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Isabella paced the length of her bedroom and back again. Totec's words echoed in her mind.  Do not think that because you have worked your way into my heart...

Was it true? That she had worked her way into his heart? Did that mean he loved her?

Was she in love with him? Thoughts of him kept her up at night and never left her even in the most stressful events of the day. Her heart thudded in her chest as thoughts of Totec's warm hands on her flesh tormented her. But could she truly love a man who ruled with a ruthless hand? 

Yet, he had been anything but ruthless to her; sparing her life and that of her Uncle, sharing meals with her and speaking to her as a gentleman would. Caressing her body like she was the most delicate of rose buds. A flush of heat sent her careening to the window to catch the breeze.

She stared out at the deep azure ocean waters that stretched as far as she could see, reflecting the glinting sun into her eyes. Yes, she loved Totec. But her family and the women they loved were at stake. How could she, who had given all she had to give, find something worth the life of Angel and Angel's mother? These Aztecs were a blood hungry lot; determined to sacrifice anyone they thought would please the gods to further their own desires. She had no doubt that Angel's mother was hidden away. But she would be found and brought back to the fortress. Isabella already knew what fate held for her then; the same fate that had taken her Uncle to the sacrificial altar. She had only barely stopped his sacrifice. And with a sacrifice of her own. 

Yet, she must stop it somehow. 

Isabella entered the large, airy room Totec used for his personal dining and was surprised to see both her Uncle and Martin standing together in deep conversation. They each held a brightly painted wooden cup intricately carved in Aztec patterns and symbols.

Martin cleared his throat and sat his cup aside, meeting her half-way across the room. His hands grasped both of hers before pulling her into an embrace. "My dear Isabella, I have not had the chance to express my relief at your safety. I did nothing but think of your peril while lying in a hut deep in the jungle. I do hope you have not suffered as your Uncle has."

She hadn't suffered. And only hoped she was able to control the blush that felt ready to give her away. Goodness, if Martin knew the ways she had been educated during her stay, he would declare war on Totec. Hand to hand combat if necessary. 

"Allow me to alleviate your fears, cousin. I have been treated very well, and despite my garb," dear Lord, it would take a lifetime for her to get used to her legs bared to the sight of all, "I have been treated as a Princess."

Martin stepped back and Isabella went to her Uncle, kissing him on the cheek. "You look better, your color is back at least. You must fill us in on Angel's mother. What did you say her name was?"

The answer came from a familiar deep voice in the doorway behind her, "Zyanya. Once a daughter of the Aztec, now an enemy."

Uncle Jayme's eyes took on a desperate gleam. "Zyanya is not your enemy. When I knew her she loved her people more than all things." He made his way across the room to stand in front of Totec. "Her heart betrays her, for she cannot stand to see a living creature killed."

Totec stared at him in silence for a long moment. "Yes, this is a fault unfortunately found within many women." He glanced pointedly to her before gesturing toward the long table. "Come, we will break our fast and speak as gentlemen and not heathens."

Isabella was so surprised with Totec's diplomatic and calm attitude that she stood frozen. Arguments and statements of support for her Uncle she had been collecting swirled in her head. 

But Totec was waiting for her to be seated. He pulled her chair out and stood so close that she had no choice but to brush against him to take her seat. Fast stabs of desire stole her breath away. It was just as well that she was now seated, for if she had still been standing she may have swayed. Isabella busied herself with her napkin.

They were served the first course, small bug-like creatures, Isabella assumed were crayfish. She pushed her dish away and only watched as the men picked at theirs.

Totec addressed Martin, "I am very interested to know how you penetrated my guards. My security is well known for being formidable. It is crucial to have no gaps even the slightest threat can slip through."

Martin nodded. "I was very convincing. The man guarding the canoes refused me transport across the water at first because of the growing darkness. He, of course, was in the process of taking me prisoner when I overcame him. He made the mistake of doing the job alone, not to mention he was already into his cups, his liquor that is."

Totec quirked one eyebrow up. "He had an alcoholic beverage in his possession?"

"Yes," Martin continued, "That is how I managed to conceal my passage. I knocked him out, borrowed his clothing, then poured enough of his drink on him to give the impression he had overdone it. I do hope I haven't done him any permanent damage." It was impossible to tell whether Martin was being sincere in his hope or sarcastic.

Isabella knew Totec was angry, but this time he hid it well. The only sign was his tightly clenched jaw. He said tightly, "Whatever damage has been done he brought upon his own head." He turned to her Uncle Jayme and ordered, "Tell me of Zyanya."

Jayme's eyes went from focused to far-away, reflecting a sadness Isabella had  noticed before, but had never consciously thought to ask about. "She saved my life...years ago, much as Angel saved Martin's." He paused and looked down, blinking rapidly. When he had recovered himself, he faced Totec again, the steely glint of determination in his expression. "It was never her fault. She found me in my make-shift shelter in the jungle. I was deep enough in after my feverish wandering that I was surprised anyone found me at all. She told me later I was near death when she stumbled upon me. She didn't think it would make a difference if she stayed, but she didn't think anyone should have to die alone. Zyanya managed to nurse me back to health with the amazing healing talents of the Aztec."

Isabella suppressed a smile. Her Uncle was smart enough to know that flattery was an effective tool.

Totec nodded his head in agreement. "My people are very talented in healing. It is fortunate for you that she found you. However, it does not change the fact that once you were healed she did not turn you in to the warriors. This type of treachery cannot be forgiven. The Aztecs have stood strong this long because they are impenetrable. Allowing a crack in the armor will only eventually lead to more fissures."

Isabella spoke up. "Is it not enough that the woman has apparently been squeaking out an existence in the jungle alone all these years? How hard it must be to survive out there alone. How frightening."

"She wasn't alone," Totec barked.

"No. No, she wasn't." Her Uncle spoke the words, but his expression said he was very far away. "Angel was there with her." He came back to the present and locked eyes with Totec. "Angel is my daughter."

Totec stared at Uncle Jayme across the table in silence. Isabella knew he was furious; not with Jayme, but with the fates that seemed to be weaving him ever tighter together with his enemy, the Spanish.

"That makes Angel my cousin," Isabella said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"I'm in love with her." Martin confessed, his face reflecting confusion. The look was so precious that she barely held back a laugh and had to wonder if he had discovered his love only as he spoke it.

Uncle Jayme added his bit. "And none of us will be giving Zyanya up. We Spaniards, we stand by our own."

"Yes," Martin said, his voice slightly slurred, but his posture as erect as ever. "You can drag me out to your slaughtering block if you must, carve me up for the buzzards. Or we can strike a deal."

"What sort of deal?" Totec looked interested, but barely; as if he knew they had nothing he would want to trade for.

Martin looked at Jayme before speaking. "I'm sure I could obtain some sort of treaty. The King and Queen will surely be willing to promise you peace if they receive their daughter and the Queen's brother back in one piece, myself included of course, along with our women. You would be free of the scourge of the Spaniards forever."

Totec looked at Martin with amazement. "Why would I ever agree to that?"

Uncle was ready for argument. "Well, I know that we had something similar with your father, but King Ferdinand wasn't in power then. He can make provisions for the length of the treaty."

Isabella studied Totec hard as her Uncle's words played again in her mind. His father. A thought drifting just out of reach came into her grasp and she blanched. "You may as well tell them," she said in a hoarse voice. Tears came to the surface when his dark obsidian eyes met hers. 

They softened for an instant then turned back to business. "Gentlemen, it was not my father you held the treaty with. It was myself."

There was stunned silence as both Jayme and Martin frowned across the table at him, as if he had gone mad.

"He is a god." Isabella choked out, only just realizing what that meant. "He doesn't...doesn't age like we do. It was him, not his father, the last treaty was signed by. He won't want another. What good is a peace treaty to a god of war?" She stared across the table at Totec, both numb and reeling from a stabbing pain.

Totec held her gaze
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