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All the ship hands were dead, even her chaperone and maids. The last, Martin—her protector until the end—stabbed and tossed into the sea. And she was next, standing amid the blood of her own countrymen, blood that rolled across the deck and seeped into the hem of her fine alabaster gown.

Senses heightened by her impeding death, she could smell the metallic odor of blood, hear the waves lapping at the side of the ship in detail and she felt another’s eyes upon her. She swiveled slightly and found him. Fierce, handsome, hard and above all deadly - her enemy.

The blade of one of his men met the tender flesh of her neck and she smelled the tepid breath of her soon to be slayer, but she kept her eyes on the man across the deck. His brown eyes, filled with the heat of molten lava, crashed into hers and it was all she could do not to sway with the intensity. 

His sword dripped blood on the deck as he advanced in movements so quiet she wouldn’t have known he was there had she not sensed his very presence. The air was heavy with moisture; the sun beat down on her head causing rivulets of sweat to run down her torso and the silk of her bodice to stick to her skin. Fear of pain and death and the broken hearts of her family were foremost in her mind, but she didn’t blink, didn’t shudder. Instead, she turned her attention to the man coming across the deck; the man clearly in charge. She knew he was a leader, not because of the obvious wealth shown by the garments he wore or the commanding stance he took.

She knew he was in charge because the air shifted with power; it blew across her like a bird bringing her a twig from home across the ocean.

She took in the sight of him across the salty shimmering air. He was tall with dark brown hair cut to fall just below his shoulders, with a swatch of hair left longer atop his head—bound in a golden thread and allowed to cascade down past the length of the rest. Tanned skin molded tightly over chest and abdominal muscles pushed to their limits. A pale tan loincloth was fringed with bright colors; red, blue and green. Muscles upon muscles continued down his thighs and calves to feet encased in jaguar skin sandals. She couldn’t keep herself from approving of the sight. 

The knife at her throat pricked and drew blood. She held back a gasp and told herself not to panic.

“Halt!” he commanded the man about to slit her throat. When the man didn’t remove the blade from her neck, he crossed the bloody distance in a heartbeat, shoving the man and his blade aside. His movements revealed the feathers that adorned the lock of hair that teased his back; feathers from the Quetzal, brilliant shimmering blue and green and much sought after, worth a fortune.

Well she was worth a fortune too. And her clothing gave her away as much as his did. She almost smiled. She would barter and win her freedom. All wealthy men wanted  more wealth.

He had moved close when he pushed his own man aside and remained less than an arms length from her. His scent hung in the air; pungent tobacco and the smoky sweet scent of copal, incense made from the bark of trees, also known as the blood of trees. She looked around the deck.  She steeled herself against his good looks and tantalizing scent and met his eyes again.

“Madam,” he spoke in her own language, his accent near to perfect as he executed a bow that almost made her forget he wore the garments of her heathen enemy. “Welcome to my home. I must apologize for the greeting you have received. My warriors can be, well...overzealous at times. I do hope that we can move forward from this unfortunate incident.”

She snorted a most unladylike snort. “Forward? Does this mean you won’t have me slaughtered also, like you have done my men?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Her breath was coming fast and she struggled to control it, to hide the relief of knowing she would yet live and her gratefulness for this man’s timing in stepping onto the ship. He was her greatest enemy, yet he had just saved her life. She spoke words the opposite of her feelings, “Apology and welcome be damned.” 

His eyes widened in the slightest; a seasoned warrior trained not to give away his reactions. 

Oh God, she had just thrown his hospitality back in his face. She gathered her fear, pushed it down tight and plunged on.  “I demand to be taken to shore immediately.” 

“She demands.” He chuckled and leaned slightly backward on his heels, making the golden plugs embedded in his ear lobes glint in the sun. She watched, as his liquid chocolate eyes took a perusal of her, traveling down her body, taking in the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips, halting at her silk slippered feet, moving even more slowly back the same path. 

She didn’t know a body could betray one’s own person, but her own did just then as she began to tingle in places she hadn’t known existed until his eyes had caressed them. 

He took a step closer, leaving only inches between them, and placed his forefinger on her cheekbone. She could feel the warm roughness of his skin in that small touch and she was suddenly aware of the contrast between them; he hard as steel, she soft as downy. Her throat constricted, tears wanting to come and she held them back with sheer force of will. 

“So impolite to demand when formal introductions have not yet been made, Senorita Castille. Or shall I call you Isabella, since we are dispensing with formalities?” 

Her body reverberated with shock at the sound of her name. He ran his finger down her cheek, tracing the high cheekbones of her royal ancestry, running down her skin and outlining her jaw; moving slower still as it dropped to the skin on her neck. Was it her distress making his touch so intense, she wondered, her mind refusing to concentrate on anything else other than his finger wandering lower, touching upon her chest and following a drop of sweat where it disappeared into her bodice. 

Her mind suddenly grasped his use of her given name. He had called her by name. She slapped his hand away from her bosom; weapons quickly pointed at her from his men moving about the ship behind him. 

She assessed the situation quickly. He knew who she was; he was obviously a very powerful man who commanded an army of skilled warriors. And he was probably crazy. Anyone who could stomach so much blood had to be half mad. 

“It appears I am at a disadvantage, sir. You know who I am and I have yet to learn your name.” 

His eyes changed from sharp, warm humor to amusement. “Ah, yes. It appears you are correct, lovely Isabella. I am called Totec by my people.” He lifted her limp hand and kissed the back of it, as if he were a dapper Spanish gentleman.

The deck swayed beneath her feet; or she swayed, she didn’t know which, but his hand tightened on hers.

Totec. Totec was the Aztec god of war.

Impossible.

Or was it? She had heard legends of gods coming to the earth to live amongst their people. The Greeks had Gods they had sworn even mingled with them in bed. And there was a certain unearthly quality about him. It lingered about him still, as if the very air around him was almost shimmering. The heat of his hand burned into hers. 

Man, she thought; only a man crazed enough to think he was a god, and she on the verge of fainting of fright and humidity and letting down her entire heritage. 

Though her knees shook, she made a slight curtsy, the only kind possible with his body standing so close to hers. “Totec. I cannot say that it is a pleasure to meet you, considering the circumstances, but I can honestly confess that your reputation does precede you, even across the wide ocean.”

She sought to pull her hand from his grasp, but he only squeezed tighter.

“You please me with your words, my lovely. Allow me to personally escort you to your new quarters.”

Escort? He made pleasantries as if he hadn’t just murdered scores of men and was about to take her as prisoner. Her muscles bunched so tightly in indignation that she had to mentally unhinge her jaw to speak. “And what if I don’t? Allow you to escort me, that is?” 

A slight frown marred his forehead for a moment and she thought her temper and stubbornness would finally be the death of her. But he laughed, the sound so rich and full-bodied that it sent goose bumps down her arms and made a quick tightening in her abdomen. 

“If I don’t escort you, I cannot guarantee your safety.” He studied her. “A vixen it seems I have captured, who dares rail against her very captor. I shall indulge you...for now. After you have freshened up, we shall dine together and mince words to your hearts content.”
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