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Note:

.

Translations for any languages used (other than English), have been placed at the end of the book for reference so that you can know what is being said.

.

I apologise if some of the translations are not 100% accurate, as those used are not my native language and so have had to rely upon online translators, which can sometimes not be exact.
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However, I have attempted to get the translations as close to their original intent as possible.

.
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Chapter 1
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“Of all the times to get freaking lost,” Helena Lukasinski muttered as she pushed a fern aside, a stick crunching under her boot. “And of all the places to get lost in...”

She brushed her damp, ebony hair out of her blue eyes distractedly, focusing on where she was walking. She winced though, when a branch whipped back to hit her in the face with a swish of air.

“It had to be the Amazon rainforest!” she cried, rubbing her face roughly.

Of course, it had been her idea to come to the Amazon in the first place, she admitted.

Her boyfriend Dave had been reluctant initially, but had finally agreed to come with her, saying that it would be good for their flagging relationship.

Except that both he and their tour guide had vanished the moment she had stopped to study a rather large snake that had been eyeing them coldly from a nearby tree.

She had been lost for the past several hours and seemed to be heading deeper into the forest, rather than towards civilization. She was tired and hungry, her throat parched, her feet sore and cuts littering her body.

“What would Dave do?” she mused then sighed. “He would prob’ly say that we should have never come here in the first place.”

She pushed another leaf of foliage aside then squeaked when she saw the size of the spider sitting on it. She released the fern as carefully and slowly as she could, making sure that it wouldn’t fling the arachnid at her before releasing it.

She edged around it cautiously and continued before looking up and letting out a sigh of relief.

A river gurgled past, tumbling over a few rocks that jutted from the riverbed. The clearing was peacefully quiet, a monkey howling further in the jungle, birds chattering in the branches above.

Helena inched forward unsurely then gave in to the desire to rush over. She reached the water’s edge and dropped to her knees wearily, slapping yet another mosquito from her arm distractedly.

“If I ever come back, I am bringing a truckload of insect repellent with me,” she grumbled irritably. “I’ll wear trousers instead of shorts. I’ll make sure I have my phone hanging from a chain around my neck and not in my pocket...”

That had been the first thing to disappear after getting lost. The device had fallen over a steep overhang of rock, one that she had nearly tumbled over before managing to catch herself in time.

“I’ll keep my supply bag with me and not let Dave carry it like he offered,” she continued decidedly.

She straightened as a sudden thought struck her and tilted her head to squint up at the currently blue sky worriedly.

“What if it rains?”

She pulled her top away from her sweat-soaked skin with a vague grimace, shrugging to herself.

“Maybe rain wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen right now,” she admitted. “But what about when it gets dark?”

She saw the edges of the sky beginning to darken between the balcony of trees above, and gave a sound of frustration.

“Whatever god is up there, you really have it out for me today, don’t you?” she cried then massaged her temples. “I’m going mad. I’m talking to myself in the middle of the Amazon rainforest as though I’m going to get a reply.”

She sighed as her gaze returned to the river, eyeing it dubiously.

She was thirsty but just how hygienic was the water? Was it likely to give her some form of incurable disease?

The water was fast moving, which meant that it was unlikely to be polluted, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have to be wary.

There could be a carcass further upstream, leaking all sorts of things into the water...

She paused a moment longer then leant forward to gather water into her cupped hands. She raised them to her lips carefully and was about to take a sip, when a slight movement caught the corner of her eye. She turned her head towards it then froze.

A single reptilian eye watched her unblinkingly, the pupil a thin slit amidst the yellow. The creature was easily fifteen foot long, its dark hide helping it merge with the surrounding undergrowth. It opened its maw and Helena stared in horror at the rows of razor-sharp teeth, what looked like blood staining the tips.

Helena had been warned by the tour guide to be wary of stumbling across any alligators, but then, the tour guide had a gun to scare away the lethal lizards. She, on the other hand, had only her terrible singing voice to protect herself with.

The pair remained unmoving for what felt like a lifetime, before the reptile blinked lazily.

Helena swallowed, perspiration sliding down her back, making her automatically shiver.

The alligator turned its head to look at her dead-on and she gulped.

“Okay, Helena, time to get out of this mess without getting eaten,” she whispered to herself, her body trembling.

She spotted a dirt mound nearby and cursed under her breath when she saw the clutch of eggs.

“Great, a mother,” she groaned. “I am so dead...”

Taking a deep breath, she placed her hands on the muddy bank slowly so not to startle the creature, then scooted back carefully. The reptile didn’t move and she congratulated herself on the small victory, when a loud splash suddenly sounded.

Both she and the alligator turned instantly towards where the noise had come from, the sound startling Helena and making her jump.

A small monkey had fallen into the slow-moving river and was flailing about wildly in panic, shrieking loudly. The alligator slid into the water effortlessly and Helena took her chance at escape, bolting from the river bank and back into the undergrowth.

*
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An hour later, she was still lost.

To make matters worse, the jungle had begun to get dark, making it even harder to see where she was going.

She shivered; the air cooler than it had been during the day and she rubbed her arms.

She would have attempted to light a fire – for both light and warmth – except that she had no idea how rubbing two sticks together, was supposed to create enough friction to make flames appear.

She travelled a while longer before deciding that she had had enough for one day, picking herself up off the ground after what felt like the umpteenth time.

Running her hands up and down her arms briskly, she stumbled around in the growing dusk as she gathered an armful of sturdy branches to make a shelter with.

If she was going to have to spend the night lost in the jungle, she could at least make sure she remained dry.

A flash of light suddenly caught her attention and she looked towards it sharply. Her body stilled as she strained to find what had caught her eye, but all she could see were the greens of the forest merging into black.

Another flicker of orange amidst the trees, similar to a torch or a flashlight and hope blossomed in her chest.

There! Maybe she had circled back on herself and gotten ahead of her tour guide. Or maybe they had been searching for her for the past few hours.

Dropping the branches she was carrying, she hurried towards the light as it began to move away.

“H-Hey, wait! I’m over here!”

Whoever held the source of light didn’t seem to hear her and she increased her pace.

“Hey...”

She suddenly tripped and fell, landing flat on her face with a grunt. She stood with a grimace, wiping mud from her cheek. It stung and she hissed.

Maybe it wasn’t mud after all.

A low growl sounded behind her and she turned slowly. Her eyes widened. A pair of glowing green eyes gleamed in the undergrowth and her heart pounded harder as a large spotted cat padded out from the bushes, eyeing her hungrily.

“This is not my day,” she whimpered, her body trembling. “Do I run or play dead? Do I climb or swim? Argh, jaguars are not on the ‘how to survive’ list!”

The feline lowered its head with another growl and she tensed, before bolting into the forest.

She heard the large cat give chase and ran blindly into the dark, barely managing to avoid colliding with the trees in her rush. She could hear it getting closer, could almost feel its breath on the back of her neck.

Right when she expected it to pounce, the forest was suddenly silent.

Helena glanced over her shoulder briefly and cried out when her foot caught on an obscured tree root. She hit the ground yet again, landing with a whoosh.

“Of all the days to be a klutz,” she cursed loudly. “Right when a jaguar wants me for dinner!”

Except that it was no longer there.

She moved onto her hands and knees, squinting into the darkness as she waited anxiously to be leapt on. After a few minutes of nothing but normal sounds of nature coming from the forest, she stood to dust herself down.

Where had the jaguar gone?

Bushes rustled to the side of her and she spun, immediately wary. A human-shaped body stepped out and she paused, stopping herself from speaking just in time.

Just because they were human, that didn’t mean that they were friendly. Who knew if he was a cannibal or one of those fabled mercenaries that hid out in the Amazon rainforest?

The figure came closer and she squinted suspiciously.

She could just make out his masculine features in the shadow, what appeared to be glasses perched on his nose. He lifted his head as though surprised to find her standing there, but stopped moving when he noticed her tension. He spoke, his tone pleasant but his words in the native tongue.

“I...I’m sorry but I can’t understand you,” she apologised. He frowned faintly then his expression cleared.

“English?” he quizzed and she nodded. He looked puzzled, gesturing around them. “Why are you so far from Iquitos?” He named the nearest city, the one that she had stayed in the night before in fact.

“I lost my guide,” she admitted. “I turned my back for a second then he was gone.” He gave a sound of disgust, waving a hand distractedly.

“These tour guides...they are so unreliable to outsiders,” he frustrated, his non-native accent more obvious the longer she listened to him speak. “Did they take your belongings too?”

“Well...yes, but my boyfriend is with him,” she hurriedly assured him.

“Perhaps, but he is a single lone man,” the man pointed out as he swatted a mosquito absently. “I have a radio in my camp. You are welcome to use it.”

She hesitated at his offer then nodded, following him.

*
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They walked in silence for a few moments before Helena plucked up the courage to speak.

“Your accent... You’re English too?” she asked hesitantly. He glanced back at her question.

“Oxford,” he confirmed. “Yourself?”

“Somerset,” she returned with a smile. “How did you know where to find me?” He glanced at her over his shoulder.

“I heard someone crashing through the bushes so I came to investigate,” he answered with a small shrug. “I didn’t know there was anyone else even in the area.”

“Weren’t you afraid of being attacked by wild animals?” she asked in alarm. He laughed.

“If any predators were going to attack me, they would not have announced themselves so obviously,” he chuckled. “Jaguars are daytime predators, whilst leopards roam the night. If either of them were after you, you wouldn’t hear or see them.”

“You might want to tell that to the jaguar chasing me,” she said dryly. “He didn’t care about being seen or heard.” He shrugged calmly.

“There are always exceptions to the rules,” he allowed, tilting his head. “Perhaps you stumbled into its territory and it was protecting its young.” He rubbed the back of his head absently, drawing to a stop. “We’re here.”

She looked up in surprise and her eyes widened.

~*~
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




The dark sky was visible above them, the break in tree cover allowing the first stars to be seen.

A stone pyramid dominated the centre of the clearing, a building sitting at the very top. Impressive stone ruins stood before them in a large clearing, flaming torches lit around the perimeter.

A small campfire burned near the base, a sleeping bag lying not too far from the small flames, yet not too close to catch alight. Several books sat atop the sleeping bag, a small wooden stool near the head of the bag.

Helena gaped up at the structure as they drew closer, her gaze disbelieving.

“That is...incredible,” she whispered in awe. “Is it Aztec or Incan? Or Mayan?”

“Aztec,” he answered, seeming pleased that she knew the difference, if somewhat barely. “One of the oldest in the world in fact.”

“Did they really use human sacrifices or am I thinking of a different civilization?” she asked unsurely, asking the first question that came to mind and he laughed.

“Everyone always remembers the sacrifices,” he said dryly, his eyes twinkling and she blushed. “But yes, human sacrifice was performed. For example, they believed that a sacrifice was required to help the sun rise.”

“But that theory is completely unfounded,” she disapproved, immediately discounting the culture’s beliefs. “The Earth’s rotation is what causes the sun to rise each day.”

“They did not know that,” he chuckled amusedly. “They believed that it was some form of religious happening and preferred to use children or youngsters on the onset of puberty. They were ‘pure’ still and more likely to please the gods.”

“They sacrificed children?” she repeated, aghast at the thought.

“It was considered an honour,” he explained almost defensively. “Parents could set their hearts at ease with the knowledge that their child was used to bring prosperity to their people.”

“That wouldn’t have made me feel any better,” she denied instantly. He gave a wry smile.

“Their culture was very different from our own, but did our own culture not cause us to burn ‘witches’ at the stake?” he suggested, bringing up the history of their own people as an example. “Or how women who were having their period were considered to be possessed because of their irrationality, so that meant they must be purged? Did we as humans, disagree with their treatment?”

She considered his words, nodding as they came to a stop beside a small building at the base of the pyramid.

“Our culture saw it as carrying out God’s will,” she said slowly. “By ridding the world of all the ‘evil’ people, they were making it safer for the rest of the world.”

He nodded then gestured to the stone building.

“The radio is in here.”

He ducked inside and she followed, finding herself presented by a basic table and chair, an older style of radio sitting on the table. She watched him fiddle with the device, turning it on and lifting the receiver.

“Hey, Bucky, you there?” There was no answer, only static sounding as he waited. “Bucky?”

Only silence met his question but he didn’t seem bothered by that. Instead, he waited, as though used to not getting a reply. Helena jumped when a second later, the radio crackled into life.

“Hey, Vega, wassup?”

“Hey, Buck,” ‘Vega’ replied. “I’ve got a lady here...”

“Vega, you sly dog! How’d you sneak her out there without my help?”

Vega rolled his eyes as he heaved a sigh.

Obviously, his friend was a joker and Helena couldn’t help but smile reluctantly at his friend’s assumption that Vega had snuck her out into the middle of the jungle for some frisky time.

“If you’ve got her there with you, what do you need me for? We’re friends and all, but we’re not that sort of ‘friend’, man...”

“She was separated from her tour guide several hours ago,” Vega interrupted, seeming to speak through gritted teeth. “She needs to get back to Iquitos.”

“One rescue mission coming right up,” Bucky replied, oblivious to any offence that Helena might have taken.

Maybe he didn’t realise she could hear him?

“Uh oh, slight problem, dude.”

“What problem?” Vega sighed.

“Unless she’s dying, there’s no one available until morning.”

Vega grimaced, turning to Helena to silently ask what she wanted to do. She looked glum but nodded.

“As long as you have food and a bed, I’ll survive,” she drawled. He beamed and she smiled reluctantly at his enthusiasm.

He evidently hadn’t had company in a while.

“I have both,” he promised then turned back to the radio. “You had better remember to send them in the morning, Buck, or I’m coming to kick your ass for making the lady wait.”

Bucky just laughed at the threat before the radio went silent. Vega turned away from the radio with an easy smile and Helena followed him back out of the building.

“Your friend is rather...” She struggled for the tactful word but Vega just grinned.

“Obnoxious? Insufferable? Without a filter?” She laughed reluctantly as Vega gestured for her to sit by the fire. “Ah, he’s harmless really,” he reassured her. “Runs at the mouth without thinking first. Doesn’t mean anything by it.”

“It’s okay,” she chuckled as he withdrew two tins from a nearby backpack and set them near the fire. “I’m not easily offended.”

He moved to sit opposite her by the fire, warming his hands with a sigh of pleasure.

Helena cocked her head as she thought back on their conversation.

“So, why did they think that sacrificing someone would cause the sun to come up each day?” she asked curiously.

“They believed that giving sacrifices and completing rituals would strengthen the sun, which meant that it would then live longer,” he answered, looking up at her.

“So, they didn’t actually worship any gods?” she asked, becoming interested in the ancient history lesson. “They just worshipped the elements like pagans did?”

“Oh, they worshipped gods,” he corrected. “They just had several of them. The most important god in their pantheon was ‘Huitzilopochtli’. He was the god of war, the sun and sacrifice.”

“I would assume that when they were making sacrifices for the sun to live longer, it was him they would sacrifice to?” she guessed and he nodded.

“Exactly. Then there was ‘Tlaloc’, the god of rain and water. He could send rain to help crops grow, or hail and thunderstorms if he was angry,” he recited. “There was ‘Chicomecoatl’, the goddess of agriculture, nourishment and corn. Then there was...”

“You really do know a lot about them,” Helena marvelled and Vega blinked before flushing in embarrassment. “Who else was there?”

“Are you sure you want me to continue?” he asked hesitantly, pushing his glasses up his nose sheepishly. “I tend to get a little carried away...”

“Please do,” she encouraged. “I’m finding them more interesting the more you talk about them.”

His colour deepened whilst at the same time, she saw pleasure in his gaze.

“Well, there was ‘Quetzalcoatl’, the God of intelligence and self-reflection,” he continued slowly. “That meant he was revered by priests. At the same time, he was the god of wind and a primordial god of creation. He was the giver of life. The Aztecs believed that he was the one who actually created this world with the god ‘Tezcatlipoca’, his twin brother.”

“Every religion has their own creation god,” she sighed, shaking her head slowly.

“Of course,” he chuckled, nodding in agreement. “Somebody even named their child after him and that has caused confusion throughout history, as to who his mother was. If you go through the history books, you’ll find that people have claimed at least 3 different women were his mother.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard about a mother being disputed,” she commented. “Usually it’s the father.” He grinned.

“Indeed.” He made himself more comfortable. “His twin brother ‘Tezcatlipoca’ was a god associated with things like magic, night, the earth...” His eyes lit up and he leant forward as though sharing a secret, trying not to let the forest hear it. “There is in fact, a story that tells of how he was supposedly the one who created the sun and earth, whilst Quetzalcoatl created the beings on this planet.” She frowned in confusion.

“Didn’t you say that that Huitzil- fellow was the sun god?”

“You remembered,” he said, pleased that she had actually been listening. “The story goes that Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl fought. When Quetzalcoatl won, he struck the other god down and transformed him into a jaguar.”

“Wow,” she breathed.

“I know, right!” He lowered his voice to a conspiratory whisper. “In truth, my favourite god is Quetzalcoatl. Not only did he overthrow Tezcatlipoca, but he’s often portrayed as a winged serpent, or ‘dragon’ for lack of a better term.”

“A dragon?” she repeated sceptically.

“I know, I know. Nobody believes the myths about the dragons,” he accepted, seeming to have already dealt with another’s disbelief before.

“Well, some of the stories are a little farfetched,” she said tactfully and he nodded in agreement.

“Very true. However, every culture has their own version, their own stories about these creatures,” he began enthusiastically, his face lighting up. “The Welsh are famous for being associated with dragons. In the Bible, Daniel was said to have killed one. Alexander the Great was reported to have told tales about a ‘great, hissing dragon’ living in a cave in India. In Poland, there’s a tale of a dragon living beneath Wawel Hill. And in Germany...”

“Okay,” she laughed. He made a face, smiling sheepishly.

“Sorry. I can get a little excited when talking about dragons,” he apologised. She smiled.

“With how fascinating it is, I am not surprised,” she admitted. “So, I take it that Quetzalcoatl is your favourite because of his...reptilian tendencies?”

“That’s one way of putting it,” he said dryly. He tilted his head to look up at the pyramid, the firelight glinting off of his glasses. “This is actually one of his temples.”

She blinked, turning her head to follow his gaze.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. Judging by the artefacts left behind, this was once a small village dedicated to him,” he murmured. “There are writings, tapestries, carvings... All of them indicate that this was a place of worship to him alone.”

He shook his head ruefully, returning his attention to her.

“So, what brings you here?” he asked curiously. “England is a fair distance away. An educational visit perhaps?”

“Nothing so interesting I’m afraid,” she said lightly. “A short holiday, time alone with the boyfriend...”

He chuckled then carefully took one of the tins that had been heating by the fire, handling it with a small towel. He opened it quickly, cursing under his breath when he burnt his fingers.

He placed it on the flat rock in front of her then handed her a spoon with an easy smile.

“Chicken soup. Always good for warming a person up,” he said cheerfully and she chuckled, accepting the utensil.

“Very true,” she agreed.

~*~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




.

...Come...

.

Helena sat up sharply at the whisper, the masculine voice low and husky, and she searched the clearing sharply.

“Vega?” She looked at where Vega had set up his own sleeping bag, but he was still asleep, snoring loudly.

So it hadn’t been him calling her, she mused, frowning faintly in confusion.

She shook her head as she lay back down wearily.

She must’ve imagined it. The heat and events of the day were probably just getting to her, along with sleeping in a strange place... Hell, she was surprised she was sleeping at all.

She let out her breath, calming her racing heart and felt sleep beckon once more.

She had just closed her eyes, her body relaxing as she returned to her slumber, when a whisper carried on the wind.

.

...Come to me...

.

She bolted upright again.

She hadn’t imagined it!

She hesitated then slid out from the spare sleeping bag that Vega had lent her, standing slowly. A breeze teased her hair in passing, a gentle hand-like touch pressing against the base of her back.

She paused then allowed herself to be led forward, her feet moving of their own accord. She walked over to the base of the pyramid, where a doorway had suddenly appeared.

From where, she didn’t know, but for some reason, she didn’t worry about it either, her body numb as though she were dreaming.

Without hesitation she stepped into the darkness of the tunnel.

Her feet carried her through the cool hallway, the stone walls oppressive in the dark, but she moved as though in a trance, everything holding a dreamlike haze around her. She quickly lost track of which tunnels she travelled down, how many corners she turned, the number of steps she descended...

She finally hit a dead-end and she wondered why she had been led down this far, only to be met with a stone wall.

Dust suddenly started billowing from the ceiling, the walls around her shaking, the ground trembling beneath her feet.

Strangely, she wasn’t scared. Instead, she was calm and collected as she gazed steadily at the wall in front of her. She barely blinked when it began to move, the rock shuddering as it descended into the dirt ground.

She was confused for only a few moments before dismissing the thought.

This was a dream after all and there was no need to get worked up about a dream having strange happenings occurring.

Stale air exited the space behind the slab of rock with a blast of wind, whooshing past her and lifting her hair. The door finished lowering and she eyed the abyss in front of her a little dubiously, apprehension sneaking into her mind.

Perhaps she should go back...

She turned to leave and the hand on her back shoved her forcefully towards the newly opened tunnel, as though to discourage her from leaving. She grimaced at the impatient owner but relented, the pushes becoming stronger the longer she resisted.

She stepped towards the tunnel and the jostling stopped. She paused, noticing the reaction then took another step forward as warmth surrounded her in approval.

This hallway was different to the others. For one, it ran in a straight line, light glowing at the end. The stone walls were carved with images, her hand running over them lightly despite not being able to make out any details in the gloom.

.

...So close...

.

The voice was more insistent now, almost excited, and she found herself picking up the pace.

She reached the end of the tunnel sooner than she expected, standing in the doorway to a large, circular chamber.

Torches flickered in sconces on the walls, the light falling onto a large stone slab in the centre of the room, looking almost like a sarcophagus. An altar of some kind stood behind the tomb, a candle standing at each end.

The fact that they were lit didn’t even faze Helena, still convinced that it was a dream.

After all, strange things like this only happened in dreams.

A tapestry adorned the wall above the altar, the colours of the fabric still vivid despite what its age must be. A winged serpent was depicted, flying above what appeared to be villagers bowing or praying beneath it. The creature was surrounded by smaller, similar reptiles of its kind, spiralling in towards the larger one.

“This must be Quetzalcoatl,” she murmured, studying the tapestry in fascination. “Vega said he was known as a dragon...”

A glint of light caught her eye and she looked at it sharply.

The flash had come from the tapestry, hiding within the image of the central dragon. She walked around the sarcophagus and the hand on her back urged her forward insistently.

She reached the altar and squinted up at the closely woven cloth. Her eyes widened in surprise.

It was a small pendant; a gold dragon curling around a blood-red orb that blended in with the tapestry dragon’s eye.

She reached up to touch it but she was stopped short, not quite tall enough to reach. She dropped back onto her heels with a frown then looked down at the altar thoughtfully.

Would it be disrespectful to stand on someone’s shrine, a place where they had worshipped their god?

The hand on her back increased its pressure, urging her to continue and she automatically placed a knee on the edge of the altar. She paused then carefully climbed up onto the stone table, wary of it collapsing.

Sure, it was made of thick stone slabs, but it was still very old stone. Even stone could erode in time.

Once she was sure that the table would hold her weight, Helena returned her attention to the tapestry. She shuffled closer until the pendant was inches from her face and studied it keenly. She realised with some surprise, that it was in fact a necklace and not simply a pendant.

Without even thinking about what she was going to do, she lifted her hand and removed the necklace from the tapestry carefully. She blew a stray cobweb from the gold chain and it began to glow, giving off its own light.

She blinked, eyeing the necklace warily as it rose from her hand, hovering an inch above her palm. Before she could react, it shot towards her, the chain separating, only to reconnect around her neck with a soft click.

The necklace stopped glowing and she lifted the pendant to look at it bemusedly.

The hair on the back of her neck rose as the sound of stone grinding on stone came from behind her and she turned, her gaze moving to the sarcophagus. Her eyes widened as her breath caught in her throat.

The lid was sliding to the side slowly and it half-opened before dropping to the ground with a solid-sounding thud.

~*~
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Chapter 4
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Helena couldn’t breathe as she watched a masculine hand grasp the edge of the coffin, a figure sitting up slowly. He took a deep breath, his flesh regaining colour and tautness until he looked like a normal person once more, losing his skeletal appearance.

He turned his head and she froze at his attention. He stared at her for a few moments then stood easily as though he hadn’t been sleeping inside a stone coffin for who knew how long.

Helena only vaguely registered that he was very tall, with dark hair and eyes, his bared torso muscular and his skin a dark tan. Then her common sense kicked in and she shuffled a step back, the wall pressing to her back.

He climbed out of the sarcophagus with a practiced movement and she swallowed. His bare feet landed on the dirt floor and he strode over calmly, not even blinking at seeing her standing on the stone altar.

She remained still as he approached, until he stood in line with her, his head on direct level with her heaving chest, her heart pounding erratically.

Without speaking, he held a hand out in offering and she accepted it automatically. She stepped down from the altar a little sheepishly; embarrassed to have been found in such an awkward place, but he released her hand disinterestedly.

“What year is this?” She jumped at his question, his voice soft.

“Uh...it’s September 2016,” she answered nervously.

“So, it has been three centuries,” he mused then refocused on Helena. “How old are you, woman?” She frowned.

“It’s rude to ask a woman her age,” she rebuked, attempting to make light of the seriousness behind his question.

“Your age,” he demanded impatiently. She bristled, folding her arms.

“My age is none of your business,” she replied coolly. His mouth tightened.

“Since you shall not willingly give me the answers I seek, I shall take them from you.”

Panic flashed, breaking through her belief that this was simply a dream and she wondered if Vega would hear her if she screamed.

The man’s hand suddenly whipped out, catching hold of her wrist and she gasped as pain flared in her palm a moment later. He sheathed the dagger that he had procured from somewhere, to make a cut across her palm.

She struggled to tug her arm from his grip, but he ignored her struggles, instead lifting her hand to his mouth. She grimaced when his tongue ran over the cut roughly, making it sting, but he ignored her discomfort as he raised his head distractedly.

“You are an unattached woman, twenty-seven years of age,” he murmured, paying her no heed.

“I am not ‘unattached’,” she denied hotly and his eyes turned to her coolly.

“You are not invested in the male you are being courted by,” he said firmly. “You are acceptable for waking the Master. You are older than he prefers, but you shall give yourself to him in every respect.”

“Master?” she stammered uneasily.

He took the pendant hanging around her neck and pressed it into the palm of her injured hand firmly, making her wince as it dug into the cut.

“Excuse me! What Master?” she repeated, her voice shaking slightly.

“He is the descendant of the great god, Quetzalcoatl,” he answered absently. “You are honoured to be chosen.”

“Chosen?” she parroted, her fear ranking up a notch. “Chosen for what exactly?”

He released her hand and the pendant, allowing the necklace to fall between her breasts as he turned his back on her to face the tapestry.

“As the sacrifice to awaken our Lord,” he said proudly and her jaw dropped. “Ideally, you should wear the proper attire for the Blood Ceremony but that may be overlooked in this instance as you were not expected. The important contribution has already been given.”

“Important...contribution?” she spluttered.

“Your blood,” he elaborated. She stared at him.

“You’re crazy,” she decided.

She shook her head as she took a step back towards the exit, when a roar bellowed through the chamber. The sound shook the ground, the torches flickering wildly and she clapped her hands over her ears.

“The Master has accepted your offering,” the man informed her, a note of excitement tingeing his words.

Another roar sounded, this time closer than before and Helena’s eyes widened as she turned to run. The man caught her wrist before she could take a step, an instant before the wall that the tapestry hung from, suddenly exploded.

A second later, a large reptilian head – larger than she had ever seen before – emerged through the still falling rubble. The creature eyed her coldly, its pupil a mere slit against its golden iris, the colour standing out brilliantly against its jet black scales.

It roared again, the torches nearly blowing out with the force and Helena squeaked.

“That’s just great,” she whispered. “Another lizard trying to kill me today...”

She renewed her struggle with the man holding her, kicking his shin hard. He released her with a muttered curse, but caught her around the waist before she could run. She fought with him fiercely, elbowing and kicking any part of him that she could reach.

He finally tossed her to the ground with a sound of annoyance and she gasped breathlessly as she was winded. She stiffened when he sat astride her, but her eyes widened when she saw the dagger in his hand. He brought it down quickly, aiming for her chest and she raised her hands, catching his wrist before he struck her.

Before she knew what was happening, the creature watching them suddenly reached down with an open maw.

The man shouted as the reptile took him inside his mouth, Helena crying out as pain flared. Its fang had pierced her forearm and she found herself dragged into the air as the creature lifted its head.

The creature shook its head roughly, as though trying to dislodge her and she found herself dropping to the ground.

She scrambled back hastily, cradling her injured arm with a grimace but she could only stare as the creature bit down hard. She looked away as blood stained its fangs, the man’s screams stopping and she squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to look.

She reopened them a few moments later, to find that the lizard had turned its golden-eyed gaze to her. She shook as blood entered its eyes, creating a terrifying effect.

She suddenly realised that she could control her body once more and forced her shaking legs to move. She stumbled to the long tunnel, cradling her forearm carefully as her head spun and she clung to the doorway to remain standing.

The creature roared behind her, this time sounding almost angry and she began to stagger forward, glancing back over her shoulder. Her foot caught on a stray rock and down she fell for the countless time that day.

Her head struck the ground hard, dazing her. Darkness beckoned, but she forced herself to remain conscious, to escape before she was eaten too. She attempted to stand but the ground was trembling below her feet, preventing her from standing.

Instead of walking, she dragged herself across the dirt, determined not to be some reptile’s dessert. She had only managed to move a few feet before her body gave in, too weakened to go any further.

Heavy footsteps made their way towards her and she turned, lifting her head sluggishly. She could just make out a blurry figure approaching, but it was of a man, not a giant overgrown lizard.

Perhaps the man from the sarcophagus had somehow survived after all. Perhaps it had all been some illusion, or hallucination...

The man crouched beside her, lifting her head gently. His blurry face came into focus and she had just registered his strong features and dark tousled hair, when she found her gaze locking onto his golden eyes.

“You are no longer required as a sacrifice,” he murmured, his voice low and masculine, his hand warm on her skin. “Tell your family that you have honoured them by waking the Dragon King.”

“Your eyes are beautiful,” she mumbled, his words barely registering before her eyes fluttered closed.
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Drakantos stared down at the limp woman, frowning at her reaction.

His words should have brought her joy. Instead, she had fainted.

Perhaps women had grown weaker in the centuries whilst he slept and his mere presence had overpowered her. If that were the case, however, her blood would not have awoken him with such speed.

No, judging by the strength of her blood, she was his equal, a rare thing indeed.

His golden gaze scanned her body sharply for any injuries that would explain her sudden loss of consciousness, his hand light as he moved her clothes carefully to search her.

He finally accepted that the only wound on her body was on her hand, the cut needed to wake him. There was fresh blood on her inner forearm but no wound and he gathered that it must have come from when he had accidentally eaten the Guardian.

Perhaps they had fought before he had awoken.

He nodded to himself as he stood with the woman.

That was the most likely answer and explained why his dragon had behaved the way it did, he decided. It had evidently seen the man as a threat, risking the woman being killed before he could consume her.

Drakantos grimaced as he walked towards the exit, carrying the woman in his arms.

Killing the Guardian was regrettable, an oversight on his part. His dragon had been the one to overreact, but instead of consuming the girl offered to him, his beast had chosen to take the life force of the loyal – and usually immortal – Guardian.

Unfortunately, this meant that he now knew nothing of this world, his last memories being from the last time he was awake.

Of course, he could consume this woman as originally planned...

His beast rebelled at the mere thought, snarling at him in refusal.

“Be still,” he murmured in his native tongue. “I shall not harm her.”

His dragon quietened and he turned his attention back to the woman.

Silky black hair whispered over his arm, teasing the small hairs there and sending a shiver running through him.

As he’d noticed when searching her for injuries, her body was firm yet soft, the body of someone who was accustomed to regular exercise, but one that a man could lose himself in.

Her face was oval, her brows thin and slanted. Her nose was small, her lips plump and the colour of rose petals.

The urge to taste them, to see if they were as sweet as they looked, rode over him hard.

“I think we have slept too long, old friend,” he sighed. “We are lusting over our sacrifice.”

His dragon growled, urging him to take the opportunity presented and he chuckled.

“Be calm. We shall sate our lust soon, but not on an unconscious woman,” he rebuked, amused by its determination to have the one they carried.

His beast snorted at that, suggesting that he wake her then.

Drakantos ignored his immortal partner, placing the woman at the entrance to the hidden tunnels, when he saw a man snoring loudly by a dying fire a short distance away.

His eyes narrowed, his hand flat on the woman’s ribs, resting there firmly for a moment. He paused then stood, striding over to the other man with the Guardian’s dagger in his hand.

He may need to kill the stranger if he thought the other man was a potential threat to the unaware woman.

The man lying beneath the blanket held the appearance of a scholar; a book beneath his pillow and his spectacles beside his bedroll. A strand of drool hung from the corner of his mouth and Drakantos curled his lip, glancing around the clearing sharply.

There were no defences at all, unless the scholar believed that a few torches would scare away the wildlife.

That alone showed a lack of foresight and Drakantos snorted.

The man was more of a danger to himself than to the woman, especially since he’d seen hold her own against the Guardian.

He strode back over to the entrance to his shrine, pausing to crouch beside the woman once more. He allowed his magic to flow out from his hand, giving the woman some protection against the natural elements of the jungle.

His creature made him lean down, ignoring Drakantos’ warning growl, and inhaled her scent deeply.

His eyes closed as the womanly scent of her filled his brain, causing his body to react, and he stood with a growl.

He struck the stone wall before striding back into the hallway.

“We are not going to mate with the woman!” he snapped as the hidden door closed behind him, and his dragon retreated to sulk in a corner of his mind.

~*~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5

[image: ]




NEXT DAY

(3rd December 2016)

Helena woke with a gasp, Vega’s hand on her shoulder as he looked at her concernedly. The sun shone behind him and she grimaced, turning her head as it blinded her when she tried to focus.

“Are you okay?” he asked worriedly.

She realised that she was leaning against the bottom of the pyramid, the ashes of the campfire a short distance away and her brow creased in confusion.

“What happened?” she mumbled, rubbing her head groggily. “How did I get over here?”

“I think you sleep-walked,” he answered helpfully and she frowned. She had never walked in her sleep before in her entire life. Not that she knew about anyway.

“I had a strange dream,” she muttered distantly. “There was this...altar with dragons on a tapestry...”

Vega chuckled, leading her back to the sleeping bag she had left beside the fire.

“Dragons, eh?”

“There was a man there, who said I was to be a sacrifice,” she confirmed.

“It seems like my story gave you one hell of a dream,” Vega laughed. She blushed.

“Yeah, I guess so,” she said quietly.

“Bucky called,” he continued. “Rescue should be about ten, maybe fifteen minutes away. He sent them out as soon as they walked in.” She smiled reluctantly.

“Good. I really could use a shower,” she sighed in relief. “So, what will you do once I’m out of your hair?”

“Oh, I’ll probably investigate the area a bit more. See if I can’t find that tapestry you mentioned,” he teased, giving her a wink. She smiled weakly.

“If you do, watch out for an overgrown lizard,” she warned. “One of those ate a man.” He grinned.

“Will do. I’ll even phone you.” He faltered. “Or I would if...”

“Do you want to exchange phone numbers?” she asked amusedly.

“Well, I mean...you don’t have to,” he hedged embarrassedly. “We could exchange emails, or if you wanted to, we could just pretend that we have never met before.” She looked disappointed.

“Vega, I thought we were friends,” she admonished and he blinked owlishly, pushing his glasses up his nose. “Here...”

She moved over to the building where the radio was housed, remembering that she had seen a pen on the table. She found it and turned to find Vega standing in the doorway, holding out a piece of paper with a hopeful expression.

She chuckled, taking it to scribble her information quickly before handing it to him with a smile.

“That’s my mobile number and my email address,” she explained, pointing to each one in turn then wagged a finger at him sternly. “Tell me if you do find that tapestry, just so I know I wasn’t dreaming.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

He saluted, but they both peered out of the door to look up at the sky as the drone of a helicopter approached.

“Sounds like your ride is nearly here. Let’s get you fed before you go,” he said firmly. “How do scrambled eggs for breakfast sound?” She laughed at his eagerness.
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