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Prologue

Atlantis

DO YOU FEEL IT, BOY? Do you feel the mist preparing?

Darius en Kragin squeezed his eyes tightly closed, his tutors words echoing in his mind. Did he feel it? Gods, yes. Even though he was only eight seasons, he felt it. Felt his skin prickle with cold, felt the sickening wave of acid in his throat as the mist enveloped him. He even felt his veins quicken with a deceptively sweet, swirling essence that was not his own.

Fighting the urge to bolt up the cavern steps and into the palace above, he tensed his muscles and fisted his hands at his sides.

I must stay. I must do this.

Slowly Darius forced his eyelids to open. He released a pent-up breath as his gaze locked with Javars. His tutor stood shrouded by the thickening, ghostlike haze, the bleak walls of the cave at his back.

This is what you will feel each time the mist summons you, for this means a traveler is nearby, Javar said. Never stray far from this place. You may live above with the others, but you must always return here when called.

I do not like it here. His voice shook. The cold weakens me.

Other dragons are weakened by cold, but not you. Not any longer. The mist will become a part of you, the coldness your most beloved companion. Now listen, he commanded softly. Listen closely.

At first Darius heard nothing. Then he began to register the sound of a low, tapering whistlea sound that reverberated in his ears like the moans of the dying. Wind, he assured himself. Merely wind. The turbulent breeze rounded every corner of the doomed enclosure, drawing closer. Closer still. His nostrils filled with the scent of desperation, destruction and loneliness as he braced himself for impact.

When it finally came upon him, it was not the battering force he expected, but a mockingly gentle caress against his body. The jeweled medallion at his neck hummed to life, burning the dragon tattoo etched into his flesh only that morning.

He crushed his lips together to silence a deep groan of uncertainty.

His tutor sucked in a reverent breath and splayed his arms wide. This is what you will live for, boy. This will be your purpose. You will kill for this.

I do not want my purpose to stem from the deaths of others, Darius said, the words tumbling from his mouth unbidden.

Javar stilled, a fiery anger kindling in the depths of his ice-blue eyes, eyes so unlike Dariuss ownunlike every dragons. All dragons but Javar possessed golden eyes. You are to be a Guardian of the Mist, a king to the warriors here, Javar said. You should be grateful I chose you among all the others for this task.

Darius swallowed. Grateful? Yes, he should have been grateful. Instead he felt oddlylost. Alone. So alone and unsure. Was this what he truly wanted? Was this the life he craved for himself? His gaze skimmed his surroundings. A few broken chairs were scattered across the dirt and twig-laden ground. The walls were black and bare. There was no warmth, only cold, biting reality and the lingering shadow of hopelessness. To become Guardian meant pledging his existence, his very soul to this cave.

Gaze narrowed, Javar closed the distance between them, his boots harmonizing with the drip, drip of water. His lips pulled in a tight scowl, and he gripped Dariuss shoulders painfully. Your mother and father were slaughtered. Your sisters were raped and their throats slit. Had the last Guardian done his duty, your family would still be with you.

Pain cut through Darius so intensely he nearly clawed out his eyes to blacken the hated images hovering before them. His graceful mother twisted and bent, lying in a crimson river of her own blood. The bone-deep gashes in his fathers back. His three sistersHis chin trembled, and he blinked away the stinging tears in his eyes. He would not cry. Not now. Not ever.

Mere days ago, he had returned from hunting and found his family dead. He had not cried then. Nor had he shed a tear when the invaders who plundered his family were slaughtered in retribution. To cry was to show weakness. He squared his shoulders and raised his chin.

Thats right, Javar said, watching him with a glint of pride. Deny your tears and keep the hurt inside you. Use it against those who hope to enter our land. Kill them with it, for they only mean us harm.

I want to do as you say. I do. He glanced away. But

Killing travelers is your obligation, Javar interrupted. Killing them is your privilege.

What of innocent women and children who mistakenly stumble through? The thought of destroying such purity, like that of his sisters, made him loathe the monster Javar was asking him to becomethough not enough to halt this course he had set for himself. To protect his friends, he would do whatever was asked of him. They were all he had left. May I set them free on the surface?

You may not.

What harm can children do our people?

They will carry the knowledge of the mist with them, ever able to lead an army through. Javar shook him once, twice. Do you understand now? Do you understand what you must do and why you must do it?

Yes, he replied softly. He stared down at a thin, cerulean rivulet that trickled past his boots, his gaze following the gentleness and serenity of the water. Oh, that he possessed the same serenity inside himself. I understand.

You are too tender, boy. With a sigh, Javar released him. If you do not erect stronger defenses inside yourself, your emotions will be the death of you and all those you still hold dear.

Darius gulped back the hard lump in his throat. Then help me, Javar. Help me rid myself of my emotions so that I might do these deeds.

As I told you before, you have only to bury your pain deep inside you, somewhere no one can ever hope to reach itnot even yourself.

That sounded so easy. Yet, how did one bury such tormenting grief? Such devastating memories? How did one battle the horrendous agony? He would do anything, anything at all, to find peace.

How? he asked his tutor.

You will discover that answer on your own. Much sooner than you think.

Magic and power began swirling more intently around them, undulating, begging for some type of release. The air expanded, coagulated, leaving a heady fragrance of darkness and danger. A surge of energy ricocheted across the walls like a bolt of lightning, then erupted in a colorful array of liquid sparks.

Darius stilled as horror, dread and yes, anticipation sliced a path through him.

A traveler will enter soon, Javar said, already tense and eager.

With shaky fingers, Darius gripped the hilt of his sword.

They always experience disorientation at first emergence. You must use that to your advantage and destroy them the moment they exit.

Could he? Im not ready. I cannot

You are and you will, Javar said, a steely edge to his tone. There are two portals, the one you are to guard here and the one I guard on the other side of the city. I am not asking you to do anything I would notand have not donemyself.

In the next instant, a tall man stepped from the mists. His eyes were squeezed shut, his face pale, and his clothing disheveled. His hair was thick and silvered, and his tanned skin was lined with deep wrinkles. He had the look of a scholar, not of war or evil.

Still trembling, Darius unsheathed his weapon. He almost doubled over from the sheer force of his conflicting emotions. A part of him continued to scream to run away, to refuse this task, but he forced himself to remain. He would do this because Javar was right. Travelers were the enemy, no matter who they were, no matter what their purpose.

No matter their appearance.

Do it, Darius, Javar growled. Do it now.

The travelers eyelids jolted open. Their gazes suddenly clashed together, dragon gold against human green. Resolve against fear. Life against death.

Darius raised his blade, paused only a momentstop, run, do notthen struck. Blood splattered his bare chest and forearms like poisoned rain. A gargled gasp parted the mans lips, then slowly, so slowly, his lifeless body sank to the ground.

For several long, agonizing moments, Darius stood frozen by the fruit of his actions. What have I done? What have I done! He dropped the sword, distantly hearing a clang as the metal thudded into the dirt.

He hunched over and vomited.

Surprisingly, as he emptied his stomach, he lost the agony inside him. He lost his regret and sadness. Frigid ice enclosed his chest and what was left of his soul. He welcomed and embraced the numbness until he felt only a strange void. All of his heartachegone. All of his sufferinggone.

I have done my duty.

I am proud of you, boy. Javar slapped his shoulder in a rare show of affection. You are ready to take your vows as Guardian.

As Dariuss shaking ceased, he straightened and wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. Yes, he said starkly, determinedly, craving more of this detachment. I am ready.

Do it, then.

Without pausing for thought, he sank to his knees. In this place I will dwell, destroying the surface dwellers who pass through the mist. This I vow upon my life. This I vow upon my death. As he spoke the words, they mystically appeared on his chest and back, black and red symbols that stretched from one shoulder to the other and glowed with inner fire. I exist for no other purpose. I am Guardian of the Mist.

Javar held his stare for a long while, then nodded with satisfaction. Your eyes have changed color to mirror the mist. The two of you are one. This is good, boy. This is good.



Chapter One

Three hundred years later

HE DOESNT LAUGH.

He never yells.

When Grayley accidentally stabbed Dariuss thigh with a six-pronged razor, our leader didnt even blink.

Id say all he needs is a few good hours of bed sport, but Im not even sure he knows what his cock is for.

The latter was met with a round of rumbling male chuckles.

Darius en Kragin stepped inside the spacious dining hall, his gaze methodically cataloging his surroundings. The ebony floors gleamed clean and black, the perfect contrast for the dragon-carved ivory walls. Along the windows, gauzy drapes whisped delicately. Crystal ceilings towered above, reflecting the tranquillity of seawater that enclosed their great city.

He moved toward the long, rectangular dining table. The tantalizing aroma of sweetmeats and fruit should have wafted to his nostrils, but over the years his sense of smell, taste and color had deteriorated. He smelled only ash, tasted nothing more than air, and saw only black-and-white. Hed willed those senses away. Better, easier to exist in a void. Only sometimes did he wish otherwise.

One warrior caught sight of him and quickly alerted the others. Silence clamped tight fingers around the chamber. Every male present whipped his focus to his food, as if roasted fowl had suddenly become the most fascinating thing the gods had ever created. The jovial air visibly darkened.

True to his mens words, Darius claimed his seat at the head of the table without a smile or a scowl. Only after hed consumed his third goblet of wine did his men resume their conversation, though they wisely chose a different subject. This time they spoke of the women they had pleasured and the wars they had won. Exaggerated tales, all. One warrior even went so far as to claim hed gratified four women at the same time while successfully storming his enemys gate. For a nymph, that was possible. A dragon? No.

Darius had heard the same stories a thousand times before. He swallowed a mouthful of tasteless meat and asked the warrior beside him, Any news?

Brand, his first in command, leveled him a grim smile and shrugged. Perhaps. Perhaps not. His light hair hung around his face in thick war braids, and he hooked several behind his ears. The vampires are acting strangely. Theyre leaving the Outer City and assembling here in the Inner City.

They rarely come here. Have they given no indication of why?

It cannot be good for us, whatever the reason, Madox said, jumping into the conversation. I say we kill those that venture too close to our home. He was the tallest dragon in residence and always ready for combat. He perched at the end of the table, his elbows flat on the surface, both hands filled with meat. We are ten times stronger and more skilled than they are.

We need to obliterate the entire race, the warrior on his left supplied. Renard was the kind of man others wanted to guard their backs in battle. He fought with a determination matched by few, was fiercely loyal and had studied the anatomy of every species in Atlantis so he knew exactly where to strike each to create the most damage. And the most pain.

Years ago, Renard and his wife had been captured by a group of vampires. Hed been chained to a wall, forced to watch as his wife was raped and drained. When he escaped, he brutally destroyed every creature responsible, but that had not lessened his heartache. He was a different man than hed been, no longer full of laughter and forgiveness. What Darius hated most was that a rogue group of dragons had mimicked the tale, doing the same thing to the vampire king, who had not been responsible for Renards tragedy, but who now blamed Darius for it. Thus, a war erupted between their races.

Perhaps we can petition Zeus for their extinction, Brand replied.

The gods have long since forgotten us, Renard said with a shrug. Besides, Zeus is like Cronus in so many ways. He might agree, but do we really want him to? We are all creations of the Titans, even those we loathe. If Zeus annihilates one race, what is to stop him from wiping out others?

Brand gulped back the last of his wine, his eyes fierce. Then we will not ask him. We will simply strike.

The time has come for us to declare war, Madox growled in agreement.

The word war elicited smiles across the expanse of the room.

I agree that the vampires need to be eliminated. They create chaos and for that alone they deserve to die. Darius met each warriors stare, one at a time, holding it until the other man looked away. But there is a time for war and a time for strategy. Now is the time for strategy. I will send a patrol into the Inner City and learn the vampires purpose. Soon we will know the best course of action.

But one warrior began.

He cut him off with a wave of his hand. Our ancestors waged the last war with the vampires, and while we might have won, our losses were too great. Families were torn asunder and blood bathed the land. We will have patience in this situation. My men will not jump hastily into any skirmish.

A disappointed silence slithered from every man present, wrapping around the table, then climbing up the walls. He wasnt sure if they were considering his words, or revolt.

What do you care, Darius, if families are destroyed? Id think a heartless bastard like you would welcome the violence. The dry statement came from across the table, where Tagart reclined in his seat. Arent you eager to spill more blood? No matter that the blood is vampire rather than human?

A sea of angry growls grew in volume, and several warriors whipped to face Darius, staring at him with expectation, as if they waited for him to coldly slay the warrior who had voiced what they had all been thinking. Tagart merely laughed, daring anyone to act against him.

Do they truly consider me heartless? Darius wondered. Heartless enough to execute his own kind for something so trivial as a verbal insult? He was a killer, yes, but not heartless.

A heartless man felt nothing, and he felt some emotions. Mild though they were. He simply knew how to control what he felt, knew how to bury it deep inside himself. That was the way he preferred his life. Intense emotions birthed turmoil, and turmoil birthed soul-wrenching pain. Soul-wrenching pain birthed memoriesHis fingers tightened around his fork, and he forced himself to relax.

He would rather feel nothing than relive the agony of his pastthe same agony that could very well become his present if he allowed a single memory to take root and sprout its poisonous branches.

My family is Atlantis, he finally said, his voice disturbingly calm. I will do what I must to protect her. If that means waiting before declaring war and angering every one of my men, then so be it.

Realizing Darius could not be provoked, Tagart shrugged and returned his attention to his meal.

You are right, my friend. Grinning broadly, Brand slapped his shoulder. War is only fun if we emerge the victor. We heed your advice to wait most readily.

Kiss his ass any harder, Tagart muttered, and your lips will chap.

Brand quickly lost his grin, and the medallion hanging from his neck began to glow. What did you say? he demanded quietly.

Are your ears as feeble as the rest of you? Tagart pushed to his feet, leaving his palms planted firmly on the glossy tabletop. The two men glared at each other from across the distance, a charged stillness sparking between them. I said, kiss his ass any harder, and your lips will chap.

With a growl, Brand launched himself over the table, knocking dishes and food to the ground in his haste to attack Tagart. In midspring, reptilian scales grew upon his skin and narrow, incandescent wings sprouted from his back, ripping his shirt and pants in half, transforming him from man to beast. Fire spewed from his mouth, charring the surface of everything in its path.

The same transformation overtook Tagart, and the two beasts grappled to the ebony floor in a dangerous tangle of claws, teeth and fury.

Dragon warriors were able to change into true dragons whenever they desired, though the transformation happened of its own volition whenever raging emotions gripped them. Darius himself had not experienced a change, impromptu or otherwise, since he discovered his family slaughtered over three hundred years ago. To be honest, Darius suspected his dragon form was somehow lost.

Tagart snarled when Brand threw him into the nearest wall, cracking the priceless ivory. He quickly recovered by whipping Brands face with his serrated tail, leaving a jagged and bleeding wound. Their infuriated snarls echoed as deep and sharp as any blade. A torrent of flame erupted, followed quickly by an infuriated hiss. Over and over they bit and lashed out at each other, separated, circled, then clashed together again.

Every warrior save Darius leapt to his feet in a frenzy of excitement, hurriedly taking bets on who would win. Eight gold drachmas on Brand, Grayley proclaimed.

Ten on Tagart, Brittan shouted.

Twenty if they both kill each other, Zaeven called excitedly.

Enough, Darius said, his tone even, controlled.

The two combatants jumped apart as if hed screamed the command, both panting and facing each other like penned animals, ready to attack again at any moment.

Sit, Darius said in that same easy tone.

Rather than obey this time, they growled gut-turally at each other. Not so the rest. They sat. While they might wish to continue cheering and taking bets, Darius was their leader, their king, and they knew better than to defy him.

I did not exclude you from the command, he said to Tagart and Brand, adding only slightly to his volume. You will calm yourselves and sit.

Both men leveled narrowed gazes on him. He arched a harsh brow and motioned with his fingers a gesture that clearly said, Come and get me. Just dont expect to live afterward.

Minutes passed in suspended silence until finally, the panting warriors assumed human form. Their wings recoiled, tucking tightly into the slits on their backs; their scales faded, leaving naked skin. Because Darius kept spare clothing in each room of the palace, they were able to grab a pair of pants from the wall hooks. Partially dressed now, they righted their chairs and eased down.

I will not have discord in my palace, Darius told them.

Brand wiped the blood from his cheek and flicked Tagart a narrowed glare. In return, Tagart bared his sharp teeth and released a cutting growl.

They were already on the verge of morphing again, Darius realized.

He worked a finger over his stubbled chin. Never had he been more thankful that he was a man of great patience, yet never had he been more displeased with the system he had fashioned. His dragons were divided into four units. One unit patrolled the Outer City, while another patrolled the Inner. The third was allowed to roam free, pleasuring women, losing themselves in wine or whatever other vice they desired. The last had to stay here, training. Every four weeks, the units rotated.

These men had been here two daysa mere two daysand already they were restless. If he did not think of something to distract them, they might very well kill each other before their required time elapsed.

What think you of a tournament of sword skill? he asked determinedly.

Indifferent, some men shrugged. A few moaned, Not again.

No, Renard said with a shake of his dark head, you always win. And besides that, there is no prize.

What would you like to do, then?

Women, one of the men shouted. Bring us some women.

Darius frowned. You know I do not allow females inside the palace. They pose too much of a distraction, causing too many hostilities between you. And not the easy hostilities of a few moments ago.

Regretful groans greeted his words.

I have an idea. Brand faced him, a slow smile curling his lips, eclipsing all other emotions. Allow me to propose a new contest. Not of physical strength, but one of cunning and wits.

Instantly every head perked up. Even Tagart lost his wrathful glare as interest lit his eyes.

A contest of wits sounded innocent enough. Darius nodded and waved his hand for Brand to continue.

Brands smile grew wider. The contest is simple. The first man to make Darius lose his temper, wins.

I do not Darius began, but Madox spoke over him, his rough voice laden with excitement.

And just what does the winner gain?

The satisfaction of besting us all, Brand replied. And a beating from Darius, Im sure. He offered them a languid shrug and leaned back in the velvet cushions of his chair. He propped his ankles on the tabletop. But I swear by the gods every bruise will be worth it.

Eight sets of eyes swung in Dariuss direction and locked on him with unnerving interest. Weighing options. Speculating. I do not he began again, but just like before he was silenced.

I like the sound of this, Tagart interjected. Count me in.

Me, too.

And me, as well.

Before another man could so easily ignore him, Darius uttered one word. Simple, but effective. No. He swallowed a tasteless bite of fowl, then continued with the rest of his meal. Now, tell me more of the vampires doings.

What about making him smile? Facing Brand, Madox shoved eagerly to his feet and leaned over the table. Does that count? Its a show of emotion and as rare as his temper.

Absolutely. Brand nodded. But there must be a witness to the deed, or no winner can be declared.

One by one, each man uttered, Agreed.

I will hear no more talk of this. When had he lost control of this conversation? Of his men? I Darius snapped his mouth closed. His blood was quickening with darkness and danger, and the hairs at the base of his neck were rising.

The mist prepared for a traveler.

Resignation rushed through him and on the heels of that was cold determination. He eased up, his chair skidding slightly behind him.

Every voice tapered to silence. Every expression became curious.

I must go, he said, the words flat, hollow. We will discuss a tournament of sword skill when I return.

He attempted to stride from the room, but Tagart leapt up and over the table and swiveled in front of him. Does the mist call you? the warrior asked, casually leaning one arm against the door frame and blocking the only exit.

Darius gave him no outward reaction. But then, when did he ever? Step out of my way.

Tagart arched an insolent brow. Make me.

Someone snickered behind him.

With or without his approval, it seemed the game had already begun. This wasnt like his men. They must be more bored than hed thought.

Darius easily lifted Tagart by his shoulders and tossed the stunned man aside, slamming him into the far wall. He thudded to the floor in a gasping heap. Without facing the others, Darius asked, Anyone else?

Me, came an unhesitant and unrepentant reply. A blur of black leather and silver knives, Madox rushed to stand at his side, watching him intently, gauging his reaction. I want to stop you. Does that make you angry? Make you want to scream and rail at me?

An unholy light entered Tagarts eyes as he scrambled to his feet. He curled his fingers around the hilt of a nearby sword and stalked to Darius, his motions slow and deliberate. Never once pausing to consider the stupidity of his actions, he pointed the razor-sharp tip of the blade at Dariuss neck.

Would you show fear if I vowed to kill you? the infuriated man spat.

Thats taking things too far, Brand growled, joining the growing group around him.

A drop of blood slithered down Dariuss throat. The nick should have stung, but he felt nothing, not a single sensation. Only that ever-present detachment.

No one realized his intentions. One moment Darius stood still, seemingly accepting of Tagarts assault, but the next he had his own sword unsheathed and directed at Tagarts neck. The mans eyes widened.

Put your weapon away, Darius told him, or I will kill you where you stand. I care not whether I live or die, but you, I think, care greatly for your own life.

One second dragged into two before a narrow-eyed Tagart lowered his sword.

Darius lowered his own weapon; his features remained stony. Finish your meal, all of you, then retire to the practice arena. You will exercise until you have not the strength to stand. Thats an order.

He strode from the chamber quite aware he had not given his men the reaction they craved.



DARIUS DESCENDED the cave steps four at a time. Ready to finish the deed and resume his meal in private, he removed his shirt and tossed the black fabric into a far corner. The medallion he wore, as well as the tattoos on his chest, glowed like tiny pinpricks of flame, waiting for him to fulfill his vow.

Expression blank, mind clear, he tightened his clasp on his sword, positioned himself to the left of the mistand he waited.





Chapter Two

GRACE CARLYLE ALWAYS hoped shed die from intense pleasure while having sex with her husband. Well, she wasnt married, and shed never had sex, but she was still going to die.

And not from intense pleasure.

From heat exhaustion? Maybe.

From hunger? Possibly.

From her own stupidity? Absolutely.

She was lost and alone in the freaking Amazon jungle.

As she strode past tangled green vines and towering trees, beads of sweat trickled down her chest and back. Small shards of light seeped from the leafy canopy above, providing hazy visibility. Barely adequate, but appreciated. The smells of rotting vegetation, old rain and flowers mingled together, forming a conflicting fragrance of sweet and sour. She wrinkled her nose.

All I wanted was a little excitement, she muttered. Instead I end up broke, lost, and trapped in this bug-infested sauna.

To complete her descent into hell, she expected the sky to open and pour out a deluge of rain at any moment.

The only good thing about her current circumstances was that all this hiking and sweating might actually help her lose a few pounds from her too-curvy figure. Not that losing weight did her any good here. Except, perhaps, in the newspapers.


New Yorker found dead in Amazon

A shame. She was hot!



Scowling, she swatted a mosquito trying to drink her arm dryeven though shed applied several layers of ucuru oil to prevent such bites. Where the hell was Alex? She should have run into her brother by now. Or, at the very least, stumbled upon a tour group. Or even blundered upon an indigenous tribe.

If only she hadnt taken an extended leave of absence from AirTravel, shed be soaring through the air, relaxed and listening to the hypnotic hum of a jet engine.

Id be in an air-conditioned G-IV, she said, slashing her hand like a machete through the thick, green foliage. Id be sipping vanilla Coke. Another slash. Id be listening to my coworkers discuss stiletto heels, expensive dates and mind-shattering orgasms.

And Id still be miserable, she thought, wishing I were anywhere else.

She stopped abruptly and closed her eyes. I just want to be happy. Is that too much to ask?

Obviously.

So often lately she battled a sense of discontent, a desire to experience so much more. Her mother had tried to warn her what such discontent would bring her. Youre going to get yourself in trouble, shed admonished. But had Grace listened? Noooo. Instead shed followed her aunt Sophies lovely bit of wisdom. Aunt Sophie, for Gods sake! The woman who wore leopard print spandex and cavorted with mailmen and strippers. I know youve done some exciting things, Gracie honey, Sophie had said, but thats not really living. Somethings missing from your life and if you dont find it, youll end up a shriveled old prune like your mom.

Something was missing from Graces life. She knew that, and in an effort to find that mysterious something, shed tried speed dating, Internet dating and singles bars. When those failed, she decided to give night school a try. Not to meet men, but to learn. Not that the cosmetology classes had done her any good. The best stylists in the world couldnt tame her wild red curls. After that, shed tried race-car driving and step class. Shed even gotten her belly button pierced. Nothing helped.

What would it take to make her feel whole, complete?

Not this jungle, thats for sure, she grumbled, jolting back into motion. Someone please tell me, she said to the heavens, why satisfaction always dances so quickly out of my reach. Im dying to know.

Traveling the world had always been her dream, and becoming a flight attendant for a private charter had seemed like the perfect job for her. She hadnt realized she would become an airborne waitress, jaunting from hotel to hotel, never actually enjoying the state/country/hellhole she found herself in. Sure, shed scaled mountains, surfed the ocean waves and jumped from a plane, but the joy of those adventures never remained and like everything else shed tried, they always left her feeling more unsatisfied than before.

Thats why she had come here, to try something new. Something with a bit more danger. Her brother was an employee of Argonauts, a mythoarchaeological company that had recently discovered the crude glider constructed by Daedalus of Athensa discovery that rocked the scientific and mythological communities. Alex spent his days and nights delving deep into the worlds myths, proving or disproving them.

With such a fulfilling job, he didnt have to worry about becoming a shriveled old prune. Not like me, she lamented.

Wiping the sweat from her brow, Grace increased her pace. About a week ago, Alex had shipped her a package containing his journal and a gorgeous necklace with two dangling, intertwined dragon heads. No note of explanation accompanied the gifts. Knowing he was in Brazil and looking for a portal that led into the lost city of Atlantis shed decided to join him, leaving a message on his cell phone with details of her flight.

With a sigh, she fingered the dragon chain hanging at her neck. When Alex failed to pick her up at the airport, she should have returned home. But nooo, she said with deep self-loathing, suddenly more aware of her dry, cotton mouth. I hired a local guide and tried to find him. S, senhorina, she mimicked the guide. Of course, senhorina. Anything at all, senhorina.

Bastard, she muttered.

Today, two miserable days into her trek, her kind, considerate, I-only-want-to-help-you guide had stolen her backpack and abandoned her here. Now she had no food, no water, no tent. She did, however, have a weapon. A weapon she had used to shoot that bastard in the ass as he ran away. The memory caused her lips to curl in a slow smile, and she lovingly patted the revolver resting in the waist of her dirty canvas pants.

Her smile didnt last long, however, as the midday heat continued to pound against her. In all her wildest dreams, her need for fulfillment had never ended like this. Shed envisioned laughter and

Something hard slammed into her head and jostled her forward. She yelped, her heart pounding in her chest as she rubbed her now throbbing temple and skimmed her gaze over the ground, searching for the source of her pain.

Oh, thank you, thank you, she mentally cried when she spied the rosy-colored fruit. Mouth watering, she studied the delicious-looking juice seeping from the smashed remains. Was it poisonous? And did she care if it was? She licked her lips. No, she didnt care. Death by poison was preferable to walking away from this unexpected treasure.

Just as she reached down to scoop up what she could, another missile crashed into her back.

She gasped and jerked upright.

Spinning, she sent her narrowed gaze through the trees. About ten yards away and fifteen feet up she discovered a small, hairy monkey holding a piece of fruit in each hand. Her jaw dropped open in disbelief. Was hesmiling?

He swung back both of his arms and launched each piece at her. She was too stunned to move and simply watched as they splattered against her pants, stinging her thighs with their impact. Laughing, proud of himself, the monkey jumped up and down and waved his limbs wildly through the air.

She knew what he was thinking: ha, ha, theres nothing you can do about it. This was too much. Robbed, abandoned, then assaulted by a primate who should pitch for the Yankees. Scowling, at her wits end, she picked up the fruit, claimed two mouthwatering bites, paused, claimed two more bites, then launched what was left. She nailed her target in the ear. He lost his smile.

Nothing I can do about it, huh? Well, take that, you rotten fuzz ball.

Her victory was short-lived. In the next instant, fruit sailed at her from every direction. Monkeys littered the trees! Realizing she was outnumbered and outgunned, Grace grabbed what fruit she could, ducked behind a tree, jumped over a swarm of fire ants and ran. Ran without knowing what direction she traveled. Ran until she was certain her lungs would collapse from exertion.

When she finally slowed her pace, she sucked in a breath, then bit into her bounty. Sucked in another breath, then bit into the fruit again, continually alternating between the two. As the sweet juices ran down her throat, she moaned in surrender.

Life is good, she thought.

Until another hour passed. By then her body forgot that shed had any nourishment, and lethargy beat rough fists inside her, causing her feet to drag. Her bones were liquefying, and her mouth felt dryer than sand. But she kept walking, each step creating a mantra in her brain. Find. Alex. Find. Alex. Find. Alex. He was out here somewhere, looking for that silly portal, perhaps blithely unaware of her presence. Why couldnt he have been at the coordinates his journal had claimed hed be? Where the hell was he?

Unfortunately the deeper she roamed through the jungle the more lost and alone she became. The trees and liana thickened, as did the darkness. At least the scent of rot evaporated, leaving only a luscious trace of wild heliconias and dewy orchids. If she didnt find shelter soon, she would collapse wherever she found herself, helpless against nature. Though her vaccinations were up-to-date, she hated snakes and insects more than hunger and fatigue.

Several yards, a tapir and two capybaras later, she had made no progress that she could see. Her arms and legs were so heavy they felt like steel clubs. Not knowing what else to do, she sank to the ground. As she lay there, she heard the gentle song of the insects and theHer eardrums perked. The peaceful trickle of water? She blinked, listening more intently. Yes, she realized with excitement. She was actually hearing the glorious swoosh of water.

Get up, she commanded herself. Get up, get up, get up!

Using every bit of strength she possessed, she pushed to her hands and knees and crawled into a thick tangle of vegetation. Forest life pulsed vibrantly around her, mocking her weakness. Brilliant, damp green leaves parted and the ground became wetter and wetter until becoming completely submerged by an underground spring. The clear, turquoise water smelled clean and refreshing.

Shaking with the force of her need, she cupped her hands together, scooped up the cool, heavenly liquid and drank deeply. Her parched lips welcomed every wet, delicious dropuntil her chest began to burn, hotter and hotter, like she was swallowing molten lava. Except, the sensation came from the outside of her body, not the inside.

The heat became unbearable, and she shrieked. Jolting up, her gaze locked on to the twin dragon heads dangling from the silver chain around her neck. Both sets of ruby eyes were glowing a bright, eerie red.

She tried to jerk the thing over her head but was suddenly propelled forward by an invisible force. Arms flailing, she broke past an amazingly thick wall of flora. Light gave way to muted dark as she was dragged, grunting and fighting, several yards. Finally, she stilled, and the medallion cooled against her chest.

Her eyes grew impossibly round as she studied her new surroundings. She had entered some sort of cave. Drip. Drip. Droplets of water beat against the rocky floor. A cool, welcoming breeze kissed her face as relief nearly buckled her knees. The tranquil ambiance flowed into her, helping to calm her racing heart and labored breathing.

All I need now is the powdered eggs, canned beans and coffee that were in my pack and Ill die happy.

Too exhausted to care what might be inside, waiting for a tasty human to appear, she scrambled deeper inside the passage and down a steep incline. The ceiling constricted and lowered, until she had to crouch and kneel. How long she crawled, she didnt know. Minutes? Hours? She only knew she needed to find a smooth, dry surface so that she could sleep. Gradually a ribbon of light appeared. The welcome beam snaked around the corner like a summoning finger. She followed.

And found Paradise.

Light crowned a small, iridescent pool ofwater? The dappled ice-blue liquid seemed thicker than water, almost like a clear, transparent gel. Instead of lying on the ground, however, the pool hung upright at a slight angle, much like a portrait on a wall. Yet there was no wall to support it.

Why wasnt it spilling over? she wondered dazedly. Her foggy brain couldnt quite sort through the bizarre information. Balmy tendrils of mist enveloped the entire haven. A few ethereal strands reached the cavern top, swirling, circling, then gently dipping back down.

She uttered a nervous laugh, and the sound echoed all around her.

Grace reached out carefully, meaning only to touch and examine the strange substance. At the moment of contact, a violent jolt exploded within her, and she felt as if her entire being was sucked into a vacuum, pulling her, tugging her in every direction.

The world crumbled, breaking around her piece by fragile, needed piece, until finally ceasing to exist. Terror unfurled and consumed her. She was falling slowly, falling down. Her arms reached out, desperate for a solid anchor, yet no tangible object greeted her palms.

Thats when the screams began. High-pitched, disharmonized, like a thousand screeching children running all around her. She covered her ears to block the sound. She needed the noise to stop, had to make it stop. But the screams only grew louder. More intense.

Help me! she cried.

Stars burst like fireworks at her side, spinning her round and round. Spinning her up and down. Waves of nausea churned inside her stomach, and she tried valiantly to regain any sense of time or place.

Suddenly everything quieted.

Her feet touched a hard surface; she swayed but didnt fall. The nausea slowly receded. Cautiously she shifted her feet, ascertaining that she truly stood on a stable foundation.

In. Out. Relieved, she drew in a breath and slowly let it out. In. Out. When her head cleared, she cracked open her eyelids. A haze of dew still rose from the small pool like strands of pale, glistening ivy composed entirely of fairy dust. The beautiful sight was spoiled only by the stark contours of the gloomy caverna cavern that was different from the one shed first entered.

Her brows furrowed. Here, the rocky walls were covered with strange, colorful markings, like liquid gold upon forgotten ash. Andwas that splattered blood? Shuddering, she tore her gaze away. The floor was damp, burdened with odd-shaped twigs, rocks and straw. Several crudely carved chairs pushed against the far corner.

Instead of miserable humidity, she inhaled air as cold as winter ice. Air that possessed a sickeningly metallic bite. The walls were taller, wider. And when shed first entered, the dappled pool had been on the right side, not on the left.

How had her surroundings changed so drastically and quickly without her moving a step? She shivered. What was going on? This couldnt be a dream or a hallucination. The sights and smells were too real, too frightening. Had she died? No, no. This certainly wasnt heaven, and it was too cold to be hell.

So what had happened?

Before her mind could form an answer, a twig snapped.

Graces chin whipped to the side, and she found herself staring up into cold, ice-blue eyes that swirled in startling precision with the mist. She sucked in an awed breath. The owner of those extraordinary eyes was the most ferociously masculine man shed ever seen. A scar slashed from his left eyebrow all the way to his chin. His cheekbones were sharp, his jaw square. The only softness to his face was his gloriously lush mouth that somehow gave him the hypnotic beauty of a fallen angel.

He stood in front of her, at least six foot five and pure, raw muscle. He was shirtless, his stomach cut into several perfect rows of strength. A six-pack, she mused, the first shed ever seen in real life. Shards of mist fell around him like glittery drops of rain, leaving glistening beads of moisture on his bronzed, tattooed chest.

Those tattoos were glowing, but more than that, they appeared alive. A fierce dragon spread crimson wings and seemed to be flying straight out of his skin, like a 3-D image come to dazzling life. The dragons tail dipped low, past the waist of the black leather pants. Around its body were black symbols that boasted curling slashes and jagged points. These stretched the length of his collarbone and around the biceps.

The man himself proved more barbarous than his tattoos. He held a long, menacing sword.

A wave of fear swept through her, but that didnt stop her from staring. He was utterly savage. Fascinatingly sensual. He reminded her of a caged, wild animal. Ready to strike. Ready to consume. Danger radiated from his every pore, from the dark rim of his crystalline, predator eyes, to the blades strapped to his boots.

With a flick of his wrist, he twirled the sword around his head.

She inched backward. Surely he didnt mean to use that thing. My God, he was lifting it higher as if he really did mean toWhoa, there. She managed a shaky laugh. Put that away before you hurt someone. Namely me.

He gave the lethal weapon another twirl, brandishing the sharp silver with strong, sure hands. His washboard abs rippled as he moved closer to her. Not a trace of emotion touched his expression. Not anger, fear, or mischievousness, offering her no clue as to why he felt the need to practice sword-slicing techniques in front of her.

He stared at her. She stared back, and told herself it was because she was too afraid
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