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        Of rebel Angels, by whose aid, aspiring

        To set himself in glory above his peers...

        What though the field be lost?

        All is not lost--the unconquerable will,

        And study of revenge, immortal hate,

        And courage never to submit or yield:

        And what is else not to be overcome?

        To bow and sue for grace

        With suppliant knee...

        That were an ignominy and shame beneath

        This downfall: since by fate the strength of Gods

        And this empyreal substance cannot fail,

        Since through experience of this great event

        In arms not worse, in foresight much advanc'd,

        We may with more successful hope resolve

        To wage by force or guile eternal war...  Paradise Lost, Book I (John Milton)

        (https://rpo.library.utoronto.ca/poems/paradise-lost-book-i)

      

      

      
        
        The Daughters of Saria books were inspired by my background in early modern English literature and history, and my love of romance. Years ago, I jokingly said I wanted to write a fiction about Milton’s Satan as he appears in these lines. Proud, ambitious, and unbreakable yet very much human despite his angelic identity. What I saw in Milton’s protagonist was the familiar early modern political and patriarchal narrative of primogeniture, the rights of the first born son. Four years ago, I started to write a story of angelic twin brothers whose birth order set into motion a civil war. I knew the story would be a romance and the heroine Fate. What I hadn’t known back then was Fate was a Black woman.

        It has been my pleasure writing this series and I hope you enjoyed it. I have one more book to write, the story of Gabriel and Raphael’s relationship. After nearly a millennium of care for Saria’s daughters, these two archangels have earned their happily ever after in whatever form it takes. I’m excited to tell their story.

      

      

      
        
        Thanks for giving Daughters of Saria and me a chance.
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      Earth, Before the Human Era

      

      The archangel Lilith moved across the warm sand toward an outcropping of large boulders. Her bare feet left no imprint on the fine granules. She had no idea where she was or why this barren world had called to her. The only certainty: she was no longer in the Enclave.

      Drawing her sword, she studied her surroundings. Asymmetrical mountains curved across the distant horizon. Pale blue sky flowed into the depression between each hill, while white clouds lingered over the dark mounds of rock. The area appeared unpeopled and forlorn. No trees, flowers, or grass imposed themselves on the sterility before her. No buildings dotted the sparsely grassed land. Then there was the quiet.

      Closing her eyes, she sent her mind in search of life. Emptiness. “Fate must have had a reason to bring me here,” she muttered.

      The silence was comforting. Her flight from the Enclave was a surprise even to her. Her usual reaction was to fight, not flee. She was a guardian and guardians didn’t run from conflict. Her departure had been precipitous, driven by anger. For some time she mindlessly soared and glided, putting distance between her and the dictates of the Hierarchy, until she spied this world. Upon landing, she had been relieved not to sense the presence of other angels. She needed to be alone to confront the emotional war waging inside her. To scream invectives against Fate and demand the reason for her intervention.

      The skin on Lilith’s neck suddenly pebbled, the fine bumps a warning. Her wings quivered then whipped opened and her fingers gripped her sword. One of the elite guardians to the Seraphim Lucifer, she had learned to take nothing for granted. Her sharp brown eyes swept the area. Satisfied there was no threat, she sat on a large boulder and mulled over the trigger for her flight.

      “You will become Lucifer’s Consort.”

      She had stared at her father Oriel’s impassive face before she demanded the reason for his decision. His terse reply — “prophecy decreed it.” When she reminded him that it was Lucifer’s twin, Satan, who held her heart, her father dismissed her words as he walked away. “The Enclave requires your sacrifice, daughter.”

      Tears of frustration and heartache spilled down Lilith’s cheeks. Satan was her life mate. He was the one who made her heart beat a little faster and who teased the laughter from her. He was the one who knew her better than anyone, even herself. Their mating was inevitable. Or so she had believed. “Why must I be the one?”

      “Because I have need of you.”

      Lilith swung her body towards the sound, her wings flared and her sword drawn. She gasped when silver, blue, and green threads blended and a translucent angel stood before her. Her fingers tightened around the sword’s hilt. “Who are you?”

      “You wanted answers only Fate can give.” The illusion moved closer.

      Lilith raised her sword at the apparition. “Fate gave us free will so that we choose our destinies, the path our life will take. Fate does not interfere with the thread of our existence. Who are you?”

      “Don’t be so stubborn,” Fate said. “You know who I am, Guardian, so lower your sword. My interference is necessary to prevent the extinction of life.”

      Stunned by both Fate’s appearance and words, Lilith leaned against the boulder and shifted her sword to her right hand. “Who would dare such a thing? No angel would willingly seek to destroy our race.”

      “There is one, daughter. Your life mate.”

      Lilith stiffened and backed away from Fate. “No, Satan would never do that. Such hatred for life is not in his heart.”

      “Satan’s heart is shrouded in darkness, something I didn’t foresee while he and Lucifer lay in their mother’s womb. His life thread fractured, seeding ambition, envy, hatred, and betrayal in his heart instead of love, fidelity, and honor. Satan’s birth introduced that darkness into the world.”

      “I have seen no darkness in him,” Lilith protested. “He is the angel he has always been.”

      “To you perhaps since you do not have the ability to see his life thread. The Seraphim will betray Lucifer and all angel kind.”

      “You can’t know that.” Lilith squirmed, appalled at her outburst. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to . . . you must understand, Satan has my heart. Perhaps our mating would change things.”

      “If Satan were at peace with his destined path, I would have no reason to interfere. He is not and I am forced to act. Your bond will not change matters. All life, Lilith, will die, for eternity. I cannot permit such destruction. Satan’s pride and ambition cannot go unchecked.”

      Fate added substance to her being until she mirrored Lilith, who tried and failed to stifle her gasp at seeing a life form like her in every way except angelic.

      “Come sit with me,” Fate said gently. Once Lilith was seated next to her, she took the archangel’s free hand. “You do have a choice, Guardian. Life as Lucifer’s consort or Satan’s mate. If you accept Lucifer, you must guard his life so I can walk this world as part of a new species, humankind, to take him as my consort. Your acceptance means you will become human, breed as they do, fight to protect their existence, and die in human form. Satan will become your enemy.”

      Lilith shook her head. “You can’t ask this of me.”

      “Fate doesn’t ask this of you. Life does, all life.”

      “Why must I become human? I am a guardian, an archangel. That should be enough to protect this new species.”

      “You misunderstand me. Without you, humans will not exist. Your female humans will be called Tamahaq and will be feared and hunted by Satan’s followers. The protection of the Tamahaq will be the task of Lucifer’s guardians.”

      Fate rose and stepped away from the boulder. Lilith stood and followed. “Why?”

      A profound emotional silence enveloped her, as if Fate sighed. Agitated by the quiet, Lilith pressed. “Tell me why I must become human?”

      “When you give birth to the first Tamahaq, she will receive the keys my human body will need to end Satan’s rebellion. The power to know and control another’s mind, the ability to become any life form except angelic, the ability to move across distances, and the power to see every living creature’s life threads. Only your female descendants can seed them to the female human I will become, Lilith.”

      Lilith shook her head. “If I become his brother’s consort it will destroy Satan. There must be another way. I will talk to Lucifer.”

      “There are two prophecies that will shape the future I have shared with you, daughter. No one but you and your Tamahaq descendants can affect the outcome. Whether Analise Willoughby walks the earth as Lucifer’s consort or a weapon in Satan’s hands begins with your decision,” Fate stated.

      “If I refuse this path?”

      “It is your will. You can follow your heart. But in doing so, you must bear the consequences. Satan has chosen. He will rebel, whether you are his life mate or Lucifer’s consort. He is not alone. There are angels who will follow him. As Satan’s life mate, your allegiance must be to him and that path will end in the extinction of all life, including his.”

      Lilith’s tears fell, her body quaking. “Please do not ask this of me.”

      “Your love will not be enough to stem his descent into chaos. To save his life, you must take Lucifer as your consort so that I may walk the earth to end the war Satan begins.”

      Lilith shivered when what felt like a kiss moved tenderly across her forehead and she became embraced in light. Images flooded her awareness, life, death, and destruction cascaded like raindrops. A half-smile formed on her lips when she saw the brown faces of her female descendants. Saria. Amina. Anne. Analise.

      “The race of angels are moving closer to civil war, Lilith. Discord is already seeded and your way of life will change. You must choose wisely.”

      Fate’s brilliance faded and Lilith sank to the ground, her heart crushed by the visions Fate had shown her. Two paths lay ahead of her, both strewn with death. Only one path, the one she would walk with Satan, was shrouded in absolute darkness. Her fist went to her chest, vainly rubbing at the ache there. Unlike her father, Fate had left the choice in her hands. Her hands.

      Lilith stared at the calloused appendages resting on her lap. It was her choice, but it didn’t matter. Whether she was the tear in life’s fabric or the thread that repaired it, her decision would destroy angelic lives.

      She launched herself into the air and as she approached the Enclave, she spied a pair of angels engaged in mock combat. The shudder that went through her left her numb. Against the bright blue sky, the angels tested each other. Sunlight illuminated the expansive cobalt wings that marked Lucifer the firstborn. Opposite him, a pair of steel-gray wings dipped as second-born Satan struck. His victorious shout flooded her ears as the brothers soared and danced in the air, swords clashing in a noisy disruption of the quiet around her.

      Sadness careened through her and she shut her eyes. A current of air shifted around her and she began to spiral head over heels. Suddenly, strong arms enveloped her. She inhaled. The scent was Satan’s. His fingers reached for her chin and angled it. His lips gently brushed hers. “Life mate,” he whispered.

      Lilith lifted her eyelids and stared into his blue eyes. She saw so much love in their depths. Her arms snaked around his waist. “You are my life as I am yours, Seraphim.”
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      Pacific Ocean, 1587

      

      Silence swallowed the galleon’s cabin as if all life and its attendant noises had been sucked from the Spanish vessel. Amina tilted her head toward the door, listening for another burst of cannon fire or the clash of swords. There was nothing, just an unnerving quiet oozing through the cabin’s thick walls. If the ship weren’t rocking unsteadily, she’d swear the fierce battle raging on the deck and the demon trickery that locked her in captivity were fragments of a bad dream.

      It was far too quiet.

      Her fingers fisted against her hips to still their trembling, and to ease the steady erosion of her courage.

      “You are quite a troublesome creature, Amina bint Daoud ben Mohammed. No matter what Raphael has told you, your destiny belongs to my Sire. Accept what is inevitable and claim Mephistopheles as your Consort.”

      Startled, Amina jerked and squealed when her head met the solid wood of the table’s underbelly. She reached up and rubbed the tender spot. Another demonic trick that caused her pain. Although reluctant to abandon the safety of the table, she didn’t like the idea of being trapped in a cabin in the midst of a battle. Taking a deep breath, she crawled between the table’s legs and peered at the door. It remained bolted and intact.

      She was the only one in the captain’s cabin. Definitely a demon’s trick.

      Another deep breath calmed her initial panic. According to prophecy, Fate had tied everybody’s hands in a web of free will. Whoever, or whatever, stood behind the resonant voice could not force her obedience. Her hands shook as she pushed herself back under the table’s protective shell. Her eyes closed and she inhaled slowly to calm herself. Mentally repeating the word Tamahaq, she reminded herself of the djinns battled and defeated. A descendant of Lilith, the daughter of the second Saria, and a warrior in her own right, she had survived two years of warfare against those who enslaved and sold Amazigh and Africans to the Spanish. Amina bint Daoud ben Mohammed would not succumb to demonic trickery now.

      Her fingers reached up to stroke the single braid that brushed her right cheek. “Who are you?” Relief flooded her when her voice didn’t quaver.

      “Uriel.”

      Uriel. One of the Fallen, and Satan’s most trusted ally.

      She pulled from memory the lessons Raphael had taught her and her twin. Brother to Gabriel, Uriel had been a guardian, and one of the best. When Satan rebelled, Uriel fought at his side and suffered his fate, expulsion.

      “Why are you here?”

      Uriel’s laughter filled the cabin. “Were you not listening, Amina? It is time for you to accept your destiny. Come join your Consort. Do not force me to use another method of persuasion.”

      It was obvious the fallen angel was accustomed to obedience. His command seeped into her awareness the way honey glided down a parched throat, the faint tug of compulsion latching her body. Instinctively, she reached for her knife, then recalled its absence.

      “You do remind me of Lilith. Defiant to the end,” Uriel said, smugness dripping from his tone. “Even if you had your dagger, do you believe it will save you from an archangel’s wrath?”

      His voice became ice-whipped. “Do not mistake me for the demons you’ve fought.”

      Uriel’s weary sigh, laden with exasperation, rubbed against Amina’s hearing. “I truly do not understand how a creature with the gifts you possess can behave so wrongly.”

      Her fingers went to her neck but didn’t touch the metal band that encased it.

      “Frustrating, isn’t it? You can blame me for the check. The lovely collar you wear was my contribution.” Uriel chuckled. “Demons had no idea the effect gold has on Lilith’s descendants. Makes them so much more pliable and obedient. Now do come along, child.”

      Amina inhaled and the acrid smell of gunpowder seeped into her lungs. For a few seconds she had forgotten the battle being waged outside the cabin door. Her hand went to her forehead and rubbed it gently. Her day was not going to end well. She’d either perish fighting one of the Fallen or an English cannonball would sink the Spanish galleon and everyone on it.

      “Enough,” Uriel snapped. “Decide, Amina bint Daoud ben Mohammed. Take Mephistopheles as your consort or you and the humans you fight to save will die this day. This is your only chance to save your life and the lives of your precious people.”

      She heard the aggravation in his voice. “How do I know you’re not a demon and your words are nothing but lies?” Infusing as much scorn as she could into her tone, Amina said, “No need to answer since I refuse the demon king. Tell him and your master, I would take an Englishman before I’d mate with Mephistopheles.”

      “You dare defy me?”

      Uriel’s thunderous question rattled her already unsteady courage and nervous sweat pooled between her breasts. She had no idea what angelic wrath might be like since Raphael was the only archangel she knew. Not once had he been angry with her or punished her, even when she’d been at her truculent best. However, if Uriel’s menacing tone was any measure, the fallen angel was nothing like Raphael.

      No, I am not.

      Dread congealed at the base of her throat at Uriel’s intrusion into her thoughts. Swallowing hard, she managed to stammer, “I will choose my mate.”

      The table above her shook. At the sound of splintering wood, Amina gripped her arms and pulled her knees up to her chin.

      Maybe challenging an angel, especially one of the Fallen, wasn’t the wisest thing to do, she told herself as her fingers dug into her flesh.

      The table rose from the floor and she reached for the leg closest to her. Her fingers locked about air as an unseen force gripped her legs and pulled her body toward the cabin door.

      “Release her, Uriel.”

      Relief flooded Amina when, after a harrowing second, her body was again hers to control. She scooted backward, ignoring the burn of friction against her thinly covered buttocks. Her arms flew up to cover her head when the table slammed to the floor. Probably a foolish impulse but the unbroken piece of wood was a momentary if fragile sanctuary.

      “Raphael.”

      “Uriel. I assume your visit has a purpose.”

      The civility in their voices surprised her, especially since the two were mortal enemies.

      There is no purpose to rudeness, Amina.

      Raphael’s words shunted into her thoughts and she bowed her head. His approval and silent admonition to hold her tongue filled her. As much as she hated others fighting her battles, this was one she couldn’t win without her guardian.

      “Your interference changes nothing, Uriel,” he stated. “The decision to mate is Amina’s, not yours or Satan’s.”

      Satisfaction flowed through her at Raphael’s declaration. Of late, it seemed every male she encountered was determined to control her destiny. Frustration and ire rode her as she fought off these attempts to interfere in her life.

      Angels, demons, humans — they were all the same. When Uriel demanded that she obey, she wanted to scream that she alone controlled her destiny. Instead, she swallowed her rage and cowered.

      The table shook above her and her squeal provoked the fallen angel’s laughter. “In ignorance, she will choose a human,” he said sarcastically. “She has no idea who or what she truly is. And you, servant to Lucifer, you would allow her to die in an attempt to save some useless human from slavery? Her value to the prophecy is greater than she can possibly understand.”

      “No matter, it remains her choice,” Raphael stated. “You and Satan know that as well as I, Uriel. Your attempt to coerce Amina has failed. She has chosen her life mate.”

      Amina shuddered. What did he mean she had chosen her life mate? She hadn’t even met the man. How could she choose?

      Raphael’s voice becomes otherworldly, powerful in its coldness when he said, “Fate has placed Amina and her twin Asiya under my guardianship. Attempt to force Amina’s will again and I will intervene.”

      Uriel’s fury slithered across Amina’s senses before his voice rose above the din of battle. “Do you think I fear you or my brother? I, too, am a guardian.”

      “You forfeited that title when you rebelled. I have no need for your fear to perform my duties. Amina has chosen.”

      Uriel snorted and changed the topic. “Where is your master? Burrowed in some hole? Or is he dead and the Hierarchy keeps the myth of him alive to shore up their rotted pillars?”

      “If Lucifer were dead, your master would not seek to bind Amina to Mephistopheles. Return to Satan and inform him she has declared her choice.”

      The table shook violently. One of its legs splintered and Amina prayed the heavy wood wouldn’t collapse. Although, if her body was crushed beneath a pile of wood it would put an end to all talk of a union between her and the demon king.
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      An explosive crackle of shattered wood reverberated in the cabin seconds before Amina heard a voice scream a warning about the mast. Minutes later the same voice shouted, “Rendición.”

      The Spanish captain had surrendered.

      The thick knot of dread that had begun unraveling at Uriel’s departure quickly rewound itself at the pit of her stomach. The Fallen’s intrusion had been a momentary distraction from the dangers on the other side of the cabin door. From what she gleaned when the Spanish sailor raced in to warn the Spanish Viceroy de Zarate of the impending attack the galleon was no match for the swift and well-armed English warship. The sailor’s disjointed speech about a Phoenix had her questioning his sanity. No ship could outrace the wind or vanish into air and the sailor called El Diablo was probably no demon, just a very good pirate captain.

      The Spanish sailor must have made the sign of his faith at least six times while he spoke. His terror was heartfelt despite de Zarate’s derision. After listening to a short fierce engagement between the two men, Amina no longer doubted the sailor’s alarm. It was just a matter of time before the galleon fell.

      Since the cry of rendición, Spanish cannons had fallen silent. She could hear English voices giving orders amid the occasional clash of swords accompanied by a pained cry. The English pirates had begun their search for wealth.

      Her forehead resting on her knees, Amina admitted she’d been foolish to leave Asiya and join the small band of Imohag warriors attacking Moorish slave caravans. Their successes had fed their confidence, which made them an easy target for the Moor’s ingenious trap. They had been captured and she found herself onboard de Zarate’s galleon sailing to Cartagena in the New World.

      From the moment she’d been carried onto the ship, she had been protected by Marut’s spells and de Zarate’s orders for the Spanish sailors to keep their distance. The men had been told to satisfy their lust on the enslaved. This didn’t stop the lustful glances or muttered words that followed her whenever she stepped on the deck. But at least she had been protected, even from the viceroy’s desires since de Zarate was demon-bound.

      She wondered about her new captors. The English were Spain’s enemies. In a perfect world, that would make them her allies. She glanced around the damaged room. She wasn’t in a perfect world. Could she expect them to act any differently than the Spaniards?

      Amina’s fingers squeezed the bridge of her nose. What made her swear to take an Englishman as her life mate? Had she just jumped from the boiling pot into the fire? Would Fate hold her to such a careless vow?

      She absentmindedly brushed her thumb along the metal collar around her throat. A stinging sensation pierced her hand and she snatched her finger away. A curse formed on her lips and immediately died. It served no purpose to damn the fallen angel. Like her, he had made a choice.

      It was her folly that dumped her in this muddle. Perhaps one day she’d remember to think before she spoke. If her sister had been with her . . . Siya?

      Mina?

      Joy fluttered inside her when her twin slid into Amina’s awareness. Siya. Where are you? The English have captured the galleon. Uriel . . .

      She fell silent and raised her mental barriers as a faint irritation pricked at her thoughts. She waited, then felt it again. It echoed in her mind like a light scratching at a door. Siya, leave now.

      Her tongue jutted between her lips until its tip was exposed. Air brushed the rough wet surface and she tasted the essence of her invader. Male and dangerous. He was powerful as well.

      Amina inhaled deeply, taking the rich potency of her intruder into her senses. He tasted of heat, like a too hot corner of freshly baked bread. As if her belly understood the trail her mind followed, it growled.

      Mina?

      Swearing softly, she mumbled, “Why doesn’t Asiya bint Daoud ben Mohammed ever listen?”

      Did you not hear me, sister? I have an intruder scratching like a dog at the door. Please go away. We will talk as soon as I squash this insect.

      She shoved her twin from her mind and focused on her invader. His presence floated on the surface of her thoughts, a faint greenish light. To her surprise she sensed no immediate threat, only curiosity. He seemed to be as intrigued by her mind as she was by his.

      She trailed him, fascinated by the elegant way he traveled across her awareness. His movement was smooth and assured, skimming the surface the way dolphins frolicked in the ocean’s waves. Whoever he was, he excited her in unexpected ways. Maybe, she had finally met an opponent worthy of her.

      A surge of energy rose up as the invader stumbled on a trap in her mind. Emerald light flared brightly then dimmed. He’d not given up, merely exercising caution as he continue his exploration. Her traps made it difficult for him to latch onto pieces of her memory yet, despite his frustration, he continued to wander. She silently crowed her delight at each failure.

      Her exultation, however, was short-lived when an inquisitive push tested the strength of one particular barrier. She pushed back and agony spiked behind her eyes. The intensity of the intruder’s power was unlike any she’d encountered. It took several seconds for her to ease the pain. Once she was able to think, she knew she had to get him out of her head.

      She tentatively reached out and an emerald bolt of lightning struck, leaving her incapable of retaliation. The strike had come swiftly and unexpectedly, a searing burn that countermanded her efforts and sent pain shooting across her forehead.

      It was an excruciating torment unlike any she’d experienced before. She had no words or thoughts to describe what she felt as she clenched her teeth. Her heart raced and her breathing became erratic. Air ratcheted through her chest before it exploded in short-lived gasps. Recalling the method her mother used to calm her, Amina gently rubbed her temples and repeated the Tahaggart word for peace. With each soft utterance, her heartbeat slowed. The air in her lungs found its usual rhythm and the sharp pins stabbing her mind gradually faded.

      Amina.

      She jerked as the whisper of her name flowed through her. Her mind’s eye watched her invader approach memories that would reveal her to him. She felt exposed and weakened while he pilfered her surface memories. When he neared memories of her sister, she had to stop him. No one could learn the truth of Asiya’s gift. Amina flung a whip-like jolt at him and held on tightly. Her panic overrode the tortuous punishment inflicted by the gold collar as she attempted to wrest control of the intruder’s mind.

      Raphael’s voice slid between her and the emotions spinning out of control. Be at ease, Tamahaq. He will not harm you. As you will discover, he is like you and your sister.

      Amina’s fist went to her chest, rubbing to ease the sudden tightness, while the trembling fingers of her other hand grabbed the metallic ring around her neck. She squealed and jerked her fingers from the collar. She took a deep breath and considered the archangel’s words. The intruder was like her and her twin.

      Her mouth twisted into a pursed grin. She and Siya weren’t exactly human. The few humans who witnessed the use of their powers called them unnatural and an abomination. She swallowed the familiar anger at the memory of them being driven from the Imohag camp in Mali. Since that day, no human possessed knowledge of what she and her twin were.

      Amina gently stroked the space between her eyebrows to ease her discomfort as she puzzled Raphael’s declaration about the Englishman. Was the intruder Imohag descended? It was possible. She had met one or two Imohag men who had the ability to disguise themselves, although none were full shifters.

      In all her travels, however, she hadn’t encountered an Imohag who could read a person’s mind. That quality seemed hers alone. Amina scrunched up her nose and shook her head. Her intruder was far too powerful. That could mean only one thing. Either his mother was Tamahaq or he had an angelic sire. Excitement shot through Amina. She and Siya were not alone.

      Her headache gone, Amina set her mind to solving the puzzle of her intruder. He was English since his thoughts came to her in that language. He also had to be on board the galleon. She briefly wondered if he were an enslaved then quickly dismissed the idea. He was far too powerful to be enslaved.

      She sighed. If only she could read his mind, learn the extent of his power. His ability made hers appear insignificant. He had entered her thoughts with such stealth and gleaned what information he could so skillfully she hadn’t known he was there until much too late. But to what purpose? Why had he chosen her? What did he hope to discover? She wasn’t Spanish since she hated the Spaniards as much as she despised the Moors.

      Trying to sort out her confusion, Amina didn’t notice her invader weaving his presence inside her until she took a breath. Awareness of him exploded everywhere. In her blood, skin, bones, and muscles. He was so deeply embedded his taste and smell were as familiar to her as her twin’s. There was nothing she could do to stop his invasive exploration. He glided as smooth as silk across her mind, his touch an unnerving but pleasurable sensation.

      She ignored her body’s unexpected response. Instead, she tracked his awareness as it examined hers. His skill left her in breathless awe and she wondered who trained him so thoroughly. He effortlessly unraveled each new trap she wove as he searched. Stunned, she watched her traps dissolve and reform as if never disturbed.

      “How?”

      His amusement preceded his reply. Emotions. You constructed them with emotions.

      She cursed, not realizing she had spoken the question aloud. “No other djinn has ever gotten past them.”

      An arrogant chuckle floated into her consciousness. Because they’re not me.

      “Get out.”

      Furious, Amina lashed out. She started to smile when her mind witnessed his reactive flinch. Her smile faded when pain arced across her forehead. She groaned softly, praying her invader was too preoccupied with his own agony to notice hers. After a few seconds, her pain eased.

      She really needed to stop making unwise decisions while she wore Uriel’s gold collar. Closing her eyes, she said, “That was a warning shot. The next will sink you. Who are you, djinn?”

      Forewarned is forearmed, and you know I’m no demon.

      “Demons are quite capable of masquerading as humans.”

      Her intruder’s irritation spiked. Feigned ignorance does not become you.

      “Why are you in my thoughts? Do you have a death wish?”

      Soft laughter stroked her. I must indeed, to tangle with such a reckless creature, although if your passion and beauty mirror your thoughts, death at your hands will be a pleasure. To answer your question, you summoned me.

      Amina wondered if his actual voice carried the same sensual tone before she took note of his final statement. “Summon you? I didn’t summon you. How did you breach my mind? If you aren’t a djinn, then what are you? No human I’ve met has possessed the ability to enter my mind. Your taste isn’t angelic. What are you?”

      She felt his attention stray, although his presence remained inside her. This time she wouldn’t attack. She’d learn more about him, find a way to defeat him. She would begin by studying his life thread.

      For all his searching, her intruder hadn’t found the most precious of Lilith’s gifts — her ability to see the threads of existence in every living creature. Amina knew when the time came, a Tamahaq would use it to bring Satan to his knees.

      Setting about her task, she gasped softly when she spied the twin strands of his life thread. The larger of the two pulsed with dominance, its color an explosive emerald brilliance that reminded her of a dragon’s eyes she’d seen in a painting. She had never seen a thread like it and reached out to touch it. A faint tremor drew her mind to the second strand.

      She sucked in air. The strand was a striking sea blue and appeared docile next to its exuberant green sibling. Even so, power flowed from the blue center. Ignoring the faint alarms triggered at the back of her mind, she shifted her touch to the calm surface of the blue strand.

      The gentle filament undulated, its motion a soothing balm to her anxiousness. Amina felt the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. The rhythmic pulse was like a siren’s song. So pure and seductive she could not resist its pull. Her mental touch wrapped itself around the thread. For a brief moment she joyed at the contact. Then a sudden tightness gripped her chest. Intense palpitations throbbed in her heart and her palms began to burn.

      She tried to break free yet the bond held her in its deadly grip. Her resistance seemed only to intensify the hold and she watched in horror as the intruder’s life thread and hers entwined. Her mouth became dry and she nervously licked the inside of her lips. If she didn’t act quickly, she and the Englishman would become life mates. Resolved to stop the merging, she pushed at the joined threads.

      All motion abruptly ceased. Her startled gasp echoed in her head when the mated threads separated. She peered at her life thread. No, it couldn’t be.

      Amina closed her eyes and opened them. Nothing had changed. The silver of her thread and the blue thread belonging to her invader had tangled and bled into each other until both were the color of an enraged sea. Whoever he was, the Englishman was her life mate. Their joining was unbreakable.

      What have you done to me, witch?

      His anger slammed into her and she reeled from the explosive attack. The question, all the more dangerous for its softness, sent shivers through Amina. “I don’t know. I wanted to⁠—”

      To control me. What did you do?

      The sibilant hiss that followed his thought sent currents of fear through her. “Nothing. I swear I did nothing but search your mind. I don’t understand what happened.”

      A deadening silence, and then he said, The Spanish captain wishes to surrender. We will pursue this later and you will undo this spell.

      His abrupt departure took her by surprise. She expected pain and there was none. Just a hurried withdrawal from the chaos of her thoughts.

      Amina’s teeth worried her bottom lip before a broken sob escaped. She tucked her knees against her chest, rested her folded arms on her knees, and lowered her forehead. “Can this day get any worse?”

      After Uriel and the unknown Englishman she’d just bonded with, she couldn’t imagine what would befall her next. “Damn de Zarate and Marut to hell.”

      The demon is hell-born so your curse falls on deaf ears, and de Zarate is a Spaniard. Besides, with all the battle noise, they can’t hear you.

      Amina quickly hid the changes to her life thread. “Where are you, twin?”

      While the English were conquering the Spanish, I’m nearing the English ship and should be there by nightfall. Stay safe until I come for you.

      Another explosion rocked the Spanish galleon. The sound was too near the cabin and Amina shuddered. She was doomed to die in the middle of an ocean, alone, her broken body floating among dead Spaniards to be eaten by sea creatures. An exasperated laugh pushed into her thoughts.

      A bit histrionic, don’t you think?

      She ignored Siya’s mockery as smoke slowly billowed into the cabin. Her already irritated eyes began to tear. Her head ached and her body was cramped beneath the table.

      Stop wallowing in self-pity, Mina. You’re Tamahaq, and I said I was coming to your rescue.

      “You aren’t the one cowering like a terrified virgin, your body huddled beneath a table in a smoke-filled cabin, cannonballs tearing apart the ship, while you wait for some mindless idiot to find you with no dagger to defend yourself,” Amina snapped.

      Her sister’s amusement preceded her words. Enough, your suffering moves my heart. I will hurry. Oh, mindless and idiot are the same when we speak of pirates. You need only use one word or the other, not both.

      Sisterly compassion and love flowed behind the sarcasm. As Amina opened her mouth, words suddenly failed her. Blood pounded at her temples, an agonized throbbing that stripped her of coherent thought. The pads of her fingers pressed against her head as if that were enough to halt her discomfort. Her intruder had returned.

      Who is Siya?

      The question accompanied a warm sensation saturating her veins. Comfort. It was a tender caress to ease her trepidation.

      Who is Siya?

      The query came again. This time it was a curt demand. Amina recognized the mind behind it and lashed out. “Leave me alone, djinn.”

      A sharp spike of pain left her gasping.

      We’ve discussed this, Mina, her intruder’s amused voice stated. I am not a demon or a Spaniard, merely an Englishman. Do not name me as either.

      “Demon, English, Spanish, there is no difference.”

      I disagree, my spirited hawk. In time, you will learn the difference. I promise.

      He withdrew from her thoughts, yet his presence lingered as if to ensure the connection. She shivered and tightened her arms around her knees as she sighed. Curiosity had led to the joining. Or was it her boast to Uriel that she’d take an Englishman to mate before she’d accept Mephistopheles?

      “Words spoken in haste,” her mother once said, “can become prophetic.”

      Amina couldn’t ignore what had transpired in the cabin. No matter how it happened, she was mated to the Englishman. For life. Her path circumscribed. Her body his to claim, her children his to name.

      She squeezed her eyes shut tightly and reminded herself she was Tamahaq. The descendant of the archangel Lilith who became the human Saria, the first Tamahaq.

      In her blood coursed the fierce spirit of the cheetah. It was her destiny to wage war against demons. To ensure Lilith’s gifts did not fall into Satan’s hands.

      No Englishman would ever proclaim himself her master.
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      “Mind what the captain told ye, Mason,” a raspy voice ordered as the cabin door swung open. “Don’t nothing in there belongs to you. You best be bringing out whatever ye find so we can share.”

      “From the looks of this place, de Zarate probably hid his jewels up his arse, knowing it was Captain Drake and the Phoenix on his tail. If I don’t find nothing here, I’ll head below.”

      Amina shuddered at the explosive violence that accompanied the man’s fruitless search. Mason’s frustrated curses and the tearing of cloth echoed in the cabin. When his steps carried him near the table, she pulled her knees tighter against her chest. Her heart pounded as he circled the table and her breathing grew shallow when he halted inches from where she hid. A sudden stirring of dust tickled her throat and nose.

      No, she prayed. Now is not the time . . .

      Her sneeze reverberated in the cabin despite the noise outside the door. The scraping of table legs on the floor sounded before a gruff voice said, “Well, well. What did ol’ Mason find here? One of the Spaniard’s precious jewels, I suspect.”

      A lecherous grin split the sailor’s scarred face as he reached for her. Amina slapped his hand away, but it returned to seize her wrist and drag her from under the table. He pulled her to her feet. Blue eyes skimmed her, his grin widened and a shiver went through her. She knew exactly what the look meant. She’d seen it too many times in a Spaniard’s eyes. As Mason’s tongue licked his lips, she swore he’d have to beat her unconscious before she’d submit.

      “Take your filthy hands off me,” she snarled, before spitting in his face.

      The sailor’s shocked expression brought a smile to her lips. He hadn’t expected her to speak his language.

      Her wrist gripped by his thick fist, she glared at him. “I said release me.”

      “Where did a Black slave wench like you learn to speak English?”

      Amina laughed at the bewildered expression on his face. “The Spanish sailors amused themselves teaching their captives how to curse the English in their own tongue. Release me or suffer.”

      “At least ye’ll be able to follow orders as I take me pleasure.” His grip tightened when she tried to pull her wrist from his hand. “Yer no match for ol’ Mason, such a little wench. Yea, I’ll have me a bit of you before I chain you with the rest of the slaves.”

      The anger and frustration that had been smoldering inside her for several hours finally combusted. Without a thought for her safety, she snatched control of Mason’s thoughts. A quick search revealed his abhorrence of leeches and she began to fill his mind with thoughts of leeches slithering on his throat.

      He shrieked as they multiplied and crawled inside his shirt. Mason’s howls and frantic scratching triggered Amina’s laughter. “Is this pleasing to you, filth?”

      Mason’s hand suddenly dropped to his crotch. Amina’s laughter slowly died. To create and maintain the illusion, she had to ignore the agony caused by the gold collar around her neck. She knew eventually the pain would be so great she’d have to release him if she didn’t render him unconscious first.

      Sparks of fire erupted at in his groin, adding to his misery. With each flare of pain across his nerve endings, she felt it at the base of her neck where the metal lay.

      Her teeth clenched, she hurled a curse at one who bound her. “Damn you, Uriel.”

      I am already damned if Raphael’s version of the prophecy is infallible. If you have doubts, accept Satan’s sovereignty and the collar vanishes and your suffering will end.

      “You waste your time,” she hissed. “The English dog and I will die together before I submit to you, or him.”

      I doubt Raphael will allow you to die, Amina, so I shall leave you in the throes of your pain.

      Uriel’s vicious laughter faded. Amina stared at Mason. Sweat pooled on the man’s forehead, rolling in fat beads down the sides of his face and onto the floor. He hopped awkwardly from one foot to the other, one hand clawing at his groin and the other scratching at his chest.

      “No,” she moaned when an unexpected lightheadedness started to descend. The tether between her mind and his became frayed as her control weakened. Panic seized her and she reached out to mend the connection to the sailor’s awareness.

      Stop, Amina.

      She hesitated at the authoritative voice inside her head before she pushed it away. “Leave me alone, Uriel. I will not submit.”

      I am not Uriel. Look closely.

      The authority in the voice was stronger this time. She held tightly to the illusion she’d woven and directed a small part of her mind to the voice. The Englishman.

      “Where are you? We are life mates. Why haven’t you stopped him?”

      I’m on my way to the cabin now. Release him. You only hurt yourself. I will deal with Mason.

      No. Her mind snapped the word across her intruder’s thoughts like a whip. I will not be raped.

      Before she could block him, he wrested her will from her, taking control of her mind. She could only watch helplessly as his immense power imposed itself between her and Mason. Time stood still for what seemed like infinity before she screamed her indignation and pushed outward. An eruption of emerald fire was the last thing she saw before darkness fell.
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      Michael Drake strode into the disheveled cabin, his green eyes sweeping the room before locking on his sailor. “Get away from her, Mason. She is not yours to swive.”

      Mason stood hunched over Amina’s unconscious body, the nightmarish pain gone. Mason’s head jerked up and the snarl on his lips died when he saw the expression on his captain’s face. He unclenched his fist at Drake’s command.

      “Why’re ye gettin’ in a hot pot about a Moorish wench, Captain? I only wanted relief and then I’d ’a taken her to the Phoenix with the rest of the slaves. Not like ye to care about a negress.”

      Drake’s gaze flickered to the unconscious woman at Mason’s feet. The sight of Amina’s bruised face twisted his gut. From the moment he’d answered her summon, he sensed an unbreakable connection to the woman, an attachment that enticed him to seek her out. Their minds conjoined, he’d watched her battle Mason’s efforts with the tenacity of a hawk trying to break its jess, willing to die rather than suffer captivity.

      So why did he care when he’d never given a thought to what happened to the women taken captive? As long as none of the enslaved were seriously damaged or killed, he didn’t care that his men satisfied their lust on the women. What made this woman so different he had raced to the cabin to prevent Mason’s assault?

      She’s different because she is your life mate.

      Drake ignored the familiar voice at the back of his mind. Instead, he peered at his sailor. “Are you questioning an order, Mason?”

      “No, Captain Drake,” Mason stammered. He glanced at Amina and back to Drake. “You want me to take her to the Phoenix?”

      “Weren’t you given orders to search the galleon?”

      “Aye.”

      “Then I believe you should be about it.”

      Mason scratched his crotch one last time and hurried to the door. With a backward look at his captain, the sailor left the cabin.

      Drake’s piercing gaze followed the man’s departure. Mason had no idea that his mind lay open to his captain. Mumbled curses on his lips, the sailor briefly toyed with the idea of making a claim for Amina as part of the spoils. The notion started to anchor itself until images of another sailor’s death for disobedience crossed his mind. Mason hurried away from the cabin, determined to find another woman to satisfy his lust.

      A soft moan brought Drake’s attention back to the unconscious woman on the floor. A rush of anger filled him as he went to Amina. Kneeling beside her, he gently examined her slender brown body. His hand moved slowly along her hip. Warmth heated his palm, sparking a slow burning desire at the bottom of his stomach and a growing erection.

      He stopped himself from exploring further. His fingers sought the smoothness of her cheek. It was like silk beneath his touch. He tenderly caressed the nasty bruise on her left cheek. It was a sin to mar such beauty.

      “What were you thinking, hawk? You’re no match for a hardened sailor in the throes of lust.”

      He gently cradled her in his arms and stood. There was something natural about how she felt in his embrace. His gaze followed the slow rise and fall of her breasts, the black silk of her gown clinging like moss to an oak. Her mouth became pinched and she groaned. He wasn’t certain whether the sound was born of anger or pain.

      Drake watched her lips move as if she spoke to someone. Whoever she was, Amina held a power he’d not seen in anyone except himself. He wasn’t certain what kind of threat she posed to his ship and crew but she was dangerous. He had no doubt once she awakened her talons would be flexed and sharp.

      Until he knew more about this supernatural woman, he’d treat her as an enemy until proven otherwise.
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        * * *

      

      Light pricked the delicate skin of Amina’s eyelids and pain licked at the edges of her mind. I’m not dead.

      A cacophony of sounds added to the ache in her head and she wished the noise would silence itself. Instead, like the shrill buzzing of flies, English words forced themselves into her brain. The harsh sound rubbed against sensitive nerve endings.

      Then a mewling cry in Spanish reached her ears. Some captured sailor begging for mercy. His pleas irritated her and she started to enclose her mind in quiet until an excited chirping shunted past the voices. A faint tapping sent a rush of joy through her.

      Asiya.

      Amina slowly lifted her eyelids. She squinted against the bright sunlight and looked around. She was on the galleon’s deck, the sea air a relief after the smoke-filled cabin. As she inhaled, a sharp pain fisted in her chest, forcing her to take shallow breaths until the ache eased. She lifted her hand to massage the soreness, only to be brought up short by the weight of chains. Her fury exploded in a single utterance. “The Englishman.”

      Her eyes searched the deck until she spied the sailor who attacked her. Mason. Rising to her knees, she gathered her power and attacked. Pulsating light shimmered across her skin, heat leaching from her, like tiny insects, to leap onto the unwary sailor. Mason’s howls blistered the air and added both delight and fuel to her fury. She ignored the slow burn crawling along her flesh from the demon collar and drove the man’s pain home.

      Enough, Mina. You will destroy yourself along with the Englishman.

      She delivered one last burst and abandoned her revenge. You can stop interfering, Siya. My anger is sated.

      Revenge momentarily satisfied, she watched the English sailors transport the galleon’s treasures to their ship. Her gaze drifted to where captured Spaniards sat in a single row near the railing, their hands and feet manacled. Unable to stiff stifle her glee at their reversal of fortune, she wondered if any of them understood the English taunts flung at them.

      Laughter drew her attention to another part of the deck. Three enslaved men stood several feet from the manacled sailors. The enslaved had been given the task of disposing of the Spanish dead. She eyed the men’s faces, their toothy grins creasing the dark skin each time a dead Spaniard hit the water and sank to the ocean’s depths.

      Empathy welled up inside her at the pain the enslaved men struggled to conceal behind cruel laughter. Their reaction wasn’t a surprise given the barbarity of the Spanish slavers toward their captives. In fact, Spanish cruelty on the voyage had eroded any possible compassion the enslaved men might have held for the dead.

      The galleon’s sailors had respected neither age nor sex in their brutal treatment of those they captured. At the thought of all she had witnessed, Amina shivered. Only Marut’s control of de Zarate had saved her from the abuse suffered by the captured women and girls. The dead Spaniards deserved the ignominy of a faithless burial.

      An anguished cry drew her gaze in the direction of the mizzenmast. Squinting, she spied Francisco de Zarate, the man who foolishly claimed her as a slave and his mistress, unaware he did a demon’s bidding. Laughter bubbled in her throat at the sight of the corpulent man on his knees, his wrists chained behind his back. His plight was no better than the captured Africans.

      A grin on her face, she devised ways to repay de Zarate’s cruelty without taking his life. The most fitting punishment, enslavement, was also the most abhorrent to her.

      Your heart is far too kind, hawk. I would simply cut his throat.

      Amina jerked when a sensual caress traveled down her spine. The feeling called to her with the urgency of a siren’s whisper and she tilted her head to examine the sensation. It was pleasurable and intoxicating. Instinct told her the man who interrogated de Zarate was also the one behind the touch. Her life mate.

      A faint motion drew her eyes to the man seated opposite de Zarate. The Englishman’s body lounged across the viceroy’s ornate chair. A dragon at rest and fully aware of all around him.

      Interesting. Dragon is one of the names I’ve been called. Shall I become your dragon, Amina?

      She closed her eyes and replied, I’d rather carve the dragon’s heart out than claim it—and stay out of my head.

      Laughter swept through her, a promissory note of pure pleasure. I believe you’ve already claimed my heart, hawk.

      Amina huffed and returned her gaze to de Zarate. On his knees, dark rivulets of sweat streaking his linen-shirted back, the Spaniard was abject in his defeat. His shorn head glistened in the midday sun, his wig a lifeless mass on the ship’s deck. Though she couldn’t hear de Zarate’s words, his pleas apparently carried little weight with the Englishman, who turned away to bark an order to one of his men.

      If only she could see the face that caused de Zarate’s arrogance to crumble.

      In a moment, sweet Moor.

      “I am no Moor, Englishman. I am Tamahaq,” she muttered. “Do not call me Moor again.”

      She imagined three daggers flying toward his chest, only to see them held at bay by a fiery blaze.

      Nice illusion, hawk. Sardonic laughter tickled her mind as the daggers became feathers before dissolving into shards of nothingness.

      I shall enjoy taming you.

      Amina sighed. The man was making her head ache. Her hand rose and abruptly fell, the iron manacles a physical sign of his power over her. “Patience,” she mumbled to herself. “You won’t have to endure these chains much longer.”

      Her English captor stood and turned in her direction. The patch of skin exposed by his opened shirt was sun-kissed, although he wasn’t as brown as she or her twin. Her nose scrunched up in distaste as she recalled the sickly whiteness she loathed in de Zarate. She wanted the Englishman to strip off the wide-brimmed hat so she could see the face partially hidden.

      She couldn’t deny a secret desire to see the eyes that made de Zarate quake in terror. The English captain had rendered the Spanish coward a pile of dung with such ease. Amina also wanted to look into the Englishman’s eyes to see if he was a pawn of the demon king. If the Englishman had pledged his loyalty to Mephistopheles, he was a dead man.

      After a minute or two of intense scrutiny, she blew out a frustrated breath and stared at the English captain’s shoulder-length hair, which was bound by a ribbon. The thick locks were the dark brown of a sweet date and a burst of nostalgia for the dusky sands of her native land swept through her. A knot formed in her throat and she swallowed hard. Memories she could ill-afford tried to creep into her awareness. She wouldn’t let them and buried her emotions deep.

      His eyes. The Englishman’s hair might be a sign of their color. She gazed at it for a brief second, then decided his eyes and hair matched. No, given the man’s arrogance, Dragon’s eyes would be different. In all the pictures she had seen, dragon eyes were neither soft nor ordinary. If the ancient tales were to be believed, dragon eyes were the color of precious stones and just as hard.

      Her mouth pursed in brief indecision before she concluded his eyes were a tawny gold, like the worn leather gloves he wore.

      My eyes are green.

      Amina hissed her displeasure. Do not enter my thoughts again if you want to live beyond this day.

      She chewed her bottom lip for a second. Why was he able to enter her mind at will? When she chose to protect her thoughts not even Siya got past her barriers. Yet Dragon slipped in and out of her thoughts as if she had left a door ajar. He must be laughing at her inability to keep him out. He probably saw her as an easy conquest. Invade, subdue, and depart.

      “Remove her shackles.” The voice hung over her, its tone dripping with mirth.

      A startled Amina looked up. “Your eyes … they are the color of emeralds,” she stammered.

      Dragon stood before her, his mouth curved into a seductive grin inviting her to share in a deeply personal connection. She ignored the alarms ringing at the edges of her befuddled mind and returned his smile.

      Amina had no idea how long she might have sat there, her mind held captive by his gaze, when she was abruptly jerked to her feet. The chains made it difficult to stand upright and she stumbled. When she was in control of her body, she turned to face her captor.

      Mason. The man who tried to rape her boldly surveyed her bruised face and wrists before his thin lips settled into a cruel sneer.

      “Do not gloat, pig,” Amina warned. “Come near me again, your journey home will be a painful one, if not your last.”

      He scowled and shoved a key into the lock. He viciously twisted the piece of metal. His eyes brightened as he took great joy in seeing her reactive wince.

      The heavy weights fell from her wrists and she snatched the key from him. It took her a few moments to unlock the ankle chains. She lifted her gaze to the sailor and grinned as fright crept across his irises.

      Leeches.

      Planting the image firmly, she eyed him as he slowly backed away, the fingers of one hand protectively heading to his groin. Amina laughed as she raised her hand and tossed the key over the ship’s railing.

      Now to deal with the dog’s master.

      Rage flared inside her and, forgetting the demon collar around her neck, she swiftly attacked Drake’s mind. Power slammed her against, a pulsating green wall that tossed her awareness aside like a useless sword.

      You can’t win, hawk.

      Infuriated by her failure, Amina ignored the warning and renewed her attack. Her frustration grew as nothing she did affected him. His skill and power made him a formidable foe. Her usual battle sense spiraled out of control and she persisted despite her pain.
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      Cease, Amina. You only harm yourself.

      She snarled and was about to strike again when Raphael entered her mind. The archangel positioned his might between her and Drake.

      He is right, warrior. You must stop. You cannot destroy him, but you will damage your gift. Stop.

      I don’t care as long as he suffers for all that he’s done to me.

      “Enough. He shares your pain. This one time you will obey without challenge,” Raphael ordered.

      Amina flinched at the archangel’s sharp reprimand. It took a few seconds for her to realize she heard Raphael’s command not with her mind but with her ears. Her gaze nervously swept the deck to see if any of the men had witnessed her shame, especially the Englishman’s sailors.

      “Only you and Michael can hear my voice. Draw in your power, Tamahaq. Now.”

      Raphael’s tone was gentle but firm. Amina bowed her head and ended her attack on Drake. Her chest rose and fell, the damp sea air an unexpected comfort as it entered her lungs. So my life mate’s name is Michael.

      Forgive my lack of courtesy, Amina. I am Michael Drake.

      As soon as he said the words, Drake withdrew from her awareness. It was the second time she felt a sense of loss at his absence. The emotion was puzzling. She hadn’t experienced the feeling before, not even with her twin. Amina closed her eyes and considered the problem.

      Silence flowed through her, a comfortable solace except for the muffled groan dancing at the edges of her consciousness. She opened her eyes and looked around. The sound came from a thin child huddled next to the ship’s mainmast.

      She immediately recognized him. Xavier.

      He lifted his head, confusion spreading across the cabin boy’s face before he raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun. Amina choked back the rush of anger at the sight of him. Xavier had shown her nothing but kindness while she was held captive on the Spanish galleon. To see him chained, his body bruised and bleeding, was an injustice. She would return his kindness by restoring him to health.

      I will see to the cabin boy, Amina, since it was one of my men who abused him.

      Before she could argue, Drake’s voice rose about the din. “Mason, take the boy to the Phoenix and have the surgeon treat his wounds. If he survives, he can replace Tom as my cabin boy.”

      “Why yer saving this Spanish welp, Captain? You’d be a fool to trust this devil’s get in your cabin.”

      Amina’s hands fisted at Mason’s words and her gaze went to Drake. His expression was frosty as he cocked an eyebrow and stared at the sailor. Though Mason couldn’t see it, Drake’s power pulsed beneath his flesh. Didn’t the sailor know what he faced? Didn’t he have a concern for his life?

      Drake quieted his energy and she released the breath she hadn’t known she was holding. She tasted the sailor’s terror. Even if Mason didn’t fully grasp why, he walked in fear of his captain.

      As she watched the tension ease from Drake’s body, Amina didn’t hide her awe of his self-restraint. Had it been her, Mason’s body would be writhing in agony on the deck.

      “You seem to have a penchant for questioning my orders, Mason,” Drake stated softly. “This is the last time I will indulge you with a reply. Trust has nothing to do with my decision. The boy has a choice and if he is intelligent, he will choose wisely despite his youth. As is expected of any man on my ship.”

      Amina watched a subdued Mason pick up Xavier and start walking toward the thick wide plank joining the two ships. She frowned when the sailor shuddered before his arms went slack and Xavier tumbled to the deck. Mason turned to face her, his body twitching violently.

      “Demon.”

      The word was barely audible, her fear reducing her utterance to a hoarse whisper. Her hand dropped to her hip, her fingers instinctively reaching for her knife only to brush cloth. She tried to move but couldn’t, and with each step Mason took, the knot in her belly tightened.

      Panic gripped her. She reached for the gold ring around her neck and tugged. A searing pain shot up both arms and she screamed. When she finally was able to catch her breath, she mentally examined the collar. It was different. Tiny whorls of demonic power undulated across the metal’s surface. The shuffling of hard-soled boots on the deck’s wood surface broke her concentration and she stared at Mason.

      A sailor had positioned himself in Mason’s path and spoke to the man. Amina shuddered when Mason lifted the sailor like a limp rag doll and tossed him into the sea. The sailor’s screams echoed in the air long after his body sank into the ocean.

      “It is time to join my king, Tamahaq.”

      Her heart pounded wildly when she peered into Mason’s soulless eyes and saw the demonic gray orbs of Marut staring back at her. She pushed in vain against the will that trapped her on the deck.

      Amina’s mouth became dry and gritty. Swallowing hard, she stared into the demon’s eyes. “I have refused your master, Marut. I despise him and all your kind. Return to the demon king with this message. The Tamahaq has chosen her mate.”

      A malevolent grin twisted Mason’s lips. “You cannot change prophecy, Tamahaq. It is written. Come.”

      Marut’s eyes gleamed from inside the sailor’s eye sockets. Then Mason’s thick, calloused fingers reached for her. Amina twisted and turned to break the demon’s binding. Finally, she stopped fighting the spell.

      “I will die first.”

      With the words came a sense of calm. She knew what
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