

[image: cover]





Praise for the novels of New York Times
and USA TODAY bestselling author
Gena Showalter



Heart of the Dragon

Lots of danger and sexy passion give lucky readers a spicy taste of adventure and romance.

Romantic Times BOOKreviews



Filled with steamy sex, adventure, and a sprinkle of humoura fantastic book!

Myshelf.com



Jewel of Atlantis

Showalter has created a ripe mythological world populated with fascinating creatures and dark lore

For extraordinary escapism, read this book.

Romantic Times BOOKreviews



Shines like the purest gemRich in imagery and evocative detail, this book is a sterling example of what makes romance novels so worthwhile.

A Romance Review, 5 stars



The Nymph King

A world of myth, mayhem and love under the sea!

New York Times bestselling author J.R. Ward



I want to visit Atlantis! Deliciously evocative and filled with sexy men, The Nymph King is every womans fantasy come to sizzling life. A must read.

New York Times bestselling author P.C. Cast



Gena Showalters stories hum with fast pacing and characters that leap off the page. Pick up one of Genas books! You wont be disappointed!

USA TODAY bestselling author Julie Kenner




Atlans

New York Times bestselling author

GENA SHOWALTER

invites you to enter Atlantis, a world of dark seduction and powerful magic



HEART OF THE DRAGON

JEWEL OF ATLANTIS

THE NYMPH KING

THE VAMPIRES BRIDE



The Vampires Bride

Gena Showalter




[image: publisher logo]

www.mirabooks.co.uk




New York Times and USA Today bestselling author GENA SHOWALTER has been praised for her sizzling page-turners and utterly spellbinding stories. She is the author of more than seventeen novels and anthologies, including breathtaking paranormal and contemporary romances, cutting-edge young adult novels and stunning urban fantasy. Readers cant get enough of her trademark wit and singular imagination.



To learn more about Gena and her books, please visit www.genashowalter.com and www.genashowalter blogspot.com.


Other sexy, steamy reads from Gena Showalter and MIRA Books



ATLANTIS

HEART OF THE DRAGON

JEWEL OF ATLANTIS

THE NYMPH KING

THE VAMPIRES BRIDE



LORDS OF THE UNDERWORLD

THE DARKEST NIGHT

THE DARKEST KISS

THE DARKEST PLEASURE

THE DARKEST WHISPER

DARK BEGINNINGS

THE DARKEST PASSION

THE DARKEST LIE



More stunning tales from Gena Showalter are coming your way



INTERTWINED UNRAVELLED



To Jill Monroe (the author, not the hard-hitting journalist of Author Talk) for loving vampires as much as I do.



To Sheila Fields, Donnell Epperson and Betty Sanders for saying, What about a paranormal survivor?



To Pennye Edwards for always taking care of me.



To Kresley Cole, Melissa Francis, Marley Gibson, Kristen Painter, Louisa Edwards, Maria Geraci, Pamela Harty, Elaine Spencer, Deidre Knight, Roxanne St. Claire and (again) Jill Monroe for making me laughand spit up blueberries.



Lastly, to Jill Monroe (the hard-hitting journalist of Author Talk, not the author) for asking the questions readers really want to know.




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

To the two ladies who help and guide me every step of the way: Tracy Farrell and Margo Lipschultz.

I couldnt do it without you!


Prologue

LAYEL, KING OF THE VAMPIRES, hated son of Atlantis, fought so fervently against his chains that the metal cut past skin and muscle, nearly slicing into bone. He did not care, continued to struggle. What use were his hands without his beloved to caress?

Susan. Inside his mind, the name was a prayer, a scream of desolation and a wail of sorrow, all twisted into an agonizing spiral of shame. How could he have allowed this to happen?

Release him, someone said. Layel would have looked at the speaker, but he could not pull his gaze from his woman. Or rather, what was left of her. Let him see up close what he has wrought upon himself.

Footsteps pounded. There was a tug on one wrist, then the other, and the chains gave way.

Weak, nearly drained of blood, Layel tried to step away from the iron fence that propped him up, but his knees gave out and he collapsed. With the impact, hot breath abandoned him and reality settled deep. Im too late. They kept me chained long enough to ensure she could not be turned. I cannot save her. He gagged. Gods, oh, gods.

Susan lay a few feet away, her once vibrant, beautiful body now stripped, violated and burned. Around him, the dragons responsible laughed, their voices floating in and out of his consciousness.

deserved this and more.

and look at him now.

pathetic. He never should have been crowned king.

Layel had left Susan in his palace, safe, happily drowsy and snuggled in bed, while he and a contingent of warriors doused a fire in the surrounding forest. He hadnt known the fire had been started purposely until it was too late.

Oh, gods, oh, gods, oh, gods. A choked cry escaped him, blood spraying from his mouth. What seemed an eternity ago but could only be hours, hed returned to an ambush, Susans screams echoing in his ears. The anguish hed heard as shed shouted for his aid, the pain hed seen contorting her features as shed pleaded with the dragons for the life of their unborn childboth would haunt him into eternity.

Susan.

By the time hed fought his way to her, shed already gone silent, her expression frozen in misery. The silence had been ten thousand times worse than the screams and writhing physical agony.

Dead. She was dead. Layel had failed her in every possible way. And in his grief, the very dragons who killed her had managed to capture him. Theyd torn him from Susans lifeless body and chained him to the gate in front of the palace. Then, oh, gods, then they had dragged her body in front of him, taunting him with her death.

His gagging became heaving, and he emptied the contents of his stomach. A meal Susan had prepared for him, eyes glimmering with amusement. And later, for dessert, shed flicked her lovely dark hair aside and offered her vein, knowing just where the biting would lead.

Arm shaking uncontrollably, he reached for her. The tips of his fingers brushed the hollow of her neck. No pulse. Dirt mixed with blood, caking her charred, still-hot skin in clumps. Susan, he tried to whisper, but his voice no longer worked. His throat was raw from screaming, pleading and desperate bargaining. But nothing had helped. The dragons hadnt disappeared and Susan hadnt returned to life.

Though he was still surrounded by the enemy, he was unable to take his eyes off his mate. He knew, soul deep, that this was the last time he would ever see her. My love. My sweet love.

Stay in bed, she had beseeched only a few hours ago. Make love to me.

I cannot, love, but I will return quickly. That, I promise you.

Shed pouted a bit, pink lips dipping prettily. I cant bear to be without you.

Nor I you. Sleep, and when I return, Ill make you forget I was ever gone. How is that?

Promise?

Promise. He had kissed her softly and strolled from their chamber. Content, satisfied. Happy. Assured of a future together.

Now you can suffer as we have suffered, one of the dragons spat, tearing him from his cherished memories.

In the background, Layel could hear demonic laughter. His gaze lifted, and he saw several red, glowing eyes peeking from nearby bushes. An audience of demons, he realized. How long had they been there, watching? Could they have helped Susan? Probably. That laughterTheyd seenand enjoyedeverything.

Your people drained our loved ones, blood-drinker, and so we burned yours.

Ignoring them, Layel gathered his remaining strength and crawled as close to Susans body as he could get, leaving a trail of crimson behind him, hot tears pouring down his face. The dragons didnt try to stop him. His shaking intensified as he awkwardly gathered her in his arms. There was no smile of greeting, no whispered endearment.

Her once pretty face was swollen, bruised and smeared with soot. Her silky dark hair was gone, singed to the scalp. He had loved to wrap those strands around his palms, loved to hear her purr for his kiss.

Closing his eyes against the horror of what had been done to her, he hugged her close, so close, before gently laying her back down. He could not bear to sever all contact, however, and smoothed a fingertip over the seam of her lips. They were still hot, burning him as smoke rose from her parted teeth.

Susan. Eyes stinging, he crouched all the way down and placed his temple upon her rounded stomach. There was no movement inside of it. Not anymore. I love you. Oh, gods, I love you. I am sorry I left you. So sorry. Come back to me. Please. I am nothing without you. To the crystal dome above, he prayed, If you will not bring her back to me, let us bargain. Take me instead. Return her to life and take me. She is everything that is good. She is light. I am darkness and death.

No response.

Enough sniveling. Now you will listen. We are going to allow you to live, king. The words were sneered by the dragon leader, a towering hulk of muscle and rage. And with every breath you take, you will remember this day and the consequences of allowing your people free rein.

Layel barely heard him. Susan, sweet Susan. None had been as gentle, tender, loving or kind. Her greatest crime washad been, he corrected with an inward roarloving him.

She had been his everything. Yet his precious human had been slaughtered. For his lack of leadership, the dragon had said. She had been tortured because Layel had wanted nothing to do with the vampire throne and had refused to place restrictions upon the army under his command as his father had.

Ive awaited this moment for many months, another of the hated beasts said, spraying him with a stream of fire.

The flames settled in Layels cheek, crackling, singeing deep. He gave no reaction, didnt even open his eyes. Truly, he felt nothing except the razor-sharp edge of his grief. If the gods would not heed his cries, he wanted to remain in this spot forever, wanted to die with his woman and child. His family.

Look at him. Look at the mighty Layel, reduced to this.

All of the dragons laughed.

I can see why you liked her, vampire. That tight little sheath took me all the way to the hilt.

I liked pumping into her mouth, feeling her throat close around me.

I think she liked what we did to her. You heard the way she whimpered

Finally Layels eyelids cracked open, tendrils of hatred and rage blooming, growing, consuming him. Overshadowing his grief, becoming all that he knew. He glanced at the surrounding forest. The demons were still there, still giggling like children. Most of the nearby trees were charred, offering little refuge. Next he glanced at the expanse of dragon warriors. There were eight of them, their stances cocky, assured. Their golden eyes blazed with triumph. Except

Whatever they saw on his face caused them to lose their smiles. A few even backed away from him.

Perhaps they had forgotten that vampires could fly. Perhaps they thought a broken, bloody man could do no damage. They were wrong.

SUSAN! Layel leapt up and attacked, his war cry an echo of all the pain inside him.

The agonized screams that next cut through the forest far eclipsed any that had ever come before them.



Chapter One

Two hundred years later



JUST A LITTLE CLOSER, fire-bastards. Just a little bit closer.

Hidden by lush, dewy foliage, Layel watched as the dragon army marched through the detestably named Forest of Dragons. Where they were going, he didnt know. Why they were going, he didnt know, either. He only knew that he was going to relieve them of their burden. A younghuman?female was bound and gagged inside a portable prison. That prison was balanced by two wooden beams slung over several of the warriors shoulders, swaying with their movements.

Obviously, she was their enemy.

He didnt know the girl, but a dragons enemy was his dearest friend. And he didnt like his friends being bound.

The dragons continued to march forward, slowly, steadily. He motioned for his own army to holdremain composed. They obeyed without hesitation. Since that dark day two hundred years ago, he had happily led his men with an iron fiststraight into a never-ending war. His will was not questioned. Ever. Not without severe consequences.

not going to end well, Brand, second-in-command of the dragon soldiers, was saying. Golden light seeped from the crystal dome that surrounded all of Atlantis, forming a halo around his pale, braided hair and disgustingly handsome features.

Brand was strong, brave, loyal to his king, kind to his people. A pity he was a dragon. Had he been born even a demon, Layel thought perhaps he would have liked him. As it was, he wanted Brand alive long enough to take a mate. A mate Layel would then steal. Brand would suffer, for a little while at least, and then Layel would gut him.

Brand had not been one of the warriors present all those years agonone of the warriors here had been present, for Layel had slaughtered them all. Remembering their deaths, he smiled. Not all of them had faded quickly. Some he had lingered over, enjoying their pain, taking his time with every slice and bite.

Still, killing those responsible hadnt been enough. Not for the horrendous crimes that had been committed against Susan. Hadnt he been blamed for the actions of others? It was only fair to use that same logic against the dragons.

Only when Layel had obliterated the entire race would Susan be avenged. And only then would Layel deserve to join her in the hereafter. Soon, my love. Soon.

If her sisters see her like this, there will be a war, a dragon called Renard said.

Renard was a dark-haired tyrant who, Layel knew, had studied how best to kill every race in Atlantis. The demons, the nymphs, the centaurs, the gorgons and all the other creatures the gods had deemed mistakes in their quest to create humans. Of them all, Renard hated vampires most and was always eager for a fight.

Eager himself, Layel ran his tongue over his elongated teeth.

What else could we do? an irritated voice proclaimed. Tagart. Untamed, almost feral, with black hair and an even blacker heart. He was loyal to no one and was even jealous of his own king. One more word out of that girls mouth and I would have cut out her tongue. We had to gag her.

All of the soldiers nodded. Each was taller and more muscled than the last, and each had a long, menacing sword strapped to his bare back, nestled between the slits that hid his wings. Layel collected those swords and hung them on his walls as trophies. He used their bones as furniture.

Whatever our reasons for binding her, they wont understand. Even though were taking her back to them. Kind of. If we can find their camp. Brand again. Shes their beloved, their future queen.

Sistersbelovedqueen.

Amazons, Layel realized.

His lips curled in another slow grin. Fierce creatures, the Amazons. Devoted to each other, bloodthirsty, though they mostly kept to themselves unless provoked. Oh, yes. And vicious. Legend claimed that anyone who threatened an Amazon would soon find his deepest fear bearing down on him. A shadow, a determined phantom that would devour him whole.

Yes, the stories of their conquests were endless, though Layel himself had never fought one, never tasted one. He had no interest in doing so, either. Always before, they had been a nonentity to him, unworthy of his time or consideration, for he existed simply to torment the dragons. Nothing more.

But now his mind whirled with ways he might be able to use them. Perhaps he should not liberate this captive, after all. Perhaps he should find the Amazon camp, lie and tell them the dragons meant the girl harm, perhaps meant to kill her in front of them. The dragons would have their asses handed to them by little girls. Now wouldnt that just be

A loud, piercing war cry sounded.

What seemed like hundreds of warrior women but could only have been a handful suddenly burst from the trees. They were scantily dressed, breasts covered by thin strips of leather, waist and thighs covered by some type of frayed skirt. The vast expanse of skin visible was painted in blue, the color marking royalty.

Big mistake, dragons, a woman shouted.

Your last mistake, another called.

What a bright day this was turning out to be. Layel would not have to search for the Amazons, after all.

Blades were anchored to their muscular arms and legs, and death radiated from their fierce expressions. Most were as tall as the dragons, but a few were petite, almostfragile looking.

In the span of a single heartbeat, a battle was raging between the two races.

Weapons were twirling, men and women grunting and blood splattering. The metallic scent wafted to Layels nostrils, sweet and tangy. He breathed it in deeply, felt it sweep through his entire body, fuse with sinew and bone and ignite a guttural hunger.

Now! Layel shouted to his men.

Together, they rushed forward. How he would have loved to simply materialize in the midst of battle, but he could not. None of them could. Well, not if they hoped to survive. A vampire could materialize anywhere he wanted with only a thought, but there were consequences. Once they reached their destination, they were drained. Exhausted. Unable to move for hours. Escape was the only time the ability proved useful, and he didnt want to escape this.

As he reached the dragon masses, sword swinging, slicing, light from the upper dome warmed his sensitive skin, all the hotter as it blended with the dragons kiss of fire. He did not allow either to slow him, however. Sweat streaked down his chest and back. His wrist flicked left and right in constant motion, giving his blade a fluidity that cut through dragon flesh as smoothly as if it were cutting through water.

He reveled in every drop of crimson that he spilled, rejoiced with every body that fell. Every pain-entrenched shout brought a new smile to his lips. More than anything, he loved seeing his opponents golden eyes as their minds registered his blow. They always widened; horror always filled them. The light inside always died right along with them.

Later, when the fighting was done, he would have to stalk through the masses and remove their heads. Dragons, like vampires, healed quickly. He liked to eliminate any possibility of regeneration. But right now, with fire dancing in every direction, he could only cut their decayed hearts in half.

Two dragons rushed him from different angles.

Ducking low, he arced his sword forward with one hand, slashing through one warriors stomach while withdrawing a dagger from his waist with his other hand, then reaching out, leaningstretchingand stabbing the second warrior in the groin. There was an unholy scream.

Both warriors collapsed.

Grinning, he leapt back into motion. Someone swept in front of him and managed to nick his side. He hissed, saw that one of his men, Zane, was already chopping his way forward to aid him. Layel didnt go in for the kill himself but kicked the dragon in the stomach, sending him flying in Zanes direction. Seeing this, the battle-hungry vampire spun, sword singing with lethal menace.

Seconds before the dragons head rolled, he unleashed a blistering stream of flames. As the body dropped, those flames found a target on Layels cheek. He wiped at the charred, sizzling skin. Felt a warm trail of dragon blood drip down his arm. Grinned again. He still held the dagger and the blade gleamed a vivid crimson.

You are well, yes? Zane asked him, breath sawing in and out.

He nodded. More. Need more. Needed to inflict more injury, more carnage. His focus landed on a nearby dragon already engaged in a fierce fight with a vampire. Layel stalked forward and swung, gutting the creature without warning. There was a grunt, a jerk. The body toppled. Did Layel mind striking from behind? Never. Fighting fairly would ensure nothing but failure.

Another dragon railed at him. Moving faster than the eye could see, he stabbed the bastard in the belly, pulled out, stabbed in the heart, pulled out again and stabbed in the neck. Only three seconds had passed. Too quick, too easy, he thought.

More.

Brand, ripping an Amazon off his chest and tossing her to the ground, came into view. Yes, Layel thought, tracing his tongue over his sharpened teeth in anticipation. That one. That one would die today. No more waiting. He would not simply incapacitate the bastard; he would kill.

Layel kicked and bit his way through the ranks, gaze locked on the dragon captain. Halfway there, he heard a growl behind him, pivoted to dispatch the threat swiftly and return his attention to Brand. But his sword slashed and clanged against another sword, jarring him. No easy, unprepared kill this time, apparently.

He blinked as an Amazon swirled in front of him, swinging at him a second time. Clink. Scowling, he blocked her third thrust. Clang.

I do not wish to hurt you, he gritted out.

How admirable, she replied drilybefore swinging at him again.

He twisted to the side, barely escaping the sharp tip. Had she just mocked him?

Wind gusted past them, lifting her cerulean-colored hair off her face. Suddenly Layel was granted a full view of breathtaking, incomparable beauty. Beauty even the war paint couldnt hide. Beauty that nearly felled him. Definitely rendered him dumb, for he ceased moving. Brand who?

Layel hadnt taken the time to appreciate the beauty of a woman in two hundred years, yet he was helpless to do anything but drink this one in, this fantasy come to life. It was as though she exuded somethingmagical? Something that forced the eye to her. Something that would not release its hold. But Amazons werent able to weave spells. Only dragons could.

He continued his scrutiny of her, searching for signs of a dragon relative. Her eyes were so bright a violet they sparkled like freshly polished amethysts. Long black lashes. Slightly rounded cheeks. Flawless, bronzed skin where the paint had washed away. Unlike most of her hulking sisters, she was of the petite variety, barely reaching his shoulders. No, no dragon.

From her fluid grace to her perfect curves, she was sensual and exotic, ready for a bedding rather than a battle.

You should not be here. I could have killed you, woman. He didnt mind killing females, had done so on many occasions, but it would have been a shame to destroy something so lovely. His jaw clenched as he realized exactly what he was thinking. Damn her. He did not regard women with any kind of desire. Not anymore.

One corner of her lush, red mouth kicked up, causing his stomach to tighten. Please, she said, voice sultry, like a dream. Youll need a few centuries more sword practice before you have the skill to eliminate me, vampire. She swung at him yet again, this time aiming for his neck.

There were no creatures faster than the vampires, and he managed to arch backward with swift precision as the blade soared just over his nose. And you fancy yourself my tutor? I think not. But he admired her confidence.

What are you doing here? she demanded. Another swing.

Another block. Helping you.

A tinkling laugh escaped her, floating over his skin with the surety of a lovers caress. His stomach tightened again. He scowled, mouth thinning over razor-sharp teeth. How was she affecting him like this?

He had not experienced even a single wisp of need sincedo not think of Susan. You will lose focus.

Growling, he swung at the Amazon. She blocked the harder blow and frowned. Better. A frown was better than a laugh. And so he did it again. Slashed at her, using all of his might. When their swords next met, both of their bodies vibrated from the impact.

Her delicate nose twitched. In irritation? Amusement? Delight?

Surely not the latter two.

This is how you help me? she demanded.

No. That was me, helping myself. Now this is me, helping you. With a swift jerk of his arm, he tossed his dagger. The tip embedded in the neck of the dragon racing toward her from behind. See the difference?

She spun, surveyed the fallen, dying warrior. When she faced Layel again, there was no longer any question about what emotion she experienced. Irritation. Well, we dont need your help and will not grant you any type of boon for offering it.

Your gratitude is humbling. Fortunately, cutting out the hearts of my enemies is boon enough for me.

The pink tip of her tongue emerged and traced over those lush lips, smearing war paint. All the while she eyed his lips. Had his wordsexcited her? Shock rooted him in place, staying his sword. Such depravity should have disgusted her. And her excitement should have disgusted him.

Should have.

He hissed at her, suddenly as desperate to get away from her as he was to dispatch the dragon army. Get in my way again, Amazon, and I will take you down. Perhaps he would not need to, he thought, before he could turn from her. Already another dragon closed in behind her.

Layels vehemence seemed to shake her out of her inactivity. She returned his hiss with one of her own. Try, and youll die like the dragons. As she spoke, she stabbed behind her, sinking the apex of her sword into the very dragon that had been sneaking up on her. She gave a twist of her wrist, digging her weapon deeper, causing even more pain for the injured man.

Her gaze never left Layel.

The warrior fell to the ground, a final gasp echoing from him.

Layel didnt waste another moment. He moved around and behind the woman and her lethal beauty, knowing he was nothing more than a blur to her. She didnt have time to turn when he kicked out his leg. Contact. Her ankles knocked together. She grunted and toppled to her knees. But she was back on her feet in the next instant, spinning around and glaring at him.

Except there was no anger in that glare. Only vulnerability. Raw vulnerability. It was the kind of look a woman gave a man she was considering taking to her bedbut knew she should resist. A look he had resisted from others, without hesitation, for what seemed an eternity. Shes dangerous.

Layel backed away from her, a spark of panic igniting.

You knocked me down, she said, breathless.

For years hed assumed his heart was withered, dead. And yet, hearing the excitement in her voice, the foolish organ sped to life, nearly beating through his ribs. Keep moving away, damn you. Yes, he said, his legs suddenly heavy. I did.

Butyou knocked me down.

And he would do more if she approached him again. Hed have to. Something about her

He should not have to remind himself that desire was not something he wanted in his life. He would avenge Susans death, and then he would join her. Nothing and no one else mattered.

Play nice with my vampires, little girl, and I might save a few dragons for you. If not, Ill come for you. And when I find you, I will take your head and hang it beside my throne with all the others I have collected in my long life. Doubt me not. With that, he flashed her a dark grin and pushed his way into the thick of battle, through the raging fires, Brand once more in his sights.





Chapter Two

THAT BASTARD! Delilah thought. That bloodsucking fiend. That black-hearted warrior. Thatman! He had no conscience, no sense of fairness. And sheliked it. A sigh slipped from her, and she nearly melted to the ground in a boneless heap of feminine delight.

The warrior had dropped her to her knees. No one had ever dropped her before. No one. She was too strong, too fast, too menacing and too eager to exact revenge. And if she could not, her sisters were more than willing to see the task done, which every species in Atlantis knew.

But the vampire had acted against her without reservation or remorse. What was worsebetter?was that he could have done so much more. One moment hed been in front of her, the next hed been behind her. He could have sliced her throat as hed done to so many of the dragons, and there would have been nothing she couldve done about it.

Well, she could have died. But where was the fun in that?

She should have been wary of such skill. She wasnt; she was excited. Which was foolish! Number eight of the ten Amazon commandments: never fight an opponent face-to-face if you couldnt defeat him. Wait and stab him in the back later. The vampire could have defeated her. Utterly. Would have. Yet shed practically begged for more.

The thought of his cunning made her pulse leap and her blood heat as if dragon fire had somehow seeped through the war paint, past her skin and straight into her veins. Hed tripped her, and she had wanted to kiss him for it.

Yes, all right, fine. She had spent many nights lying awake, wishing for what she couldnt have and shouldnt want: a man strong enough to risk her sisters ire and claim her. A man who didnt think of her as too violent to enjoy for more than a few nights. A man who gave as intensely as she did, who would fight for her with the same ferocity she brought to every battle she joined. A man who would topple any barrier to reach her.

A man who would view her as the most important thing in his life. A prize to be won and cherished.

All of those desires embarrassed her, however, and were not something she wouldor couldever mention aloud. Not if she wanted the respect of her tribe. She was a warrior; they all were. Battle came first. Love, never.

Besides, shed tried love. Or at least, had given herself to a man. He hadnt been forced to accept her. Hadnt been picked during the Ceremony of the Chosen, where Amazons decided which slaves to bed. No, shed met him on the battlefield. Shed gone to stab him and hed kissed her. Intrigued, flattered, shed let him live, had even snuck out of camp later that night to see him. Youre the one for me, hed told her. I knew it the first moment I saw you. But after the loving had finished, hed walked away and had never looked back. Shed been nothing more than a passing fancy, an enemy to use, a woman to sate himself on and, later, a bad memory to bury.

Her fault, though. If she hadnt secretly watched other races over the years, melting at the sight of men fighting for their women, doing anything and everything to protect them, the need for a love of her own wouldnt have sprouted. A need that was a clear violation of the third commandment: if you begin to desire more than a bedding from a man, kill him or hell take you from your sisters, betray you.

A rage-drenched snarl resounded through the forest, claiming her attention. She thrust her sword forward, twisted the hilt, then slammed it backward. Both in front of and behind her, a dragon warrior dropped at her feet.

Another dragon sprinted toward her. Silly men. They were strong soldiers. She knew that, had fought a few of them before, but she was stronger. Despite her delicate appearance.

Delilah raised her dagger, ready to meet this new opponent. One of her sisters stepped in his path, however, and the two became locked in a fierce battle of clanging, sparking metal. All too soon, the weaker, still-in-training Nola fell against the brutes powerful sword thrusts. The man threw his sword aside, ready to use his meaty hands.

The first commandment: always aid a sister in need.

Steps sure and quick, Delilah reached her sisters sideonly to realize proudly that she neednt have bothered. The Amazon shot to her feet and met the dragon warriors fists with a high kick. He grunted, stumbled.

Nola is fine, and you have a mission. Delilah turned, eyeing the macabre scene before her. Blood, grunting, collapsing bodies. All necessary. She had come here for a specific reason: to find and rescue her sister by race, Lily.

Where are you now, sweet Lily? Before attacking the dragons, Delilah had seen her in the cage. Since then, there had been no sign of the girl. Come on. Show yourself. Lily had disappeared a week ago, and theyd tracked her to the dragon palace and followed the warriors into this forest. Better to ambush them there. Whether the dragons had taken her or shed gone willingly was not important. They had bound her hands and mouth. They had imprisoned her.

For the first, they would suffer. For the second, they would die.

Lily was a child, an innocent, and their future queen. Delilahand all Amazonsdoted on the girl. At thirteen, she was charming, precious, amusing. Everything the rest of the Amazons were not.

Bring my baby home, the queen had instructed Delilah, her chin trembling. Seeing the usually staid Kreja near tears had been a torture all its own. You know what to do with those who harm her even in the slightest way.

Every warrioress fighting this battle would do anything, everything, to preserve Lilys sweet innocenceif the dragons had not destroyed it already. If they hadFury clouded Delilahs vision, winking red and black.

Concentrate. Several warriors had already morphed into their animal form, flesh replaced with scales, serrated tails whipping back and forth, wings flapping and claws slashing. They would be harder to kill that way, but she relished the challenge.

From the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of white hair and glowing crystalline eyes framed by long black lashes. Features almost too pretty to be male. Sensual, exotic. Her heart gave a strange leap. The vampire whod knocked her to the ground. He could have been the god of wickedness and temptation, and she would not have been surprised.

What was his name? The question whispered through her mind before she could stop it. He doesnt matter, remember? Why, then, could she not tear her gaze from him?

He disappeared in the midst of the crowd. Two enemy warriors clomped toward him, their bodies monstrous and scaled, faces elongated and teeth like sabers. Would the vampire be strong enough to fight them both?

As excited as she was by the thought of his success, a part of her wasscared? Her brow furrowed. No. That wasnt possible. Nothing scared her. Not battle, not pain, not death. Yet she couldnt deny the unsteady rhythm of her heart just then. What if the vampire was struck down? There were so many around him, all going for his neck.

Delilahs attention again snagged on Nola, who still fought a few inches away and was not faring as well as Delilah had hoped. Nola was not one of her closest friends, was too solitary to have any friends, but the tribe came first. Always.

Shoving the vampire from her mind once and for all, Delilah leapt at the dragon engaging her sister, propelling him to the ground and allowing Nola to finally sink her blade into his chest.

He roared. Damn it, woman! He lay there, panting, intermittingly staring at his chest and Nola with fury, but he didnt get up again. That hurt.

Good. Ninth commandment: never leave a fight without first injuring your opponent in some way. Delilah whipped around, ready to fell another. But once again, she found herself searching for the vampire. Not forgotten, after all. Surrounded by countless adversaries as he was, he would surely be cut down. Despite the prowess hed demonstrated, he was only a man. A breathtaking, commanding man, but as fallible as all his brethren.

Panting, Nola followed the line of Delilahs gaze. Shall we cut out his heart?

Dont even scratch him. The vampire is mine, she said, the words tumbling from her before she could stop them. Fifth commandment: whats yours is your sisters. Nola had just as much right to him as she did.

There was a shocked pause. The chaste Delilah finally chooses a male? I must meet him. Nola rushed forward and inserted herself into the throng of Amazons, dragons and vampires. The latter two attempted to shoo her away while continuing to fight each other. Their lack of attention cost them, and they began falling like raindrops during a storm, her sword flashing like lightning.

Did Nola plan to win the vampire for herself? At first, Delilah stood unmoving in astonishment. Stoic Nola always kept to herself, had never fought for a male prisoner and only warred when commanded, despite her growing skill. By nature, she was a watcher, not a doer. She would not want the vampire. Would she?

Perhaps I am not the only one fascinated by his strength. Seething with sudden fury, Delilah stalked forward. What she would do when she reached the thick of the fray, she didnt know. If only cleaving Nolas head from her body were an option.

The illicit thought had her gasping. Were she to say something like that aloud, she would be sentenced to death.

Someone pushed her to the ground before shed gotten halfway to her target. The vampire had done the same and it had excited her. Thisdidnt. She rolled to her back. There was no time to rage, though, as this newest threat leapt on top of her and pinned her. She looked up and saw that it was the last dragon shed stabbed. Hed already partially healedand clearly wanted more. She wiggled her arm free to slice him.

Oh, no, you dont, he said, fingers clamping around her wrist.

Oh, yes, I do. She worked one of her legs between them and kicked him in the face. His body twisted to the side, lifting his weight, freeing her. She stood, kicked him once more, aiming for his oozing wound. He jerked, then stilled, eyes closed. Satisfied he wouldnt come for her again, she marched away, catching sight of the vampire and watching him move with lethal grace and fluidity, his weapons extensions of his arms, as if he had been born with them in his hands.

Behind him, a dragon opened its mouth to spew a stream of fire.

Nola! she shouted, too far away to shove him out of the way herself. But the Amazon was distracted by the tail being swung at her, and didnt hear her cry for help.

Swiftly, Delilah withdrew one of the daggers crisscrossed at her back and tossed it. The tip wheezed through the air before embedding in the dragons chest. There was a chilling howl, but thankfully no fire.

The vampire spun, and his gaze collided with hers. A sizzle of awareness swept through her, stronger than the one shed experienced at their first encounter. He glanced at the dragon falling to his knees, then inclined his head in acknowledgment of Delilahs action. Disappointment joined ranks with the awareness.

What did you expect? That hed blow you a kiss? Your gratitude is humbling, she called, echoing his earlier words to her.

Without a word, he pivoted and attacked another of the fire-breathers, seeming unconcerned as flames danced over his skin, charring and blistering. The more steps she took toward him, the more opponents jumped in her way. And as Delilah fought her way to himno, to her friend, damn it!she saw Nola dive low, slide past a dragon that had just stabbed a vampire in the stomach and slice into its scaled ankles. There was another roar as the creature dropped, no longer able to stand.

Delilah reached her then. The white-haired vampire had vanished.

Wheres Lily? Nola asked her, panic layering her voice. Ribbons of black hair whipped across her delicate face as she searched left, then right. A loner she might be, but she loved Lily as much as the rest of them.

Delilah followed the direction of her gazeand finally found the cage Lily had occupied. It was empty. No. No, no, no. Surely one of the others freed her and carried her to safety.

That was not the plan. She was to be taken, cage and all to keep her safe and snug, out of harms way. Most likely she picked the lock herself. She knows how, we made sure of that at least.

True. All right. You sweep the north, and Ill head south. Well find her.

Nola nodded, and they were off.

Delilah raced through trees, twigs slapping her face and arms. Rocks dug past the soles of her boots. All the while, she kept her eyes to the ground, searchingsearchingthere! Three sets of footprints came into view. One was delicate and bare, two were large and booted. Male.

All three were headed toward the Amazon camp.

The dragons wouldnt know the way, which meant Lily was being chased.

Enraged, Delilah increased the speed of her steps, her own haggard gasps ringing in her ears. For once, she regretted the fact that Lily had not been instructed in the art of battle like all the other Amazons.

Sweet Lily, the queens only child. Shed been a tiny infant, born too soon and constantly sick. She should have been killed at birth, or at least later as it became apparent she would never be strong enough for war. But no one had been able to do it. Shed captured their hearts from the first.

And so, sickly as shed been, the girl had not been taken from her mother. Had not been thrust into combat training at the age of five. She hadnt been beaten for revealing any hint of weakness, like tears and sadness. Hadnt been slashed and hurt, then thrown into the elements to learn how to survive while her body screamed in pain and the world around her supplied nothing but bone-chilling ice or skin-melting heat.

On her own, Lily would die.

Violated, Lily would probably want to die.

Im coming, sweet. Im coming. Where are you? Where

A terrified scream pierced the air, an answer to her prayers. Her nightmares.

Lily! Still sprinting, Delilah unsheathed the remaining daggers at her waist. She burst through an emerald thicketand found Lily being held down, her ankles tied, her arms flailing as she tried to free herself from the men subduing her.

Let me go! she shouted.

You brought war to our doorstep, girl. Now youre going back to our king whether you want to or not.

Tears streamed down her cheeks; she whimpered. I just want to go home.

With a leap, Delilah was there. She elbowed one man in the temple, spun and kicked the other in the neck. Both crashed to the ground with dazed grunts. She didnt give them time to recover. Arms crossing, she tossed her remaining blades. They embedded in each targets chest. There was a gurgle, there was a howl, then both men slumped over, every beat of their hearts edging them closer to death.

Lilah, Lily cried, removing the ties at her ankles. She scrambled up and threw herself into Delilahs waiting arms. The girl was shaking, sobbing, those warm tears still trickling down her cheeks.

Delilah remained on guard as she stroked a hand through the girls silky hair. Im here now. Everything will be fine.

I didnt meanthe bloodmy fault Lily said between sobs. I just wanted to be strong like you. Prove myself. Explore. When I stumbled upon the dragons, I decided to ambush them and bring home their claws as proof of my skill. Ive been practicing on my own, but they wouldnt fight me back. Just took me to their home and locked me up so Id stop trying to hurt them and they could figure out what to do with me. Im sorry. So sorry. I justIm not a child.

I know, sweet. I know. Anything to calm her. Even a lie. Lily was dissatisfied with her life? Before disappearing, Lily had offered nothing but smiles and laughter. Shed been a radiant glimmer of light among otherwise dark, violent warrioresses. Shed been doted on, coddled, and shed seemed to soak up the attention.

If someone dies because of me

You know better. Delilah cupped her jaw and lifted until they were peering at each other. Watery green eyes stared up at her, branched with red, slightly swollen from her tears. Your sisters will be fine. They are warriors to the core, and the fire-breathers will not defeat them. And what of the vampires?

Her pulse gave another of those strange flutters, the blood instantly heating in her veins.

Lily shuddered. Promise? she asked weakly, hopefully.

Your need for a promise is insulting.

Im sorry. I would never insult you on purpose, but Im also scared for the dragons. They didnt hurt me, were actually kind.

That doesnt matter. Her voice hardened. They should have let you go immediately. Instead, they kept you. Locked you up. Your mother has been wracked with worry.

But

If we are lenient in this matter, other races will think such treatment of you will be tolerated. We will be seen as weaklings, and we will find ourselves under constant attack. Therefore we must fight now to prevent worse conflicts later. The lesson had been beaten into her until it was as natural as breathing.

A sniffle, a nod.

Now. Its my turn to extract a promise from you. As she spoke, she scanned the forest. So far, there had been no indication they were being watched or followed. That didnt mean they were completely safe, however.

Lily nibbled on her bottom lip but nodded.

Oh, this girl, Delilah thought with a sigh. Tomorrow, she was going to issue a request to the queen asking that Lily be trained for combat. She didnt want the girl fighting, but she did want her better able to protect herself. Promise me that you will never leave our home without permission again.

Promise, was the instant reply. No hesitation. Ive never been so frightened, Lilah. Men are not the frail, feeble beings I thought they were.

No, they werent. The vampireDelilah tightened her grip and tried to blank her mind. If you break this promise, baby girl, dragons and vampires arent the only thing youll have to fear. Understand?

Lily shuddered. Yes.

Then lets find the others and go home.



WHILE THE BATTLE CONTINUED to rage, Layel searched the clearing for the blue-haired warrioress but saw no sign of her. He was surprisingly disappointed, which was completely unacceptable. First desire, now a craving to see her?

Hopefully she had been slain. Yes, hopefully, he thought, though some hidden part of him screamed no. Better she die in battle than torment Layels mind a second more. His thoughts belonged to Susan. Only Susan.

I should have known youd be nearby, a voice snapped behind him.

Layel rotated and found himself facing both Brand and Tagart. Finally. Oh, finally. They were still in human form, more vulnerable to attack. He grinned slowly, raising one arm and pointing, blood dripping from his hand. Hed abandoned his blades a while ago, preferring to make the kills more personal with nails and teeth. You.

Yes, me. Its time to end this, Layel, Brand said.

Your friends tasted good, he said, wiping his mouth and knowing he smeared more crimson across his face. But I think the two of you will taste better.

A black curtain of rage fell over Tagarts blood-splattered features. The warriors stomach was sliced open and bleeding, but he didnt seem to notice. Killing you is going to be a pleasure, vampire.

A pity you think so, as youll never be granted the opportunity to see it through.

A muscle ticked below Brands eye. Youll suffer for all youve done to our friends and all you plan to do to us, vampire. You know that, do you not?

I know nothing of the kind. Its because I suffer that Ive done all I have to your friends. And, yes, I have loved every moment of this. Layel might have killed the dragons that raped and burned Susan, might have taken some of them to his dungeon and tortured them for weeks before delivering the final blow, but he didnt think he would ever tire of hurting their brothers by race.

Truly, he lived for one purpose: to wipe out their entire lineage.

You invite war! Brand snapped.

Funny, I thought I had invited it two hundred years ago. Did you just now receive your invitation?

I did. And heres my acceptance. Tagart stalked several steps forward before Brand grabbed his arm, holding him still. The dark warrior looked ready to shake off his commanders grip and attack.

Not yet, Brand said. Then he roared loud and long, morphing into his dragon visage. His clothing ripped away, floating to the ground, and green scales overtook his skin. A snout lengthened his face, claws stretched from his fingers and his teeth sharpened to dripping points. Wings sprouted from his back, gossamer and clear, deceptively innocent as they spread toward the trees. Tagarts transformation quickly followed.

Come and get me, little hatchlings, Layel told them.

A spew of fire, then Brand and Tagart were flying toward him. Layel sprang at them, ready, so ready. Susan! he shouted. His war cry. A constant reminder of what had been taken from him, of what he fought for, of what he would die for.

Except he never reached the warriors.

Midway, Layels entire world blackened and crumbled piece by piece into nothingness. Nothing around him, nothing in front of or behind him. The ground, his only solid anchor, opened up and swallowed him, his body suddenly careening down a long, dark void. Round and round he twirled. Grunting, he flailed for another anchor but discovered only capricious air.

Ignoring the panic sweeping through him, he forced his breathing to slow, his heart to cease its erratic patter. Transport. Now! He tried, but a moment passed and nothing happened; he continued to fall, his body a solid mass. Teeth grinding together, he spread his arms and attempted to fly. But the invisible chain tugged him downdowndownnever slowing, refusing to relinquish its hold on him.

Shock and rage joined the panic and sped through him with sickening intensity. He didnt know what was happening, didnt know how it was happening. Only that he could not stop it.

His hand slapped into something hard. A man, he realized. A mans chest. The male grappled for him, fingers clawing for purchase. Layel hissed, his arm soon ripped to shreds. Thankfully, he spun out of reachand slammed into the softness of a womans body. She gasped, the sound low, frightened. How many? he wondered, even as he hita horse? There was a whinny.

Someone screamed. Someone else whimpered. All the while they continued to plummet, no landing in sight.



IN THE MIDDLE OF THE FOREST, Delilah shoved Lily behind her back. Danger suddenly lurked nearby. She could sense it, almost smell it as a presence, a power, thickened the air.

Whats wrong? Lily whispered, her terror palpable.

Stay behind me. Delilah reclaimed the daggers shed used to slay the dragons, her grip tight. Where are you? She scanned trees, leaves, shadows. There, to the right, something was rattling branches together. Her lids narrowed, eyes focusing, but she couldnt make out a form. Just

A gasp tore from her lips as that something sprang into view, as clear as the air she breathed but thicker, like water. She had no time to react, no way to attack. Then it was there, right in front of her, consuming her, sucking her into a black hole.

Lily! she screamed, daggers ripping from her hands as she thrashed her arms, desperate for some type of security. She found nothing. Only air. The more she tumbled, the more wave after wave of dizziness assaulted her, slamming with enough force to double her over. Shouts, grunts and groans pierced her ears, as discordant as the bells that tolled when an Amazon died.

Lily!

Amazon, a familiar male voice called, rising above the chaos.

Vampire? Her heartbeat should not have calmed. The sweat just beginning to bead over her skin shouldnt have cooled, but it did. She shouldnt have been relieved, but she was. As she grappled for hima touch, she only needed a touchher head slammed into what must be a jagged rock and she grunted, thrown from the vampire by the force.

Stars winked over her eyes, the white lights thickening, expanding, becoming all that she saw. Somehow that light was more terrifying than the darkness, a ray of hope dashed in the cruelest way.

Reach for me, the vampire commanded.

Cant, she tried to say, but the word congealed in her throat.

In the end, she didnt have to reach for him. She hit another wall and flew forward. Their bodies collided, knocking the air right out of her lungs. Instantly the terrible white faded into welcome darkness. All of Delilahs muscles slackened and her head lolled against something hard. The vampires fingers latched around her arm, hot and strong and more necessary than breathing. She wrapped herself around him, wanting to cling to him forever.

Take what you want. Its yours. The sixth commandment rang in her head. She knew beyond any doubt its Amazon creator had not meant snuggling against a male and placing her safety in his hands. Still she held on. Dont let me go, she thought before slipping into the oblivion.





Chapter Three

LAYEL BLINKED open his eyes, murky light coming into focus, a combination of bright and dark, clarity and haziness. Fighting confusion, he groaned against a sharp ache in his temples. Where was he? What had happened? Hed been on a battlefield, yes?

Yes, he thought, absolutely sure. The scene flashed through his mind: him, rushing toward his enemy, blade raised. Brand and Tagart in dragon form, flying at him, death in their golden eyes. And then hed been plucked into nothingness.

Now he waslying down, he realized. Atop sand. Another ache, followed by a thickening fog, broke his stream of understanding apart. He squeezed his eyelids shut. One heartbeat passed, two. As hed hoped, the fog thinned and his thoughts realigned. Had he been injured fatally before reaching Brand and Tagart and now rested in eternity?

Not yet, he nearly screamed. I am not ready. I have not avenged Susan.

Calm. Think. He had been injured, he remembered that. Cut in the chest, one arm shredded. If he was alive, those injuries would still be present. Shaking, he slid one hand under his shirt and rubbed up and down his chest and arm to be sure. Scabs greeted him, and his mouth curved into a half smile.

Sowhat had happened? he wondered again.

In and out he breathed, the scent of salt and coconut filling his nose. Familiar. The crash of turbulent waves resounded in his ears, washing against the shore. Again, familiar.

Once more he opened his eyes. Slowly
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