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Prologue
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His mother moved around the room with unhurried purpose. Taking the pillow from the floor, she exchanged it for the firetruck on the bed, then gathered the pile of books near the window and stacked them on the shelf. Looking over the titles, she turned to him, backlit by the brightness of a heavy full moon.

“Do you want me to read a story?”

“Not a book,” he answered, snuggling more deeply into the blankets. “I want the other story. Our story.”

She smiled, grabbing the stuffed dinosaur from the rocking chair on her way to him in the bed. His mommy was the prettiest mommy he’s met—and at six years old, he’s met a lot. Her golden-brown hair hung down her back in the soft waves that he loved to twirl and smooth between his fingers. She kissed every owie and always smiled when he walked into a room. 

Taking Mr. Roar from her outstretched arms, he drew the toy against his chest and curled around. She sat below his tucked-up legs, and her hand stroked soothingly along his back as she began the story of the Mayan princess, his great great great great great grandmother. 

Izel was a typical, happy girl living a simple life in her village. She was surrounded by family and people she’d known her whole life, including the boy she’d loved since she was a child. He adored her and every day they talked of their future. They would live on a farm, harvest the land, make a house full of babies, and grow old together. 

She believed her life was perfect. But everything changed when the king rode through the village one day and was captured by Izel’s pure and innocent beauty. 

While Izel idealized her simple life, the truth was the village was poor and starving and had been struggling for many generations. The land had not been yielding hearty crops. They mined the hills but found none of the stones or metals the other villages had. Trade was difficult with no wealth and they became increasingly isolated. The King made an offer Izel felt compelled to accept. In exchange for her hand in marriage, he would shower the village with abundance and riches, forever providing for her family and friends. She alone could save her people, but she would have to sacrifice her happiness and her true love. 

She married the king and found herself committed to a miserable life. The king was brutal and controlling, often beating her for small acts of independence. While he fulfilled his promise of saving her village from poverty, he rarely allowed her to see her family, and never the boy she loved.

Izel eventually learned the boy had been killed by the jealous king shortly after their marriage and she flew into a tempest of madness. Cursing the king and all of his descendants, she escaped from the palace with only what she wore on her body. 

Making her way to a shaman who lived in the nearby woods, she bought his help to disappear forever. He performed a ritual for her freedom and safety, taking the necklace she wore in exchange. He told her that due to her parting curse, the child she didn’t know she was carrying was doomed to misery or death. 

The only way for her child and its descendants to avoid the curse was for the necklace to forever remain buried under the earth of the Shaman’s forest cave. As long as the necklace never left the king’s ancestral land, the gods would be fooled into believing the maiden never fled and the curse had never been uttered, thus saving the village and her unborn child.

“She got away?” Cadmael asked, knowing the answer.

His mother smiled. “She got away and raised her baby alone, far from her family, her village, and the horrible king. And every baby that followed has been raised with her name, the name she chose, Tun. To this day, the village prospers. The fields are abundant and there is wealth in the earth. And the line that came from Izel, leading all the way to me and you”—she tapped him on the nose affectionately—“has remained safe in the world, mystically protected and provided for with abundance.”

He looked around his room, aware enough at six years old that he had more toys than most of his friends. His room was bigger, his house fancier.

“All because The Maiden’s Collar, ch'uy' kaal doncella, is still buried under the shaman’s cave,” Cadmael finished sleepily. 

“That’s right,” his mother murmured, tucking the blanket more securely around his shoulders. “We are bound to the necklace just as it is bound to the earth. It is a collar that keeps us leashed to our destiny, for good or for ill.” 

The last thing he noticed before falling asleep was her gentle kiss on his forehead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


Day One

Clara banged on the door until her hands were bruised. Then she banged some more. 

“Let me out of here,” she cried, her voice hoarse and her throat sore. No one had answered her yet, but she persisted. She didn’t know what else to do. Though conscious for several hours, she had had no idea how long she’d actually been here. She’d already examined every window, every door, every nook and fucking cranny. This door was the only way out.

She pounded her fist a few more times before dropping to her ass on the floor, exhausted, frustrated, and absolutely terrified. Pissed, too. She was also pissed. At her husband for getting her into this mess. 

She laid down and curled up on her side, once again—like she had a million times since waking in this unfamiliar bedroom—thinking back over what had gotten her here as the tears quietly flowed.

It had been a normal day. She’d been avoiding her husband, hiding in her home, and playing games online. Normal. Jackson was out at a work event and she’d told him she had to help her mother to get out of attending with him. Then he’d come home unexpectedly, and not alone. Three bad dudes were with him, armed, demanding he gives them what they were owed, evidently a ton of cash and an artifact. Artifact? What the hell was her husband into?

Jack had been trying to be smart and slippery though he was not good at being either. If she hadn’t been so scared she would have rolled her eyes at his efforts. While hiding in the closet, she’d overheard him telling them the money and the item were safely secured with his wife. She had no idea what he was talking about, but she wasn’t surprised Jack had sucked her into some crazy scam. She wanted no part of it. 

When she tried to sneak down the stairs, she was spotted. The men chased her through the house, pointing guns at her. She managed to get away by starting a fire and hiding in the back alleys until her friends arrived. 

Leela and Blue, who she’d previously only known as their gamer names, Princess and OrphanAnnie, came to her call.

Her chest squeezed with pain and fear, her stomach clenched, and the quiet tears turned to wracking sobs.

Oh, my God! Where were they? Were they okay? Were they locked away in rooms just like this somewhere in this same building? The black hole in her stomach deepened and expanded. She had dragged them into this. It was her fault if they were hurt or in trouble. Her only friends in the whole world. They’d only just met in person about an hour before being ripped apart, but they’d been close for years. 

It was about a year after marrying Jack, and realizing she didn’t know him as well as she thought she did, that she’d been escaping online and found herself scrolling through old school music videos for the comments. It had always been an entertaining past-time of hers. Though she would never comment herself, she loved to peruse the thoughts of others. She was often amazed by what people were willing to say within the hazy anonymity of the internet. 

She came across a random comment on the video for 702’s “Where My Girls At?”. It simply read This is not a game. Which, for an avid ARG or alternate reality game player, was a call to action. She had scoffed at the rather obvious and seemingly amateurish rabbit hole, but she’d jumped in nonetheless. Who she’d initially thought was an amateur Puppet Master turned out to be one of the best in the biz. And thus began the two most important relationships of her life and a lesson that things weren’t always what they seemed.

She must’ve fallen asleep on the floor because the next thing she knew, her back was being forcefully nudged as the door was pushed open. Quickly scrambling out of the way she pushed back against the nearest wall. Her knees pulled into her chest and her arms wrapped around them tightly. 

While she was brave enough to bang and demand to be released when she was all alone, it was quite another thing to face her captors, men she knew to be dangerous. The first one to enter was the big bald one who’d stood at the door of Jack’s office in her home and hauled Blue into the SUV on his back. Blue had jumped onto his back when he and another guy had grabbed her right off the street. 

He strode purposefully into the room, looking around the space. It was a lot of space, by the way. Clara had never seen such a big bedroom. Suite. It was more of a suite. He didn’t even notice her cowered on the floor behind the door as he scanned the four-poster bed, looked into the bathroom, and headed toward the closet. She was watching him when she felt a tingle of awareness rush over her neck and scalp. 

Slowly turning her head she saw another man, one she didn’t recognize, only a short distance away. He was turned toward her, wearing a suit, standing with his feet wide. His jacket was open and he rested his hands on his hips, pushing the jacket behind him. The effect was one of impatience, or anticipation, rather than casualness. His crisp white shirt pulled across a broad chest and visible pectoral muscles. The top buttons were undone and Clara could see the hint of a tattoo on the side of his neck. A broad and angled jaw was only lightly covered with a day or two of beard growth. The sun was rising and cast a burnished light into the room, directly onto his face. His dark golden hair seemed to sparkle on his jaw. The hair on his head was a shade darker and cut short, but she could tell it was thick and coarse to the touch.

Then she looked into his eyes. Cold, hard, ruthless eyes. She shuddered and her belly tightened in fear. This was the man. This was the man her husband had stolen from. The man who thought she had stolen from him. She had thought she might be able to reason with her captor, explain that her husband was a lying rodent and she had nothing to do with this, but as he stood before her, she lost all hope.

He reached down to wrap his long fingers around her upper arm and effortlessly pulled her up to stand. His grip was firm and strong but stopped just short of being painful. She stood on her tiptoes to ease the discomfort of his hold and her eyes were only inches from his mouth, a surprisingly soft-looking mouth. She wouldn’t have thought anything on this man was soft. Her eyes drifted down to the area just below his belt before she could stop herself, then shot back up to his eyes. Nope, he probably walked around with a semi-hard-on purely due to the nature of his personality.

“You are Mrs. Young.” His voice was deep and gravelly. The kind of voice you would imagine from a monster.

Clara nodded. Fear had stolen her voice. He was so close, so big, so...mean.

“I want what is mine.”

“I...I’m sure you do...I would too...I mean...of course, you do,” she blathered. 

He stared into her eyes and slowly released her arm, reaching up to lightly lift her hair from her temple. She’d felt a soreness there since waking. Was she bruised? Had he done it? His eyes darkened. It was as if a magnet held her to him, her eyes looking into his. She might have even leaned forward a bit. The spell was broken when he turned sharply and walked to the nearest window. The sun continued to illuminate their surroundings and Clara realized she was on the second or third floor overlooking a lake, probably Lake Michigan but she couldn’t be sure. The window revealed a beautiful view of the sun rising over the water. 

After turning to face her, he leaned against the window, propping one heel against the wall. He crossed one thick forearm over his chest and propped the other elbow against it. He looked at her intently as he rubbed his thumb back and forth across his bottom lip.

“Where is my money, Mrs. Young?”

Clara cringed at the sound of her husband’s last name. Her baggy sweats had slunk low on her hips when he’d yanked her off the floor so she hiked them up nervously then spread her hands, palm up, in a shrug.

“I don’t know.” She hated that her voice sounded so weak, so quiet and pathetic, but this man terrified her. This whole situation was mind-scramblingly horrific. She was beginning to shiver, only subtly, but she knew it would get worse. It was the adrenaline or something but it always happened when she was under extreme stress. And this was certainly extremely stressful. 

She glanced back over her shoulder to see that the big one had moved to stand in the doorway. How long had he been there? Did she miss an opportunity to bolt out the door? She made a mental note to stay more aware. Turning her head back to her captor she started, her body jumping when she found him less than a foot away.

His soft lips were pressed into a hard line and his gold eyes shone with a menacing light as he bent toward her, bringing his nose to nearly touch hers.

Her heart raced, her hands grabbed fistfuls of her heavy sweatpants material, and her shivers took over her entire body.

“Well, you had better find it.”
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Chapter Two
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Consciousness yanked at Clara, pulling her from numb and ignorant darkness. Instead of opening her eyes, she squeezed them shut and buried her head further under the fluffy blanket. Flashes hit her awareness with angry persistence. Artifact. Guns. Fire. The girls. Bus. Golden eyes and a square jaw.

No, it was a dream. Back to sleep, Clara. She drifted back down toward the heavy darkness.

“Wake up, Mrs. Young.” A stern voice interrupted her fall. The blanket was pulled off her head and a glaring light assaulted her closed eyelids. She reached out and yanked it back over her head.

“No, it’s just a dream. I’m sleeping. You’re not real.”

She waited. Nothing. See—just a dream.

“I assure you, we are very real.” That growly voice had been a part of her dreams, demanding she gives him what he wants.

She bolted upright, tangled hair falling forward around her face. The big bald one was stepping away from the bed and positioning himself again in the doorway. The golden one was across the room, partially enclosed in shadows where the late afternoon light didn’t reach.

“I gave you some time to consider your predicament, Mrs. Young.” He paused and took a step forward, looking at the mussed-up bed and what she knew had to be her horrendous appearance with a scowl. 

She’d never seen such deep wrinkles on a man’s forehead. She wanted to smooth them out with her thumbs and tell him if he wasn’t careful, they’d stay that way.

“Did you?” he asked with impatience.

Clara looked to the guy at the door, then back to her captor. “Did I what?”

“Consider your predicament.” His tone grew tight. He was definitely annoyed. “Because it appears all you have done since I left this room is sleep.”

He’d walked up to the bed as he spoke and finished while hovering over her, glaring down at her like some big bad wolf.

“There wasn’t much to consider... I mean...it didn’t take very long.” She slunk back toward the pillows. Geez, he was freakin’ intense. Her heart was pounding a mile a minute and she couldn’t pull her eyes away from his. It was like they were on fire.

He pulled back and walked to the window overlooking the lake. 

“And what did you conclude, Mrs. Young.”

She groaned. “Clara. Please call me Clara.” She hated being referred to as Jack’s wife—she was a person beyond someone’s wife—and now it was like an allergy. She felt itchy. “I concluded you need your stuff back and I need to help you.” 

At least she would try to help until she could find a way to escape.

He turned from the window abruptly and swiped his suit jacket back to rest his hands on his belt. It was a very nice belt. He also had a very nice ring on his left index finger. A massive gem, probably a sapphire, surrounded by diamonds in a heavy gold setting. 

“Help me?” he repeated.

“Yes, it’s the least I can do...considering.” Her fingers played at the delicate white embroidery texturizing the white coverlet on the bed. She hated what her husband had done, that he’d gotten her into this mess. She’d already spent at least an hour agonizing over the possibility he hadn’t made it out of the fire. She did not want to be the reason someone died. But she had to be honest. There was no love lost. It was a relief to realize that whatever had happened to Jack last night, she was done with him forever.  

“Considering what, Mrs. Young?” He stalked toward her.

She cringed. “Considering my husband stole from you.”

“You stole from me,” he barked.

“No!” She scrambled to the edge of the bed where he stood and rose onto her knees. “I had no part of it, I swear. But I can try to help. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

His lips pulled back into a snarl. “Whatever it takes? Be careful what you offer. I may accept.”

As he spoke, his gaze swept down her body and she felt as if he’d touched her. A spark flared to a flame in her low belly. He pulled back suddenly and walked brusquely to the door. He nodded to the big one who tossed a small memo pad and a pen onto the bed in front of her. 

“Write down the location and details of your deposit box or wherever it is you have my money and the necklace. When I have both in my possession, you will be released.” 

He was nearly out the door when she called after him, “Wait!”

He paused but didn’t turn.

“What have you done with my friends?”

His whole body tensed. Clara sensed intense emotion simmering beneath his expensive clothing. She didn’t think he would answer her question. Then, he did, quietly.

“One woman was left on the curb. The redhead was brought here with you but she was not useful...so she was released.”

“Released? Like, set free?”

His fist clenched. “Not exactly.” 

What did that mean? The door swept closed behind him and she was once again alone. 

She dropped her head into her hands, a wave of hopelessness washing over her. All she wanted to do was sink back under the blanket and return to oblivion. Blue’s face swam in front of her mind, then Leela’s. For the past two miserable years, they had been her biggest cheerleaders and support system. They’d reminded her there was life outside of her home, outside of Jack. They’d helped her to realize she’d succumbed to a pretty deep depression and they were the ones helping her to navigate her way out. 

She would not let them down now, especially when Blue had been captured along with her and was now who-knew-where. Maybe depending on her right now to figure this out. She threw the blankets back and climbed out of the gigantic bed. 

“Think. Think. Think,” she repeated as she paced from one end of the huge space to another. At least Leela had not been abducted. If she was out there somewhere, Clara knew she’d be doing what she could to help. 

Clara paused in front of an ornate sculpture attached to the wall across from her bed. It was an intricate tangle of wrought iron and steel. The iron behaved like a weave of shadows among the swirling swooping brightness of polished steel. Set deep within the pattern, she noticed a tiny black box and knew exactly what it was.

She backed away, startled, then leaned in again to get a better look. It was familiar enough, nothing spectacular but totally efficient. She turned and surveyed the rest of the room. Of course, there would be more. She analyzed the angles of sight and walked around the room, discovering three more of the same. They were placed very smartly, so every move she made was surveilled, even when she was in the bathroom. 

She squinted at that one, shaking her head admonishingly. Then she waggled her finger in reproach, wanting to be sure to get her point across. 

At least she wasn’t overly modest or she might be dying of embarrassment. Instead, she walked in front of the first camera she’d found. Of course, if they went through so much trouble to watch her, they’d also fitted the space with a way to hear her. 

“You are wasting time,” she shouted. “I don’t have a box. He lied.”

She took one breath. Two.

The door swung open fiercely, banging against the wall.

She jumped and spun toward it.

Her golden captor stood there alone, without his jacket, feet wide, chest heaving, eyes nearly glowing with anger.
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“Hello,” she said quietly, clasping her hands in front of her. 

“What did you say?” He strode toward her, his veins flowing with the heat of anger and the power of his determination. 

When she’d shouted at the camera he’d at first been startled by her fearlessness. Then the vitriol in her voice at the mention of her husband fed the flame of betrayal he’d been nourishing. Her husband, the liar, the man who’d stolen from him and altered the course of his fate.

She stepped back, her hands coming out in front of her as if to ward him off.

Time was being wasted and it pissed him off. No one had been able to determine yet if Jackson Young had survived the fire. It was likely he was way ahead of them on his way to retrieve the necklace. 

The only advantage Cadmael had was this woman. And she was a mess—disheveled, skinny, oozing with vulnerability, confused. How could she possibly help when she seemed vaguely detached from reality? 

To be fair, he did snatch her off the street where she was wandering with no shoes after having escaped a house fire that she’d started. 

He stopped his progression toward her and brought his fingers to his forehead. Rubbing vigorously, he realized he may have been asking the wrong questions. 

He raised his head to look at her. She was a bedraggled, nervous, gorgeous mess. And she was looking at him with terror in her eyes while a slight shiver hummed through her body. Good. Let her be terrified. He was not in the mood to soothe a thief. 

“I said he lied...my...husband...he lied.” She stumbled over the word husband as if she hated saying it. “I don’t have a deposit box with your money and...necklace. At least... if I do...I don’t know about it.” Her hands danced as she spoke, gesturing with nearly every word. 

It was possible. 

It was also possible she lied to protect herself and she would betray him just as easily as her husband had. 

“But I could find it,” she said hesitatingly.

He narrowed his eyes and dropped his chin.

“At least I could try,” she corrected. “I would just need a computer. I would need to do some...digging...exploring...searching.” Her hands gestured wildly. The look in her eyes pleaded with desperation. “Do you have my satchel?”

She wanted a computer. That much he could see. But maybe she wanted it to contact her husband and warn him, or to secret the artifact away in a different location. He turned toward the window, rubbing his forehead. If she did, his guys could track her movements online. In her efforts to thwart him, she could end up leading him right where he needed to be. 

He turned to face her and she wasn’t there. Swinging his head to the door, he realized too late he’d forgotten to secure it when he’d entered.

She was gone.
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Chapter Three
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Clara raced down a wide hallway, her stockinged feet slipping on the marble surface. It was like running in a dream, legs pumping frantically and very little ground gained. She was near the end of the hallway when she heard his footsteps behind her. Too terrified to turn around, she focused on the corner ahead, speeding past priceless paintings and intricately carved doors. If she could just get out of sight, maybe she would disappear altogether and this whole thing would reveal itself to be a dream.

She’d almost reached the turn in the hall when his arm swiped around her waist so savagely it stole her breath. The next second, she found her chest and hips slammed against the wall and his body pressing against her from behind. She was thoroughly trapped, captured. One of his thighs pressed between hers, forcing her legs wide, while his pelvis locked her hips in place. His arm had released her belly but the other had crossed her throat. His shoulders caged her, and as he lifted his elbow her chin was forced upward until her head fell back onto his chest. To accommodate the uncomfortable position, her hips naturally lifted against him. 

She could barely breathe. She almost didn’t want to. She was absolutely terrified but also more awake...more alive than she’d ever been. The adrenaline surging through her was like little triggers igniting her brain cells, her nerves, and her body. For the first time in a long time, she was feeling. Really feeling. And what she felt, was him. 

“You are my captive. Until my possessions are returned, you belong to me. I do not do well with losing what’s mine.” The roughness of his voice caressed her ear, her neck. 

Her eyes drifted closed. She didn’t understand what was happening. Her body reached into every place of contact with his. 

She shivered.

“Are you frightened?” 

“Yes...” she breathed, “You are a terrifying...man.”

The arm around her neck shifted until his hand was holding her jaw roughly. She didn’t try to move. His thumb slid over her chin and past her parted lips to hook her lower teeth. He pulled her mouth open and the breath she didn’t realize she was holding whooshed out as a sigh. The little mewling sound deep in her throat surprised her. It seemed to have surprised him too because he suddenly released her, then took ahold of her wrist and headed back down the hall the way they’d come.

When her feet slipped and she ended up dragged on the floor a few feet, he turned and swept her into his arms, carrying her the rest of the way. He didn’t even look at her as he dumped her onto the bed. He paused at the doorway and, without turning around, snarled, “I never make the same mistake twice. Remember that.”

The door slammed closed behind him.

Clara leaped from the bed feeling
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