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Chapter One

​


This place wasn’t heaven, and it wasn’t
hell.

In the beginning, he’d been grateful and
more than a little relieved. He hadn’t lived the most noble of
lives and had committed more sins than he cared to acknowledge.
He’d died with a mortal sin staining his soul—the sin of wishing a
man dead—but no fire licked at his skin. No brimstone sliced into
the tender soles of his feet. Demons weren’t prodding him with
sticks and pikes.

Of course, there were no angels singing
eternal hymns of praise, either. There were no harps being plucked
with a soothing melody. His weight wasn’t borne by a fluffy cloud.
Yet he had been thankful to be in this place.

But only in the beginning.

Time stood still here. There was food, but
only salted pork and rough potatoes. They didn’t taste bad; they
simply didn’t taste at all. There was drink, but only warm water.
There was rest, but only on the hard ground.

He didn’t have to labor.

That, in the beginning, had seemed a
blessing, especially after the earthly struggle to keep his clan
fed. Yet the boredom stretched from day to day to day. While there
was no labor, there, too, was no amusement. He passed time
aimlessly walking in a dusty field with no heather or clover to
brighten the path.

He wasn’t alone. There were others in the
field, in this place with no time. They neither spoke to him, nor
he to them. He had no will to give voice to his mind. His thoughts
remained his own, but they gave him no solace. Memories were
torments, reminding him of his life—one lost in an act of betrayal
and ending in agonizing pain.

Marking time was done in movements across
the barren field. Left to right. Right to left. Too many times to
count, yet he couldn’t stop to do anything except eat, drink or
sleep. Even if he found the will to stop walking, it wasn’t long
before he started again. He had no drive of his own.

Maybe this was hell after all.

“I can take you from here,” a woman’s
melodious voice called from a great distance. “I can free you. You
are what I seek—someone who was also betrayed, who thirsts for
revenge. Let me help you.”

Now, I’m in hell.

Now, he’d have to endure the torture of
promises that could never be fulfilled. Now, he would hear a
beautiful, lying voice telling him this torture might one day
end.

“Pledge yourself to me,” she said. “I can
give you the vengeance you seek.”

He kept walking, staring at his bare feet as
they plodded on the dirt and wishing the taunting voice would
return from whence it came.

“Serve me,” she purred, “and I will bring
you back to the world to complete your goal. I know what lies in
your heart. The man who destroyed you will die at your hand, just
as the women who destroyed my plans will die. Be my weapon! Be my
right hand!”

His steps slowed as a spark flared in his
heart, reminding him of the hatred and the wish for another’s
demise that had followed him in death.

“Promise yourself to me, and I will make you
whole again. I will give you all your heart desires.”

He stopped walking and clenched his fists at
his side.

“Worship me,” she sang, “and I will give you
what you never found in life. You will have your revenge. I swear
it.”

With a shuddering sigh, he turned away from
the voice and shook his head.

A bolt of lightning sliced the air a stone’s
throw from him, striking another walker. The man screamed as his
body was engulfed in flames before disappearing in a cloud of black
smoke.

“I can do all I say—and more. Come to
me.”

Hatred burned inside him, consuming what
remained of his soul. His revenge might finally be within his
grasp, yet he hesitated.

“Promise yourself to me!” Her voice was
thunder, making the earth tremble beneath his feet.

An agonized cry spilled from his lips as he
fell to his knees and placed his fist over his heart.

If he did this, he was forever damned.

Yet he had no will to stop himself.

He bowed his head then spoke for the first
time since he’d been sent to this place. “I am yours.”

With her laughter floating around him like a
whirlwind, he watched limbo fade to what it had truly been.

Nothing.

 


***

 


In the bayous of Louisiana...

 


The goddess Ganga frowned at the oracle.
While Freya praised her prophecies and insisted there was need of
her, Ganga had little inclination to listen to the ranting of a
crazy old woman who called the swamp home. “Are you sure?”

“I am quite sure.” The oracle ran her
wrinkled hand over the small, oddly-shaped crystal, the prophetic
stone that hummed loud and long.

The woman’s cabin was dank, dark and covered
with moss that seemed to drip from every surface. Decorated with
the bones and skins of swamp animals, the walls had gaps between
the boards that probably accounted for the chilliness pervading the
air.

Although Ganga normally loved water and the
creatures that called it home, swamps were an exception—probably
because they were favored by people who seemed to do more evil in
the world than good.

The light inside the crystal pulsated,
changing from the blue of the ocean to the black of the night sky
before it shifted to white and fell silent.

“The sign is often difficult to read,” the
old woman insisted. “But in this case, the message is clear. You
must send the Water Amazon. You must. It is the only way to
save them all, the only way to heal the hurt that fuels this
threat.”

Ganga frowned and smoothed her hands over
her ruby-red silk sari. Her role in this prophecy was clear. So
what made her hesitate?

Why did a nagging guilt fill her at the
thought of sending her Amazon after an insignificant demon?

Because the Fates held more in store for
Sarita Neeraj than a mere fight with a lowly demon. What she
ultimately faced could easily be the end of her—of all the
Amazons.

Of the world.

Ganga hated death. She’d granted the power
of healing to her sacred Ganges River to halt the loss of so many
people. She’d endowed her Water Amazon with the ability to heal her
injured sisters. Now, that Amazon faced a future shrouded in loss
of life. Including, perhaps, her own.

Sarita’s death would cut like a knife. There
would be another to step forward, another Amazon to replace one who
fell. Ganga sighed, realizing it wasn’t that simple this time.
She’d developed too strong an attachment to Sarita Neeraj.

She’d seen the other patron goddesses make
the same mistake, yet she’d thought herself immune. Perhaps it was
Sarita’s hidden strength or her boundless love for her
sisters—although other Water Amazons had displayed the same
honorable traits.

No, Ganga was drawn to Sarita’s heart—one
that was pure in every way.

The Amazons had been created by four strong
goddesses who wanted to help humans despite the insistence of the
other Ancients that none should interfere with what the Fates had
in store for mankind. Amazons were like shooting stars. Few mourned
their loss. Not the four goddesses. Ancients didn’t grieve over
something as mundane as human death. No, only the sister Amazons
and the Sentinels who trained the Amazons felt the loss when the
warriors perished.

In her pact with the other goddesses, Ganga
became the patron goddess of the Water Amazon, just as Rhiannon
championed Earth, Freya empowered Fire and Ix Chel supported Air.
As if thinking about the other three deities was enough to bring
them to her side, they emerged from the ethereal mists surrounding
the old woman’s Bayou cabin.

Rhiannon led them with her typical
arrogance. Dressed in a sky blue velvet dress, she smoothed her
long, blond hair over her shoulder. “Have you heard the old woman’s
words?”

“I have.”

“Heard but not heeded,” Freya said, crossing
her arms over her breasts. Her typical smile had disappeared, and
her blue eyes narrowed. “I told you, Rhiannon. She feels too much
for her tiny Amazon.”

“Tiny, yes, but Amazon nonetheless,” Ganga
replied. “I tire of you constantly preaching that my Amazon is the
weakest of the four.”

Ix Chel scoffed, such an ugly sound in
contrast to the goddess’s exotic good looks. Long, straight black
hair. High cheekbones. Skin the color of caramel. She’d long been
Ganga’s ally as they faced Rhiannon and Freya in disagreements.
“Ah, but she is, is she not? Timid creature. I see little promise
in her.”

“An Amazon’s traits reflect those of her
goddess,” Freya commented.

The implication hung in the air, making
Ganga fight the urge to slap both of her compatriots. Not that one
Ancient could hurt another without ramifications to the grand
scheme of the fickle Fates. Ix Chel had never before spoken to her
in such a condescending tone. While she ached to ask what had
soured their alliance, she didn’t wish to let Rhiannon and Freya
know how close they’d become since this generation of Amazons had
been called. “You are too harsh to Sarita.”

“Am I?” Ix Chel arched a dark eyebrow. “Does
she have the powers of my Air? Can she leap to great heights like
Gina? Can she command the clouds in the sky to make lightning to
smite her enemies?”

“No, but—”

“Has she been the savior of the world like
my Fire Amazon, like my daughter Megan?” Freya asked, smirking.

As though Freya would ever admit that
her daughter was less than perfect. Megan should have been a
demigod, but Freya had channeled her power into becoming the Fire
Amazon because of some old prophecy by this very same oracle. Even
then, Megan had her mother’s temper, often losing control and
blasting fire from her palms when someone angered her. Freya would
never admit that, either.

“No, but—”

Rhiannon straightened her spine to draw to
her full impressive height. “Water is much weaker than my Earth,
much less talented than my Rebecca.”

“My Sarita has powers too,” Ganga
insisted.

Rhiannon gave a rueful laugh. “She can
swim.”

“She can heal your Amazons,” Ganga
said, her anger rising steadily. “You should remember that.”

“Aye,” Rhiannon replied. “She is of use
after a fight. But during…?”

Freya shook her head. “Turning water to ice
is of no use in a battle. And your Sarita cannot seem to harness
her fear of revenants. How can she help her sisters if she quakes
with fear when those mindless minions of evil attack? How can an
Amazon be afraid of creatures already dead?”

“She is not afraid. She is—cautious.” Ganga
sighed. All they said rang true. So why had she not pushed Sarita
the way she had her other Water Amazons over the centuries?

Because she’d developed an attachment—a
deeply personal attachment—for the woman. Sarita’s heart was so
pure, so loving. She gave of herself freely and without
reservations to personal cost. Although badly injured, Sarita had
been the one to step forward to save Gina’s life when Helen had
tried to kill her.

Why couldn’t they see what Ganga did?

The old woman slapped her hand on the
velvet-covered table, causing the snake on its surface to slither
onto her lap. Silence would’ve reigned had not the sounds of the
swamp swirled around them. The songs of frogs and crickets
punctuated by the cries of birds. Her eyes fixed on Ganga, sending
a shiver up the goddess’s spine.

The oracle picked up her crystal and held it
on her palm. Then she shoved that hand in the air and frowned at
the goddesses. “You are all wrong.”

Rhiannon bristled, swishing her velvet skirt
in an angry motion. “I am never wrong.”

The woman shook her head until her gray hair
began to pull free of the red and gold scarf binding it. “And yet,
you are wrong this time.”

“How dare you speak to me with such
insolence?” The Lady of the Lake narrowed her eyes. “I should
strike you down.”

“I dare,” the old woman replied,
picking the snake off her lap and setting it on the wood floor. “I
am an oracle to all Ancients. None may harm me. Only time may claim
my body, and it has had no inclination to do so yet.”

Rhiannon did nothing to the old woman
despite her impudence.

“She speaks the truth,” Freya said. “Perhaps
we should listen to what she is prophesying. If my daughter is
involved—”

“I tire of your constant reminders that Fire
is your daughter,” Rhiannon snapped. “She is no better than any
other Amazon.”

“My point exactly,” Ganga said. “My Water
might not be as strong as all the other Amazons, but—”

The oracle laughed, long and loud. “You,
too, are wrong. The Water Amazon is the strongest of the
four—stronger than any Amazon who came before.”

“The woman is too tiny, too timid to be a
great warrior,” Ix Chel retorted.

“Great warriors are not found only on the
battlefield.” The oracle swept her hands in invitation to the
goddesses.

They reluctantly stood before her.

The oracle’s eyes glazed, turning dark and
iridescent as black pearls as she held the crystal high. “See the
color of the crystal?”

“The blue of my Water,” Ganga said. “The
blue of my Ganges.”

The oracle gave her a curt nod. “Now watch
what it predicts for the future of humankind.”

The light inside the crystal began to glow
and throb until it became a bright white light before it suddenly
ended as if someone had snuffed the flame of a candle. Smoke rose
in wisps from the crystal as it darkened to black. With a loud pop,
the gem exploded. Bits of it rained down at the goddesses’ feet
like confetti.

“Nay,” Rhiannon whispered. “Nay, they cannot
all die. ’Tis not possible. Our Amazons will stop this.”

“No. They will not.” The old woman
leveled a hard stare at Ganga. “She will. Only she may find
a way.”

Rhiannon dismissed the notion with a typical
wave of her hand. “Water has not the power. My Earth, my Rebecca,
shall save the humans. I shall send my Rebecca.”

“Nay, let my Fire take this important task,”
Freya insisted. “Let my Megan save mankind yet again.”

Ix Chel shook her head. “Gina is the right
Amazon for this threat. My Air is strong. She shall be the
savior.”

Ganga closed her eyes and drowned out the
continued boasts and brags of the other patron goddesses. When the
crystal representing humanity had exploded, she’d understood what
the oracle meant. She opened her eyes, glanced up and met the old
woman’s dark eyes.

“Now you see,” the woman said. “Now you
know.”

Ganga nodded. The time to protect Sarita had
ended. There was no way for the tiny woman with the pure heart to
avoid her destiny.

Water would face this threat.

Alone.

There would be no help from her goddess. No
help from her sisters. No help from the two honorable men who
trained the Amazons.

Sarita’s trial by fire had arrived.


Chapter Two

​


As warm lips touched her breast, Sarita
arched into the caress. Strong hands stroked her arms, brushing
down shivering skin until fingers entwined with hers and lifted her
arms above her head.

“So beautiful,” the deep voice whispered
against her skin.

The heat was almost unbearable as the man
drew her nipple into his mouth. One of his hands pinned her wrists
to the cool sheets. The other tickled down to settle on her other
breast. She couldn’t hold back the moans that spilled from her
lips, wanting more of his touch, wanting more than his
touch.

The hand moved lower until it caressed her
hip then trailed across her leg to stroke up the inside of her
thigh. How was she able to stay on the bed when those fingers
reached the part of her that ached and burned for that touch?

“Easy, loving,” he murmured.

The timbre of his seductive voice rushed through her in a wave of heat. She
strained to see his face. Eyes like emeralds. Red hair that almost
brushed his shoulders. Although red wasn’t quite the right
word. Not brassy or bold, but more like a pleasant mixture of red
and a rich brown.

“Only your love can save me,” he
whispered.

She couldn’t find the words to reply to his
enigmatic statement as tension knotted her body. A light sheen of
perspiration coated her skin, causing more shivers to race over
her. A long finger penetrated her, forcing her hips to meet the
thrust. The tension spread and muscles tightened until she thought
she’d go mad. About to find the release she craved, she arched her
back and cried out… Only to suddenly awaken.

Her heart pounded, whooshing loudly in her
ears. Sarita was no longer in the dream—the same dream that had
haunted her for a long, torturous week. A groan escaped as she
rolled over and buried her face in the pillow, feeling the hollow
ache of unfulfilled desire.

Why? Why did that man come to her
every night, torturing her and teasing her until she wanted to
scream in frustration?

Were the dreams simply her loneliness and
her long-term celibacy? She was, after all, a healthy woman who’d
never taken a lover. Perhaps the heated dreams were nothing more
than curiosity.

Maybe she just needed to take advantage of
the gifts the goddesses gave to the Amazons—the protection from
catching diseases or that they couldn’t get pregnant if the man was
meant to be nothing more than a partner for a romantic tryst. Maybe
she should go out, have a few drinks, a few laughs and finally get
laid.

Her Indian culture—one of respect and
honor—had been deeply ingrained by her “Aunt” Kamala—a high
priestess to her goddess Ganga. More so by her nanny,
Lalita—another Indian who followed the old ways and customs. Sarita
couldn’t brush all that off and have a fling. Her whole life had
been steeped in tradition, and a week’s worth of haunting dreams
weren’t enough for her to throw away all that made her who she was.
When she took a lover—if she took a lover—the man would be
her soul mate. Her husband. If not in truth, then the husband of
her heart.

Where could she find this Prince Charming?
Amazons seldom had the chance to meet new people, let alone spend
enough time to get to know someone.

The erotic dream lingered like a haze in the
air. The temptation had been there all week—the lure to surrender
to the dream and never wake up. To forget her duties and her
destiny and be a woman.

A light exploded in the room, and Ganga
appeared. All thoughts of sleep vanished.

Sarita rubbed her hands over her face to
shake the last of the fog from her eyes. “I’m so glad to see you,
Ganga.”

“As I am you.”

Ganga’s dark eyes seemed sad, something
Sarita had never seen before. Goddesses tended to hide emotions,
often to the point they appeared to have no feelings at
all.

A cold lot, Artair MacKay always
called them. The man was a Sentinel, so he would know. The fact
he’d spent four hundred years in their service gave him far more
knowledge of the Ancients—the gods and goddesses of every culture
who shared the powers of this world—than any other person.

Before Sarita’s overwhelming curiosity
forced her to ask why Water’s patron goddess sought her out, Ganga
spoke. “I have a mission for you. The demon Marbas is loose and we
wish him brought to heel.” She smoothed her hand over the
iridescent skirt of her purple sari as Sarita pushed aside the
covers and got to her feet.

“Isn’t he a lion? That would be Earth’s
domain. Rebecca always captures the animal demons.” The hair on the
back of her neck bristled. Ganga had never come to her like this,
nor had she ever sent her on a demon hunt with no backup. What made
Marbas so special?

“I wish you to go, Sarita. Marbas
breathes fire. What better warrior to send than one who can quench
that flame? There are children missing, and the voices of their
parents cry out for justice.”

“I could take Gina and—”

“The aid of your sister will not be
necessary,” Ganga snapped—another thing highly unusual for her.

“Yes, but…Helen is getting more and more
powerful. I thought we’d agreed no one goes on a mission
alone.”

Helen. The newest of the
Ancients.

A former Earth Amazon, she’d murdered her
own Amazon sister—the last generation’s Fire Amazon, Sparks—as a
sacrifice to ascend to being a goddess. Once given a taste of
power, Helen had become a megalomaniac who wanted absolute control
of the human world. Which made her the main target of the
Amazons.

The cult Helen established just over a year
ago—The Children of the Earth—had grown by leaps and bounds. She’d
burst on the scene with the power of a hurricane, and her image and
voice were everywhere. Billboards. Television. Radio. She’d develop
a new tactic—hiding in plain sight. Temples were built in her honor
all over the world as the Children recruited more and more members.
Some of those members even served in Congress, helping push through
bills that shielded the cult and their money from local laws. At
least Helen was easy to track now, whereas in the past she’d tended
to pop up at the most inopportune moments.

With each new follower, Helen’s power grew,
their worship feeding her like gasoline thrown on a fire. The last
time the Amazons had checked, the COE flock had spread to
twenty-two countries and had close to half a million people
believing Helen held the answers on how to save the world from
being destroyed by pollution, famine and war. She preached an
appealing gospel much like cult leaders who’d come before
her—peace, hope, and charity.

If only her followers knew her as well as
Sarita did.

So far, she hadn’t come after the Amazons.
But she would. None of them doubted that. It was merely a matter of
time. Her hatred of them—because they’d defeated her three times in
her attempts to gain power—ran hot and deep.

She would come after them.

Soon.

Ganga ignored Sarita’s comment as though
unconcerned about Helen’s potential threat. “I shall send you to
Scotland to face him.” The goddess nodded at the sapphire-encrusted
sword standing next to the oak bureau.

“Scotland?” Sarita asked as she walked over
and picked up her weapon.

“Yes, my child. Marbas awaits. Be well.” The
goddess snapped her fingers before Sarita could ask why in the hell
Marbas could be found in Scotland.

Her goddess had given her this mission.
Sarita would give Ganga no less than her best.

As she dressed, she called to her closest
sister, Gina, telepathically, letting her know she had a job and
that all would be well.

“You don’t want me to go too,
Sarita?”

“No. Ganga said I should go
alone.”

Gina sent waves of confidence Sarita’s way,
and she added a wish that they see each other soon.

 


***

 


Marbas caused more trouble than she’d
expected.

Normally, an Amazon would go in, get the job
done by either killing the creature or using magicks to
incapacitate him, and get right back out. Since Ganga hadn’t stated
a preference, Sarita would go for the capture. No matter that she’d
been an Amazon for a few years, the kill bothered her.

Still, this demon was a major pain in the
ass.

Sarita ducked behind a boulder as Marbas
belched another stream of fire at her. She imagined herself some
warrior of old battling a dragon with nothing but a sword—although
in this case the enemy was really a fire-breathing lion with a
taste for children. She’d make sure his child-munching days were
over.

A shame Helen wasn’t so easily subdued…

Once she found out which damned idiot had
set Marbas loose, she’d give him a piece of her mind before she
beat him senseless. The thought that the demon had something to do
with Helen was quickly dismissed. She was busy running her cult.
She wouldn’t stoop to something as petty as setting a demon loose
to eat kids. This was just a routine demon hunt. Nothing more,
nothing less.

When the stream of fire petered out, Sarita
charged from behind the rock, sword ready.

Marbas inhaled sharply, obviously preparing
to roast her.

She never gave him the chance thanks to a
small puddle at the demon’s feet. As his mouth opened, a flick of
her wrist expanded the water and sent it flying down his throat,
drowning the flames. She ran her sword through his chest as he
choked.

Not that a stab wound could kill him—not a
demon of Marbas’s level. He wasn’t immortal, but he could only be
destroyed by magicks wielded by an Ancient. She could only subdue
him until some spell could be spun around him. As his body dropped
to the dirt, she sheathed her bloody sword and jerked the lasso
from her belt. She had the demon hogtied before he could rally.

Marbas growled at her.

She snorted a laugh, a habit she couldn’t
seem to break despite her sisters’ teasing. “You lose. It’s demon
jail for you.”

The dumbass might have gone undetected for
quite a while, and he might have been true to his evil nature and
gone for victims.

Although her nature was usually more
reserved, Sarita found herself wanting to crow like a rooster over
her success. This one felt damned good. She would please Ganga.
She’d also please her sisters.

Perhaps she might stop feeling like the
weakest of the four. Capturing Marbas with her Water powers took
some of the sting away.

Her sisters didn’t look down on her. They’d
never once told her she had the wimpiest powers. That was Sarita’s
own baggage. While they’d grown in their powers, she’d been
standing still, waiting for an evolution that might not happen. It
just got old to feel like the others protected her and pushed her
to the back of every fight because her powers weren’t as strong as
theirs.

Her sisters had the really cool powers.

What could Sarita do? She could swim forever
without taking a breath. She could freeze liquid with the touch of
her finger. And as she did with Marbas, she could send water flying
from one place to the next.

Whoopee shit.

How many demons needed a good drowning?

At least her powers had come in handy once.
The last time they’d faced Helen, she’d tried to kill Gina and her
husband, Zach. Sarita had been the one to end the crisis. Diverting
water from a fountain, she’d encased Helen in a solid block of ice
until they could all escape. Not a capture, but her powers
had saved the day.

Sarita jumped over Marbas, grabbed his head
from behind and wound the slack of the rope around his jaws to keep
them shut. She could have been a cowboy who’d just won the
calf-roping competition.

What she needed was a cocky reply—like
Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

Instead, Sarita sighed and pulled her cell
phone out of her pocket. Being closest to Gina, Sarita could
communicate some things simply by thought. But for Rebecca and
Megan, she had to use her phone.

Punching the speed dial, she waited for
Rebecca to answer. Since the Earth Amazon acted as Guardian to the
other three, Sarita, Gina and Megan had to report back to her after
any mission.

“Sarita! That was quick. Things went
well?”

“All done. Marbas is tied up and ready for
transport. Tell the warden he’s all hers.”

“Sure thing. I’ll call for Kampe to come and
get him,” Rebecca’s voice buzzed in Sarita’s ear. “She can take him
back to demon jail at Tartarus. I feel weird that I didn’t take
care of him. He’s a lion not a walrus.”

“My goddess asked. I came.”

“Are you coming back to Avalon?”

“Not right away.” She needed some time
alone. She rushed to add, “I’ve never been to Scotland before. I’m
going to stay and explore for a bit.”

“It’s beautiful there,” Rebecca said.
“Artair took me last summer to see the Highlands.”

Yeah, thanks for the reminder of how happy
you are, Rebecca. A vacation with a loving husband. Something else
you’ve done that I haven’t and never will.

As if she would admit to the Guardian that
jealousy ate her alive, that she resented the other Amazons so much
it twisted her stomach into knots.

Sarita would never hurt her sisters like
that, although shielding her thoughts from Gina was sometimes next
to impossible.

“How long are you gonna stay?” The
Guardian’s voice held a note of hesitation that said she felt some
of Sarita’s restlessness.

Sarita swallowed her feelings to keep them
from Rebecca, a skill she’d rapidly perfected. “Do you need me back
soon?”

What a lame question. Earth, Fire and Air
rarely needed Water’s help. From Sarita’s perspective, they spent
too much of their time in battles checking to see if she was
safe.

I’m an Amazon too, damn it!

She might be ridiculously short, and she
might not have all of their powers, but she could use a sword. And
her martial arts skills grew every day, thanks to Zach spending so
much time instructing her in tae kwon do. The man had five
black belts, after all.

“No, we’re good,” Rebecca replied. “You have
a good time. Just call when you’re ready to come back to Avalon.
I’ll get Rhiannon—”

“I have a goddess too. She’ll send me back
when I’m ready.”

There was a long silence. “Are you
sure?”

“Look, I know she’s not around as much as
your goddess, but—”

“Not as much?” Rebecca’s incredulous tone
struck a nerve. “Sarita, she’s never around.”

Even though the other goddesses liked to
meddle in their Amazons’ lives, that didn’t mean Ganga was
neglectful because she gave Sarita space. Rebecca didn’t understand
the relationship she had with her goddess because Rhiannon and
Freya constantly stuck their noses in everyone’s business. Even Ix
Chel was known to interfere more often than necessary.

Ganga gave the Amazons space to do their
jobs without interference, and Sarita had grown damn sick and tired
of explaining that. “I need to go.”

“Stay safe.”

Sarita ended the call without a
characteristic farewell, which Rebecca would be sure to notice. She
didn’t normally lose her temper. Maybe the extended summer drought
drained her Water powers.

Something had been prodding at her, poking
at her normal, easy contentment. She loved being an Amazon. She
loved being a part of fighting for the greater good. But lately
Sarita had been out of sorts. Discontented. Restless.

Sitting down on a large boulder, she stared
down at Marbas. “Time for me to have a real vacation.” She sniffed
the air. “Ah, the heather smells heavenly.”

The lion snorted some black smoke out his
nostrils.

“Yeah, whatever. You’re too pissed to see
the beauty around you. Fine. I need to get you to—”

The world went black.

 



​ Chapter Three

 


She was much smaller than Ian expected.
Short. Very short. Standing next to him, she wouldn’t even
come up to his armpit. Weighed next to nothing. Just a little bit
of a thing.

Her skin was the most beautiful shade of
brown, her hair the color of a raven’s feathers. He wondered if her
eyes were as dark and exotic as the rest of her.

He kicked the sword she’d dropped aside and
stepped over Marbas. While he could probably have untied the angry
demon, Ian left well enough alone. Marbas had served his purpose.
The other Amazons could decide his fate.

Ian’s job was to collect his precious
bundle, guard it with his life and hope she didn’t awaken to try to
kill him before he got her secured at dorcha àite.

It shouldn’t have turned out this way,
having to use a woman as live bait. He’d have to push aside the
guilt that nibbled at his soul. Once justice had been served, he
could leave this world behind. The fact that he would find himself
bound for the fiery pits of hell didn’t sway his commitment, nor
did it honestly frighten him. That had been his fate all along. If
justice was served in the end, he’d welcome the fire and
brimstone.

He preferred hell to being sent back to
limbo.

Once he reached the clearing, he leaned
against the same boulder his captive had used as he prepared to
call to his mistress. She’d be delighted things had gone so
smoothly. Not that he honestly gave a damn whether she was pleased
or not.

He meant to hold her to her promise. By
capturing the Amazon, he’d fulfilled his part of the bargain. When
he delivered this tiny woman, his mistress would give him what he
desired.

Justice.

Or revenge?

He’d lost track.

After propping his captive up against his
shoulder so he could see her face, Ian smoothed her black hair away
from her cheek. Her skin was satin beneath his fingertips. He
couldn’t resist the urge to rub the pad of his thumb over her full
lower lip, wondering how much she’d hate him when she awoke. A pawn
in a dangerous game, she was a means to an ends. Nothing more.

So why did his quest suddenly seem like a
betrayal of the very feminine figure he cradled?

Allowing himself to go soft now wasn’t an
option. He stopped wishing things could have been different. He’d
wasted that kind of fruitless hope long ago… Back when he’d been
laird and tried to hold his clan together after the English gutted
their village. Back when he’d been nothing but a man faced with the
impossible—to keep the men, women and children of his clan from
starving and from dying.

He’d succeeded at neither.

Thanks to one man, Ian’s clan had suffered
as no one should suffer.

And in the end, the very people he’d tried
to save had attacked him.

Threats of hell’s fire didn’t frighten a man
who’d been tied to a stake as he burned to death.

Ian would have his justice. He would kill
the man who had destroyed his clan and turned them against their
laird. That man had been gifted with immortality. Ian would find a
way to end that. Maybe then he could release the hatred he’d held
for so long. His soul might be in hell, but at least he’d be free
of the rage that drowned him.

His burden groaned and stirred in his arms.
The hard tap on the head had done the trick to render her
unconscious, but he needed to get her back to the castle before she
regained the strength to fight him. He didn’t want to hurt her
again.

“M’lady!” Ian called as he stood and held
the Amazon close. “I have her!”

Light engulfed him as his mistress
transported them to the dark fortress Ian called home.

 


***

 


Sarita opened her eyes to mere slits, fearing
any light would increase the pounding in her skull.

“Here, lass,” a deep voice with a thick
Scottish brogue said. A cool cloth slapped over her eyes. “’Twill
help with the pain.”

She breathed a sigh, grateful to know she
was back in Avalon.

Why was Artair caring for her instead of
Beagan and Dolan? The changelings had the healing touch and had
always nursed her through any injury.

“Thanks,” she said. “What hit me? Did Marbas
get loose?”

“Nay. He was still tied as I carried ye
away.”

That made no sense. “You were there? Geesh.
Don’t you trust me to do my job?”

“Hard to deal with a demon when you’re out
cold.”

His unusual tone, one of amusement at her
predicament, sent a shiver of concern racing over her skin.
“Something hit me.”

“Not something, loving.
Someone.”

That teasing voice didn’t belong to her
Sentinel.

Snatching away the wet cloth, she came face
to face with someone she’d never expected to meet. “Oh, my God. It
can’t be…”

Quirking his eyebrow, her dream lover stared
at her as though she were the oddest creature he’d ever seen. She
knew that look well, having seen it before. Many, many times on
many, many faces.

Back in her childhood when at age five she’d
surfed like a pro, as if born in the water.

Back when she’d worked at Sea World, as
though an Indian woman shouldn’t want to wear a wetsuit and train
seals.

Back in Avalon when she’d managed to bring
Artair down for the first time in hand-to-hand combat like a woman
her size should never be able to fell a man of his size.

Her dream lover had that same expression
now. And goddess, if he wasn’t more disgustingly handsome in the
flesh.

Red hair, something that often looked goofy
on a man, had a different effect on this man. The
candlelight sent shimmers over the thick, shoulder-length mane. He
wore a white shirt and plaid the way Artair always did, albeit this
kilt was solid black not tartan. Nor did the cloth reach over his
shoulder to rest against his heart.

Candlelight?

Dragging her thoughts away from the man
who’d haunted her sleep, she took in her environment. The room was
foreboding, the dark stone walls giving the place the ambiance of a
prison. Or a tomb.

There only five pieces of furniture in the
enormous room, including the bed she rested on. Two chairs sat in
front of a large hearth, a wooden bureau rested in the corner and a
table stood next to the bed.

A bedroom.

The man took the cloth from her grasp, his
fingers brushing her hand. His sharp intake of breath echoed hers.
A suspended second passed before he dipped the cloth in a bowl of
water, wrung it out and handed it back to her.

“How’s yer head feeling?” he asked.

“Like someone hit me with a club.” She
pressed the wet cloth to her forehead.

“Nay. Not a club. The hilt of my sword.”

It took a moment for the blunt words to
register. Her dream man had hit her? Why would he have a sword? No
one other than Amazons or Sentinels carried one as a weapon in this
century.

After his confession, she should have been
afraid. She wasn’t, but she didn’t have time to ponder the oddness
of that.

Sarita couldn’t help but ask, “Why would you
hit me?”

“Seemed easier than trying to hold onto you
while I explained that I had to kidnap you.”

“Kidnap?” His bluntness was as harsh
as a slap.

“Aye. You’re now my prisoner.”

The hell I am!

She sprang out of bed fast enough it would
probably have impressed Gina—a jump worthy of Air. She launched the
cloth at him as she moved, the slapping sound it made as it hit his
face giving her a small thrill of victory.

Her eyes combed the dismal room, searching
for anything she could use as a weapon.

Where’s my sword? Where’s his?

They stared at each other from the opposite
sides of the bed. His stubbornness seemed every bit as strong as
hers.

“Seems we have ourselves a stalemate, lass.
You’ve got nowhere to go. Accept this and ’twill go easier on you.
I mean you no harm.” His gaze gave the room a deliberate appraisal.
“Maybe ’tis not grand as what you’re used to, but ’twill be
comfortable. You’ll have food. A bed. Shelter.” His grin made her
temper rise. “And the pleasure of my company.”

“Until when? Until you decide to murder me?”
Her raised voice echoed through the cavernous room.

His mouth dropped to a harsh frown. “I would
never murder a helpless lass. Especially such a wee one.”

The man had a talent for pushing her
buttons. It took all of Sarita’s self-control not to let her pride
grip the reins and declare she was an Amazon and not a helpless
wee lass. He might already know, but she couldn’t be sure.
Then again, why else had she been targeted for kidnapping,
especially while on the hunt for a demon?

Her curiosity slipped out again. “Why
me?”

“A means to an end.”

“Who are you working for?”

“’Tis not for you to know.”

She mentally ran down the list of usual
suspects and kept coming back to the same name.

Helen.

But this was far different than any of her
other attempts. She’d never lowered herself to use humans for
anything other than minions and cannon fodder. Her allies so far
had been Ancients.

Sarita went for broke. “Helen arranged this,
didn’t she?”

“Pardon?” His confused expression was far
too genuine.

“Quit playing dumb. Helen’s behind
this.”

“Nay, lass. Yer spittin’ in the wind.”

Between the man’s strong brogue and his
drought of words, she wanted to scream her frustration. Instead,
she seized the only advantage she had. Surprise. She might be
wee, but she was damned fast. Although she probably wouldn’t
make it out of the room and had no true plans beyond a simple
escape attempt, she had to try.

She darted to the door, grabbing the handle.
His responding steps smacked against the stone floor.

Sarita jerked the heavy door open before his
arm snaked around her waist, hauling her back against his hard,
warm body. Her fingers gripped the doorknob like a falling person
clung to a ledge. His hands slid to her hips as he pulled her lower
body off the floor. Her backside rubbed immodestly against his
groin. If she let go of the knob, she’d fall and smash her
face.

Yep, I’m good and stuck.

“Next move is yours, lass.” The laughter in
his voice was a blow to her ego. This guy didn’t even know her, and
he didn’t respect her abilities, either.

She’d have to show him otherwise.

Sarita let go, bending forward until her
hands pressed to the cold floor. His grip tightened on her hips.
Knowing he’d underestimated the strength of her small body, she
wrapped her feet around his knees. Then she pushed off the floor,
tightened her abdominals then reared to bash the back of her head
against his face.

A loud crack sounded when her skull
connected with his nose, and yet, he didn’t drop her. He uttered a
Gaelic curse, the same one she’d heard slip from Artair the last
time she’d accidentally caught him between the legs when they’d
sparred. She really couldn’t savor the small victory because she’d
managed to hit him with the already sore part of her head. The
world rotated and swam in her eyes, enough she feared she might be
ill. She unlocked her feet from behind his knees.

The man released her.

She took a few stumbling steps and realized
she’d go down hard. Before she hit the floor, she found herself
scooped up into his arms and placed back against the cool
sheets.

He retrieved the cloth, refreshed it and
pressed it to her face. “Ye are resourceful. I’ll give you that.
But ’tis no use, loving. You’re my guest for now.”

Until I can find a way to get out of this
hellhole.

“There’s no way out,” he said.

“You’re telepathic.”

He snorted a laugh the same way she always
did. Despite her anger, she found it an endearing quality, and it
dawned on her she felt no fear of this man. Perhaps because he’d
been intimate with her for a week in dreams, showering her with
passion that made her body respond simply remembering it.

“I’m not,” he said.

“Not what?” Heavens, but the memories of his
touch turned her brain to oatmeal. “Oh, not telepathic. My
name’s—”

“Rebecca. I already know yer name. I’m
merely trying to think as you would were I in your place.”

Her head spun ever more. Sweet
goddess. This man had no idea he’d taken the wrong Amazon. For
now she’d let him assume she was Rebecca. Maybe then she’d learn
his game.

“So you know me. Yet you don’t
reciprocate.”

He quirked a red eyebrow.

“Tell me your name!” she demanded.

“Ian. Call me Ian.”

The dizziness subsided, and she focused on
his face. A small trickle of blood came from one nostril. She sat,
took the towel from his hand and stretched up to wipe the stain
away.

He didn’t flinch, standing there as she
finally rose on her knees and crawled closer to be able to reach
him.

My, but he’s tall. Taller than Artair.

With gentle strokes she cleaned away the
blood. “I didn’t mean to break your nose.”

“Aye, you did.”

“Are you always so blunt?”

His smile hit her like a red hot branding
iron, her body sizzling and burning with need despite all her
efforts to tamp down the arousing memories. “’Tis my way. I’m a man
of few words.” He lightly touched her hand, pressing the cloth
against his nose. “’Tis not broken. Merely sore.”

She almost recoiled when his other hand rose
to touch the right side of her face. His fingers rose to trace the
dark scar—a “gift” from the goddess Sekhmet—that ran from her
eyebrow to arch around her cheek and end at the small cleft in her
chin. Then he touched her mangled right earlobe. The one Sekhmet
had jerked a hoop earring from, ripping it right through the
skin.

It took every ounce of her strength not to
turn away. If her disfigured face disgusted him that was his
problem, not hers.

His eyes met hers again, but he said
nothing.

“I’ll escape,” she promised.

“You’ll try. But now, you’ll rest.
I’ll come for you when supper is served.” He nodded toward the
bureau. “There are gowns should you wish to dress more in harmony
with our present location.”

Sarita waited until he was gone before
relaxing her guard. Her head pounded, and while she wanted nothing
more than to sleep, she concentrated on reaching out to Gina.

“Sis? Are you there?”

Her mind stayed silent—an eerie stillness
that marked the first time the women hadn’t been linked since
Johann and Gina had waltzed right into Sea World, where Sarita
worked, and announced both of the women were some kind of
superheroes.

Sarita had been working with her favorite
pet—a harbor seal named Toby—when they’d found her. After babbling
some ridiculous story about Sarita’s new destiny, they’d inform her
it was time to go. She’d lost her temper and sent Toby chasing
after Johann. Not that the seal could hurt him. Watching the big
animal hound Johann all the way to the spectators’ bleachers had
made both women laugh aloud.

Then Gina proved everything they’d said was
true by jumping an entire story in the air.

Sarita had felt her joy. Since that
day, Sarita had a bond with Gina that transcended friendship.

“Gina, I need you. I’m in
trouble.”

Despite call after call to her sister, none
were returned.

She’d have to find a way out on her own.

 


***

 


Ian quietly shut the door when what he wanted
was slam it so he could hear her startle at the noise. At least a
startle would show she felt something.

His heart pounded a rough cadence, and
although he’d barely touched her, he could smell her jasmine
scent.

The dreams wouldn’t be silenced. For a week,
a woman had come to him, shrouded in the darkness of the night. He
hadn’t known her name then, thinking she was some spirit spreading
erotic fantasies through his hours of sleep, perhaps a torment
ordered by his mistress. That would be her type of mischief. In
those dreams, Rebecca had made him burn in a way he’d never felt
before. Not even in the days before his murder—the days when he’d
been a mortal. The days before revenge consumed his heart.

Each time, she’d touched him, kissed him,
she’d led him to the brink of ecstasy, only to leave him
unfulfilled by disappearing in the fog of his dream. He had to be
the most frustrated man in Scotland. Knowing she was real and that
she was within his grasp made it almost impossible not to take her
and satisfy the promises she’d made those nights of sweet
torture.

No! No tender feelings for his
prisoner despite the emotions that had gripped him when he’d first
realized his prey was his dream lover. He had a job to do, and this
woman, no matter how badly he wanted her, had a job to do as well.
She simply didn’t know it yet.

Revenge and passion mixed about as well as
fire and water.

When he reached the kitchen, he stopped. The
staff wasn’t there.

Ian snuffed the panic gathering in his
chest. The ghosts hadn’t left him. He knew better.

When he’d returned to dorcha àite,
he’d been thrilled to find the two of them haunting the keep.
They’d told him they’d been waiting for him to return, somehow
knowing his story wasn’t yet over.

They wouldn’t have left him now…

His ghosts were the only two members of his
clan who’d stood by his side as the rest roasted him like a
fattened hog. His last clear memories before limbo were of seeing
the nooses slipped around his loyal servants’ necks. He’d mourned
their deaths while he’d lost his own battle to survive.

“Show yerselves,” he demanded, needing their
reassuring presence.

Old Ewan appeared first, nothing but wisps
of white smoke until he solidified into a more human form. His
appearance hadn’t changed from the day he died. His gray hair
looked wind-ruffled and his green eyes shone with wisdom.
“Laird?”

“Where’s Sile?”

“Here, laird.” She popped up at Ewan’s side,
dressed in the clan’s tartan.

Ian frowned. “Ye know I don’t wish to see
that plaid again. You’ll not wear it around our guest.
Understood?”

She bowed her gray head as her plaid shifted
to a black wool gown. “Yes, m’laird.”

“Dinner shall be in the great hall.”

“As ye wish,” Old Ewan replied with a bow.
Formality had been such a part of the man, it didn’t come as a
surprise that he continued the respectful habits as a ghost.

“And stay in your own skins. I don’t want to
frighten her.”

Both Old Ewan and Sile nodded.

“Are we allowed to speak to the lass?” Sile
asked.

“Aye, but only pleasantries. Tell her
nothing of our mistress or of what is to come.”

“May we speak of the clan or of dorcha
àite?” Sile’s smile seemed so damned hopeful. The woman had
been the memory of the people, keeping all the births and deaths in
her typically meticulous fashion. Her question spoke of
loneliness.

Did ghosts get lonely?

Such a simple question, but no easy answer.
How much did he want his captive to know? “You may speak of the
clan but do not use our name. You may tell of history, but you’re
not to discuss me. Not my name. Not my life. Nor my family’s
history.”

Sile’s smile fell to a frown.

“Understood?”

”Aye.” But her frown remained.

“Two hours,” Ian ordered.

Then he strode out of the kitchens, seeking
a swim in the cold pond to quench his lust and wondering how often
he’d have to repeat that ritual in the days to come.


Chapter Four

​


A soft knock made Sarita jump down from the
dressing-table chair. She’d been searching the walls for trap
doors—the type of bolt-holes all old castles were supposed to have.
“Ian?”

“Nay, ma’am. ’Tis Sile. Yer maid. May I come
in?”

She brushed her dirty hands against her
thighs, trying to hide her latest escape attempt. “Suit
yourself.”

A maid? An ally perhaps? At least she
wasn’t alone in this dismal place with only Ian as company. Being
alone too long with that man probably wasn’t a good thing. He had a
way of affecting her she couldn’t fight.

That, or she might be tempted to beat him
senseless to get away from her prison.

The heavy door opened, and an older woman
took hesitant steps into the bedroom. She gave Sarita a visual
sweep from head to toe. “The laird will be displeased. You have not
dressed for your meal.”

“Laird?”

“The English word is lord. Lord Ian.
Your host.”

She glanced down at her pink—and now
dirty—yoga pants and gray t-shirt. “I have no intention of pleasing
Laird Ian. In fact, I plan to make his life as miserable as
possible until he turns me loose. You do realize he kidnapped me,
right?”

“Och, aye. ’Twas necessary, ye ken.”

Although used to Artair’s brogue, Sarita had
to think hard to understand Sile’s words. “No, I don’t ken.
Why was taking me against my will necessary?”

“You’ll have to be asking the laird,
m’lady.” Sile walked to the bureau and opened the door wide. Her
fingers tripped over the row of old-fashioned gowns. “Are ye sure
ye donnae wish to dress nicer? We donnae have other clothes for ye.
Only gowns and plaids.”

“What I want is to get out of here.”
Not that Sarita thought there was a chance in a million Sile would
do something to anger her laird, but she had to try. “If you help
me escape, I’ll see you’re well rewarded.”

Sile shut the bureau and clucked her tongue.
“Nay, lassie. Ye’ll not be playing that game with me. I’m loyal to
the laird, as is my Ewan. Ye’re to be our guest. Best resign
yourself to that fact. ’Twill make yer stay here easier. Now, if ye
donnae wish to change yer clothes, please follow me to the dining
hall.”

About to refuse the summons to dinner,
Sarita winced when her stomach growled loud enough to make Sile
throw her a knowing smile. “Fine. I’ll eat a little something.”

“Follow me, m’lady.”

Sarita tried to take in everything she could
about her surroundings, unsure of when she’d escape again to seek
possible ways out of this ancient mausoleum.

At least the long corridors were beautifully
decorated as opposed to her austere bedroom. Several ornate yet old
tapestries hung from the stone walls. There were a few places where
paintings had once hung, judging from the faint shadows left
behind. Heaven knew why they’d been taken down.

Unfortunately, there was nothing to help her
know more about her prison.

“What happened to the missing pictures?” she
asked Sile.

The servant didn’t stop her pace. “The laird
ordered many of the clan’s portraits taken down.”

“Why?”

“Ye’ll have to ask the laird.”

“What clan is this?”

Sile shook her head and kept walking until
she led the way out of the corridor into a new room.

Sarita’s first glimpse of the dining hall
took her breath away. Enormous and cavernous, with vaulted ceilings
much like an old cathedral, the room was dominated by a large
wooden table that could seat more than twenty people. The chair at
the head of the table had a place setting, as did the chair to its
right. Three silver candelabras with white candles graced the
table, but only the one closest to the captain’s chair was lit. A
small fireplace held a banked fire that provided light and plenty
of warmth.

Had this been any other circumstance, the
setting would be romantic.

Ian stood close to the fireplace, speaking
softly to an old man. Sile moved across the room, listened to
whatever Ian was saying, and then she and the old man left the
dining room.

Ian glanced up as Sarita strolled to the
table, a fierce frown fixed on his handsome face, probably at her
choice of clothing.

Sarita smirked, savoring the
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