the others are…I want to hear firsthand that Broderick and Jada are alive and well.”


            “The Amazons never allow armies near their holding,” Shivawn said, but he was gathering his weapons.


            Valerian smiled smugly. “As if they could turn a nymph away. As if any woman could.”


            “I’m going with you,” Alyssa said, standing.


            Shivawn pulled her to him for a deep kiss. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, love. We’re together, now and always.”

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


            
              
            

          


          
            LAYEL FOUND a cave as far away from the unearthly growling as possible. Whatever creature was producing the eerie rumble, he wasn’t ready to approach. Only when Delilah had been well cared for would he even think of battle.


            Delilah.


            His chest ached for her. He laid her down gently, peering at her beautiful, expressionless face. Hestia had taken her emotions from her, and he hated the goddess for that. Yesterday he would have hated himself, too, for allowing it to happen. But he wasn’t that same man anymore. He refused to wallow in pain and pity.


            Today he was a man who took action, who kept his eye on the prize and did what was necessary to win it. In this case, the prize was Delilah’s heart.


            “We should find and kill the beast,” she said, sitting up.


            He kissed her softly. Her skin was cold, and she did not respond as she once had. “I love you,” he told her, words he’d never thought to utter again.


            She opened her mouth—to rebuke him, he was sure, so he placed a finger over her lips. “Shh. Don’t waste your strength.”


            She shrugged as if she didn’t care one way or another, but there was something in her eyes…a spark of something hot. Was she feeling? Was it possible?


            “Close your eyes and rest, sweet.” He draped an arm around her, surprised when she obeyed. “You’re safe.”


            “I am tired,” she said with a sigh. Just like that, her body sagged into unconsciousness. There were no fears to keep her awake, no desire to cause her to ache. Only a void to tug her under, into nothingness, as if she had lost even her will to live. Had he imagined that spark?


            Layel swallowed the hard lump in his throat and stood. Darkness was thicker than a blanket as he strode forward, pushing through the trees, not noticing as the branches slapped and cut him.


            When he was far enough away that Delilah wouldn’t be able to hear him if she awoke, he dropped to his knees. He jerked the shirt from his torso and tossed it aside.


            Hestia, the bitch, clearly wanted Delilah to win. And though it angered Layel to agree with her, his wishes now aligned with her own. Layel had thought to win the competition himself, but now knew he couldn’t do it. If Delilah won, she would keep her life and could demand as her boon the return of her emotions, her will to live. But he would die. There had to be a way to save them both.


            “Hestia, goddess of hearth and home,” he cried. “I come before you as your humble servant, my heart heavy and my greatest wish to beg an audience.”


            A minute edged by, then another. There was nothing, no pickup in the wind, no dancing of the trees, no singing of insects.


            “Please,” Layel gritted out. He had hated the gods all these years. After Susan died, he had begged like this, pleaded for her life, and he had been ignored. Now he had Delilah and he intended to keep her for as long as he lived. As far as he was concerned, the gods owed him one. “Show yourself!” he shouted then, respect and decorum forgotten. “You want victory? Well, you will not get it. Not without my aid. You will lose. You will—”


            “I will not lose,” an angry voice said from behind him.


            Layel was on his feet and spinning in an instant. His heart hammered erratically when he saw that Hestia stood before him, draped in a white robe and holding a spear. The goddess glowed with the force of her power, obviously no longer content to hide behind a veil of secrecy. But though her might had never been more evident, Layel was encouraged by the fact that she had heeded his call.


            “Forgive me for my outburst.” He forced his head to bow. For Delilah. “I was desperate to reach you.”


            The goddess sighed and was suddenly right in front of him, her sandals pressed against his boots. She smelled of the sea. “What do you want from me, vampire king?” Though he never saw her move, she was behind him again when the last word was spoken.


            His jaw tightened. “I ask that you return Delilah’s emotions to her.”


            “Why would I be so foolish as to agree to that? With them as her guide, she chose you over victory. An intolerable decision.”


            “Yes, but without them, she chooses nothing. She is no use to you now. She doesn’t want victory. She wants only to sleep.”


            His knees were suddenly kicked from behind and he found himself kneeling again. He didn’t fight, didn’t complain. He simply ran his tongue over his teeth, the sharpness of them slicing. A pity it was his blood rather than Hestia’s, but he knew he could not hurt the goddess without severe consequences.


            “Better. I like you like this, vampire. Even a king should learn to show proper respect to the gods.”


            I hate you. What have you ever done to earn my respect? “Would you be willing to consider a trade?”


            A crackling pause that seemed to stretch into eternity. Then, “What are you offering?”


            “For the restoration of Delilah’s emotions, I will promise to lose this competition. Not only that, but I will do all I can to ensure that she wins.”


            Another bout of silence. “A novel idea, but you cannot assure me beyond any doubt that you can acquire the victory for her. The dragon or the nymph could swoop in and stop you both. What’s more, you cannot assure me that once her emotions are restored she will use them wisely to secure her own triumph. She could very well fight for you to win.”


            Very true. Stubborn as Delilah was, she just might try to aid him. “I’ll stop her.” Somehow, some way. “Upon my honor.”


            “You have no honor, vampire.” Her head tilted to the side as she considered him. “But your proposition intrigues me nonetheless. What if I agreed to return her emotions for a single night? You would have one night to convince her of the merits of winning, no matter the cost. Even though she will lose her emotions again in the morning, the logic you plant inside her mind will still remain. And victory will once again be her concern.” An excited laugh. “If I do this for you, you will not tell her about our bargain. Understand? You will tell no one.”


            A minute with Delilah’s love was better than a lifetime without. “I would agree. To all your terms.” Of course she wouldn’t wish the other gods to know of her intervention. Layel stored that information, to be pondered later. “And as winner, she will still be awarded the boon. For aiding her, would I be given one, as well?”


            “This is your boon. Now, have we reached an agreement? Will you help her solve our riddle?”


            A single word caused Layel’s mind to spin. Riddle. What kind of riddle? He racked his brain to remember what the gods had said earlier. You will find something the likes of which even the bravest of men would run from. He’d thought the answer a beast. His brow furrowed as he pondered further. If those words were indeed a riddle, could that mean there wasn’t really a beast in the mountain? But he’d heard the snarling, hadn’t he?


            “Killing me will cause more harm than good,” Layel said, forging ahead despite his confusion. “Surely you—”


            “Enough,” she interjected. “Answer. Now. Do we have an agreement?” Such sudden impatience. Either she’d realized she’d said more than she ought or she sensed his inner turmoil.


            “I agree to everything,” he said. “Return Delilah’s emotions for one night. In turn I will purposely lose while doing my best to ensure that she wins by whatever means necessary.” He wanted it spelled out, so there could be no question later what he had agreed to. “And I will not tell her or anyone what I’ve done.”


            Hestia was in front of him again, kneeling, placing them nose to nose. Her lips brushed his in a soft kiss that shot wave after wave of electricity through him. There was nothing sexual about it; this was just her way of proving her power, he supposed. “Then go. Your woman feels again.”


            Suddenly a scream echoed through the night. Delilah’s scream.


            Layel was on his feet in the next instant, running back to her, desperate to reach her, the goddess already forgotten. He broke through the final layer of trees. Saw her. She was curled in a ball, sobbing.


            “I’m here, I’m here.” He flew to her and gathered her in his arms, holding as tight as he was able without hurting her.


            She didn’t protest. No, she clung to him. “Oh, gods. Oh, gods. I feel…There’s so many…They’re so strong…Can’t process all of them. What’s wrong with me, Layel?”


            “You’ve been given back what was taken from you,” he said. He hadn’t broken the pact, either, though he knew he skirted a dangerous edge. “In the morning—” he said, then stopped himself. As he watched, her eyes began to grow cold again, as if her emotions were once more receding. Her sobs quieted. Hestia was watching, he realized, and subtly conveying to Layel that she would reclaim Delilah’s emotions if he broke his word. Layel clamped his lips together.


            As quickly as it had appeared, the coldness vanished and her sobs returned.


            “Shh, shh. I’ve got you now.” He ran his hands down her spine, then up, under her half-shirt. Her skin was blazing hot. “I love you. I love you so much.”


            “I—I—Layel, Nola was taken and I didn’t fight for her. You told me you loved me and I didn’t care. Oh, gods. I should have fought. I should have told you I loved you, too, and would do anything to stay with you.”


            Joy burst through him, hearing that heartfelt proclamation, and he knew he’d lived these past two hundred years for this moment. This moment, and no other. Not revenge, and not to become worthy of Susan. Everything he’d done, everything he was, was for Delilah. All his torment had led him to her.


            Softly he brushed her trembling lips with his own. “There’s nothing we can do for your sister now. Once we leave the island—” no matter what the goddess said, Layel would not allow himself to be killed “—we will retrieve her.”


            “But you—you—”


            “I love you, warrior woman. I love you. I am only sorry it took me so long to realize it. I am sorry for hurting you, sweet. So sorry.”


            He pressed their lips together and thrust his tongue deep into her mouth, feeding her a kiss that scorched even him to the bone.


            “What of your mate?”


            “You are my mate now. But if you wish to know of Susan, I will tell you anything, everything.” He drew in a breath, slowly released it. “You know the gods used to exile unfavored humans to Atlantis, hoping we would annihilate them. Well, some of them survived and Susan was their descendant. As she grew they kept her hidden very well. But vampires sense human blood as no other can. We’re drawn to it. The taste, the sweetness. Though nothing compares to yours,” he hastened to assure her.


            She snuggled against him, listening intently, urging him on.


            “My men and I sniffed her out,” he said, pleased to discover that talking about the past was no longer like ripping open a wound. “I meant to keep her chained in my room, mine to drink from anytime I desired. Remember, those were much different, much harsher times. Anyway, I grew to love her smile, her gentle nature. She…softened me. After she finished scolding me for trying to hold her captive, that is. We had two wondrous years together before she conceived. The baby was due just after the dragons came, killing both Susan and my unborn daughter.”


            “You knew the child was a girl?”


            He nodded. “We were going to name her Bianca.”


            “I’m so sorry, Layel. Truly, I am. I ache for you, and would return all that you’ve lost if I could.”


            Oh, no. There would be none of that. “As I told you, it is you I desire, Delilah. No one else. Not even Susan. Now, tell me of your dragon,” he said, before she could protest his words.


            “Vorik?”


            Vorik. He played the name through his mind before nodding. “I know of him. Strong, fierce. A charmer, or so I heard.”


            “Oh, yes. A first-rate charmer. But then, I was ripe for the plucking. I’d always longed for the kind of I’ll-die-for-you love all other creatures but Amazons embrace. When he expressed desire for me, I thought I could make him love me that way. But I was wrong. He left without saying goodbye the moment the mating was over.”


            “Shall I kill him for you?”


            “No,” she said with a chuckle. “I punished him already. A few weeks later, my army marched through dragon land in one of our bids to prove how strong we are, and I ensured all the females in his village knew of his…shortcomings.”


            Layel barked out a laugh. “That’s my Amazon.”


            Her smile was warm, lighting him up inside. That smile quickly faded, however. “I’m glad that we’re both able to talk about the past like this. Do you think…What if—would you like another child, Layel?”


            He cupped her cheek, his eyes suddenly burning with tears, a hard lump in his throat. “With you, I would like as many as we can make.”


            “Me, as well.” She turned in his arms, placing her lips just above his. “I want you, Layel, I want you so badly. Now, forever.”


            They were words he had never thought to hear again. His joy intensified, blending with his arousal. “We don’t have a lot of time, sweet. There’s much to do. And we can’t risk Broderick or Tagart beating us to the monster.” Whatever the monster was—beast, a riddle to be figured out or something else entirely.


            “It’s dark. They won’t risk fighting the unknown in the dark. And I need you. Please. Don’t make me beg. Don’t make me—”


            He tried to be gentle as he swooped down and claimed her lips, he really did, but his need was too fiery. He’d nearly lost her, would probably lose her again when her emotions drifted away with the daylight.


            As he tongued her, he ripped the leather top from her and tossed it aside. Her tiny skirt was given the same treatment, leaving her bare. His gaze cut through the dark and drank in the tattoos he so adored. I’ve licked them. Will again.


            “Layel!”


            He snapped out of the momentary lust-daze and attacked her breasts, flicking his tongue over the hardened pink berries he found there. Her hips writhed; she moaned.


            “I’m burning up for you,” she gasped out.


            “You and no other.”


            “You and no other,” she agreed. “I love you.”


            “Oh, gods, Delilah.” So beautiful, those words. They would define the rest of his life, for they changed him, turned him from beast to man.


            He laved her face with nips and kisses, then licked away any sting he might have delivered. All the while his fingers explored her body until finally sinking deep into her wet core.


            She cried out.


            “Love you,” he said, working a third finger into her.


            That was all her desire needed. Her inner walls clenched around him, drawing him deeper. Moisture flooded his hand, hot, slick as he pumped, taking her higher. So high. “That’s it. Give me everything.”


            Her hands clutched at his back, squeezed the muscles so tightly he would carry the bruises for weeks. “More,” she said on a broken breath. “Do that again.”


            “My pleasure, though I plan to use something else on you.”


            He kissed her then, and her eyelids popped open. Their gazes met in a tangled web of desire. She must have seen his desperation because she pushed him to his back, worked his pants off and straddled him.


            Her blue hair fell around them like a curtain as she positioned herself at the tip of his mighty erection. Shaking, he reached up and cupped her cheeks, fingers gliding easily over her sweat-soaked skin.


            “You arms are cut,” she said. Arousal morphed into concern, and she traced a fingertip over his brow.


            “They’ll heal.”


            She wrapped her fingers around each of his wrists and brought his arms to her mouth, one at a time, kissing his injuries. “I don’t know why I’m feeling again, but I’m glad that I am.”


            “As am I.” The gesture warmed him, body and soul. “As am I.”


            Her face was soft, glowing with love. She sank an inch…then another…“You really love me?”


            “Gods, that feels good! More than I could even say. You are my strength. You are my joy. My peace.”


            She nibbled on her bottom lip. “I like the contradictions of you, you know? You are light and dark, brute warrior and gentle protector.”


            He squeezed her hips, grinding his erection another blissful inch.


            “I was drawn to you from the first,” she said, head falling back. “Have thought of nothing and no one since.”


            “I fought my desire for you with all my might, but in the end there was no denying it. You are the woman for me. You are my woman. Take me all the way inside, Delilah.”


            “Let’s take each other.”


            “Always.” He rolled her over, spread her legs as far as they would go and pounded all the way home. They cried out in unison. He fit her perfectly, sublimely, for she was the piece of him that had been missing all these many years.


            “Bite me,” she commanded him.


            “Not yet. Need you strong.” She was going to win this challenge and he was going to help her, just as he’d promised.


            “Please.”


            “Delilah,” he said, glancing at her neck. Her pulse hammered wildly, and his mouth watered.


            “Layel,” she moaned. “Please.”


            “Not yet.” He would take too much. In and out he continued to pound. He hooked his elbows under her knees to spread her even wider. Her head arched back, gifting him with a better view of her neck.


            Her nipples rubbed his chest, and he released one of her legs to roll a sweet berry between his fingers. “Yes!”


            She was meeting his thrusts with her hips, driving him deeper. Deeper. So good. He kissed her mouth, plunging his tongue just as deep. Her inner walls squeezed him, his testicles slapped at her, and then he was coming too, pouring into her. Shuddering.


            She groaned, massaging his neck, and he realized his teeth were in her, drinking the sweetness. Rather than draining her, he gulped back a mouthful and gently pulled from her. Even while enthralled, he couldn’t hurt her.


            When the aftereffects eased, he fell beside her. She kept her arms around him and rolled onto his chest. Both of them were panting and sweating, and never had he felt more content.


            “Will you be my mate?” he asked her, his joy sobering in the face of what was to come. The return of her coldness, her lack of emotion. He needed to lay what groundwork he could to guarantee they remained together when this was over. “I vow to love you, now and forever, see to your comfort, now and forever, and protect you with my own life. Now and forever.”


            She raised her head, eyes sultry, and peered down at him. A slow smile lifted her lips. “Yes. Yes. All that I am, all that I have, is yours. I will love you, comfort you and protect you. Now and forever.”


            “Swear to me you will not forget that we are mated. That no matter what you feel inside, you will not forget this moment, this promise.” He cupped her cheek and stared up into her eyes. “Don’t ask me why, just swear it.”


            Her smile faded, but she nodded. “I swear it. I will not forget.”


            He squeezed her tightly. And when she rested her head in the crook of his neck, he sighed, praying the night never ended.


            “I can’t believe we are together at last.”


            He could. He only hoped it lasted.

          

        


        

      

    

  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


            
              
            

          


          
            ONLY A FEW HOURS of darkness remained, Delilah thought, more sated than she had ever been in her life. She and Layel had made love several more times in several different positions. He couldn’t seem to get enough of her, his need almost…desperate.


            He’d made her promise all kinds of things. To always love him. To always forgive him. To kiss him every morning for the rest of her life. To be the one to win the challenge, no matter what she saw or heard, no matter what happened. She had been more than happy to agree to everything but the last—which had only made him work harder to convince her of the rightness of her taking victory for herself. Finally, she’d given in and promised. She would win, and she would demand Layel’s life as her prize. But she didn’t want Tagart or Broderick to die, either. Was there a way to save everyone?


            Miracles were indeed possible, she now realized. He loves me, she thought with a shocked grin. They should be up, finishing the challenge, but she cherished this time with him and couldn’t stand the thought of it ending. He had said goodbye to his old love; they were going to be together. She didn’t know how they would leave the island together—the prize perhaps. But never again would she push him away.


            “I could happily lie here forever, sweetheart, but time is running out for us to find the answer to the gods’ riddle,” Layel said as he rubbed a hand down her spine. Confusion, determination and dread layered the announcement.


            She shivered and propped her head on her hand, looking down at him. Just catching a glimpse of his eerie beauty caused her chest to constrict. He’s my man. What an exhilarating concept. “What makes you think it’s a riddle? We were told there was something up here that even a brave man would run from. And we have heard the creature’s cry, so we know they weren’t lying.”


            As if it had heard their conversation and wanted to reaffirm its presence, the unnamed creature howled, the unholy sound rending the air. Judging by the volume, the beast wasn’t close to them, but it was closer than it had been a few hours ago.


            “The goddess Hestia called this challenge a riddle.”


            “No, she didn’t. I would remember.”


            His glowing blue eyes focused on her, and never had they appeared so grave. Secrets churned in their depths. “Trust me on this.”


            “All right. I do.” She trusted him with her heart, so there was no reason to doubt him in this.


            He leaned up and kissed her, and just like that she felt him grow hard against her thigh. Reaching down, she curled her fingers around his length and squeezed. His eyelids closed in ecstasy as he hissed in a breath.


            “Are you always this insatiable?” she asked with a laugh.


            “I could ask the same of you, sweet. But to answer your question, yes, but only with you.”


            No wonder she loved him. “I’m glad, because I would slay any woman who tried to take you from me.” And it was the truth. As she stroked him, loving the feel of velvet over steel, she said, “What would a brave man turn away from, I wonder.”


            “I don’t know. I can’t think right now.”


            After moistening her lips, she moved above him, scattering kisses over his chest and delving her tongue into his navel. “I like when you can’t think.” Lower still. Her mouth sank down on his erection, her tongue playing the head.


            “Delilah, I—I—we should be figuring this out. This challenge, this—” Her tongue swirled over the plump head. “Oh, gods.”


            “Has a woman done this to you before?” She’d heard talk of it among her sisters and knew men relished having it done.


            “No. Never.”


            She would be the first, then, and the knowledge filled her with possessive pride. “I’ve never done this for a man, but it’s my honor to do it for you.” Without another word, she sucked him. Loving the moans and groans he made, reveling in the gyrations of his hips, the feel of his hands fisted in her hair.


            Up and down she worked, taking him so far down her throat she couldn’t breathe. But she loved it. Couldn’t stop. Rode his erection with her mouth until he collapsed, spent.


            Smiling, she curled beside him. Gods, she loved this man. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for her, she knew that now. Battle her sisters—yes. Walk through raging fires—of course. Kill Vorik—she had only to name when and where.


            “You were saying something about a riddle,” she prompted.


            He chuckled.


            “I’m not sure why the gods would give us a riddle rather than test our battle skills. Didn’t they mention they wanted the strongest warrior to win? If so, why not give us another, more straightforward challenge?”


            “Strongest warrior, yes, but also the best warrior. They’ve already tested our might, our endurance, our memory. Perhaps intelligence is the only thing left.” He sighed, loud and long. “We’ll figure this out. And if necessary, we’ll destroy the creature, whatever it is, as well as that blackguard Tagart. Broderick, I would like to save, if only there were a way. As for you, you’ve managed to distract me again. I believe I owe you a very special kiss. And while I’m tasting you, I want you to remind me of everything you’ve promised me. If you stop talking, I stop kissing.”


            And with that naughty threat, he bent and made good on his word.


            


            SHIVAWN HAD ALYSSA behind him on the centaur as they pranced toward the edge of the cliff. The Amazon camp was nearby. Thanks to nymph senses, they could sniff females out anywhere, anytime. Her hands were on his waist, holding tight. He had never felt stronger, more alive.


            Valerian rode beside him, the nymph army lined in their wake.


            “Brenna will not be happy if we slaughter the female warriors,” Joachim said in his deep, gruff voice. He was a strong soldier, one of the best, and he was mated to the human Shivawn had once owned.


            They were friends now only because Shivawn had relinquished all claim to the girl. That was a good thing, too. As he was learning, all things happened for a reason. If he’d kept Brenna, he would not have been free to mate with Alyssa, and he would rather die than be without his Alyssa.


            “Clearly, they are hiding in wait. But they have not attacked us yet,” Valerian pointed out, “so our charms must be working.”


            The lure of the nymphs, he thought, something he’d always been proud of but cursed today. He didn’t want Alyssa upset for any reason.


            There was a whoop, a war cry, and then the Amazons were flooding the edge of the cliff above their camp. “Halt,” a female voice shouted angrily. “State your business, nymphs.”


            “Perhaps we aren’t as charming as we assumed,” Valerian muttered. He raised his arm, and the army obeyed. “We came to speak with the prisoners.”


            One woman stepped forward. She was fair-haired, tall and muscled, yet as pretty as an angel. “No,” she said, and Shivawn recognized the voice that had commanded them to stop. She must be the tribe’s queen, Kreja. “You may now turn around, Valerian, and return to your palace. We won’t kill you. This time.”


            Shivawn had heard of her bloodthirsty nature, her unbending determination and the iron fist with which she ruled her people. What he had not heard was whether she’d ever spent time with Valerian. That familiarity…had they once been lovers? If so, Valerian would have cast her aside—females never left the nymphs. Correction: females rarely left the nymphs—and would not wish to help the nymphs in any way if they had.


            “Tell us what you know of them,” Valerian demanded. “Please.”


            Kreja smiled, smug. “A please from your lips…irresistible. They were given to us by the gods,” she said. “Therefore, they belong to us.”


            A young girl pushed her way through the masses. Kreja grabbed for her, saying, “Lily, no!” but the child squirmed for freedom and rather than hurt her, the queen let her go.


            She approached, spear in hand, eyes wide. “Pretty,” she breathed, gaze locked on Dorian, an irreverent dark-haired warrior who preferred variety over quality.


            “As are you.” He winked at her indulgently. “Perhaps we’ll meet again in a few years.”


            The queen watched the exchange, looking both proud that the girl was brave enough to approach the warriors and worried for her safety. As if the nymphs would ever harm a child.


            “I’m old enough to have a slave,” the girl called Lily said, chin lifting. “His name is Brand the dragon. I made him wash my clothes and fetch my breakfast this morning. I could talk to my mother about keeping you instead.”


            His lips twitched. Even Shivawn smiled at that. “No, thanks,” Dorian said. “Perhaps another time.”


            “Lily!” Kreja shouted, and the little girl jumped.


            “Until then,” she said, turning and running back to the females. Instantly they absorbed her into their midst, leaving no sign of her presence.


            A muscle ticked below Valerian’s eyes. “Where are you harboring the men? They have information we need,” he said, returning everyone to the business at hand.


            “Information I now have. Information I will share only because I have every intention of demanding payment for it one day. You worry for your missing soldiers, I presume. They were taken to an island, far from us,” she said. “They told me of sun, moon and sand, where mers swam and the gods could freely exercise their power. Something they did often, testing the warriors mercilessly. Both nymphs were alive when the vampire, Zane, and the dragon, Brand, were brought to me.”


            Valerian glanced at Shivawn with dread before refocusing on the queen. “What island?”


            “They did not know.”


            “You realize the dragon and vampire armies will come after you if you keep those men, yes?”


            “Yes.” She grinned with relish. “Let them come. Amazons enjoy combat, if you hadn’t heard.”


            “I am ally to both. Should they ask me, I will fight at their side and do all in my power to bring you down.”


            Rather than frighten her, the boast merely intensified her giddiness. She sent an eager gaze over the army. “Out of fond remembrance of our week together all those years ago, I will warn you not to try.”


            So they had been lovers. Curious, Shivawn thought. Before settling into their current residence, the nymphs had wandered Atlantis from palace to palace, race to race, taking their pleasure wherever they found it but never remaining in one place for long. The Amazons, however, they had always avoided. They didn’t desire companions; they desired slaves. For a time. It wasn’t in a nymph’s nature to submit. Well, not outside the bedroom.


            “One youthful mistake,” Valerian said on a sigh. “I will do what I must, Kreja, memories or no.”


            She smiled. “You always do. Do it, then. Fight us. Mating season soon approaches.” A horn sounded in the distance, and all of the Amazons stiffened. Frowning, the queen glanced behind her as the horn echoed once more. “Until we meet again…” What that, she and her followers stepped backward in unison and simply disappeared.


            “Alyssa,” Shivawn said.


            Realizing what he wanted, she gripped him all the tighter and flew him to the top of the cliff. Down, down he looked. The women had stepped off the cliff and into a churning lake. They made a splash when they hit, then surfaced and swam to shore, waving coyly up at him.


            “First they challenge you, and then they run,” she muttered. “What odd creatures.”


            They floated back down, and Valerian sighed. “Where could this island of sun and moon and mers—” He pressed his lips together, head tilting to the side. “Wait. I know where it might be. Come with me.”


            As quickly as their centaurs would allow, they traveled to the nymph palace. Valerian’s queen was waiting for him when they arrived. The nymph king dismounted and ran to his pale moonbeam, swinging her around while she kissed his face.


            Alyssa bit Shivawn’s shoulder, an action of possession, for Brenna waited atop the front steps, wringing her hands together, black curls billowing around her lovely face as she searched the sea of soldiers for Joachim. The warrior was pushing through the masses. When he reached the little female, he jerked her into his arms and she sighed with relief.


            Shivawn turned until he was facing Alyssa. “I love you,” he told her. “Only, always, you.”


            Her features softened, fangs retracting.


            “The human means nothing to me, I swear it.”


            Alyssa looked away from him. “But you almost bedded her that day. Wanted to bed her.”


            What a fool I was. “Let us discard the past, love. We have started fresh.”


            “I guess I’ll have to kill someone else,” she muttered.


            He chuckled. “That you will.”


            “This way,” Valerian called.


            Shivawn dismounted and helped Alyssa do the same. Side by side, they followed Valerian through the palace, past jewel-encrusted walls and men making love to nymph females in every corner. Decadent moans echoed as they descended the steps and strode into a cave.


            Valerian pressed against a jagged rock in the upper corner of the wall and two boulders parted, revealing a breathtaking view of the ocean. Fish. Mermaids waiting to catch a glimpse of a nymph.


            The king twisted another of the rocks and withdrew a small, round glass, extending it from the wall like an arm. He bent down and placed his eye in the center. Several minutes passed, warriors shifting from one boot to another as they waited.


            What was he doing?


            He moved his body left and right, angling for…what? Finally he stepped back and nodded stiffly. “I was right. Look.”


            Shivawn bent and peered through that glass, realizing he was looking up, up and out of the sea. Breath hitched in his throat. There was a patch of land, a large expanse of pin-pricked black, and a round golden sphere. Water lapped at the edges of a beach, white sand stretching into thick, emerald foliage. “What is that place?”


            “I have never been sure if it is on the surface or if it’s another hidden city like Atlantis.”


            “How do we get there?”


            “The portals, perhaps.”


            Shivawn’s attention slid to the portal in question. It was upright, surrounded by the mist that constantly seeped from it. Touching it pulled a person out of Atlantis and into the ocean. The one and only time he had done so, he had swum to the surface to steal human females. That’s when he’d met Brenna and hurt Alyssa so terribly.


            “Then we swim,” he said. He turned to Alyssa to explain the need for such an action and apologize if necessary. Assure her again of his love, most definitely.


            “My king is out there,” she said before he could utter a word. “I, too, will go through the portal.”


            He glanced to Valerian, who nodded. Attention returning to Alyssa, he tenderly kissed her temple. “You are a true warrior, after all, love. Together, we will bring our people home.”


            


            WHEN THE SUN ROSE, Layel was tense. Afraid. So afraid. His night with Delilah had been the stuff of fantasies and dreams. He needed more. But would he get it? Or would she lose her emotions as Hestia had warned?


            He’d been watching her sleep for hours, the gentle rise and fall of her chest a mating call. He hated to wake her and lose this peace, but it was necessary. “Delilah,” he said, gently shaking her.


            Slowly her eyelids cracked open.


            And that’s when he knew. His chest constricted with painful intensity. Once more her gaze was cold, blank. She rolled to her back, eyelids already closing. “What’s wrong with me?” she asked groggily.


            “Your emotions were taken again.” Layel wanted to kill something. The goddess would be a nice choice.


            “Oh.” She didn’t sound as if she cared.


            “I love you,” he croaked out.


            She yawned. “I know. I love you, too.”


            At least she knew, even if she couldn’t feel. Hestia had been right in urging him to use logic. “Do you remember everything you promised me?”


            “Of course. It’s my emotions that disappeared, not my brain.”


            He sighed. “It’s time to find and destroy the monster, love.”


            “All right.” Unhurried, she rose and dressed.


            He’d half expected her to insist he allow her to continue sleeping. Hopeful, he pushed to unsteady feet. After he’d donned his pants, he plucked several berries from a nearby bush and held them out. “Eat.”


            “I’m not hungry.” She studied the length of several blades before sheathing them at her sides. She didn’t look as if she cared to use them or even knew what to do with them.


            “Eat. Please. You need to stay strong.”


            Reluctantly, she took and ate the fruit.


            “You said you remembered what you promised me, but do you remember last night? What happened between us?”


            “Yes,” she said, looking at him. Blinking without concern. “Are you ready? I promised to win this contest, which means I need to fight a monster.”


            He grabbed her shoulders, desperation flooding him. “Delilah.”


            For a moment, one sweet moment, warmth fluttered over her expression, chasing away the cold, but it was quickly gone. And then the beast was roaring in pain and fury, the high-pitched scream enough to bust his eardrums. Layel stiffened, realization settling deep. “The monster has been found. Come.”


            He clutched Delilah’s hand and jerked her into motion, racing through the trees, his heart pounding against his ribs. She stumbled several times, and he began to worry for her ability to do what would be needed. Whatever would be needed. Not knowing what else to do, he picked her up and leapt into the air, flying high…higher…


            An eternity passed, the mountain seemingly never ending. Trees knifed toward him, slapping, but then the beach came into view and he knew he was farther away from the action, not closer, the monster’s newest roar weaker. With a twist of his body, he turned them around and headed back into the trees. Where in Hades were the other warriors?


            Finally, in the center of the mountain, he caught a glimpse of Tagart exiting a cave, sword raised. Broderick jumped out and attacked him with a sword of his own, the two men swinging and thrusting at each other, grunting and slashing.


            Layel didn’t want Delilah fighting in this condition, but he didn’t want to risk defeating the monster himself, either. Damn the gods! What should he do? He set her down. She didn’t protest. Just sat there, watching the fight through indifferent eyes.


            “Stay here,” he whispered.


            “I promised to win,” she said.


            “Worry not, love. I’ll only be a moment and will find a way to ensure your victory.”


            She nodded, the easy compliance so unlike her, his heart sank a little.


            “What’s in there?” Broderick demanded of Tagart.


            “Nothing.” Tagart swung his sword. Missed as the nymph jumped out of the way.


            “Sure?”


            “Wouldn’t matter. This is my kill. I found it first.”


            “Yes, but I’ll be the last thing it sees.”


            Layel dropped to his stomach and inched forward. With the combatants distracted, he could sneak into the cave and injure whatever was inside. If something was even in there. How could this be a riddle?


            He didn’t get very far.


            A huge, monstrous creature with black wings and red eyes lunged out, teeth snapping at Layel, then at the struggling warriors, who leapt apart with shocked gasps. Heart drumming in a wild frenzy, Layel backtracked, shoving Delilah behind him. She wasn’t ready for such a battle. Might not care enough to dodge a death-blow.


            “I don’t think we should fight it,” she said, voice devoid of either fear or eagerness.


            He wanted to look at her, but was afraid to tear his attention from the monster. Afraid that a single moment of inattentiveness would cause the beast to attack him, and thereby Delilah. “Why?”


            “I don’t fear it.” Stated so matter-of-factly.


            “Well, I do. And you would, too, if you still had possession of your emotions, brave Amazon warrior or not.”


            “No, you’re not understanding. The gods said we would find something the likes of which even the bravest of men would run from, something that we fear more than anything else. We are to face it, defeat it. But the thing I feared above all else was being without you. Last night I faced that fear. I defeated it. I gave myself to you, without reservation, hopeful for the future. Don’t you see, Layel? I don’t need to slay this beast. I’ve already won the gods’ challenge.”


            A riddle. Just as Hestia had said. He stilled, his eyes widening. Delilah had done it. Had truly done it. And she’d done it without him. The foolishness he felt at not having figured it out himself was no match for his pride in the woman who had. His woman. Grinning, he turned and hugged her close. Her arms wrapped tentatively around him, and the small gesture warmed his heart.


            “Very good, my child. Very, very good. And so a winner has been declared,” a laughing voice whispered through the trees. “Ah, but do not fear, vampire, nymph and dragon. No one need die this day. The losers shall be spared, as each of you proved useful in some way. And I know what you are thinking, vampire. I told you otherwise before. But how could you have faced your worst fear if there were no consequences for your actions?”


            With the words, the monster disappeared, though its roar continued to echo throughout the mountain. Tagart and Broderick whipped around, confused, searching. “Where did it go?” they panted in unison.


            Each of the five gods appeared in a blazing cascade of lights. As Layel blinked against their brilliance, he saw that only Hestia was smiling.


            The goddess faced Delilah. “Amazon, you have surpassed my expectations. Of all the warriors, you have displayed the most strength, courage, endurance and wit. At any point, you could have given up, yet you persevered, determination your beloved companion.”


            “Not true! My dragon displayed the most strength. You cheated,” Poseidon growled at the goddess.


            “As did you,” she replied smugly. “Do you honestly believe none of us heard your meeting with the dragon last eve? You told him exactly what his greatest fear was, and still he failed to understand. The Amazon is unquestionably the winner of this game. And that means I have won our game, as well.”


            Ares clenched his fists so tightly blood ran from his palms.


            Artemis regarded them coldly, as if the outcome didn’t affect her one way or another.


            Apollo was popping his jaw, the glow around him more diminished than before.


            Then they each nodded in reluctant acknowledgment.


            War cries abounding, an army of nymphs suddenly burst past the trees, and stopped. The roars became gasps and snarls. Layel raced forward, his goal to protect the nymphs, his friends, from the gods. But before he reached them, the gods repositioned themselves, beside him one moment, blocking his path in the next. Layel ground to a halt.


            “Valerian,” he called.


            “Layel,” the nymph king responded. “What’s been going on? How can we—”


            Hestia waved her hand at them and they disappeared as quickly as they’d arrived. “Good riddance.”


            “You,” Apollo said to Broderick, as though there had never been a disruption. “I have a task for you, nymph. As I am no longer welcome inside Atlantis, I feel the need to return to the surface world. And there is something you can do for me there. The least you can do, really, since you did not win me this contest.” The two vanished. At least Broderick had appeared amenable.


            “And, you,” Poseidon added, pointing to Tagart, eyes narrowed. “You cost me sole claim to Atlantis. For that, you will be punished. And then you will exist simply to amuse me.” They, too, disappeared.


            “And then there’s you,” Ares said to Layel. “Victory could have been ours, but you chose to put love first.” Despite his words, there was no anger in his voice. “I would punish you, but you seem to have saddled yourself with a permanent mate. That is punishment enough, I’m thinking.”


            A mate was not punishment, Layel thought. A mate was a reward. But he gave no protest as Ares, too, vanished.


            For several heartbeats, there was silence. Then a female sigh echoed. “Enough distractions. I will now award Delilah’s prize.” Hestia merely blinked at them and they were suddenly standing in front of the Amazon camp, a cliff rising in front of them. The women obviously couldn’t see them, for they were readying for war, unconcerned by the vampire in their midst.


            There was the young girl, the one who had been locked in the dragon cage what seemed an eternity ago. To Layel’s delight, she was leading a scowling Brand by a chain, as though he were nothing more than a pet.


            “Lily,” Delilah said. She reached out stiffly, as though the action were automatic rather than heartfelt.


            “Delilah,” the goddess said, stopping her in her tracks. “As you know, my precious, you have earned a boon. What would you like? Name it, and it’s yours. Remember, your sister Nola is out there, perhaps in pain.”


            Layel’s jaw clenched. Low blow, he thought. Remember your promises, he projected to Delilah. Remember my promises. Please remember. During their night of passion, he had vowed to help her search for Nola, and he would. However long it took. He would not rest until her sister was safe. The boon wasn’t needed for that. Would she remember? Would she care?


            “Or I could give Layel back his mate,” the goddess continued. “That would please him, I think.”


            Layel locked gazes with Delilah, letting all of his love pour from him.


            “May I ask a few questions first?”


            “Of course,” the goddess replied magnanimously.


            “What happened to the nymph army?”


            “The army was returned to Atlantis, healthy and whole. If your fellow competitors Broderick and Tagart are lucky, they will someday follow suit.”


            Delilah nodded, satisfied. “Since you have already agreed to spare Layel’s life, I ask for my emotions,” she said, and Layel sank to his knees in relief. “I want my emotions returned. My love for him.”


            “I planned to return them anyway,” the goddess surprised Layel by saying. “After you chose your prize. Logic aids us so much more than sentiment, after all. Besides, mere emotions don’t seem a large enough reward for your efforts. Is there nothing else you would like?”


            “Loving Layel, being with him, is what I desire most. But as you are giving me that, as well, I ask for Nola’s safe return.”


            Hestia studied her a moment, then nodded. “Very well. All that you have named, you shall have. But not all at the same time. Nola has much to learn first.”


            A moment later, Delilah’s body jerked and she screamed in pain, just as she’d done the night before. All Layel could do was gather her close and hold on to her until the throbbing subsided. Finally she collapsed, panting, sweating.


            “Thank you, thank you,” he said, raining kisses all over her face. “Thank you for remembering. Thank you for loving me.”


            Her violet gaze lifted, piercing him. “Does some part of you wish I’d asked for your mate’s return?”


            “Ah, but you did ask for exactly that. You are my mate. My greatest prize.”


            Slowly she grinned. “A prize,” she said with wonder. “Me. It’s what I’ve always wanted to be, what I secretly dreamed of each night in camp and every time I saw other creatures holding hands and basking in each other.”


            “It’s what you’ve always been, what you will always be.” He kissed her forehead, her nose and then her precious lips. “We will never be parted again, I vow it. We can live in my palace or I will be your eternal slave at the Amazon camp.”


            Her eyes widened. “You would be my slave?”


            “I am your slave, love.”


            Now those widened eyes filled with happy tears, her smile brighter than the sun. “I would love to live in your palace. To have you all to myself, no war or battle-training to distract us. Maybe, though, we can visit my tribe upon occasion.” She looked down, as if it was too much to hope for.


            “Anytime you wish. The girl, Lily, can even stay with us when we return, if your queen will allow it. Perhaps she can help us practice our parenting skills.”


            “Oh, Layel.” She kissed and nipped at his face. “I would like that. And I think Lily would, too.” Her head fell back and she laughed, a sound of true joy. “We’ll have to deal with her new slave, though. Are you sure—”


            “My quest to kill the dragons is over.” He shrugged sheepishly. “But perhaps I will torture Brand a wee bit. Or perhaps he will prove useful as we rescue Zane and Nola. Because if I know my Amazon, you will not be content to wait for Hestia to send the girl to us, just as I am not content to leave my soldier in torment.”


            “You, Layel, are a wonderful man. My dark and passionate king.” She cupped his face, her thumbs tenderly brushing his lips. “So…now that you have me, what are you going to do with me?”


            “That’s easy, love,” he said, holding her tight. “Cherish you, all the days of my life.”
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              Nola stood in the center of the battle tent, watching as her sisters-by-race lined up. Each shifted eagerly from one foot to the other, clutching their weapon of choice. She spotted several axes, a few spears, but mostly swords.


              Mating season had officially begun.


              Soon the females would break into groups, fighting each other for the right to whichever stolen slave they desired. Those slaves, eight in number, were currently chained to the far wall at the end of the spacious enclosure. Three dragon shifters, two centaurs, two male sirens and a vampire. All eight were muscled, beautiful…and all but one was grinning. The vampire.


              Her vampire. Zane.


              The men would be bedded this night and for several weeks to come. Then they would be freed, never to return. That was the way of the Amazons. Capture, breed and abandon. Of course the males were happy about this. All but Zane.


              Zane had dark hair, equally dark eyes and the fiercest temper she’d ever encountered. He didn’t like to be touched and had actually injured many Amazons—not an easy feat—in his quest for freedom. Finally, in an effort to tame him, they had stopped feeding him the blood he needed for strength. Now he was physically weakened, only able to lean against the wall and wait for his mistress to be declared.


              However, nothing could weaken his hatred—or the promised retribution that radiated from him.


              Nola had met him what seemed an eternity but had actually only been four months ago. He’d desired her, had tried to win her affections—and she’d tried to kill him. With the memory, guilt filled her. But in her defense, she hadn’t known him then. Had only been concerned with her own survival. The gods had swept them to a remote island, along with several other creatures, and pitted them against each other, forcing them to fight, to watch helplessly as their friends were executed.


              More than that, she’d spent her entire life hating men and the pain they brought with them. As a young child, she’d been sold by her own mother to male after male; she’d been used, hurt, taunted…ruined. Zane’s desire had frightened her, and she had lashed out.


              And now, she was paying for that.


              No one could see her. No one could hear her. Though she was encircled by the bright, golden light seeping through the tent’s apex, no one knew she was there, that she’d been among them, month after month. The gods had cursed her with invisibility when she’d been eliminated from their impossible contest—and then chained her to this camp as surely as Zane was now chained.


              The gods had seen to Zane’s captivity, as well, gifting the vampire to the Amazons to use as they saw fit. And use him they would—and had. Because mating season had not begun until today, they had forced him to work their land, hauling boulder after boulder for the building of more tents. He’d had to find sticks and sharpen them into weapons. They’d even forced him to feed many of the women by hand. Of course, he’d tried to escape, so they’d resorted to starving him. That starvation caused him to weaken unbearably, rendering him useless. Lately all he’d been able to do was lie in place and curse.


              “Stand before the slave you wish to claim,” Kreja, the Amazon queen, commanded. She stood at the edge of her royal dais, her gaze scanning, expectant. She was a lovely woman, with pale hair and light eyes, both of which gave her the appearance of fragility. But she possessed an iron core, a vicious nature.


              The warrioresses broke apart, as Nola had known they would, and crowded around the males that tempted them.


              Nineteen of the thirty-two females chose Zane.


              She had hoped their aversion to biting and blood would deter them. She should have known better. Strength was prized among the Amazons, and Zane had nearly won his freedom. Twice. They wanted that strength for their offspring, which was the entire point of mating season.


              “Excellent,” Kreja said with a grin.


              Zane snarled.


              That delighted the women around him, edging them to a new level of eagerness.


              Nola fought a wave of anger, of helplessness. She should not have feared Zane. She should have enjoyed him while she’d had the chance. His was the first touch in the entire span of her life that had not filled her with disgust. There had been something almost…reverent in his every gentle caress. If she’d welcomed him, he might have helped purge the demons of her past. He might have saved her from herself.


              Now, she would never know.


              “Fight for me if you wish,” he said through sharp, gritted teeth, “but know that I will slay the winner with my bare hands.”


              He was not a man given to boasting, Nola knew.


              “So vengeful,” someone twittered happily.


              “So mine,” another snapped.


              “It is I who will win his seed,” still another growled. “I who will give birth to his offspring.”


              “No one will bear my child,” he roared.


              He is not meant to be a slave, Nola longed to shout. He was too proud, too defiant. Traits she also possessed. Which was why she had finally risen up and slain her own mother. Which in turn was why she sometimes cried herself to sleep, wishing she could claw the images from her mind.


              Scowling, Nola strode forward and reached out, hoping that, for once, her fingers would do more than ghost through as she tried to shove the Amazons aside. As always, her hand slipped through their bodies as if she were nothing more substantial than mist.


              A cry of frustration escaped her.


              Still, no one paid her any heed.


              “Those of you who desire the vampire will now enter the arena.” Kreja’s hard voice silenced their arguments. Together they did as commanded, bypassing Nola, even stepping through her.


              “Damn you!” she shouted. “Hear me!”


              Of course, they did not.


              Shoulders slumping, she closed the distance between herself and Zane and sank beside him. Like the others, he did not act as if he noticed. But she could almost—almost—feel his warmth, and goose bumps broke out over her skin.


              “Lily,” Kreja called with a wave of her hand.


              Lily, the child-princess who would one day rule this clan, stood up from her throne atop the dais and walked to her mother’s side, her little body draped in velvet robes rather than the leather straps and skirts worn by the warrioresses.


              She had changed much in the past few months. No longer was this queen-in-training giddy and innocent. Once having run from camp to prove herself worthy of her people—thereby inadvertently beginning a war between the Amazons and the dragons, a war she’d thought had caused the deaths of Nola and another Amazon—she was now solemn, determined to become a worthy leader. She’d even relinquished her right to claim Brand the dragon shifter, another of the gods’ exiles, as her personal servant, and had offered him up to her people. He now sat among the other slaves.


              “You will not fight to the death,” Lily proclaimed in her soft voice. “But you will continue to engage each other until only one of you is left standing. It is she who will earn the right to bed the vampire.”


              After Nola’s own experience with the gods’ cruel contest, she had no desire to watch another. For Zane, however, she would watch. And she would wish.


              There was only a slight pause before Kreja said, “You may begin.”


              Immediately the women leapt into action. Metal clanged against metal, grunts abounded, and sand was flung in every direction. Bodies were collapsing, cries of pain echoing, as one pink-haired female savagely worked her way through the masses.


              Soon, she was the only one standing.


              Nola wanted to vomit.


              “And so we have a winner.” Kreja motioned to Zane with a wave of her hand. “Claim your prize, beloved. Know that we are proud of the strength and tenacity you have demonstrated today.”


              As the female approached, Zane trembled. In rage. Perhaps in fear.


              “I won’t let her have you,” Nola vowed, though she knew there was nothing she could do to stop what would happen.
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              The female was going to kill him, Zane thought dazedly, dispassionately.


              She’d won him, however long ago she’d fought for him—one day? Two? Weak as he was, he’d lost track of time. All he knew was that she’d tried multiple times to bed him. But she needed a hard cock for that, and he hadn’t given it to her.


              Denying her had delighted him.


              Now two of those wretched Amazons stood around him, staring down at his naked body. If he hadn’t been half-starved and teetering on the brink of total collapse, those stares would have sent him into a killing rage. He hated being looked at as much as he hated being touched.


              He’d spent too many centuries as the demon queen’s whore, hers to use, hers to hurt. And he’d suffered those indignities willingly, all for the love of a woman. A slave, as he was supposed to be now. Marina, that detestable queen, had promised to set his beloved free if Zane pleased her until she grew tired of him. But she’d never grown tired of him, and Cassandra, his chosen mate, had begun to hate him as a result. Yet, still he’d stayed, determined to finally win his prize.


              And then Layel, the vampire king, had done the impossible and drained the demon queen, finally freeing both Zane and Cassandra, and he’d thought to earn back her love. After all, everything he had done had been for her. Only, she’d fled him. For another man. Perhaps that was for the best.


              Zane was not the man he’d once been. He eschewed females and wanted no part of them. Wanted no part of sex. He shuddered at even the thought of it. The things he’d done…the things that had been done to him…sickness churned in his stomach. Had he eaten that day, he would have vomited.


              But then Nola had walked into his life. Beautiful, passionate, fierce Nola. A woman who hadn’t wanted him, who had rebuffed him. A woman he’d craved with every ounce of his being, despite what had been done to him. A woman the gods had taken from him. He did not know if she’d survived their island game or if the gods had set her free, but sometimes he would swear that he smelled her sweet scent, felt the gentle glide of her hands.


              The first time he’d seen her, he’d thought her a gift from the gods. For why else would he have been able to endure—no, enjoy—her touch and no other’s? Now, he thought that perhaps she’d been another curse. He craved her still, yet like Cassandra he could never have her. What did I do to deserve this?


              “I’m strong,” his “owner” said now, drawing his attention, “so of course he desires me. I mean, look at what I did to my competitors! Eighteen against one, yet I owned that arena. But he’s too weak to be claimed.”


              “He needs blood,” another said.


              “Yes, but if he’s given blood, he’ll be able to raise his head and bite me.”


              Both of the females shuddered.


              Did these Amazons—who abhorred the biting of flesh and the drinking of blood and who thought to rape him to steal a child from him—not realize the child of a vampire would most likely need to bite and drink blood to survive?


              Would they kill the halfling if it proved to be more vampire than Amazon? Even through the haze of weakness, rage sparked inside his chest. He would kill them first.


              Perhaps they meant to feed the child as they’d fed him, he thought next. The idea mollified him somewhat.


              Before his last escape attempt, they’d kept him nourished by allowing him three small cups of blood a day. Who had donated the blood, he didn’t know. Didn’t care. What they didn’t realize was that he never took from a living source. He only took from those he’d killed. As he was too weak to hurt them, they were in no danger of being bitten. Even starved as he was.


              He would be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy their fear and distaste.


              But all of that was moot, he knew. He would never leave a child of his behind. What was his, was his.


              “Did you try manipulating his rod?”


              “Of course. He’s not my first slave, you know.”


              “Well, give him blood, then bind his mouth. That way, he’ll be strong enough to bed but unable to nibble on you.”


              “Oh, excellent idea! Grab a goblet.” The pink-haired woman—he hadn’t cared to remember her name—palmed one of her daggers, sliced a groove in her wrist and held the wound over the offered goblet.


              His mouth watered at the sight and smell of that crimson nectar; his fangs elongated.


              She approached him and held the cup to his lips. Thankfully, her skin did not touch his. “Drink.”


              He obeyed, swallowing three precious mouthfuls. Instantly, warmth spread through him, followed on its heels by strength.


              “It’s working. His color is returning.” The cup was removed from his mouth, and he found his gaze locked with that of his captor. She was pretty, if he cared for such things. He didn’t. He only cared that she had pink hair rather than black, brown eyes rather than turquoise, and she did not smell like Nola. Like sea and storms and flowers.


              There was a pause, then a purr of agreement. “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?”


              “Don’t forget he’s mine,” was the snapped reply.


              “Well, his cock is still flaccid, so you won’t be claiming him any time soon,” the other Amazon lashed back.


              As the blood continued to work through him, the lethargy that had plagued him all these many days dissolved, leaving energy in his muscles, a sizzle in his bones. Escape, he thought, a growl working its way past his throat.


              Both Amazons jumped away from him with a yelp.


              “Hurry! Let’s bind his mouth.”


              “Don’t touch me!” Growls intensifying, Zane jerked at the chains circling his wrists and ankles. He hissed and snapped, kicking as much as he was able as the Amazons maneuvered around him. “No touching! Do you hear me? I’ll kill you.”


              Suddenly a golden ray of light spilled inside the tent, and he would have sworn he caught a glimpse of Nola.


              “No—” He stilled, his heart slamming against his ribs.


              His captor moved, reaching for his neck, blocking the vision.


              “Out of my way!” he shouted, bumping his hip against hers and sending her toppling to her face. He’d imagined Nola before, there in the battle tent. This vision, he planned to enjoy as long as possible.


              Sure enough, there was a shimmering outline of long black hair, a glow of turquoise eyes, as Nola tried ineffectually to tug his captor away from him. He lost his breath. So lovely. His shaft hardened quickly and painfully. Nola. His sweetest tormentor.


              Sadly, the illusion didn’t last more than a few seconds. He wanted to scream and hurt and maim. To kill and be killed. The desire came too late, though, his stunned immobility costing him. The Amazon was able to leap to her feet and easily hook a thick strap of material around his mouth.


              “Finally.” Sighing with satisfaction, she leaned away from him, crouching on her haunches and smiling smugly. “And just as I suspected, your rod is—” Her words halted and her smile faded as his cock withered before her eyes. “But…you were…why…”


              He had only imagined Nola; he knew that, but he couldn’t stop his gaze from searching for another glimpse of her. To his dismay, he saw only furs, carved furniture and weapons. Even as his captor attempted to arouse him once more, stripping for him, caressing him, he did not stop searching.


              Finally, exasperated with him, the Amazon dressed and stormed from the tent, leaving him alone with his insanity.
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              As many times as Nola had been chained and used in her life, she knew the humiliation, frustration and helplessness Zane was feeling. He must want to kill Amelia, his new owner. She did.


              Hurting another Amazon went against every instinct Nola possessed, every rule she’d ever been taught, but she would have sliced the warrioress to pieces if she’d been able to grip a blade. Zane’s eyes had been so wild, his snarls desperate. And she’d been unable to aid him, had only been able to watch in horror.


              “I will take his place,” she shouted to the ceiling, not knowing if the gods were listening. Or if they even cared. Zane didn’t deserve this. No one did. But at least she had endured servitude before. The women wouldn’t rape her, of course, but they would work her and beat her, both of which she could survive.


              Air sucked through Zane’s nostrils, and his body suddenly jerked. Then he began struggling against his bonds again. Her attention whipped to him. He was staring directly at her, his dark gaze boring into her.


              “Zane,” she said, rushing to his side and kneeling. “Shh, now. Shh. You’ll only injure your wrists and ankles further.” Already he was bleeding, losing the blood he’d just been given.


              He tracked her every movement.


              Could he…no. Not possible. No matter how many times she’d wished otherwise, she’d remained as unnoticeable as the air he breathed. Besides, if he knew she was here, he would be fighting her as he’d fought Amelia. Perhaps even more violently. How many times, before this terrible punishment, had she rebuked his advances? Tried to hurt him? Called him vile names? All because she’d been too frightened of her feelings. I am not worthy of being an Amazon warrioress.


              Frantic, Zane rubbed his jaw against his shoulder until the material fell away from his mouth. “Nola,” he rasped. “Nola, Nola, Nola.”


              He could see her. Oh, gods. Oh, gods! Could she touch him? Her arm shook as she reached out, meaning to brush his hair from his face, but as always, her hand ghosted through him. She moaned in frustration.


              He laughed, the sound full of sweet satisfaction. “I’ve finally slipped over the edge of sanity and I don’t care.” He relaxed against the blankets spread out beneath him. “My Nola, here to comfort me. As beautiful as ever.”


              His Nola? A shiver moved through her. Oh, if only…“You aren’t imagining me, Zane. I’m truly here. I’ve been here since the day of your arrival.”


              Zane didn’t seem to hear her. His gaze was too busy drinking her in. “Of course I would imagine you like this, soft and lush, but still not mine to possess.”


              “Listen to me. The gods cursed me, as they cursed you, only I am not to be seen, heard or felt.” Until now. Why, why, why could she now be seen and heard but still not felt?


              Finally, her words seemed to take root. His eyelids narrowed and his lips pulled tight against his teeth, revealing the tips of those deadly fangs. “How can I see you now, then?” he asked, mirroring her thoughts.


              “I wish I knew,” she said on a sigh. Would others be able to see her, as well?


              “So. Another curse is to be heaped upon me. To see, but never to touch.” He turned his head from her, as if he couldn’t bear to look at her another second. That was the treatment she’d expected from him, but it still hurt. You deserve it. Take it like a warrior.


              At least he no longer thought himself crazy.


              “Why aren’t you with Brand?” he demanded.


              Brand, the dragon shape-shifter who had been cursed right alongside them. “I don’t…” What? She liked Brand, but she wasn’t concerned with his treatment. He had not fought his captivity like Zane. He had embraced the thought of an Amazon owner. Other than Lily, that is. Lily had been too young for him, and he’d been nothing more than a maid for her. Since she’d released him to the ownership of the other Amazons, though, he’d looked nothing but content.


              But even if he had not been enjoying himself, Nola still would have chosen to watch over Zane. His strength and determination, and even his wildness, drew her.


              Maybe because that wildness had never truly extended to her. Even when she’d stabbed both of his shoulders with spears, he had not attempted to hurt her. He had cried out for her, wanting to be with her.


              “Why haven’t you used your…gift to help you escape?” she asked, ignoring his question. Much as this man had to hate her, she wasn’t ready to voice her softer feelings. Even she didn’t understand her change from tormentor to tormented.


              His cheeks heated in embarrassment, but still he did not face her.


              He’d once used that gift on her. Had slipped inside her dreams and showed her how good it would be between them. How he would kiss and taste every inch of her body, enjoy her, help her enjoy him. “You can show the Amazons the destruction you will unleash if they fail to release you.”


              “The gods stripped me of the ability when they sent me here. I can no longer enter dreams. Or create nightmares. They also stripped me of my ability to transport myself to other locations with only a thought.”


              Damn them! “There has to be a way to free you. I wish I could leave camp and visit your king. Word has spread through Atlantis that he is wed now to my sister, Delilah. They would help you, I know it. And maybe, like you, they would be able to see and hear me. But I am bound to this camp, as surely as if I were shackled. I cannot leave its boundaries.” Or perhaps she could, now that part of her curse seemed to be lifted. She wanted to check, but couldn’t force herself to move away.


              Zane shifted even further away from her, and his chains rattled. It was another stark reminder of their doomed circumstances. “Why would you help me?”


              “Because I—” She peered down at her hands. Her fingers were twined together and twisting the leather of her skirt. They wanted to be on Zane’s body, learning his every nuance. What would make him gasp in pleasure? What would make him moan? “I owe you. I hurt you, and I’m sorry for that. Sorrier than I can ever express. I want—”


              “Enough,” he growled, cutting her off. “I don’t want your apology. I never did. I’ve always wanted you…your body.”


              Need trembled through her. “Yes.” Yes. That’s what she wanted, too. “But you can’t touch me. How…”


              “We will figure it out. Climb on top of me.”


              She did, straddling his waist. His eyes closed, and he arched up. She imagined his hard shaft rubbing against her and moaned. “Zane, I—”


              The entrance to the tent flapped, and Amelia strode inside. “Well, vampire. I have decided—” Her eyes widened, and she stopped. “Nola? What are you doing here?”


              Nola jumped up as though burned. She wanted to scream in frustration, but held her tongue. One question had been answered, at least. Others could see her. “Hello, Amelia.” Did she sound as breathless to the warrioress as she did to herself?


              “We thought you were dead.”


              “You thought wrong.”


              Amelia’s dark gaze swung to Zane, then back to Nola. “Either way, you will move away from my slave.”


              “Nola,” Zane said, and there was a warning in his tone.


              A warning of what? Nola didn’t face him, but squared her shoulders and forced her expression to harden. “How is he truly your slave when you have not yet battled every female who would lay claim to him? Amelia, I challenge you for the vampire.”
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              “Hurry! She’ll return any moment, and she’ll have others with her. Perhaps the entire army.”


              Zane watched as Nola tried and failed to jerk the head of his chains from the iron pole they were attached to, a pole that was anchored deep in the earth. As before, her fingers merely passed through the object.


              His shock had yet to diminish. Nola was here; Nola thought to help him. After her announcement, his captor had stormed out of the tent with every intention of speaking to the Amazon queen. Nola wanted him for her own.


              Earlier when she’d apologized to him, it had not been remorse thickening her voice. It had been desire. Then she’d climbed on top of him without hesitation, had moaned when he’d arched into her. He hadn’t been able to feel her, but oh, just the thought of doing so was enough for him.


              “How do you propose to fight her?” he demanded. “You cannot hurt her, and she cannot hurt you.”


              “I didn’t want to fight her. I wanted time. And why are you just lying there?” She peered down at him, hands on her hips, dark hair streaming wildly around her delicate face. There was the soldier he knew. “Fight free!”


              “You will come with me? If I escape?”


              “If I can, yes. I want that more than anything,” she added in a whisper.


              Again, there was no hesitation. There was even a flicker of hope in her magnificent eyes. She truly did not hate him.


              What had brought about this change in her? Doesn’t matter right now. Everything he’d craved these many months of his captivity—Nola, freedom, a chance to be together—was now being offered to him. No longer did he feel cursed. Never had he been so blessed.


              He couldn’t feel her? So what. Being with her was more important.


              He was suddenly fueled with a fervor he had never experienced before, not even when he’d been whoring for the demon queen, desperate to save Cassandra. He wanted this. Would have this. Just as…soon as…he broke…free. For what seemed an eternity, he pulled hard at his wrists and ankles, straining so forcefully his bones eventually gave way.


              Out came both his ankles; out came both his wrists. The pain of it nearly bowled him over as he sat up, then stood to trembling legs. He didn’t care. He was free at last.


              “I hear them,” Nola gasped. “Come on.” She made to grab him, but her hand misted through his body. “Damn this!”


              There was no sensation, no chill, but the knowledge that she had tried to touch him caused him to shiver rather than shudder. From the very first, it had been that way. Others he ran from. Others he abhorred. Her, he only yearned for more of. Why?


              “This way.” She raced to the far end of the tent. “Raise the flap.”


              He lumbered to her, stumbling constantly, and did as commanded. All the while, his battered body screamed in agony, black winking over his vision, stomach threatening to heave. Vampires were fast healers, but he’d been without blood too long, the few sips he’d had earlier already used up.


              Outside, light poured from the crystal dome surrounding all of Atlantis, heating and stinging his now-sensitive skin and making his eyes water. This kind of reaction had only happened once before. On that cursed island of the gods. The reminder of his time there infuriated him and that fury gave him strength. Tent after tent dotted the surrounding land. Amazons were scattered throughout. Some were bent over a fire and hammering at weapons; some were hanging animal hides.


              “Walk behind me,” Nola said, “as if you are my slave.”


              She moved forward, head held high. Behind him, he could hear a murmur of voices inside his captor’s tent. Amelia had returned, and she had indeed brought an army with her. Zane kicked into motion. Thankfully, no one paid them any heed—until a horn blasted. The Amazons around him straightened, a few even reaching for weapons.


              “Run,” Nola shouted, picking up speed. “Run.”


              No longer content to remain behind her, he matched her pace. A forest loomed a few yards ahead, thick trees promising cover.


              “Nola!” someone shouted. “Stop!”


              “Vampire,” his captor screamed. “Not another step. I will punish you.”


              Zane tripped over a rock. He lurched forward, his broken ankles unable to support him. When he hit the ground, he hit hard and lost every bit of oxygen in his lungs. Grimacing, he lumbered back up. Started running again.


              All the while, Nola encouraged him. “You can do it. I know you can. That’s the way. Just a little farther.” But when they reached the trees, she stopped and screeched. “No! No, no, no.”


              He, too, stopped and faced her. He tried to grab her, but as always before, encountered only air. “Come. Now.”


              “I can’t. It’s like a wall is blocking me.” Frantic, she tossed a glance over her shoulder at the scowling Amazon warrioresses bearing down on them. “Go. Please. Just go.”


              He remained in place, the screams in his head no longer for his bodily pain. He couldn’t leave this woman behind. But he couldn’t stay here, broken as he was. He was no good to either of them. Damn the gods to Hades!


              “Will they attempt to punish you?” he asked.


              “They can’t hurt me. They might be able to see me, but I’m untouchable, remember?” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Now go, before they take you. They will not be as gentle with you this time.”


              “Nola…”


              “Zane. Go. Please. Save yourself. You are not meant to be any woman’s slave.”


              A muscle ticked below his eye. “I will come back for you. Soon as I’m healed, I will come back.” As he spoke, he walked backward. Only when she was blocked from his view did he spin and run.
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              Nola faced off with her sisters. They formed a menacing half-circle around her, each glaring at her.


              “You freed my slave,” Amelia growled, and several warrioresses booed and hissed at Nola.


              She had always been something of a tribe outsider, so she wasn’t surprised at the cold welcome. “He isn’t yours, but yes,” she said proudly. “I freed him.”


              A frowning Kreja stepped forward, separating herself from the masses and placing herself nose-to-nose with Nola. “I want five of my elite armed and hunting the vampire within the next five minutes.”


              Footsteps echoed as the warrioresses complied.


              “And you,” the queen continued, “you know the punishment for stealing your sister’s slave?”


              “Yes,” Nola repeated. The punishment—a savage, wish-you-were-dead whipping. Not that they could administer it. But even if she’d been tangible, she would have risked it. Zane’s freedom was worth losing the skin on her back. At the very least.


              “Delilah returned and told us you lived still, but that did not stop our worry for you. And now I find you here, working against us. Why would you do such a thing?” the queen asked, sounding genuinely curious rather than enraged.


              “The vampire had endured enough at the hands of the Amazons. Like us, he is a living being with feelings. He is courageous, wild as the animals in this forest and fierce beyond imagining.”


              And he would return for her. She trusted him.


              Never before had she trusted a man, but she trusted Zane. Having watched him these past few months, she knew he was not the kind of man who made vows lightly. She knew he did not say things simply to placate his audience. Oh, yes. He would return.


              What they would do when he reached her, she didn’t know. She only knew that she needed to be with him. To see his face and hear his voice. She could live with any curse, as long as he was alive and well and with her.


              Kreja sighed. “Wise words, but that does not change what you have done. Not only did you free a slave, you freed your sister’s slave. For that, you will deal with Amelia in the battle arena. She will be armed. You will not. Afterward, if you survive, you will be whipped, as is our custom.”


              The queen reached out—and wrapped her fingers around Nola’s suddenly solid forearm, dragging her toward the arena, Amelia close on her heels. Nola gasped in shock. What…why…how was it possible?


              “I will not go easy on you,” Amelia snarled at her.


              They can touch me. Which means they can hurt me, Nola realized, dread sweeping through her.


              Would she be alive when Zane returned?


              Zane reached the vampire stronghold and collapsed at its gates. His strength—gone. His wounds—unhealed. Followed as he’d been, he wouldn’t have been able to hunt for food. Broken as he was, he’d been unable to capture a single animal and feed himself.


              Thankfully the guards recognized him. He was hefted over a shoulder and carted inside the palace. The touch disturbed him, but he didn’t fight it. He was in too much of a hurry and knew this was the best way. By the time they reached his personal chamber, there was a buzz of activity, his name being whispered from everyone’s lips.


              “Blood,” he rasped as the guard lay him down on the bed.


              That guard tilted his head, offering his own neck.


              Zane shook his head and closed his eyes. “Glass.” He would not take from a living source. Still couldn’t stomach the thought—unless that living source was Nola. Once, when he’d ensured she would welcome him by invading her dreams, he had tasted her. The sweetness of her blood…the decadence of her moans…and he’d reveled in every nuance of her. He would not overshadow that precious memory by taking from someone else, even in his desperation.


              How did she affect him this way?


              Perhaps he did not mind her hands on him because he saw himself in her eyes. Saw vulnerability and pain, fear and yearning. Perhaps they shared a similar past; she’d alluded to such a thing once before, when they’d been pitted against each other on the island. That meant someone had hurt her at some point in her life. Hurt her deeply and unequivocally. Zane wanted to destroy that someone, bit by bit.


              Warm hands settled on his shoulders and shook him.


              His eyelids fluttered open, a growl in his throat. When he saw that Layel loomed above him, glass in hand, he forced himself to relax against the feathered mattress. “My king, I—”


              “No talking just yet. Drink,” Layel said, placing the glass to his lips. Tall and leanly muscled, with white hair and blue eyes, he was an eerily beautiful sight that reminded Zane of both his rescue from the demon queen and the horrors he’d endured at the hands of the gods. “Drink.”


              Zane opened his mouth, and the sweet nectar of life poured down his throat. He swallowed greedily. Once again, warmth spread through him. Warmth and strength and determination.


              He had not lied to Nola. He was going back for her. He would conquer that damn camp and everyone inside it. Nola will not like that. Those women are her sisters.


              Well, they damn well should not have tried to enslave him, he thought darkly. But he knew deep down that he wouldn’t hurt them. Not really. For Nola, he would simply send them on their way, claiming the camp as his own and remaining there until she could leave.


              “Good now?” Layel asked.


              “More,” he said when the supply ran out. He’d need every ounce of his strength to conquer the Amazons.


              Layel cut his wrist, filled the glass with his own life force, and offered it up. This time, Zane was able to hold the glass on his own. He drained every drop. When he finished, he licked his lips and faced the king.


              “I am ready to talk,” he said. “You escaped the gods and their island.” He grunted as his wrists and ankles popped back into place. “Did you win their game?”


              The king’s lips slowly lifted in a grin. “Delilah did. She saved us both. We have been searching for you since the moment of our return, but the Amazons hid you well.”


              “Have you news of my sister?” a female voice asked.


              Zane looked past his king and saw Delilah standing in the doorway. She was petite in appearance, but as fierce as Nola on a battlefield. Her blue hair was falling around her shoulders, and worry was etched in the violet depths of her eyes.


              “She is alive,” he told her, and she expelled a relieved breath. “And she is mine.”


              “And does she agree with that statement?” Delilah’s head tilted to the side as she rubbed at her slightly rounded belly.


              Slightly rounded. A baby? Layel was to become a father? An ache bloomed in Zane’s chest. He’d wanted children with Cassandra. Had dreamed of them. Yet that, too, had been denied him. Until…now?


              With Nola…You cannot truly touch her, you fool. That dream is still dead. He couldn’t make himself care, however. As long as he had Nola, nothing else mattered.


              “Well?” Delilah insisted.


              Did Nola wish to belong to him? she’d asked. He thought so, yes. She had helped him. She had even wanted to go with him. But she was also a warrior to her core, an Amazon warrior at that, and they only tolerated men during mating season. He wanted far more than that. No matter the circumstances. He wanted what Layel and Delilah clearly had.


              “We will see,” Zane said, kicking his legs over the bed.


              “You only just returned,” Layel said. “Where are you going?”


              “To get my woman.” This one, he wouldn’t let get away.
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              Grunts, groans and the clang of metal against metal roused Nola from her troubled sleep. She wanted to rise, to see what was happening, but could not force her body into action. Her back was a mass of agony, the skin flayed completely. The rest of her, well, it had not fared much better during her battle with Amelia. Nola had won, her determination stronger than any weapon, but she had not emerged unscathed. There were deep sword slices all down her arms, stomach and legs.


              She lay on her bed, her stomach pressed into soft blankets. Alone, always alone. No one was allowed to help her. Not in any way. Amazons healed as slowly as humans, so she knew she would suffer like this for many weeks to come.


              Outside, a scream echoed. Her muscles were heavy as stones, and she didn’t have the strength to drag herself upright. Or gather food. Not that she even had the strength to eat. She wanted to help her sisters, though. Despite what had been done to them, she loved them.


              “You will die for this, vampires!” someone shouted.


              “Not by your hand,” she heard a male voice say. The vampire king?


              Despite her pain, Nola grinned. Relaxed. Zane was here.


              For hours, the battle continued to rage. Nola didn’t want her sisters injured, but neither did she want Zane to lose, and waiting proved difficult. She chewed at her cheeks, dug her nails into her palms and broke into a sweat, which caused her back to burn as if it had been set on fire.


              Finally, the tent flap rose and light flooded inside. And then he was there, standing in front of her. Her vampire. Zane. Her heart knocked against her ribs.


              “Knew you’d come,” she said, her voice barely audible. She hadn’t screamed during her whipping, hadn’t made a sound, but holding her cries inside had scraped her throat raw.


              “Nola…sweet…” He approached her slowly, as if she were a trapped animal. “ What did they do to you?” There was horror in his tone. He crouched beside her, reached out and smoothed her hair from her damp forehead. Then he froze. “How is this possible? I’m touching you.”


              “Yes. Happened just after you’d left.” Any other time, she would have been mortified for him to see her like this: broken, helpless, naked but for a sheet covering her lower half. Her relief at seeing him alive and well, however, was simply too great.


              “I will destroy the gods for this. I will find a way to raid the heavens and I will—”


              “No, no. This is a blessing. I’ve had time to think, and I believe I know what’s happening. Each time I admit something about you, like the fact that you did not deserve what was done to you, and that I trust you, I’ve been given back a piece of my life.”


              His brows furrowed together, and a spark of hope entered his eyes. “Can you pass the camp boundary?”


              “No. My sisters carried me there, meaning to toss me out, but that invisible wall blocked them.”


              Fury replaced the hope. “We didn’t hurt your sisters—I knew you would hate it if we did, but now I wish I’d sliced each and every one of them to pieces. They abandoned camp or I would see to it now.”


              “You’re here now. That’s all that matters. But…how long will you be able to stay?” Her nervousness returned. His king would want him back. And the Amazons would one day come back. “You can’t remain forever and I can’t leave. We’ll be forced to separate again and—”


              “It’s all right. It’s all right, sweet. I’m here, and I’m not leaving without you. No matter what. You freed me. I will find a way to free you.”


              The burst of strength her nervousness had given her drained, and she expelled a breath. “As long as I have you, I’ll be all right.”


              “Yes, you will.” He stretched out beside her and angled his head, displaying his neck to her. The scent of him filled her nose. Dark spice and tree dew. She inhaled deeply, savoring.


              “Drink,” he said.


              “Wh–what?” Even when they’d been trapped on that island, he had not let anyone drink from him. Not from his wrist, and certainly not from his neck.


              “Drink. I know biting and blood are distasteful to your kind, but you will heal faster if my blood flows inside your veins.”


              “No, you don’t understand. I don’t mind drinking from you. I just don’t want to disgust you. I know you do not like such things being done to you.”


              “I want to give you everything, Nola. Even this. With you and no other. I need this, so please. Please.”


              Please, this proud, strong man had said. How could she deny him? She cried out as she edged toward him and sank her teeth into his neck, hard as she could, cutting past skin and hitting vein. Blood instantly trickled down her throat. Once, the thought of doing this would have been distasteful to her, as he’d claimed. But this was Zane. She wanted him inside her. Any part of him that she could get. And like him, she wanted him to have everything she had to give.


              “I never thought to allow someone to take from me again,” he said, petting her head. “The demon queen, I was her slave for many centuries and she took from me whenever and however she desired. Her methods sickened me, but I allowed them because she had something—someone—my compliance was supposed to purchase. Did I ever tell you that?”


              He was trying to distract her from her task, she suspected, as the warmth of his blood spun through her, lighting her up from the inside out. But she did not stop, because she wanted to hear more.


              “When she died and I was freed, I thought to never endure such things again. You, though, I think I would allow to do anything to me. It has been that way since the first. I don’t understand it, either. Your presence doesn’t drown out the memories or take away my revulsion for this act with others. My…need for you simply overrides it. But why do I need you, do you think?”


              Finally she pulled from him. She didn’t move away, but snuggled into his waiting embrace, head cradled in the hollow of his neck. The action pained her, but only a little. She could feel the flesh weaving together on her back.


              “When I was a child, my mother mated with a man and left the Amazon camp to live with him. They had no money and so they…sold me, time and time again,” she said, heat spreading over her cheeks. “I know the desire to never again be touched by another. But with you…”


              “Oh, sweet. I am so sorry.”


              That gentle tone brought tears to her eyes.


              He wrapped his arm around her, careful of her injuries. “You once told me your family had destroyed you, that you had killed them for it, but I had no idea they’d done such things to you,” he said.


              She flattened her palm against his chest, exactly as she’d wanted to do all these months while watching him. His heart beat, fast and hard. “Maybe we remind each other of what we were like, before. Unafraid, untainted. Maybe we see the future in each other and the past ceases to matter.”


              He didn’t reply, which disappointed her. Instead, he settled her onto the blankets and sat up, which angered her. Did he not want a future with her? Was that what his silence signified? Did he—


              He traced a fingertip along her spine, and she shivered. “All healed,” he said huskily. “And now, all mine.”


              Thank the gods. She wasn’t sure what she would have done if he’d rebuffed her as she’d once done him.


              “Make love to me, Zane.” She’d never been with a man of her choosing. Never given herself completely. She was suddenly desperate to know what that was like. With this man. Only this man, who was surely a gift from the heavens, even amid her curse. “Please.”
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              Zane flipped Nola to her back so that she was peering up at him. A gasp escaped her, but she didn’t try to scramble away, even though he loomed above her, dressed in his blood-splattered battle clothes while she was naked.


              Her breasts were small but firm, perfectly tipped with hard pink nipples. Her stomach was flat, her skin sun-kissed and smooth. He could see every ridge of her ribs and knew she hadn’t eaten since his departure six days ago. Damn her sisters! Had she not already been through enough torment, without her tribe adding to it?


              He was going to burn away the images of what they’d done to her. Burn away the memories of the men who had used her. He would replace both with thoughts of himself. He didn’t care what he had to do to accomplish it.


              “Have you ever experienced pleasure in the act?” he asked.


              Up and down her chest rose with the force of her breathing. “No. You?”


              “Long, long ago.” He only prayed he remembered how to please his woman. With the demon queen, he hadn’t cared to try. He’d simply endured. Never had a female’s enjoyment been more important to him. “If I scare you, do something you don’t like, tell me.”


              She nodded, nervously licked her lips. “You tell me, as well.”


              It was his turn to nod. Rather than suck on her nipples as he desired, he lifted himself off her, reached behind him and tugged off his shirt. He tossed it aside. His boots and pants quickly followed, leaving him as bare as she was.


              Nola’s gaze traveled the length of him, and fire leapt inside her turquoise eyes. “Zane…”


              “Afraid?”


              “No. You won’t hurt me. I just wanted you to know I like what I see.”


              Her trust emboldened him, as did her praise. Gently he eased atop her. Skin against skin, hardness against softness. They moaned in unison. Contact with anyone else, even his king, was hell. Contact with Nola was heaven. Her legs opened, allowing him a deep cradle.


              “I want to kiss you now,” he said.


              Only when she whispered her consent did he lean down and press his lips against hers. Softly at first, barely even a touch. But the sweet scent of her was in his nose, her nipples hard against his chest, her thighs pliant against his, and soon he had to have more. He licked at her, and her lips eagerly parted. His tongue glided past their teeth to intertwine with hers.


              He’d had her blood, but he’d never had her mouth. To his delight, this was even better. Sweeter, headier, not for living or healing or even to relieve hunger, but simply for pleasure. It was addictive, and he wondered how he’d gone without this for so long.


              Tentatively, she tangled her hands in his hair. And at first, her tongue was hesitant against his. Seeking, as if she wasn’t sure what to do with it. But the more he explored her mouth, the bolder she became. Soon their teeth were banging together, their bodies writhing against each other. Sweat was beading over his skin, his blood heating as though lava flowed in his veins.


              “Going to…suck your…breasts now,” he managed to say between pants. “Like that?”


              “Yes. Yes.” She, too, was panting. She, too, was sweating. Her eyes were closed and her head was thrashing from side to side.


              I did that. Pride filled him as he lowered his head, fitting his lips around one tight little pearl. He laved it with attention before turning to the other one—careful, so careful to deliver pleasure without any sting.


              When he kissed his way down her stomach, she quivered and gasped his name.


              “Stop?” he asked. Would be difficult, but he would find a way.


              “More.”


              Thank the gods. Never had he been more determined in his life. He would know this woman, every inch of her. Nothing would be prohibited. Body, mind…soul. Mouth watering, he licked between her legs. Wet, wild, wanton.


              A memory of doing this very thing to the demon queen slipped into his mind. He’d once hated this act—until he’d tried it on Nola on that island. Oh, how he had enjoyed doing so, which had shocked him. Since then, he’d craved it—another shock. He wanted this to last forever. Nola was precious, a treasure, her cries a drug for his ears. Do not think about the demon. She has no place in this wondrous moment.


              “Like?” Please, please, please.


              “Mmm, yes. Before, they just ripped at my clothes and shoved their way—”


              “No, no. None of that.” As she’d spoken, she’d stopped writhing. Had released her death grip on his hair. “That does not belong between us. It’s just you and me in this bed. You and me.”


              Her eyes were luminous as she nodded. “Bite me, then. Take my blood and remind me that my vampire is claiming me.”


              “No. No, I can’t.”


              ‘Because you do not take from living beings?” she asked hesitantly.


              “You, I would gladly take from. Anytime you would have me.” It was the truth. “But as I told you, I know your kind abhors that, and I will never ask you to do anything you do not want to do. I will find my nourishment elsewhere.”


              “No!” she shouted, and it was a soldier’s cry. She might appear delicate, but she truly had the soul of a warrior. “You will only ever take from me.”


              A possessive warrior, he realized, wanting to grin. He crawled up her body, fit his cock against her moist entrance. “I will only ever crave you, sweet. That much is true.”


              “I need you inside me. I need to feel you, as deep as you can go. Your shaft—and your teeth. Take all of me. Please.”


              Oh, that please…He’d seen the way her expression softened when he’d uttered that word. Now she thought to use it against him, bless her. Inch by inch, he sank inside her, careful, meticulous. Never had he exercised such exquisite care. Finally, though, he was in her to the hilt. They were joined; they were one. She surrounded him, hot and tight and wet, and it was better than he’d anticipated.


              Tenderly he cupped her face. Her beautiful face. His thumbs brushed over her lips. He would care for her all the days of his life. He would ensure no one ever hurt her again. “Ready?”


              “For you? Always.”


              He withdrew from her, almost all the way out, before sinking back in and groaning at the bliss. Her back arched, and her perfect white teeth nibbled on her bottom lip. Her head fell to the side, revealing the delicious plane of her neck. Still he did not bite her. He wouldn’t. Wouldn’t do that to her.


              In and out he moved, in and out he savored her. He stared into her eyes the entire time, and she stared into his. It was as if they were each other’s anchor. As if seeing each other kept them here, locked in the moment, just the two of them, safe and cherished. There was nothing else, no one else, the fruition of every secret yearning he’d ever possessed.


              “Bite,” she commanded.


              “No. You are healing.”


              “No, I am healed. Bite me. I want it. I need it. Don’t deny me this. Please, don’t deny me this.”


              “Nola—”


              “Please, Zane. Please. With you, nothing seems wrong. Don’t make me beg.”


              He could not stand the thought of this strong woman begging for anything. He bit, fangs driving into her neck. The sweetness of her taste exploded on his tongue, through his body, making his muscles quiver and his bones vibrate.


              “Zane,” she cried as her inner walls spasmed around his shaft. “Zane, Zane.” Her hands clutched at his back, her nails digging into his muscles. “Yes, yes, yes.”


              “Nola!” That was all his body needed to propel into its own release. He roared, shooting inside her, filling her up with everything that he was. In that moment, his entire existence made sense. He’d been born to be this woman’s mate. He’d given himself to a demon to better understand this precious woman’s pain. He’d been chosen for the gods’ cruel game to ensure this woman’s survival.


              He loved her. Would always love her.


              And now, he thought, an idea springing to life, he would save her.

            

          


          

        

      

    

  


  


  


  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Chapter Eight


              
                
              

            


            
              Nola cuddled against Zane’s body, happier than she’d ever been in her life. She’d just made love. Truly made love. And it had been amazing. Her body had hummed with pleasure, and her mind had soared to the heavens.


              Only once had she considered her past, and Zane had quickly defeated the memories, as only a strong, fierce warrior could. No one had ever made her feel as protected or as prized as this man had. She hadn’t thought such feelings possible, actually.


              “Zane,” she said, grinning. She was buzzing with joy, drunk with it, and just might smile for the rest of her life. “Thank you.”


              “I did do a good job, didn’t I?”


              It was the first time he’d ever teased her, and she liked it. A laugh bubbled from her; she couldn’t hold it back. Soon she was laughing so hard, tears were streaming down her cheeks.


              Zane’s lips were twitching. “Some men would take this as a criticism of their performance.”


              “But as you know you did a good job…”


              “I’m not one of them,” he agreed.


              They shared a grin.


              His arms tightened around her. “You said every time you admitted something about me, you were freed from some part of your curse.”


              “Yes.” Reminded of her plight, some of the happiness drained from her.


              “Then do you have something else to admit to me?”


              “Oh. Well…I-I—” Nola sat up and peered down at him. No longer did he appear so confident and joyous. His expression was blank. No, not blank. Fear was sparking in the depths of his eyes. For some reason, seeing it gave her courage. “I love you. I love you so much I ache with it.” The words tumbled from her; she couldn’t stop them. “I can’t imagine my life without you in it. I want to make love to you every night and wake up to you every morning. And I don’t want you to think I’m saying this only because I wish to lift the curse. I’m not.”


              “You are too honest for such a trick.” He grabbed her and rolled her under him. “And just so you know, I love you, too. So much I would die without you. You are my life, my heart, my everything. Wherever you are, that’s where I want to be.”


              She hadn’t dared dream of having a man like him, or a life like they would surely lead, not even as a child. It had seemed too much to ask, too unattainable, and she had preferred to wallow in her sorrows rather than risk hope.


              “The gods didn’t take your ability from you,” she said. “You can still create dreams. For the first time in my life, I see joy in my future.”


              “Oh, Nola. You are my joy.”


              With another laugh, she threw her arms around him and rolled him to his back. Her dark hair fell around him, forming a curtain that left only the two of them—just the way she liked it.


              They made love twice more and spent several hours simply talking and getting to know each other better, before dressing and emerging from the tent. Night had fallen, but vampire warriors still patrolled the area.


              Nola spotted the king and her sister in front of the fire. There was no love lost between herself and Delilah. Nola had once tried to murder Layel, after all. She marched on, determined. Anything for Zane. Still…


              “Will they…what if…”


              Zane captured her hand with his own and squeezed. “They will love and welcome you or we will find somewhere else to live.”


              She shook her head. “I don’t want you to lose everything you hold dear because of me.”


              “Nola,” he said, stopping her and forcing her to look up at him. “You are all that I hold dear. Nothing else matters to me.”


              Tears burned her eyes. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”


              “It is I who is undeserving. But you have my word, I will do everything in my power to prove myself worthy of you.”


              She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “You already have.”


              “Nola,” she heard Delilah call.


              Nola turned and Zane wrapped his arms around her, keeping her in the protection of his embrace. The blue-haired warrioress was walking toward her, expression blank. Layel stayed close on her heels, a blade in his hand, as protective of his woman as Zane was of Nola.


              “You are well,” Delilah said.


              “Yes. And you?”


              “Yes.” And then Delilah was there, grinning, pushing Zane aside to hug her tightly. “I’ve been so worried about you.”


              Nola glanced at Zane and he gave her a nod of encouragement. Biting her lip, Nola hugged her back.


              “I thought I was going to have to burst into that tent and give Zane a stern talking to,” Delilah said, pulling back and grinning. “But the moans were of pleasure rather than rebuke, so Layel was able to hold me back.”


              Nola’s cheeks heated.


              So did Zane’s, she noticed. And for some reason, that eased her own embarrassment.


              Layel slapped him on the back. Zane stiffened for a moment, then relaxed against Nola. “Good man,” the king said with a laugh. “Doing our people proud.”


              “Well, shall we go home?” Delilah asked. She rubbed her belly, which Nola suddenly realized was not quite as flat as she remembered. “As protector of this little hellion, I am not the soldier I once was and prefer the comfort of my own bed.”


              A baby. Nola again glanced at Zane. He offered a soft smile—one that promised they, too, would one day experience such a joy. “Congratulations, Delilah. I am so happy for you.”


              Delilah beamed. “Thank you.”


              The warrioress and her husband shared a tender smile before Layel escorted her a few feet away, to where the horses were chewing on grass. “Zane? Will you be joining us?”


              “We will try,” he said, but didn’t explain further.


              Whether the king understood or not, he merely nodded. “Back to the palace, men,” he called.


              Zane helped Nola atop his horse, then swooped up behind her. Nervousness skidded through her when they started forward. First Layel and Delilah disappeared beyond the trees, then the vampire troops. Soon their turn would come…soon she would know if she was still bound to the camp.


              “Zane,” she said, unable to keep the tremor from her voice.


              He didn’t say a word, just urged the horse into a quicker pace. And then they were past the trees, just like everyone else. They were in the forest, heading away from their captivity.


              “We did it! We’re free!”


              “As I knew we would be.” He kissed the top of her head. “The gods are not the cruel monsters I imagined. How can they be, when they paired us together?”


              Thank you, she mouthed to the top of the dome. Not once did she look back. There was too much to look forward to. “I love you, Zane.”


              “And I love you. It will be my pleasure to prove it to you, over and over again.”


              “Even when mating season ends?” she teased.


              He squeezed her tight. “I have a feeling our mating season will last for eternity, sweet.”
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