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      Kalugal swiveled his chair around, turning away from his computer screen to look at Rufsur. “Did you know that long-range acoustic devices are used on cruise ships?”

      “For what?” Rufsur chuckled. “Announcing that the buffet is open? Wouldn’t that cause a stampede?”

      “Against pirate attacks.”

      “Are those still a thing?”

      “It would seem so. I asked Dandor to compile a brief about the known uses of the device. He didn’t find anything about it being lethal. But that only means that the information is classified, not that it doesn’t exist. If I want to find more, I’ll have to pay the hacker.”

      Rufsur was still stuck on the image of pirate ships going after a cruise liner. “Can loud noise really deflect armed attackers? I’m sure that the devices they have on passenger ships are not as strong as what was used on us.”

      “It worked to chase off Somali pirates armed with RPGs.” Kalugal turned back to the screen. “The same technology was also used by Japanese whalers against anti-whaling activists. But I doubt that the protestors were armed with anything other than banners and posters.”

      “I thought that whaling was banned.”

      Kalugal waved a dismissive hand. “It was never banned, only suspended to allow the whale population to recover, but the Japanese found a way around the moratorium. Indigenous groups were allowed to hunt for subsistence, and it was also allowed for scientific purposes. They made full use of those loopholes, and later, they just withdrew from the International Whaling Commission and resumed commercial hunting. Their excuse was that eating whales is part of their culture.”

      Rufsur snorted. “So what? Female circumcision is part of some African tribes’ cultures. Does that excuse that barbaric custom?”

      “I have news for you. Female genital mutilation is not only happening in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. It’s a global problem. More than half a million women and girls have either suffered it or are at risk of having it done to them in the United States alone. Most are immigrants, but not all.”

      Rufsur shuddered. “I can’t understand that. Why would entire populations want to mutilate their daughters, cause them unimaginable pain and suffering, and deprive them of ever enjoying sex?”

      Kalugal’s eyes blazed with inner light. “Humans are irrational creatures. On one side, you have the fanatics, who excuse their terrible actions by religion and customs. And on the other side, you have those who cry out about injustice and discrimination in the world, and who then turn around and defend the worst of it in the name of cultural or religious freedoms and the right of the offenders to perpetrate these crimes against their own people. That’s why they need someone with a logical brain to govern them and prevent stuff like that from happening. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “Meaning you?”

      Kalugal lifted a brow. “Do you have a better candidate?”

      “Nope. You are the man.”

      In the face of such horrors, having Kalugal as the world's ultimate ruler didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

      Heck, Rufsur was going to help him in any way he could.

      Following a light knock on the door, Jacki walked into the office, and cast them twin glares. “What are you guys still doing here? Don’t you want to shower and change before our guests arrive?”

      Kalugal took her hand and pulled her onto his lap. “You look ravishing, my love, and we have plenty of time.”

      Rufsur stifled a chuckle. The sly bastard always knew what to say to disarm his mate. Perhaps if he had his boss’s talent, he would have made more headway with Edna.

      “Not really.” Smiling, Jacki leaned and kissed Kalugal’s cheek. “Carol called from the airport that they’ve landed and are heading to the baggage claim, which means that they will be here in less than an hour.” She turned to look at Rufsur. “You should wrap things up and hit the shower.”

      “What’s wrong with what I have on?”

      Jacki shook her head. “Atzil has been slaving all day to prepare a festive dinner, and you are going to show up in jeans?”

      Hoping for support, Rufsur cast a sidelong glance at his boss, but the guy wasn’t looking at him. He was too busy gazing adoringly at his wife.

      They were so damn lucky. Their relationship had had to overcome just one tiny hurdle to get going, and it had been smooth sailing ever since.

      Even Jacki’s transition had gone much easier than anyone had anticipated.

      With every passing day, she was getting stronger, more beautiful, and more confident. Naturally, Kalugal took credit for it, claiming that his love and care for her were responsible for how radiant she looked, and not her newly activated immortal genes.

      If only Rufsur’s so-called relationship with Edna could be that easy.

      He sighed. “I guess I should change.”

      “You guess right.” Jacki pushed off Kalugal’s lap.

      “Do I need to wear a suit?”

      “No, but a pair of slacks and a dress shirt would be nice.”

      “No tie.”

      She laughed. “No tie.”

      Kalugal rose to his feet. “I’ll go now. Did you check with Atzil that everything is ready for Carol and Lokan?”

      Jacki nodded. “I did. Atzil has outdone himself. It’s going to be a beautiful dinner. I also made sure that their room is ready.”

      Rufsur wondered what Lokan’s visit was all about. The guy wouldn’t fly over from Washington just to spend an evening with his brother and congratulate his sister-in-law on her transition, which was the official reason he’d given.

      Lokan wanted something, and Rufsur knew that Kalugal was well aware of it.

      The question was, what?

      “Are you coming?” Jacki asked.

      “Yeah, in a moment.” He pulled out his phone to check his emails.

      “Anything from Edna?” She walked up to him.

      “Not today.”

      It was embarrassing to admit how many times he’d checked whether she’d replied to his last email.

      Jacki patted his shoulder. “Three more days to go, and then you’ll see her again.”

      As if he hadn’t been counting the hours.

      Since there was no new email from Edna, Rufsur resorted to reading the last one he’d gotten from her the day before.

      “Come, my love.” Kalugal took Jacki’s elbow. “I need your help to choose what to wear tonight.”

      Right, as if his boss needed fashion advice from anyone. He was probably planning a quickie before dinner.

      Lucky bastard.

      Rufsur sighed. Long-distance relationships sucked.

      He hadn’t expected to go through such torment. The separation from Edna was like a constant ache that wouldn’t go away, and it had only been twelve days.

      He often wondered if she’d been right to limit their communication to emails. Would hearing her voice on the phone or seeing her face on the screen have lessened the pain or made it more acute?

      The problem was that the woman was stingy even with her emails, returning one to every three or four of his, and not saying much in her short answers either.

      Why the hell had he chosen such a difficult female?

      Except, he had a feeling that the choice hadn’t been his.

      It had been made for him.

      Those damn Fates that the clan believed in had decided to play a cruel joke on him and Edna, pairing two incompatible people who had no way of making it work.

      Not only that, but it also seemed that he was the only one feeling the pain, while Edna had retreated into her tortoiseshell and was perfectly fine.

      No, that wasn’t true.

      She hadn’t been okay before he’d pushed his way into her life, and she wasn’t now, which was one more reason for his obsession with her. He needed to fix her, or rather whatever was keeping her from living a full life.

      Edna’s entire world was her dual job as a judge and councilwoman. Her only interactions with others were work-related, and she had no close friends and no social life.

      It wasn’t lack of confidence or a personality flaw that had made her a recluse. She was an assertive woman, and even though she was pragmatic and strict, she was also compassionate and pleasant to be with.

      Her isolation was self-induced, a result of some tragedy that had befallen her a long time ago, an injury so severe that she couldn’t recover from it on her own.

      Rufsur was just the guy to help her heal.

      But the problem was that Kalugal needed him more than Edna did. Not to run his business or to help him take over the world. His boss could do that without his help. But someone needed to keep an eye on Kalugal in case he slipped into insanity the way his father and grandfather had, and that someone could only be Rufsur.

      Kalugal trusted him, which made Rufsur the only one who could stop him from doing crazy shit. Like his grandfather, who’d destroyed half the ancient world in a fit of anger, or like his father, who was enslaving an entire island to his will.

      Leaving Kalugal was not an option.

      The only way Rufsur could have a life with Edna was if she left the clan and joined him.

      As if that was going to happen.

      Even though the stubborn woman needed him more than he needed her, she wasn’t obsessing about their separation the way he was.

      Rufsur was a fun-loving kind of guy, while Edna didn’t know what the word meant. Even if they could have a life together, what kind of a life would it be?

      Not the kind he wanted, and he was old enough and wise enough to know that changing people was not possible unless they wanted to change, and most often not even then.

      If Rufsur could turn his stupid heart off and think with his head instead, he could find a clan female who liked the same things he did, and who was perfect for him the way she was.

      Perhaps he should beseech those damn Fates to free him from his fixation on Edna, so he could search for a more compatible mate.
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      Satisfied with the list of comments that she’d compiled regarding the latest revision to the land deal, Edna made a few minor corrections and forwarded it to Kian.

      It was a complicated project that involved sixteen different landowners, who couldn’t all agree on the same terms. Hopefully, that was the last round, and this contract would be the one everyone finally signed.

      Going over it had taken her most of the day, and since it was already after five in the afternoon, there was no sense in starting on another file. She could put in a couple more hours, but she was hungry, and with every growl her stomach emitted, a sandwich at the café seemed more and more appealing.

      Except, Edna dreaded calling it a day so early. With nothing to occupy her mind, it would get filled with Rufsur, and that was the last thing she needed.

      The past twelve days had been miserable, with her trying every trick possible not to think about him and failing. Perhaps she would have been more successful if not for the frequent emails he was sending her.

      The guy wasn’t great at composing letters, and his emails usually contained only a few lines of text, telling her tidbits about his day and anecdotes from Kalugal and Jacki’s idyllic marriage. Sometimes, he would mention missing her, but not too often. Still, it was quite evident from the number of his daily emails.

      But what he lacked in eloquence, Rufsur made up for with humor. Every email included a caricature, a meme, or a gif. As much as she tried to resist, Edna found herself opening them time and again. They were fun, and no matter how her day had been going, they brought a smile to her face. In fact, she looked forward to every new one, giddy with excitement at the prospect of opening it and finding out what Rufsur had sent her this time.

      When did he have time to search for all those humorous tidbits?

      Evidently, his job didn’t keep him too busy. Perhaps Rufsur wasn’t as critical to Kalugal’s organization as he believed he was? Could he part with his boss and join the clan?

      Edna sighed. Even if that was on the table, which it was not, Rufsur wasn’t the right guy for her. They had nothing in common, and she doubted a long-lasting relationship could be built on lust alone.

      He was a fine man, just not for her. And she wasn’t the right woman for him either. Rufsur needed someone as fun-loving as he was, someone uncomplicated and upbeat, someone who would make him happy and not drag him down.

      She should be stronger and end this for both their sakes. Except, he wasn’t making it easy. In fact, he was making it damn hard.

      At least she’d been smart enough not to give Rufsur her phone number and to limit their communications to emails. Her plan had been to put distance between them and try to get over her silly infatuation with him.

      Hearing his voice or seeing his handsome face on a video call would have made it impossible.

      Nevertheless, she was still thinking about him multiple times a day and dreaming about him at night. Lustful dreams from which she woke up sweaty, antsy, and needy.

      With a sigh, Edna leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.

      Perhaps she could download a good book to take her mind off him. A long series would be best, something that could transport her into a different reality. If she read until her eyes got blurry, she might not dream at all, or if she did, dream only about the story she’d read.

      Yeah, that sounded like a good plan. She could also binge-watch a series on Netflix. She’d been meaning to check out the latest Star Trek series but hadn’t gotten around to it.

      With the prospects of going home seemingly less dreary, Edna stacked the files on her desk into a neat pile, wiped the surface clean, and headed out of her office.

      A couple of doors down the hallway, Bridget stepped out of hers as well. “Are you going home?” she asked.

      “I’m going to grab a sandwich at the café first.”

      “Good. I’ll join you.” The doctor fell in step with her. “My fridge is empty. I didn’t have time to do grocery shopping, and Turner is out of town, so the café it is.”

      Edna nodded. “Same here.”

      Except, in her case, there was no significant other who was mostly there and only temporarily absent. Even if she accepted Rufsur, her guy would be mostly absent and only temporarily present.

      Perhaps a friend with benefits was a better way to describe him than a significant other? It didn’t imply commitment, so it was less troublesome to accept.

      Rufsur wanted more than that, but his idea of their having a child together was absurd. Even if conception was possible for her, which it might be with Merlin’s help, how could she be a mother? There were no babysitters or other caretakers in the village, and she couldn’t afford to become a full-time mother like Eva had done.

      Not true, a small voice in the back of her head whispered. Eva trained a replacement, and she still supervises the operations of her detective agency. You can do the same. The clan has several young lawyers that you can train, and when the baby comes, you can still direct their work.

      What about the council? she asked the annoying voice.

      The council meets only rarely, and you’d have no problem finding a babysitter when it’s not a daily thing. You could even bring the baby to council meetings.

      “Edna?” Bridget asked. “Is everything alright?”

      She shook her head to stop the voice in her head. “Why?"

      “You spaced out on me.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” She waved a dismissive hand. “I’ve been working on that land deal all day, and I just thought of a clause that I might have to redo. Did you say something?”

      Damn, she hated lying. But if she admitted to having a conversation with an imaginary voice in her head, Bridget might think that she was losing it and suggest a consultation with Vanessa.

      Perhaps that wasn’t such a bad idea. The therapist could help her sort things out, and if she saw her as a client, Vanessa would have to keep Edna’s slip into insanity confidential.

      “I asked you if you wanted me to get you a cappuccino.”

      “Sure. I like the arpeggio.”

      “Me too. It’s strong and flavorful.” Bridget winked. “Like a good man.”

      Edna ignored the remark, although strong and flavorful fit Rufsur to a tee. “I’ll get the sandwiches from the vending machine. Which one do you want?”

      “The basil and mozzarella.”

      “Got it.”

      As Bridget walked up to the Nespresso device, Edna let out a breath and pulled out the clan credit card to pay for the sandwiches.

      In three days, Rufsur would be back, and she still didn’t know how she was going to handle it.

      Would she run into his open arms and admit missing him? Or would she play it cool and pretend that their short separation hadn’t bothered her?

      The smart thing would be to do the latter, but Edna had a feeling that one look at Rufsur’s smile and adorable dimples would crumble her defenses, and she would succumb to the former.
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      Eleanor Takala, aka Marisol Ortega, aka Gina Padenton, read the email from Director Roberts for the third time and still couldn’t believe her eyes.

      
        
        Dear Marisol,

      

        

      
        I regret to inform you that your services will no longer be required. In an effort to cut costs, it has been decided to replace you with two full-time in-house recruiters. Your salary and the bonuses paid to you for each new trainee were deemed excessive.

        Even though severance pay wasn't included in your contract, which I should remind you was terminable without notice by both parties, I managed to convince the administration to compensate you for the abrupt termination in the generous sum of $50,000.

        Because of the sensitivity of this program and others at this location, your access has been revoked, and you are prohibited from entering the facility. If you attempt to do so, you will be arrested, and charges will be brought against you. The contents of your apartment in the facility have been packed up and shipped to your address in Harrisonburg. The van should be arriving later today.

        Also, your security clearance has been revoked, and you can no longer access government databases.

        I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

      

        

      
        Director Roberts.

      

      

      Son of a bitch.

      So that was why he’d suggested that she take a few days off. How naive she’d been to believe that he was rewarding her for all the hard work she’d put in helping him get settled in Simmons’s position.

      For two weeks, he’d been pulling the wool over her eyes, telling her how important she was to the continuation of the program and how impossible recruiting would have been without her.

      The coward was afraid of her, and rightfully so.

      If she’d suspected anything, Eleanor would have compelled the son of a bitch to obey her in every way, turning him into a puppet on her strings.

      Damn. Why hadn’t she done it just in case?

      She wasn’t a naive young woman, and if her life experience had taught her anything, it was that people were shit, users, manipulators, and liars.

      While biding his time, Roberts had been playing her so well, giving her compliments and treating her as if she wasn’t only an indispensable asset but also a trusted friend.

      What an actor.

      He’d done it only as long as he’d needed her help to get acclimated in his new job, and once he was comfortable in the position, he’d gotten rid of her.

      It also explained why he’d asked her to remove the compulsions that she had put on the trainees at Simmons’s request. The jerk had been so convincing when he’d explained that none of it had been sanctioned by the higher-ups, and that since he was much more risk-averse than Simmons, he wanted to run things by the book.

      The truth was that he’d wanted them free of her compulsion, so she could no longer influence them, even at the cost of his darling breeding program.

      His loss.

      The trainees would no longer be compelled to have sex with each other, and as a result, they wouldn’t produce super babies for the program, not unless they did it voluntarily. They would also be free of the compulsion that had restricted their communications with the outside world.

      The same methods that kept the other departments in the facility secret were now supposedly good enough for the paranormal talent department.

      Except, they weren’t.

      The facility’s other personnel couldn’t communicate telepathically, which was undetectable by any conventional means, and therefore unenforceable. That had been the reason that Simmons had asked her to compel their trainees to avoid contact with outsiders in the first place.

      But whatever. It was no longer her problem. In fact, Eleanor wished wholeheartedly that one of those recruits would leak info out to the damn Chinese, who were supposedly also searching for paranormal talents.

      Perhaps she should contact the Chinese recruiters herself and offer her services?

      The question was how to find them.

      Simmons had kept talking about their paranormal research, so he must have known something. Except, she no longer had access to his files.

      Or did she?

      Eleanor had seen Simmons making handwritten notes, but she hadn’t found them while helping Roberts get settled. Where could they be?

      She doubted he’d destroyed them.

      Simmons’s age hadn’t stopped him from philandering like there was no tomorrow, but he had been old-fashioned in other ways. Even though he’d been damn smart and knowledgeable, he had never fully trusted computers or the safety of information encryption.

      Maybe he’d been right about that, and digital information wasn’t as safe as old-fashioned notes hidden in a safe place?

      Eleanor was willing to bet that Simmons had kept paperwork in his home, probably in a safe.

      She could easily get his widow to grant her access to whatever she wanted. It wouldn’t be the first time that she had compelled the old woman. Except, this time, it wouldn’t be on Simmons’s behalf to make the wife forget yet another one of his numerous transgressions.

      Since the couple didn’t have children, the widow was all alone, and there would be no one to stop Eleanor from snooping around the house to her heart's content. Hell, Bella Simmons would probably be glad of the company and help her find whatever she was looking for.

      Excitement bubbling in her chest, Eleanor picked up her phone, but then put it back down.

      It was a burner, but she shouldn’t make phone calls like that from her apartment. She was willing to bet that Roberts had the place thoroughly bugged.

      In fact, after she got what she needed from Simmons’s widow, she should disappear.

      What if Roberts decided to tie up loose ends and have her killed?

      After all, she knew about all the illegal stuff he and Simmons had done, and she could rat him out. Leaving her alive was a risk, and the guy had admitted openly to being risk-averse.

      What if he had killed Simmons?

      With the two being best friends and co-conspirators, it hadn’t occurred to her before. But what if Roberts had gotten sick of being second fiddle to Simmons?

      Or perhaps he’d had enough of Simmons’s illegal adventures and wanted to stop living in fear of getting caught by the higher-ups?

      That was motive enough to kill. Get rid of the risk-taker along with the risk.

      The problem was that hiding would be damn hard to do.

      Roberts had access to pretty much everything, and unless she ran off to some god-forsaken country, he could find her even without the damn tracker that Simmons had forced her to accept.

      That made finding the Chinese and offering them her services even more crucial. It was no longer about money and getting back at Roberts.

      Her life might depend on it.

      In the meantime, she needed a safe place to hide.

      First thing, though, she was getting rid of the damn tracker even if she had to cut it out of her own flesh with a kitchen knife.
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      As the sun hit Vlad’s tablet at an angle that made it impossible to see what he was drawing, he shifted his chair to the right. That was the trouble with working outside, and why he rarely did it. Unlike Dalhu, who could take his easel and his oil paints anywhere, Vlad used a stylus on a screen to create his art, and the sun was not his friend.

      Usually he worked at home, which was why he rarely saw sunshine and was as pale as a real vampire. But since Wendy had started working at the café last Monday, he wanted to be near her and had been spending his afternoons in the most shaded corner of the place he could find.

      “What are you drawing?” Callie leaned over his shoulder.

      “It’s part of a project for school.”

      Creating patterns for fabrics and wallpaper wasn’t very exciting, but then most of the assignments weren’t. Vlad didn’t mind, though. He was learning important skills.

      “Can I see?”

      He lifted the tablet and handed it to her.

      “You’re really talented. What do you do with the pattern once it’s finished? Do you print it out and put it in your portfolio?”

      Vlad took the tablet back. “Only the projects that I like. We submit our work digitally, and those are just patterns. I don’t plan on a career in fabric or wallpaper design, so there is no point in printing them out for my portfolio. It’s also not something anyone is going to hang on the wall.” He chuckled. “Unless they are used for wallpaper.”

      “What else do you create?” She pulled out a chair and sat down. “I mean when it’s not homework.” She waved a hand. “What gets your creative juices flowing?”

      Unable to resist the opportunity to show off, Vlad pulled up the drawings he’d made of Wendy.

      They weren’t actual portraits. He didn’t have the guts to tackle that yet. It wasn’t something he was good at, not like Dalhu, who somehow captured people’s essences in the expressions he painted.

      What Vlad had drawn were cartoonish representations of Wendy.

      It had started with her asking him to draw her as Wonder Woman just for kicks and giggles. But after seeing how happy it had made her, he’d continued drawing her as every female comics’ superhero he could think of.

      “I love these.” Callie scrolled through the selection. “You could create a comic series of your own starring Wendy. I have a friend who makes them. He started small, but over the last year, his comic has gained popularity and sells quite well.” She leaned to whisper in his ear. “Don’t tell anyone, but Donnie based his superhero on Brundar and even made him a vampire.”

      “Does he suspect that Brundar is different?”

      By now, everyone knew about the nightclub that Brundar co-owned with a human. For years, he’d kept it a secret, but it had gotten out when he’d mated Callie. Since Donnie the comic maker knew them both, he must have worked at the club.

      She chuckled. “We are talking about Brundar, Vlad. Everyone knows that he is different, they just don’t know to what extent.”

      “You have a point.” The guy had the face of an angel and the personality of a deadly assassin. Frankly, the dude intimidated the hell out of him, and he couldn’t imagine the stern Guardian tolerating being the star of a comic book series. “Does Brundar know about it?”

      She huffed out a breath. “Of course not. I convinced Donnie to change his superhero’s appearance, so he wouldn’t look exactly like Brundar. Donnie works as a bouncer in the club, and he’s twice as big as Brundar, but he has healthy instincts and knows that angering the boss is not a good idea.”

      “Do you think that the dude suspects that Brundar is not human?”

      She nodded. “Donnie has a creative mind, and it goes places other people’s wouldn’t. But I feed him enough misinformation to confuse him. I hinted that Brundar had served in Special Forces and that he suffers from PTSD.”

      Vlad sighed. “I would love to meet Donnie, but if he is already suspicious of Brundar, he will get even more so after seeing me.” He smiled, revealing his fangs. “They don’t look normal in their resting state, and they elongate at the slightest provocation.”

      “That’s a problem. How do you manage in the human world?”

      He shrugged. “The goth look helps. People think that they are fake.”

      “Clever. I can tell Donnie that you had your canines replaced with prosthetics. He’s such a great guy, and he will be happy to give you pointers.” Her smile wilted. “He’s always ready to help. When my ex kidnapped me, I was on a break outside, and Donnie was showing me his comics. Shawn knocked him out before grabbing me, which was fortunate because if he hadn’t, Donnie would have tried to stop him, and Shawn would have shot him.” She grimaced. “He was in a murderous mood, probably hyped up on drugs, and he was ready to kill anyone who stood in his way.”

      Not knowing how to respond to the story that he was hearing for the first time, Vlad shifted uncomfortably. “Did Brundar save you? I remember that he got injured. Was it connected to the kidnapping?”

      “Brundar was so brave, rushing after me without thinking about his own safety, but he almost paid with his life for his selfless bravery. Luckily, he had the presence of mind to call his brother before entering the house, and Anandur rescued us both.” Leaning back in her chair, Callie crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m surprised that you don’t know the story. Usually, rumors spread like wildfire through the clan.”

      “Not all rumors. It sounds like your ordeal was too serious to become gossip.”

      “Right.” She smiled. “And since Anandur is the source of most rumors, he must have shared your opinion. Or maybe Brundar asked him to keep quiet about it.”

      Vlad pushed his hair back. “May I ask you a personal question?”

      “Let me guess. You are wondering how I ended up married to a psychopath.”

      He nodded.

      Perhaps it would help him understand why Wendy’s mother had married her father, and why she’d abandoned her child, leaving her with the monster.

      Callie sighed. “I was young and naive and knocked up. I’m convinced now that Shawn tampered with the condoms to get me pregnant and trap me into marrying him. He was older, bossy, but also very charming. Still, it didn’t feel right, but I was carrying his child, so I ignored the small voice in the back of my head that was warning me not to do it. I lost the baby shortly after we got married, and Shawn wanted to get me pregnant again right away, but I resisted. When he became even more controlling, and his angery outbursts became more frequent and more violent, I knew that I had to leave him, but I didn’t know how. He had complete control over our money, monitored my every move, and was suspicious of me even though I gave him no reason.”

      Vlad wondered whether Wendy’s mother had gone through something similar.

      Had she run away because she’d feared for her life?

      Except, it still didn’t explain why she’d left Wendy behind, which was why he suspected that the story about her leaving because of a drug problem had been a cover-up for her murder.

      “How did you get out?”

      Callie smiled. “Brundar showed up at the restaurant I worked in, and like a guardian angel, he offered to help me escape Shawn.”

      “How did you meet him? And how did he know that you needed help?”

      She leaned forward. “A year before that, Shawn and I went to Brundar’s club, but since I wasn’t twenty-one yet, we weren’t allowed in. After Shawn made a big fuss about it, the receptionist called Brundar. He thralled Shawn to calm down, but while peeking into his head, he realized that I wasn’t safe with him.”

      Callie smiled. “Both of us felt something, a special connection, but I was married, so Brundar resolved to just keep an eye on me and make sure that I was safe. When things got really bad, he could no longer watch from the sidelines and approached me at work. I was desperate, so I took him up on his offer to help me escape my abusive husband.”

      “Did he hide you?”

      She nodded. “He put me up in an apartment, gave me a job at his club, and had Edna help me with the divorce. He then took the papers to Shawn and thralled him to sign them. Naturally, I was completely clueless at the time and thought that he beat Shawn up to make him sign.” She chuckled. “He did that too. But long story short, Shawn somehow remembered Brundar, figured out that he was my lover, and decided to get his revenge on both of us. His plan was to kidnap me, wait for Brundar to rush to my rescue, kill him, and then keep me as his pet slave until the day I died.”

      Callie shivered. “If he’d succeeded, that day would have arrived sooner rather than later. I would have killed myself at the first opportunity. With Brundar gone, I would have had nothing to live for. Besides, Shawn promised me a living hell, and I knew he would deliver on his promise.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Vlad had a good idea, but he wanted to make sure. If Anandur hadn’t killed the monster, he would finish the job himself.

      Callie smiled sadly. “You can retract your fangs, Vlad. Shawn is no longer a problem.” She tilted her head. “Why did my story upset you so much?”

      He glanced at Wendy, who was standing behind the counter and smiling at a customer while taking his order.

      She had changed so much in the short time since her transition.

      Wendy was happy, confident, and she loved working at the café. The worry lines that used to mar her forehead were gone, and she was quick to smile.

      Dragging out the past might ruin the progress she’d made, which was why Vlad hadn’t approached Roni yet and asked him to dig into what had happened to her mom.

      “Someone I care for was abused by her father.” He knew that Callie would guess it was Wendy, but as long as he didn’t say her name, it would remain just a guess. “I have a bad feeling that he did something to her mother. If he was anything like your ex, it’s possible that he murdered her.”
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      “Do you have to leave so soon?” Marla pulled Richard down for another kiss.

      So far, out of all the clan females who’d won him for the night, she was the best, but regrettably, Marla wasn’t 'the one' either. The sex had been great, and she was fun to talk to, but neither of them had felt that special connection.

      “Are you kidding me? So soon?” He chuckled. “I need to go home and sleep for twelve hours straight to recover my strength. I’m getting auctioned again tonight.”

      She pouted. “Poor baby. It’s such hard work being the clan’s gigolo.”

      “You have no idea.” He swung his legs over the side of the bed and pushed up. Only to fall back down.

      “What’s the matter?” Marla frowned.

      “I feel dizzy like I used to after a night of drinking. But I haven’t had any alcohol in days.” With a groan, he dropped his head on his fists. “I can’t go on like this.”

      She put a hand on his forehead. “Maybe you’re finally transitioning?”

      “I wish.” He had only two more days left.

      After three inductions performed by three different males, he was still a human, and it seemed like that wasn’t going to change, which meant that in two days, Bowen would erase his memories, and he would be sent on his way.

      Except, Richard had no intention of leaving. Even if he didn’t transition, he was going to stay on as a human. The village was a beautiful place to live in, he had more friends here than he’d ever had on the outside, and if he could slow down the rate of his gigolo services, he could keep on going for a while longer.

      Somehow, he had to convince Kian not to kick him out.

      Bowen had promised to talk to the guy about inducing Richard himself, but he hadn’t heard back from Kian yet. As the goddess’s son, Kian was the clan’s most pure-blooded immortal, and therefore his venom was supposedly the most potent. If that didn’t work either, Richard would have to accept that he just didn’t possess the godly genes.

      It was so unfair.

      Bringing him all the way to the fountain of youth and then denying him access was just too cruel. What had he done to deserve such punishment?

      It was one thing not to know about immortals and never to hope to become one, and another thing altogether to have the prospect of immortality dangled in front of his face and then snatched away.

      “Do you need help getting home?” Marla got out of bed and put a robe on. “I can get the golf cart for you.”

      “No way. I’d become the laughingstock of the village. But if you could be a doll and make me a cup of coffee, that would be great.”

      “No problem, sweetie.” She patted his cheek. “I’ll do more than that. How about a couple of juicy steaks? That should replenish your depleted energy reserves.”

      “You’re awesome.” He pulled her between his spread thighs. “Perhaps you are the one for me?”

      Marla grimaced. “I wish. But I don’t feel it. Sorry, Richard.”

      “Don’t be. I was just teasing. You are great, and I wish you were the one, but I don’t feel it either.” He let go of her and pushed up slowly this time. “I’ll grab a shower if you don’t mind.”

      “Go ahead. By the time you’re done, I’ll have the steaks ready.”

      He watched her saunter away, her beautiful ass swaying from side to side under the sheer robe that did nothing to hide her enticing curves.

      Except, as lovely as Marla was, Richard couldn’t get it up for her one more time even if his life depended on it.

      Unbelievably, he was tired of his gigolo role only ten days after assuming it. The problem was that he hadn’t taken into consideration the incredible stamina of immortal females, or their desire to get their money’s worth after winning him for the night.

      If not for the urgency of his situation, a more relaxed schedule would have been better.

      Richard loved the bidding process. Watching the ladies go wild over him was an ego boost like no other, especially since their excitement spilled over into the bedroom. Their aggression and boldness was invigorating, but it was also tiring.

      In fact, he was considering swallowing his pride and asking Amanda to cancel tonight’s auction because he was exhausted, physically and mentally.

      Right now, spending an evening in front of the tube seemed like a sweet dream. Or, if he could stay over at Marla’s and just spend time talking with her, it would be even better.

      He really wasn’t in the mood to jump into the next female’s bed.

      The question was whether Marla would want him to stay if sex was no longer on the table. Worst case scenario, if she said no, he could go home and sleep for twenty-four hours.

      With that prospect becoming more appealing by the minute, Richard got out of the shower, wrapped himself in one of Marla’s fluffy towels, and padded to the bedroom to get his phone.

      Amanda answered on the third ring. “Richard, darling, are you ready for tonight’s auction?”

      “That’s what I’m calling about. Is it possible to cancel it? I’m feeling a little under the weather.” He sat on the bed and adjusted the towel around his thighs.

      Amanda gasped. “Are you transitioning?”

      “I wish, but I think it’s just fatigue. I’ve had too much excitement for the past week and a half. This human needs to rest.”

      “I understand. The ladies will be disappointed, but I don’t want you to force yourself to do anything that you’re not comfortable with. This should go on only as long as you are having fun.”

      “I’m having fun, just too much of it. I didn’t expect the vigor if you know what I mean. I’m good in the sack, but I’m not a god.”

      Amanda laughed. “Of course, darling. I should have realized that a human, no matter how energetic, couldn’t possibly keep up. How about canceling the auctions for tonight and tomorrow?”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      “Did you talk with Kian yet?”

      “About what?”

      “You need to ask him to induce you himself.”

      Richard switched the phone to his other ear. “Bowen promised to ask on my behalf.”

      “I see. I’ll put in a good word for you as well. You’ve been a trooper through it all.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Amanda.” He disconnected the call and put the phone on the nightstand.

      As Marla opened the door, the smell of grilled steak wafted into the room. “Who were you talking to?”

      “Amanda. I asked her to cancel the auction for tonight.”

      “Did she agree?”

      “Yes, which means that I can stay a little longer.”

      The smile that spread over Marla’s face had sex written all over it. “I’m glad.”

      “I thought that maybe we could watch a movie or just talk.”

      “Not my idea of fun. Come, the steaks are almost ready.” She smirked. “Let’s revisit the plans for tonight after you eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Kian

          

        

      

    

    
      “Turner should be here any minute.” Kian motioned for William to take a seat at the conference table. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “What are you offering?”

      He opened the sideboard that served as his bar. “Sparkling water, beer, and whiskey.”

      “I’ll take a beer.”

      Expecting that Turner would like one too, Kian pulled out three bottles of Snake Venom. When he’d spoken with him earlier, Turner had sounded stressed, which was unusual. The guy had nerves of steel, remaining calm and collected even when everything around him was going to shit.

      But maybe his agitation had nothing to do with his work and was personal in nature. Turner’s daughter-in-law was expecting a second child, and Kian had heard from Syssi that there had been some complications. Hopefully, everything was okay over there, but it wasn’t as if Kian would ask Turner about it.

      The guy didn’t like sharing details about his private or professional life.

      Perhaps he could ask Syssi to talk with Bridget.

      Damn, he was turning into a busybody like Anandur. It was none of his damn business.

      Except, Syssi would probably disagree. She was trying to teach him how to appear more compassionate and involved in his people’s lives, and a big part of it was asking questions.

      The problem was that it required finesse that Kian lacked. He never knew what constituted prying and what was acceptable as genuine concern, which meant that he usually tried to avoid personal matters.

      At nearly two thousand years of age, he wasn’t going to change, no matter how hard his wife was working on it.

      When a knock sounded at the door, Kian put the bottles down on the table. “Come in.”

      “Good afternoon.” Turner walked in, put his briefcase on one chair, and sat on the next one over. “I could use a cold one.” He lifted a bottle, popped the cap, and took a sip.

      “Rough day?” William asked.

      “In my business, every day is rough.” He smiled at Kian. “I consider the things I do for the clan a pleasant reprieve.”

      “Good.” Kian sat down. “It makes me feel less guilty about asking for your help while you refuse to get paid for your services.”

      “I owe you big time.”

      Kian waved a dismissive hand. “You’ve repaid your debt to the clan ten times over already. What you do now is purely voluntary.”

      Turner leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I place a much higher value on my immortal life than on my services. So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

      The guy wasn’t one for chitchat, and Kian appreciated that.

      “Long-range acoustic devices and our vulnerability to them. If two old humans could come up with the brilliant idea of using sound technology against us, then Navuh could figure it out as well. It’s more effective on us than any other kind of weapon, especially if the intent is to take us alive.”

      “Navuh would need to find us first,” William said. “And then he would have to get close enough to deploy the weapon.”

      “Can it be used from a helicopter?” Kian asked. “Or several of them at once?”

      William pushed his glasses up his nose. “It would probably need to hover nearly at ground level. I’m not an expert on acoustics.”

      “So it’s possible. What if he discovers our location and deploys several helicopters at once?”

      “Then we are screwed.” William crossed his arms over his chest. “But I can design a defense system for shooting them down.”

      Turner put his bottle down. “If everyone is on the floor with ear damage, who is going to operate the defense system?”

      “I can design a program that deploys attack drones in response to sounds above certain decibels.”

      Turner shook his head. “Wouldn’t it be simpler to have one of the Guardians wear earplugs? Naturally, it should be the one responsible for the attack drones. The problem I see with shooting down helicopters over the village is that people would get hurt, property would be destroyed, and containment would be a bitch.”

      “True.” Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “Any other suggestions?”

      “I can design a signal disrupter that will disable the helicopters’ electronic systems,” William suggested. “But the result would be the same. They would fall out of the sky over the village.”  He took off his glasses and wiped them with the corner of his shirt. “I could enlarge the perimeter so that their systems would malfunction before they got into our airspace, but that would endanger other aircraft flying in the area.”

      “We can’t do that.” Kian sighed. “Quite a few helicopters pass through these mountains daily.”

      For several long moments, the three of them sat in silence, each trying to come up with a solution.

      William sighed. “I need more time to think about it.”

      “Earplugs are the only things that come to my mind,” Turner said. “If everyone carries them around, they can stick them in as soon as the noise starts.”

      “I might have another solution.” William took off his glasses again. “But I need to do some research on acoustics, which I admit I don’t know much about. Perhaps there is a way to deploy a countermeasure. Sound is a wave, so theoretically, all we need is a counter cannon that generates a sound that is 180 degrees phase-inverted to the cannon’s. If I can design a device that will capture the noise, invert the signal to create an anti-noise, and blast it back, that could be the solution. The problem is that capturing sounds accurately isn’t easy. Microphones have imperfect frequency responses, so the cancelation wave might not align perfectly with the phase of the noise. But even a small reduction would mean the difference between just unpleasant sound and an incapacitating one.”

      Kian let out a breath. “Good. So, we have a solution.”

      He didn’t understand half of what William had said, but it seemed like the guy was onto something.

      William shook his head. “I didn’t say that we had a solution. I said that we might.”

      “Good enough for me. I trust you’ll figure it out.”

      Turner clapped William on his back. “Take your time. I don’t think an acoustic attack on the village is likely to happen anytime soon if at all.” He lifted his beer and took another swig. “By the way, I saw stacks of building materials in the parking garage. I don’t know much about construction, but I was under the impression that the fence is going to be made from chain link. We are not building an actual wall between the two parts of the village, right?”

      Kian shook his head. “I couldn’t bring in the Chinese crew just to put up a fence and build a few room additions to the existing houses. I had to give them more work, so I decided to start on phase three of the village.”

      Turner arched a brow. “Do we have enough land?”

      “We have plenty, but we need to do extensive grading work. I want to prepare fifty more plots.”

      “What for? Most of phase two is still unoccupied.”

      Turner was right, and Kian had been asking himself the same question, but he had a gut feeling that those homes would be needed soon. Not that he was going to admit to the most logic-driven person he knew that he was spending the clan’s money because of a damn gut feeling.

      “I expect many more mated couples in the near future, and with Merlin’s fertility treatments, we also might get more children, which means that we need more family homes. Perhaps not right now, but in a few years.”
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      “You look absolutely radiant!” Carol pulled Jacki into a fierce hug. “I’m so happy that your transition was uneventful.”

      Jacki chuckled. “After what happened at our wedding, that was a pleasant surprise.”

      “Congratulations.” Lokan clapped Kalugal on the back. “I’m glad that’s behind you. I can’t imagine how worried you were.”

      “It was difficult to watch the woman I love slip into unconsciousness. You’re lucky that your mate was already immortal when you met her.”

      Lokan shook his head. “I’ve had my share of worry with Carol.”

      “I can imagine,” Jacki said. “You must have been terrified for her when she infiltrated the harem.”

      “The terror of that wasn’t as bad as what I went through before the mission even started. The original idea to get Carol off the island was for her to fake her own death. Bridget rigged her fake insulin pump with a toxin that would have made her seem dead to the human staff. Naturally, she wanted to test it in a controlled environment before sending Carol on the mission, so she administered the toxin in the clinic.”

      Imagining the horror his brother must have felt, Kalugal’s gut twisted. “I’m surprised that you agreed to that.”

      Lokan cast an amused glance at his mate. “No one tells Carol what to do. I had no say in it. Even worse, I couldn’t be with her during the testing. I was stuck in the clan’s dungeon and had to rely on Kian to send updates to Arwel, who was my guard.”

      “The clan has a dungeon?” Rufsur asked. “Is it in the village?”

      “It’s in the keep,” Carol said. “And it’s not as bad as it sounds. Lokan didn’t get thrown into some dingy cell. He got a beautifully appointed one-bedroom apartment along with a personal chef.”

      Lokan nodded. “I have to admit that during my imprisonment Kian treated me surprisingly well. Especially when he sent Carol to spy on me.”

      Carol huffed. “Kian didn’t send me. It was my idea.” She wrapped her arm around Lokan’s middle. “I wanted to check out the sexy prince.”

      “And I want to hear all about it over dinner.” Jacki motioned for them to take their seats at the table. “Atzil will be mad if he has to reheat stuff.”

      Kalugal nodded in agreement.

      What he wanted to hear was the real reason for his brother’s visit, but he wasn’t in a rush. Hearing all about Carol’s daring mission to the island could give him more clues about the clan’s offensive capabilities.

      As he’d expected, the story was fascinating, with Lokan revealing more details about his scheme to capture Vivian and Ella, and especially about his dream-walking ability. Carol’s impressions from the harem and her interactions with Areana were no less riveting.

      Whatever Lokan wanted to talk to him about couldn’t possibly top that.

      Besides, it seemed that his brother wasn’t in a hurry to get to the real reason for his visit either, and Kalugal suspected that he wanted to talk to him privately. Except, Kalugal had no secrets that he wanted to keep from Jacki, and he was pretty sure that Carol was privy to whatever was on Lokan’s mind, which meant that his brother didn’t want to talk in front of Rufsur and Phinas.

      When it seemed like storytelling time was over, Kalugal put his napkin on his plate to signal that he was done. “Would you like to adjourn to the library for a drink?”

      Lokan looked relieved. “I would love to.”

      Rufsur patted his belly. “I’d better go to the bunker and run a couple of hours on the treadmill to burn this meal off.”

      “I’ll join you,” Phinas said.

      His lieutenants knew him well enough to know when they were being dismissed without him having to say anything.

      Jacki started picking up dirty plates. “I’ll stay to help Atzil.”

      Apparently his mate had misinterpreted his cues, thinking that she was included in the dismissal.

      “Nonsense.” Kalugal took the plates out of her hands and put them back on the table. “Shamash will help Atzil.”

      “Okay.”

      He smiled. “I love it when you don’t argue with me.”

      Lokan chuckled. “I wish I knew your secret. The only way I can avoid arguing with Carol is to say ‘yes, dear’ to everything.”

      “Not true.” She slapped his arm. “I’m not unreasonable. It’s just that I’m always right.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Men.” Carol rolled her eyes. “Come on.” She threaded her arm through Jacki’s. “I want to hear all about your experience in the village.”

      “Are you in trouble?” Kalugal asked as he and Lokan followed the ladies to the library.

      His brother waved a dismissive hand. “We tease each other like this all of the time, and all is forgotten by morning.”

      Kalugal walked over to the bar. “What’s your pleasure?”

      “It’s hard to decide.” Lokan glanced over the display. “You choose.”

      “I’ve discovered an excellent bourbon.” He took the bottle down, then turned to the ladies. “What would you like?”

      “An old fashioned for me,” Jacki said.

      Carol nodded. “Same here.”

      “Coming up.”

      Once he was done pouring and handing out the drinks, Kalugal motioned for Lokan to join him at the games table. “Do you play chess?”

      “I do.”

      “Excellent. We can play while you tell me the real reason for your visit.”

      Lokan chuckled. “Missing my only brother and his lovely, newly-transitioned mate is not reason enough?”

      Kalugal made his first move. “Not to fly over from Washington on one day’s notice. Whatever it is must be urgent.”

      “Not really.” Lokan moved his pawn. “It’s just when the idea occurred to me, I couldn’t wait to share it with you.”

      “You could have called.” Kalugal moved another piece. “Using the clan-issued phones makes our connection secure.” He arched a brow. “Unless what you want to talk to me involves the clan, and you didn’t want them to know about it.”

      “It might involve them, but that’s not the reason. I just wanted to have this conversation with you face to face.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The way we were all incapacitated during the long-range acoustic device attack gave me an idea. We could utilize the technology to take over the island without much bloodshed.”

      Kalugal sighed. “I’m not interested in the island. Frankly, I think that you should abandon that idea, sever your ties with the place, and join either the clan or me. By straddling the fence, you are putting your mate in danger.” He lifted his glass and took a sip. “In fact, it’s risky for me to invite you to my home, even with all the evasive maneuvers you’ve made to make sure that you are not being followed.”

      “Carol and I learned how to be ultra-careful from the very best. Turner is a master at that, and we follow his protocol to a tee. And as for the danger to us, Carol is well aware of the risks, but she supports my decision to keep the charade going. If our father decides to refocus on his goal to annihilate the clan, my advance warning will be indispensable.” He took a sip from the bourbon. “The only solution for me is to ensure that the Brotherhood is no longer a threat. Besides, I feel responsible for the people living under Navuh’s oppressive rule. If I don’t help them, who will?”

      Those were noble sentiments, and Kalugal wasn’t indifferent to the suffering of the island’s population, both human and immortal, but mostly the human. All the women and men who’d been captured and enslaved deserved to be freed.

      Except, he doubted that his brother was motivated solely by compassion. Lokan wanted to rule the island, but he knew that he couldn’t do it on his own. He needed Kalugal and his compulsion ability to keep the Brotherhood from splintering into many small militias.

      Without Navuh’s compulsion keeping them in check, there was no telling what havoc they would unleash on the world.

      But Kalugal’s compulsion ability was not nearly as powerful as Navuh’s, and even if it was, he didn’t want to get involved. The plight of the island’s people was insignificant compared to the many maladies of the human world that he’d set out to fix.

      “As I said before, I’m not interested in the island, and I promised our mother that I will not kill Navuh, which is the only way to achieve your goal. I can’t wrest control from him, so the only option to stop his compulsion is to eliminate him.”

      “Or imprison him,” Lokan said. “If he doesn’t renew his compulsion periodically, it will eventually dissipate.” Lokan chuckled. “We could lock him in the harem. That would be an appropriate payback.”

      “Even if I was interested, which I’m not, I don’t know if it’s possible to cover the entire place with noise cannons. And even if it is possible to cover the surface, what about the underground? That’s where most of the warriors live. The long-range acoustic device works only in open spaces.”

      “Infrasound can get through obstacles with little dissipation and it can cause vomiting, diarrhea, and disorientation. I’m not a tech guy, and this is way above my pay grade. But I think William can come up with a workable solution.”

      Kalugal arched a brow. “You want to involve the clan in your plans?”

      “I can’t do it without them. Their main objection to attacking the island is the potential loss of life, but if I demonstrate that it can be achieved with minimal casualties, I believe that Kian will consider it. But I need you to come on board as well. Without you, the Brotherhood will disburse, and I can only imagine the destruction the freed warriors would cause all over the world. We need time for the reforms to take root, and for them to realize that having families and living normal lives is a much better goal than terrorizing humans.”

      “Did you already approach Kian with your plan?”

      Lokan shook his head. “As I said before, unless you join us, there is no point in starting anything.”

      “I need time to think about it, but I don’t see how I can control thousands of warriors. I’m not powerful enough to take over from our father.”

      “Of course. I didn’t expect you to give me an answer right away.”

      “Jacki and I are spending the weekend in the village. I’ll have an answer for you when we return.”

      “Excellent.” Lokan smiled.

      “Most likely, it’s going to be a no.”
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      Ever since Kalugal and Lokan had retired to the library the day before, Rufsur had been wondering what had been said in there.

      Obviously, Lokan wanted something from Kalugal. The question was, what?

      Now that he and Carol had left for the airport, he might finally find out. The problem was that Kalugal had asked Phinas to come into his office as well, and Rufsur wasn’t sure that his boss would want to talk in front of the guy. Jacki was also in the office, but then she’d already heard whatever had been discussed in the library.

      Besides, Kalugal shared everything with her, which Rufsur had to admit made him a little jealous.

      Up until Jacki had become Kalugal’s everything, Rufsur had been his best friend and confidant, with Phinas being a distant second and privy to only a fraction of Kalugal’s secrets. Now Jacki had taken Rufsur’s place, and he found himself sharing a spot with Phinas.

      “I’m sure that you are curious about Lokan’s agenda for the visit.” Kalugal got up and poured himself and Jacki drinks, then motioned for Rufsur and Phinas to help themselves. “He thinks that he can take the island using long-range acoustic technology. I think that it’s an absurd idea, but I promised him to give it some thought.”

      Phinas shook his head, “If you are asking my opinion, my advice is to stay as far away from there as possible. Navuh has thousands of warriors, and that weapon will not disable them all. And even if it could do that, how would Lokan control all of those people after deploying it?”

      “That’s why he needs me,” Kalugal sighed. “But even if I wanted to get involved, which I definitely don’t, I can’t compel all of them at once. And doing it in batches of twenty would be a full-time job. I have better things to do with my time.”

      “You should just tell him no,” Jacki said. “I feel for the island’s people, especially the women, but unless it can be done without enslaving you in turn, that’s a no go.”

      “I agree,” Rufsur said. “Poking that hornets’ nest and letting those warriors go free would be the equivalent of unleashing the Black Death on humanity. The lesser evil is to leave it be.”

      “So it’s settled.” Jacki flipped her yellow pad open. “Let’s move on to a happier subject. Do you guys want to hear the results of my survey?”

      Thankfully, Jacki had spared Rufsur the embarrassing task of asking each man whether he was willing to be auctioned and had taken it upon herself to do the survey.

      “By all means.” Kalugal waved his hand.

      “Thirty-six are not only willing to be offered in an auction but are thrilled at the prospect of clan females bidding on them. Only four said that they are not willing to do that at all, and the rest are undecided. Before saying yay or nay, they want to hear from their friends how it went.”

      Rufsur looked at Phinas. “Which one are you?”

      He was willing to bet that Phinas was one of those who were against the idea. The guy wasn’t a big risk-taker, and he was more reserved than most.

      “I’m willing to give it a try. If the experience is not enjoyable, I will not volunteer for a second round.”

      “Good for you.” Rufsur clapped him on the back. “I’m glad to see that you are willing to step outside your comfort zone.”

      Phinas glanced at Jacki and smiled. “It took some persuading. Jacki’s winning argument was that everything worth having was also worth taking a risk for and putting myself out there. An immortal mate is certainly worth a little discomfort and embarrassment.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his head. “But I have no wish to join the clan. I will need to find a female who is willing to leave it and join our community.”

      What Phinas was implying was that he wanted someone unlike Edna.

      Rufsur put his hand on Phinas’s shoulder. “I have news for you, my friend. You are not the one who will be doing the choosing. Your mate will be chosen for you, and there is little you can do about it. You’ll have to accept the Fates’ gift and thank them for it.”

      Kalugal chuckled. “I see that you’ve become a convert to the clan’s belief system.”

      Rufsur shrugged. “I’m not there yet. It depends on how things work out for Edna and me, provided that they ever do. She is not exactly cooperating.”

      “No return emails?” Jacki cast him a sad look.

      He really hated it when she asked, but telling her to stop would offend her. Jacki did it because she cared, not because she was a busybody.

      “As I said, she’s fighting the connection, but her reasons are the same as Phinas’s. She holds an important position in the clan, and she doesn’t want to leave. I hope to make some headway with her during the upcoming weekend.”

      “Good luck.” Jacki patted his arm. “The only advice I can give you is to be flexible. It’s a difficult situation, and unless both of you are willing to compromise in some way, it’s not going to work.”

      Glancing at Kalugal, Rufsur waited for him to say something against his efforts to win Edna over, but his boss’s expression remained impassive.

      He either didn’t object, which Rufsur found surprising, or he was just waiting to see if his intervention was at all needed.

      If Edna refused to take it any further, she would spare Kalugal the need to be the bad guy.

      Except, Rufsur needed to know what his boss’s stand on the issue was. He could ask him directly, but then Kalugal might give him an evasive answer.

      Perhaps he could test the waters in another way. “We should take two men with us this time. Since I’ll be busy courting my lady judge, you and Jacki will need one more guard. Besides, it’s a good opportunity to introduce more of our men to the clan, so Kian should be all for it.”

      “The house we stay in has only two bedrooms,” Jacki pointed out.

      “If my efforts are successful, I won’t need a bed. And if they fail, I can sleep on the couch.”

      Kalugal nodded. “I like your idea of introducing more men to the clan. Who do you suggest we take?”

      Apparently, his boss was playing it cool all the way through. Or maybe he had no problem with Rufsur mating Edna?

      That wasn’t likely.

      By now, Kalugal was well aware of how powerful the mated bond was, and he knew that it would overpower Rufsur’s other loyalties. Kalugal probably believed that Rufsur was wasting his time with Edna, and that nothing would come of it.

      If Rufsur had any brains, he would have arrived at the same conclusion. But the problem was that his gut refused to accept defeat.

      He sighed. “Atzil comes to mind. But if you leave the others without a cook, it might cause a revolt.”

      “We can order meals in,” Phinas suggested. “If anyone deserves a break, it’s Atzil. I don’t think he’s taken a day off in years, and he’s kept up his training, so his fighting skills are as good as those of the others.”

      Kalugal rubbed his chin. “You are right. I don’t remember him ever taking an entire day off, and since I don’t expect to encounter trouble in the village other than maybe a few nasty looks, I don’t really need to take top fighters with us. Who else?”

      “Ruvon,” Phinas said.

      Kalugal arched a brow. “Why him?”

      Rufsur wondered about the choice as well. Ruvon wasn’t a ladies’ man. He wasn’t particularly good-looking, and he was more interested in technology than in females.

      “Perhaps he could pick the clan’s tech guy’s brains.” Phinas shrugged. “But it was just a thought. You can choose whoever you want.”
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      As Edna parked her car in the underground garage, a large truck full of building materials drove by, heading into the cargo area of the structure.

      Curious, she got out of the car and walked over to see what was going on.

      The piles upon piles of materials couldn’t all be for the double fence that Kian was putting back up between phase one and phase two of the village.

      Was he planning to build more houses?

      What for?

      Most of those in phase two stood empty, and as far as she knew, Sari and her portion of the clan had no intention of leaving Scotland and moving into the village. Perhaps she’d changed her mind?

      “Hi, Edna.” Syssi waved at her. “Checking out the delivery?” She and Amanda walked over. “Robert must have found building materials at a bargain price to fill up the space like that.”

      It took Edna a moment to recall that Kian had put Robert in charge of the procurement of building materials for the village. But that wasn’t what bothered her.

      “What is Kian planning to build? I thought that we were putting the fence back up, not adding more buildings.”

      Smiling, Syssi threaded her arm through Edna’s. “I’ll tell you all about it over coffee. Amanda and I finished earlier than usual at the lab, so I figure we have time to chill in the café.”

      Amanda shook her head. “Not today, darling. I need to rush home.”

      Syssi frowned. “Since when are you in a hurry to get back to the house when Dalhu isn’t there? As long as there is light out, he’ll be painting outdoors. He won’t be back until it gets dark.”

      “I want to prepare a surprise for him.” Amanda winked and sauntered away.

      Syssi frowned. “I wonder what she has in mind. Amanda doesn’t cook, so it can't be that she wants to prepare a romantic dinner for the two of them. If she wanted that, she would have called Onidu and told him to prepare it for them.” Syssi shrugged. “Maybe she did call him and didn’t tell me about it.”

      Edna had a feeling that Amanda’s rush had nothing to do with surprising her mate, and that was even without sending out her ghostly feelers. Something was troubling Amanda, and as was her habit, she didn’t share her troubles with anyone. Annani’s youngest daughter liked to show the world only what she believed was her best side. She hid her pain and her disappointments and put a brave face on it.

      But if Amanda wished to hide whatever was troubling her from Syssi, she could count on Edna to keep her observations to herself. “Perhaps she has something more carnal in mind.”

      “I guess.” Syssi smiled. “That’s usually what’s on her mind.”

      The worst time in Amanda’s life had been when she’d lost her son, and Edna still remembered it vividly. Amanda had been a different person back then, and the tragedy had changed her forever. The diva that everyone saw now had been born from the ashes of the old Amanda.

      The truth was that Edna admired her. It might have started as an act, but over time it had become a part of Amanda, and instead of endlessly wallowing in her grief like Edna was doing, she had rebuilt her life.

      “Are you still going to join me in the café?” Syssi started toward the elevators.

      “Of course. I want to hear what Kian plans to build without informing the council or asking our opinions.”

      Syssi cast her an apologetic glance. “He can’t summon the council for every little decision. As it is, he’s severely overworked and barely has any downtime. Imagine how much worse it would be if he needed to convene the council on a daily basis.” She smiled. “I doubt you or the other council members would appreciate it either. You are all busy with your own work and responsibilities.”

      “That’s true. But he could at least email us a memo. I don’t appreciate finding out about a new building project by following the delivery truck.”

      “You’ve got a point.” Syssi found a table in the shade and waved hello at Wendy and Wonder. “Look at that girl. She’s like a different person.”

      Edna was ashamed to admit that she hadn’t noticed because she hadn’t been paying attention, but Syssi was right. The girl didn’t stop smiling, and she was chattering happily with her customers as if serving them was her favorite thing to do.

      “I didn’t expect Wendy to be so social.”

      “That’s the power of love.” Syssi sighed. “It seems to be even more transformative than the activation of immortal genes.”

      The subject of love was the last thing Edna wanted to talk or even think about. “So what is Kian building?”

      “He is not building yet. The Chinese crew wouldn’t come just to put up the fence, and he didn’t want to hire locals to do that. So, he decided to prepare fifty more plots for future homes. More bang for the buck. They are only charging us for the grading and prep work and are putting the fence up for free.”

      “Unless you know something that I don’t, we don’t need fifty additional plots. Most of the houses in the new phase are unoccupied.”

      “That’s about to change. Kian hopes that the majority of the new couples will choose to live in the village, and with Merlin’s help, we can expect many new babies. They will need larger homes. We don’t have enough three-bedroom houses. I suggested that we add a third bedroom to several of the existing ones, but Kian doesn’t want the crews to work on phase one. He wants the main portion of the village isolated from outsiders.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Edna crossed her arms over her chest. “And what are Kalugal’s men? Insiders?”

      Syssi grimaced. “They are something in between. At least they are immortals like us. But that’s another reason for the building project. The new couples will live in phase two and in phase three when it’s ready. I expect that the fence will stay on, and we will have two separate communities. Perhaps we should put up something nicer than a chain link, though. The double fence system with barbwire on top makes phase two look like a prison.”

      “Forgive me for saying it, but that’s a ridiculous idea. Are we going to have border patrol and require a visa for visits between the sections?”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Yes. Not to intermingle with them at all.”

      Syssi arched a brow. “Do you want to run that by the single ladies?” She leaned forward. “And what about you? Don’t you want to be with Rufsur?”

      “What I want is irrelevant. The clan’s future is more important than anyone’s individual happiness, and I’m not going to jeopardize my people’s safety for selfish reasons.”

      Shaking her head, Syssi leaned back. “You are thinking in black and white, Edna, while life is a million shades of gray. Things never fit neatly into the little boxes we would love to stuff them in. Life is chaotic, and unless we can be flexible and willing to compromise, our boxes will remain vacant. I, for one, prefer a messy box to an empty one.”
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            Amanda

          

        

      

    

    
      The clicking noise her own heels made on the pavement annoyed Amanda. Hell, everything had been annoying her lately, and keeping her agitation hidden from her loved ones, as well as everyone else, was becoming more and more difficult.

      She hadn’t been feeling well for days, and since immortals didn’t get sick, the logical explanation was the one she dreaded most.

      Unlike the rest of the clan females, she didn’t want to be pregnant. If she could help it, she would never become a mother again.

      Once had been enough for her, and she’d barely survived it.

      There was no way Amanda was willing to go through even a fraction of that grief again. Even a scraped knee or a loose tooth would be too much for her to deal with, and children were way messier than that. They liked to run around, get into all kinds of mischief, and get themselves killed.

      Most people lived in denial, thinking that it would never happen to them, that it couldn’t, but it had happened to her, and she wouldn’t wish that pain on her worst enemy.

      Well, maybe she would wish it on Navuh.

      Nah, not even on him. But then he had suffered worse. Carol had learned from Areana that a child he’d adopted and loved as his own had been murdered by a jealous concubine.

      No wonder that the guy had gone crazy.

      Not that it excused his many terrible sins, but she understood his pain. When her sweet boy had died, if she could have, Amanda would have destroyed the entire world. Fortunately for everyone else on the planet, she wasn’t that powerful.

      In time, she’d somehow managed to cope with the grief, but she’d never gotten over it. Except, unlike Navuh, Amanda had come back from the brink of insanity and had dedicated her life to doing good, not evil like her clan’s arch enemy.

      “Damn!” Amanda cursed as her heel got caught in a groove between paving stones, and she pitched forward, regaining balance by sheer force of determination.

      She had no time for messy falls. She had to get home and pee on the damn stick before Dalhu got back.

      What was she going to do if she was pregnant?

      Freak out, that’s what.

      As much as she was terrified of having another child, she would never resort to abortion. That was anathema. Not only because the clan needed her to procreate but because she would never destroy a life that she had created together with Dalhu, even if it was still just the size of a grain of sand.

      It wasn’t that she was fundamentally against abortions. In some cases, it was justifiable, and she would never want women to be denied that choice when pregnancy was the result of nonconsensual sex, like in cases of rape or incest. Others had severe health problems that pregnancy could worsen, and then there were the cases of unviable fetuses that wouldn’t survive after birth. But none of that applied to her, and fear, or even the risk to her sanity couldn’t justify that. If she didn’t want the baby, there were plenty of immortal females who would gladly raise it. Heck, her mother would take the child in a heartbeat.

      Amanda stopped dead in her tracks.

      That was the solution. If she was pregnant, when her time came, she would move to Alaska and stay with her mother until her child transitioned. If it was a girl, it would happen in no time. But even if it was a boy, she would stay at her mother’s until he reached puberty.

      The sanctuary was the safest place on earth, and she would have her child watched every minute of the day and night. Heck, he or she would sleep with her and Dalhu in their bed until he or she transitioned, even if it was a boy, for whom it wouldn’t happen until his teens.

      Amanda didn’t care if people thought that was weird.

      Screw everyone and their opinions. This child was not going to die.

      Feeling a little lighter, she made the rest of her way home at an easier pace. It was still damn fast compared to her usual stroll, but she had an appointment with a plastic stick that she wanted to get over with.

      In the house, Amanda forced a quick smile for Onidu and ducked into the bathroom.

      Once the deed was done, she stayed seated on the toilet and held the wand in front of her. Staring at it, she willed it to do absolutely nothing.

      Well, except for the line in the control window that showed that the test was valid. She didn’t want to have to repeat the process because the stick wasn’t working right. It said on the box that the result would show up after one minute, but to give it up to five minutes just in case.

      She didn’t have to wait that long.

      Less than a minute later, the big red plus sign appeared.

      She was pregnant.

      With shaky hands, Amanda put the test back into the box it came in, dropped it in the wastebasket and pulled out her phone from her purse, all without bothering to get off the toilet or pull her pants back up.

      “Amanda? What a nice surprise.”

      The moment her mother answered, the waterworks started.

      “What happened, Mindy? Why are you crying?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Congratulations! I am overjoyed.”

      “I’m not. I’m terrified.”

      “Oh, sweetheart. Do not torment yourself so, my daughter. The Fates would not be that cruel to you again.”

      A wretched sob erupted from her chest. “They had no reason to be cruel to me before, Mother, but they were. Who is to say that they wouldn’t do it again?”

      “I do. You will come to stay with me. Dalhu will, of course, accompany you, and we will keep your child safe. The entire sanctuary will watch his or her every move.”

      Amanda wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “You’ve read my mind. That’s exactly what I’m planning to do. I’m going to quit my job at the university and come live with you. Hopefully, I’m having a girl, so I’ll be able to get back to work in a year or two. But if it’s a boy, I’m staying until he is thirteen.” She chuckled through her tears. “You’ll have to tolerate my annoying presence.”

      “There is nothing annoying about you, my sweet Mindy, and I would love to have you here with me. Your brother won’t be happy to lose you, though.”

      “Are you kidding me? Kian would love to get rid of me.”

      “Not true, and you know that.”

      “Yeah, I do. It was true a few years ago, though. Especially when I hooked up with Dalhu.”

      “That is all in the past, Amanda. Leave it where it belongs and look forward to your bright new future.”

      Amanda snorted. “Full-time motherhood is not what I would call a bright future.”

      “What do you imagine is brighter?”

      “A breakthrough in my research. A way to identify Dormants.”

      “You are an immortal, Mindy. You can take a few years off to be a full-time mother and enjoy every second of it. There is no reason for you to juggle motherhood and a demanding job at the same time.”

      “You did it.”

      “I had no choice, especially with your older siblings. But when you were born, Kian and Sari already ran most things, and I was free to be a mother, at least most of the time. Those were some of the happiest years of my life. You have given me so much joy.”

      “Really?” Amanda sniffled. Her mother had never told her that.

      “I never say it because your brother and sisters might interpret it as favoritism, but it is not. You all share my heart equally. I just enjoyed being a hands-on mother with you.” She chuckled. “You were a particularly rambunctious child, joyful, mischievous, and so full of love for everyone. You were, and still are my sunshine.”
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      As soon as Dalhu entered the house, he felt the charge in the air. It seemed like it was vibrating with energy, and the only source of that could be Amanda. Except, she wasn’t in the living room, waiting for him on the couch with a fashion magazine in hand or surfing the net like she usually did before dinner.

      The only sounds in the house were coming from the kitchen, where Onidu was working on their evening meal.

      The guy always knew where his mistress was.

      “Good evening, Onidu. Do you know where Amanda is?”

      “The mistress is in the bathroom, master.” He bowed. “I believe that she is taking a bath.”

      “Thank you.” He hated it when the butler bowed to him and called him master.

      Dalhu didn’t want to be anyone’s superior, and he also didn’t want to answer to anyone. He’d had enough of it in the Brotherhood, and he didn’t want anything to remind him of those days.

      He was happy now, creating instead of destroying, feeding his soul instead of killing it, and the only one he had to answer to was Amanda.

      Technically, he also had to answer to Kian, but the guy never demanded anything from him. If Dalhu came along on a mission, it was because he’d volunteered to help, and not because he’d been ordered to do so.

      Dalhu sighed. He needed to remember that Onidu wasn’t a person, and the only reason he called him master was because he’d been programmed to do that.

      He shouldn’t get triggered by that damn word, but the response wasn’t voluntary. Each time it happened, Dalhu had to remind himself that the butler wasn’t a human servant, but a cyborg, and that he didn’t really consider Dalhu his boss.

      Onidu only answered to Amanda, but originally he’d belonged to the goddess, who’d programmed him to call those he served masters and mistresses.

      Dalhu had no intention of bothering the Clan Mother with updating the butler’s vocabulary to better suit him. The best thing would be to add that damn trigger word to the many changes still needed in his own programming.

      With Amanda’s help, he’d made good progress in some areas, but the road to full recovery was a long one. Undoing 800 years of shitty life experience in the Brotherhood couldn’t be achieved overnight, over a year, or even over a decade.

      Dalhu wasn’t in a hurry. He had his entire immortal life ahead of him to rebuild who he was from the inside out.

      Except for the occasional slips into the dark vortex of his past, he was living a dream and thanking the Fates daily for his good fortune.

      After unloading his equipment in the studio, Dalhu washed his hands and his face in the adjacent bathroom before heading to the master bathroom.

      Should he join Amanda in their jacuzzi tub?

      It was tempting, but perhaps she’d had a difficult day at work and needed time alone to unwind. That could be the source of the crackling energy in the air.

      Amanda rarely got mad, but when she did, it was on the same grand scale as everything else she did.

      Had someone annoyed her at work? Professors were a highly competitive bunch and far from scrupulous. Backstabbing and stealing ideas from one another were not common, but occasionally it happened.

      That would explain why Amanda was taking a relaxing bath before dinner on a weekday. Usually, she did that before going to bed, and occasionally during the daytime on weekends.

      Dalhu froze. Was it possible that he’d gotten so absorbed in his art that he hadn’t realized it was Saturday?

      When working seven days a week, twelve to sixteen hours a day, time blurred, and he often didn’t know what day of the week it was.

      Except, calling what he did work was the wrong term. He was creating, and the money he made from selling his art was a bonus, not the main impetus driving him to create more. Even if he were giving away his paintings and illustrations for free, he would have still produced at the same rate. The burning need to create, to improve his art, didn’t let up no matter how many hours he put into it. That was why he hated it when Amanda dragged him to social events.

      Dalhu would have much rather spent those hours painting.

      He was well aware that it was also a form of escape, giving him a great excuse to stay out of the social pressure cooker of the village. He didn’t have to interact with people, and yet no one held it against him.

      An artist was allowed his idiosyncrasies.

      Dalhu snorted. Calling himself an artist still made him feel like a fraud. He was just a guy who drew and painted. He wasn’t an artist.

      A glance at his watch reassured him that it was indeed Wednesday, not Saturday, and that he hadn’t lost track of time.

      Going into the master bedroom, he felt the charge in the air intensify, and as he opened the bathroom door, he felt like he was entering a very localized storm.

      Except, Amanda looked serene as an angel. Most of her gorgeous body was submerged under a mountain of bubbles, her head was resting on an inflatable pillow, and her eyes were closed.

      But she wasn’t sleeping.

      That seemed like an invitation.

      Whipping his shirt over his head, he kicked his shoes off, and then dropped his pants and boxer shorts.

      “Would you mind if I join you?” He slid behind Amanda and then pulled her against his chest. “What’s the occasion? You usually take a bath before bed.”

      “How do you feel about living in the sanctuary?”

      That was an odd question. “What would I do there? Paint the snow?”

      “It can be quite beautiful.”

      “I like vibrant colors. White is boring.” He smoothed his hands over her arms and dipped his head to kiss her neck. “Why do you ask?”

      Even if Amanda wanted to visit her mother in the sanctuary, she would have to wait for Annani to return from visiting Sari in Scotland. Except, she’d said living, not visiting. What was this all about?

      “I’m pregnant.”

      His hands on her arms stilled, but his heart leaped. “What?”

      “You heard me. We are going to have a baby.”

      A child would make him the happiest man on earth, but he was well aware of how terrified Amanda was of becoming a mother once again.

      Suddenly, Alaska made perfect sense. Amanda wanted to ensure their child's safety, and the safest place she could think of was the sanctuary.

      He would do anything to make it easier on her, but the problem was that she would hate it there even more than he would. Amanda loved her work at the university, and she loved the village community. It wasn’t big, but it was much bigger than the one in the sanctuary.

      “Nothing would make me happier, but are you okay with that?”

      “I’m not sure. I talked with my mother, and we both agreed that her place is the safest. If we have a girl, our stay there will not be long, a year or two at the most But if it’s a boy, it will mean thirteen years of snowy vistas for you.” As she turned around in his arms and looked up at him, her eyes were wide with fear. “I can’t do it any other way, Dalhu. I’m sorry.”

      He cupped her cheeks and planted a soft kiss on her lips. “Don’t be. A child is a miracle, and any sacrifice we have to make in order for her or him to be safe is worth it. Thirteen years is not a long time in an immortal’s life. We will find a way to make it work up there. I can paint from photographs, like I did in the beginning, and you can continue your research remotely. You don’t need to be in the lab for the tests to continue. Teaching would be the only thing you’d be giving up. On second thought, you could even do that. You could create an online neuroscience course.”

      As tears slid down Amanda’s cheeks, she closed her eyes and rested her forehead against his chest. “I love you so much. Thank you for being so supportive.”

      He sighed. “I’m the one who needs to thank you. I love you more than life itself, and I’m going to love our child just as much. You must know that I’d walk to the ends of the earth and back for both of you.”

      “I know. And that’s why I love you.” She lifted her head and smiled. “Well, I also love your magnificent body, and a thousand and one other things. But your love for me tops it all.”
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      As the house phone rang for the third time during his dinner, Roberts wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I’ll get that.” He pushed away from the table.

      “Thank you.” His wife’s smile was grateful. “I don’t know how to activate that do not call feature to stop these telemarketers. But maybe it’s one of the kids this time, so before you bark at whoever is calling, check who it is.”

      Fat chance. Their children only called on holidays, birthdays, and when they needed something, like a co-signer for a loan.

      It was those damn telemarketers, and they had already disturbed his dinner twice this evening. Dora had been too polite to tell them to take the number off their calling list, but he would make sure they never called his number again.

      The question was, how had they gotten his unlisted number in the first place? Dora must have entered it on one of her online orders again. He’d told her a thousand times not to use the home number, but she kept forgetting.

      Snatching the phone off the cradle, he barked, “Who is it?”

      “Hello, Mr. Roberts. This is Calvin from Generpro. Has your family’s quality of life been impacted by the frequent power outages in your neighborhood? Our standby generators switch on the moment power is out.”

      As a sense of unnatural calm washed over him, he pulled out a barstool and sat down. Something in the guy’s voice made him sound like a good friend, like someone whom Roberts wanted to talk to.

      “Who is it?” Dora asked.

      Roberts turned to his wife. “It’s a telemarketer from Generpro.”

      “Oh, good. With all those damn power outages, we need a standby generator.”

      The telemarketer continued his pitch, “Owning a Generpro standby generator provides thousands of homeowners like you with on-demand reliable power. If you schedule an appointment with one of our representatives today, I can offer you a twenty percent discount on the installation and three years of free service.”

      “Perhaps some other time.” Roberts ended the call.

      That was odd. He’d wanted to schedule the appointment, but something compelled him to end the call.

      Dora glared at him. “Why did you hang up on him? I told you we needed it.”

      “We should do some research first. Those big whole-house generators are expensive, and I don’t want to hire the first Joe Schmo who calls.” The words tumbled out of his mouth as if he had the speech prepared and rehearsed, and it didn’t end there. “I’m in the mood for a beer.” He grabbed his car keys off the hook. “I’m going to the supermarket. Do you need me to get anything for you?”

      His wife regarded him with a raised brow. “Since when do you drink beer after dinner?”

      “Since today. Do you need me to get anything or not?”

      Dora sighed. “Ever since Edgar’s death, you’ve been acting strange, and it’s understandable. You two were friends for many years, and you must miss him terribly. But you refuse to talk about it, and that’s not healthy, Elijah. You need to let yourself grieve. Perhaps you should talk to a therapist?”

      “I’m fine, Dora. Don’t psychoanalyze me.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself. Get a five-pound bag of potatoes and a box of laundry detergent.”

      “Is that all?”

      “I can’t think of anything else.”

      “I won’t be long.” He patted his pocket before heading out.

      That was another strange thing he’d been doing lately. He was carrying around the list of potential new paranormal talents that the system was flagging and adding names to it as they came in. Most would prove to be duds, and he would be lucky if one of them had actual talent, but why the hell was he taking the list home with him each day?

      It wasn’t as if he wanted to make additional background checks after hours. Dora didn’t like it when he brought work home. Hell, he didn’t bother doing that during office hours either. He had others do that for him.

      The supermarket was a ten-minute drive from his house, and as he entered, Roberts headed straight for the beer aisle. He was in the mood for Blue Moon for some reason.

      A young man approached him. “Excuse me. A good friend of yours needs to talk to you.” He handed Roberts a phone.

      As if in a daze, he took the device and brought it to his ear. “Hello?”

      “Good evening, Elijah,” a familiar voice said. “Do you have the list with you?”

      Roberts patted his pocket. “Yes.”

      “Excellent. Hand it over to my associate.”

      “Yes.” Roberts pulled out the folded piece of paper and gave it to the guy who’d handed him the phone.

      “Is it done?” asked the man on the phone.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you fire Marisol?”

      “I did.”

      “Do you know what she’s up to?”

      “Probably planning my assassination.” For some reason, Roberts felt compelled to tell the truth, even that which he hadn’t admitted to himself before.

      His fear of the crazy bitch wasn’t pure paranoia. With her ability, she could have been making millions on the stock market or selling whatever to whoever. Marisol had most likely joined the program only because Simmons had promised her that she would head it after he retired, and she was power-hungry. Having her dreams and aspirations crushed might push her over the edge.

      “Don’t worry, Elijah, we are keeping an eye on you, and we won’t let anything happen to you and yours.”

      He believed it. “Thank you.” Whoever the guy was, he was a valuable friend. Besides, he needed Roberts to keep supplying lists of potential paranormal talents.

      Where had he met him? And how come he didn’t remember agreeing to the exchange?

      There were several options. Head trauma, hypnosis, or compulsion. Was the guy on the other side of the phone like Marisol?

      A cold shiver rocked Roberts from head to toe.

      His worst fear was losing control of his mental faculties, and that was precisely what compulsion did. He was no longer the master of his actions. His free will had been taken away from him.

      The thing was, he still felt like the guy was his friend. Was that part of the compulsion as well?

      The man continued in his cultured, friendly tone. “I assume that you had her remove the compulsion from the trainees before firing her?”

      “I did.”

      “Good. What about the drug tests?”

      “The minors no longer participate. The adults do, but with their full consent. Did you compel me to do all those things? I don’t remember anything.”

      “That’s how it should be. After handing the phone back to my friend, you will forget him, this conversation, and the list you gave him. You will put a case of beer in your cart and continue shopping.”

      “Yes.”

      “Hand him the phone, Elijah.”

      As Roberts obeyed the command, he looked at the young man standing too close to him and invading his personal space. “Can I help you?”

      “I was about to help you. Here is your beer, sir.” The guy pulled out a case of Blue Moon from the fridge and put it in Elijah’s cart. “Have a nice rest of your evening.”

      “Thank you.”
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      Syssi could barely stifle her excitement, but she’d promised Amanda not to tell Kian about the pregnancy, and she only had to keep it bottled up for a little while longer. Amanda and Dalhu were coming over for dinner tonight, and they would tell him in person.

      “What’s the occasion?” Kian asked. “It’s not the anniversary of the kidnapping, and it’s also not the anniversary of Dalhu’s trial.” He turned to Syssi with a panicked expression on his face. “Did I forget one of ours?”

      “No, my love.” She walked up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “It’s just a family dinner.”

      “It’s not a Friday.”

      After Annani’s longest stay in the village, they’d decided to continue the tradition she’d started of having family dinners to celebrate the end of every workweek, but the news couldn’t wait. It was good that she had an excuse prepared. “Kalugal and Jacki are arriving tomorrow, and although they are family too, I thought it would be nice to have a more intimate dinner with just Amanda and Dalhu today.”

      He arched a brow. “Why do I have a feeling that you are not telling me something? What is my sister up to this time?”

      Damn, Kian knew her too well, and she sucked at hiding things from him.

      “Stop being paranoid and change out of your work clothes before they arrive.”

      He looked down at his slacks and button-down shirt. “What’s wrong with what I have on? If I change, it would be into more of the same.”

      She needed to get him a new wardrobe. Kalugal’s last visit had provided her with the inspiration of how to dress Kian casually and yet elegantly. His cousin had the style perfected.

      But since she hadn’t gotten around to it yet, Kian would have to work with what he had.

      “You can wear jeans. It’s a casual family dinner.”

      Kian smirked. “Should I wear the ones with the holes?”

      She loved those. They were old, the fabric was so soft that it molded to his powerful thighs, outlining every muscle, and they were frayed at the bottom. Kian looked good enough to eat in those jeans, especially when he went barefoot.

      Her man had such beautiful feet, and they looked particularly sexy framed in the frayed edges of those old jeans.

      Syssi fanned herself with her hand. “If you do, I won’t be able to concentrate on the conversation. Wear something else.”

      “Not a chance.” Laughing, he ducked into the closet.

      “You’re evil,” she called after him.

      “It’s payback for whatever you are keeping from me.”

      Syssi smiled. He was going to be so happy when he heard the news. Kian would not only be a father soon, he would be an uncle as well.

      Their little Allegra would have a buddy to play with. According to Bridget, Amanda was six weeks pregnant, which meant that her baby would only be three months younger than Allegra.

      It was a shame that Amanda was freaking out, though, and planning to move to the sanctuary until her child transitioned.

      Hopefully, she would calm down and change her mind about it.

      If Amanda left, a new professor would take over the lab. Syssi didn’t like the idea of working with a human, who would have no idea what the lab’s real purpose was.

      At least the paranormal testing would continue because the clan was funding the research, and that was how things worked in universities. Research projects had to get funding, either from the government or from private sources, and that determined what got studied and what did not.

      Whoever thought that science was free from politics and popular trends was naive. As in everything else, money was the determining factor, and it was the professor’s job to get it for his or her lab. Luckily for Amanda, she didn’t have to chase after grant money and could dedicate all of her time to research and teaching.

      As the doorbell rang, Okidu opened the door and bowed. “Greetings, Mistress Amanda and Master Dalhu.”

      “Good evening.” Amanda walked in with her mate trailing behind her. “Did you tell him?”

      “Of course I did not.” Syssi pulled Amanda into her arms. “But it wasn’t easy. He suspects that I’m hiding something from him.”

      “Naturally.” Kian walked into the living room wearing a pair of jeans, but not the ones with the holes. “So, what is it all about? Am I going to like it, or hate it?”

      Amanda pulled out of Syssi’s arms, walked up to Kian, and hugged him tightly.

      As her shoulders started heaving, Kian put his arms around his sister. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m pregnant,” she whispered.

      “Oh, Amanda.” His voice broke. “That’s wonderful, and a reason for celebration, not tears.”

      “I’m terrified.”

      “I know. But nothing bad is going to happen this time. I promise.”

      “How can you promise that?”

      “Easy.” He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “We are going to swathe that child in bubble wrap and have Onidu and Okidu guarding it twenty-four-seven. And if that’s not enough to assuage your fears, we will borrow one of mother’s Odus to help out as well.”

      Amanda wiped her tears. “I was thinking of moving into the sanctuary. But what you suggest is also an option. Except, who will clean our houses if the Odus will be busy babysitting?”

      He chuckled. “Did you forget that they need only minutes to recharge? They’ll do it at night when the child is asleep. But one will always stay to watch him or her, of course.”

      Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “There will be no need for that. Our daughter or son will sleep with Dalhu and me in bed until she or he transitions.”

      Syssi glanced at Dalhu, who so far hadn’t said a word. He looked worried and excited at the same time. “Are you doing okay?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I just want Amanda to be happy.”

      “What about you?” Kian asked his brother-in-law.

      “Becoming a father was something that I used to dream about when I was still a Doomer. But after Amanda entered my life, I figured that I’d already won the lottery, and to ask for anything more would be greedy of me.”

      “Oh, darling.” Amanda walked over to her mate and put her hands on his massive shoulders. “That was such a sweet thing to say. You are going to be an amazing father, and the best protector this child could have.” She let out a shuddering breath. “I should have realized that having you by my side, and us raising our child together, is a game-changer. You won’t let anything happen to her.”

      “Or him.”

      Amanda smiled. “I hope you don’t mind, but ever since I found out, I’ve been beseeching the Fates to give us a girl so she could transition early. I hope they’ll take pity on me and grant my wish.”

      “I want a little girl too, but I’ll love a boy no less.”

      Syssi snorted. “What if you’re having twins? One of each?”

      Amanda groaned. “Then I’ll have to beg my mother to give up two of her Odus and Alena and Sari to give up theirs. I’ll need an Odu army to watch over my children.”
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      “I will take this, master.” Kian’s butler tried to wrestle the shopping bags out of Atzil’s hands.

      Atzil pulled them back. “I don’t need help carrying groceries.”

      Rufsur put a hand on his shoulder. “Stop fighting him or the bags will tear. And then what will you do?”

      The cook glared at the butler. “Why do you insist? Do I look like the kind of guy who needs help?”

      Okidu bowed. “Of course not, master. But it is my duty and my pleasure to serve.”

      Atzil glanced at their boss. “Is he for real?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Kalugal passed them by. “Just let it go.”

      Rufsur was starting to doubt the merit of bringing Atzil along. After hearing that there was no grocery store in the village, the guy had insisted on bringing supplies with him so he could cook for them during the visit. And just in case Kalugal and Jacki wished to entertain guests, he’d brought enough food to host a party.

      Ruvon was okay, except for the gaping and the gasping. The guy was behaving like the country mouse visiting his rich cousin, and that was embarrassing.

      Kalugal’s mansion was much fancier than any building in the village, and its zip code was one of the most affluent in the country. The guy shouldn’t act so impressed, especially since they were only in the parking garage.

      The place was massive, and the entire sci-fi entry through a tunnel was impressive, but the cars parked in it were mostly modest vehicles. Rufsur had spotted one Porsche, and that was it as far as luxury. Nothing here could compare to what Kalugal had in his garage.

      Except, Ruvon’s gaping and Atzil’s groceries weren’t the real cause for his aggravation.

      He’d hoped that Edna would come to greet him. Heck, he’d had a stupid fantasy of her accompanying the butler to the clan’s airstrip, and like in some stupid romantic movie, running into his arms the moment he stepped off the plane.

      Instead, the butler had shown up with Jay and Theo, who’d slapped cuffs on Atzil and Ruvon’s wrists.

      So much for romantic fantasies.

      “It’s so pretty,” Atzil said as they walked out of the elevator. “A glass pavilion steeped in greenery. It looks like a fairytale.” He chuckled. “Where is the sleeping beauty for me to kiss?”

      “There are plenty of them in the village,” Jacki said. “Not sleeping, but eagerly awaiting a prince to give them a kiss. You are going to be a hit.”

      “What about me?” Ruvon asked.

      “You too. Both of you should thank Rufsur for choosing you. This visit gives you an opportunity to meet clan ladies outside of the auction system.”

      Both had signed up for it, so that wasn’t a problem, but losing a cook might be. If Atzil hooked up with a clan lady who wanted to stay in the village, they were going to lose the second most important member of their community, which was another reason to debate the wisdom of taking him along.

      Who was going to replace him in the kitchen? Shamash?

      Damn.

      He was starting to think like Edna, focusing on the obstacles instead of on the big picture. Losing their cook would be unfortunate, but it was a minor inconvenience compared to what Atzil could gain.

      Having an immortal mate who could bear him immortal children was the real fairytale happy ending that each of them hoped for.

      While Atzil and Ruvon kept waxing poetic about the beauty of the village, Kian’s butler, who could be barely seen under the load of luggage and shopping bags he was carrying, headed outside and started loading the golf cart.

      “Are we going to the house first?” Jacki asked.

      Kalugal glanced at his watch. “Kian wanted to see me as soon as we arrived. I’ll take Rufsur with me to the meeting, and you can take Atzil and Ruvon to the house and get settled.” He turned to the two Guardians accompanying him. “What’s the procedure this time? Can we split up, and who will you go with?”

      “I’ll accompany you to Kian’s office,” Jay said. “Theo will escort the rest of your party to the house.”

      “Very well.”

      Once the butler finished tying the cargo to the roof of the golf cart, he bowed to Jacki. “Madam, would you like to sit up front or in the back?”

      As Jacki was about to hop onto the front seat, another cart stopped in front of the pavilion’s door, and Jin jumped down. “I figured that there wouldn’t be enough space in one golf cart for you and for the cargo.” She pulled Jacki into her arms. “The girls are waiting for you at the café.” She glanced at Atzil and Ruvon. “You are welcome to join.”

      Kalugal offered her his hand. “How have you been, Jin?”

      Rufsur tensed. Had his boss forgotten what the girl could do with one touch?

      Shaking his head, he tried to signal to Kalugal that it was a bad idea, but his boss ignored him.

      “Excellent.” Holding on to Kalugal’s hand, Jin smiled, revealing a pair of small, pointy fangs. “They don’t hurt as badly anymore.”

      “So who is going to the house?” Theo asked.

      Rufsur looked at the butler. “Can you take our stuff and unload it in the house?”

      Okidu bowed. “Of course, master.”

      “Then I guess no one. Kalugal and I can walk.”

      The moment the two golf carts drove off, Rufsur leaned to whisper in Kalugal’s ear, “Are you out of your fucking mind? Why did you let her touch you?”

      Kalugal shrugged. “I forgot. But I’m not afraid of her tethering me again,” he said out loud even though Jay was trailing only a couple of feet behind them.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because now I know how it feels. Tethering me again would have amounted to an act of war, and I don’t think that is what my cousin has in mind.”
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      Kalugal pulled out the list of potential talents he’d gotten from Roberts and put it on the conference table. “How do you want to handle this?”

      Kian reached for the list and scanned it. “Twelve names. Not bad for one week’s worth of collection.”

      “Most, if not all, are probably worthless, but we won’t know until we check them out.” Kalugal pulled the list back. “The question is, who do we send to do that, my men or yours?”

      “Before we do that, what about the program’s recruiters? They will also investigate these people. Do we wait for them to do that first and move in after them, or do we try to beat them to it?”

      Kalugal had given it some thought. “Since this is all new, and we are still testing the waters, I suggest that we observe how they work and gather information. First order of business, your hackers should monitor the potential new recruits’ cellular and email communications. I can send men to plant listening devices in their homes as well. Based on the information we collect, we will decide on how to proceed.”

      Kian nodded. “I like your cautious approach. By the way, is Eleanor, aka Marisol, still in the picture?”

      Kalugal shook his head. “My men didn’t see her entering the facility since she left for the weekend last Friday, and I confirmed with Roberts that he’d fired her.” He chuckled. “He’s afraid of her.”

      “The woman is a piece of work. Do we know what she’s up to?”

      Kalugal frowned. “I thought that you were tracking her.”

      “If she uses any major airport in the country, our facial recognition software will flag her, and we might assign her a tail if we think it’s worth our trouble. But we couldn’t put anything on her. It would have been detected by the sensors in the facility. Except, she probably doesn’t want Roberts to know what she is doing, and she might take precautions, like wearing specialized eyewear. There are new clear models available that look like prescription glasses.”

      Kalugal crossed his arms over his chest. “I wonder what she will do next.”

      Kian chuckled. “She might give you some competition. That’s the most profitable way to use her compulsion talent.”

      The comment was a little insulting, especially since he was no longer doing that, but Kalugal let it go. “I hope that’s all she will do. Immunes make me uncomfortable.” He smiled. “Except for my wife, of course. Her immunity is actually beneficial to our marriage. I would have hated it if I unintentionally compelled her to do things that she didn’t wish to do.”

      Kian arched a brow. “Does that happen to you? I thought that you were in complete control of your talent.”

      “I have good control, but not complete. If I get angry or frustrated, my tone occasionally slips into the compulsory range.” He rubbed his chin. “I would love to find out how it works. It must have something to do with sound waves, but I tested mine, and there was nothing special about them.”

      “It’s more than that,” Turner said. “Bridget has a theory that compellers are projecting another sort of force field or wave that we can’t detect, and it only hitches a ride on sound waves.”

      “Fascinating hypothesis.” Kalugal leaned back, the gears in his head spinning fast in response to Bridget’s idea. “I should have realized that my ability stems from the same place as thralling and shrouding does. It’s just another facet of the same thing, some mysterious brain waves or energy field. Perhaps hitching a ride on sound waves amplifies it, making it more powerful than pure telepathy.”

      Turner nodded. “Maybe one day we will discover a method to detect it, and then the paranormal will turn normal. The same way it happened with other inexplicable phenomena when science deciphered them.”

      “Speaking of science and sound waves. Lokan came to me with an idea. Personally, I don’t want to get involved, and I don’t think it’s doable, but you might have a different opinion. He thinks that the sound technology that was used against us by the director could be utilized to conquer the island without too many casualties.”

      Kian tilted his head. “It’s interesting how the same ideas inspire different responses. I was worried about Navuh discovering the technology and using it against us.”

      It hadn’t crossed Kalugal’s mind, but Kian was right. Not only that, given the much smaller size of the village’s population, and that they all lived above ground, it might work better for Navuh than what Lokan had in mind for the island.

      “You are right to worry. The island is too big for that sort of an attack, and most of the warriors live underground. But your village is much more vulnerable. I hope that you are working on a defense system.”

      “William is on it.”

      Kalugal glanced out the window at the treetops swaying gently in the wind. “You have a beautiful place here, but I wonder whether a more secluded location wouldn’t have been better. Perhaps an underground facility.”

      “Seclusion has its own challenges. Many of my people work in the city, and the commute is already difficult as it is. Besides, no place on earth is completely safe. Your father’s island is as secluded as it gets, and even though it has taken us a long time, we eventually discovered its location.”

      “Because you caught Lokan.”

      “In time, we would have figured it out even without Lokan’s help. Technology is progressing rapidly, and Navuh is not keeping up.”

      “True. So, what are your thoughts about Lokan’s idea?”

      Kian leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “My agenda is different from Lokan’s. He wants to take control of the island, which I don’t think is possible. My agenda is to free the females, human and Dormant, who are trapped there. The noise technology might be enough for what I want to achieve, but not for Lokan’s ambitious goals.”
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      Not for the first time, Kian was surprised by how freely Kalugal was sharing information with him.

      That didn’t mean that the guy had no secrets, though. His cousin only revealed things that he felt it was safe to reveal, which meant that he really had no interest in the island.

      The other possibility was that he wanted to check whether Kian would be willing to help Lokan and him take over the place. Even if the brothers managed to disable every warrior on the island with the noise machine, they didn’t have enough men for a mission like that.

      Thousands of people lived there, and Kalugal wasn’t a strong enough compeller to take control over everyone at once.

      Could Annani do that?

      The test she’d successfully conducted included only a couple of hundred immortals, but she’d been able to compel even Kalugal, who was immune to Navuh’s compulsion. It seemed that she was a stronger compeller than Navuh, but the question was whether she could spread her influence over thousands of people, and also how long her compulsion would last.

      The other problem with her test was that no one had any reason to resist it. All she’d asked of them was to look for her earring, and everyone was happy to comply. Could she overpower resistant immortals?

      They needed to test it, but knowing Annani, she would refuse to do that unless the motive behind it was purely altruistic.

      And in any case, Kian would never risk her life on a mission that held questionable value. It would be nice to get rid of Navuh’s threat once and for all, but he doubted Lokan and Kalugal’s ability to keep the Doomers under control.

      Besides, since Kalugal’s disinterest in the island seemed genuine, it was a futile mental exercise. Kian had to grudgingly concede that leaving Navuh in place was the lesser evil compared to the alternatives.

      Kalugal sighed. “I told Lokan that my answer would most likely be a no. He’ll be disappointed, but the truth is that his utopian image of the island’s future is unrealistic. The change has to start from the inside, but with Navuh controlling everyone’s minds, it’s not going to happen.”

      “Unless we can figure out a way to resist compulsion,” Turner said. “I think it’s a skill that can be learned. If it’s possible even to a small extent, we might be able to trickle the knowledge along with outside influence into the island. It might take hundreds of years, but eventually the weeds we seed will destroy the foundation upon which his empire is built.”

      It was an idea that Kian had toyed with before, and now that he had two strong compellers, he could run tests to figure out what worked and what didn’t.

      Kalugal nodded. “I can have my men give it a try and see if they can learn to resist my compulsion. I just wish I could point them in the right direction.” He glanced at Rufsur. “From my experience, unless the immortal in question is immune naturally, he can’t resist even when he struggles mightily against it.”

      Kian stifled a chuckle. After experiencing Annani’s compulsion, Kalugal was no doubt desperate to learn the skill himself. “By all means. Let me know how it goes. And as we are already on the subject of your men, how did they react to the auction idea?”

      “Surprisingly, most are willing to give it a try, and only a few are not.” Kalugal smiled at Rufsur. “Some are waiting to hear from their friends about how it went before deciding.”

      “Don’t look at me.” Rufsur crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not going on the auction block.”

      “If they see you go for it, they might be more inclined to participate.”

      “Phinas will have to do. If he enjoys the experience, the others will be encouraged to try it.”

      “I hope so.” Kalugal smiled at Kian. “Speed dating immortal style.”

      Kian nodded.

      He was glad to hear that the auction idea had been well received. It meant that he’d been right about many of Kalugal’s men being willing to cross over to the clan. But he was still conflicted about that. On the one hand, it was good that fewer clan females would leave, but on the other hand, Kian was worried about incorporating a bunch of ex-Doomers into the clan.

      Perhaps he needed to build houses on those fifty plots he was grading sooner rather than later. Could he make it a separate community with a fence around it?

      As if that was going to solve anything. And what if fifty new homes were not enough?

      Currently, most clan members were sharing houses, but once they had mates, they would need family homes. Aside from Kalugal’s men, they would also have new Dormants coming in thanks to the Echelon system, which meant even more matings in the near future.

      So far, other than Richard, all the trainees who’d followed Jin out of the program had transitioned, which indicated that Echelon was spitting up good leads.

      Then why wasn’t he happy?

      Because it seemed too easy, and life didn’t work like that. He just knew that something would screw this up for them. But what if the uneasy feeling in his gut had nothing to do with future housing and former Doomers mating clan females? What if it was about Amanda and her pregnancy?

      Kian was overjoyed about becoming an uncle, but he feared for Amanda. Until that child’s successful transition, he should offer the Fates daily prayers for its safety.

      As he noticed that the room had fallen silent and everyone was waiting for him to say something, Kian tried to remember what was the thing Kalugal had said that had him thinking about building more houses and then about Amanda’s pregnancy.

      Right, he’d said that most of his men were willing to be auctioned.

      “We’ve tested the auction idea with Jacki’s friend Richard, and so far it’s been a big success. The ladies flock to the auction room, and Richard is having a blast watching them go crazy over him.” Kian chuckled. “Except, the guy is still human and has a hard time keeping up. A couple of days ago he asked for a break.”

      “Tell me more about it.” Kalugal turned toward him. “How many of the clan’s single ladies attended the auctions?”

      “I wasn’t there, but Amanda reported that the room was packed each night.”
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      With Rufsur just down the hall in Kian’s office, there was no hope for Edna to finish her work for today. It was as if a magnet was pulling at her, and it was a struggle to keep her butt in the chair and her eyes on the contract in front of her.

      Hell, whatever she’d managed so far was probably garbage, and she would have to redo everything on Monday.

      She shouldn’t have even tried.

      Ever since she’d woken up that morning, her heart and her mind had been at war. First, she’d fought the urge to go greet Rufsur at the airstrip, and when that timeline had expired, a new struggle had started to stay away from the parking garage.

      But if she’d acted on her impulses, it would have sent the wrong message, and Rufsur didn’t need any encouragement from her.

      He was tenacious enough as it was.

      And why was she smiling while thinking that?

      Because she loved it about him, that and many other things. Like his cocky smile and the dimples in his cheeks, and the way he looked at her as if she was beautiful.

      But what did it matter if they couldn’t be together?

      How could she give Kian grief about spending money on preparing plots for homes that would remain unoccupied, and at the same time fantasize about building a life with Rufsur in one of them?

      Pushing to her feet, Edna walked up to the window and glanced at the café below. It was after five in the afternoon, so the place was packed, but she had no trouble spotting Jacki and her friends in the center of the enclosure. They’d put several tables together, and although she couldn’t hear what they were talking about, they seemed to be having fun.

      Two men whom she didn’t recognize were sitting with Theo and Jay. Kalugal’s men no doubt. One was a burly blond with a military buzz cut and a jaw so big and square that it looked almost cartoonish. The other one was slim and dark, with curly hair that looked black from where she was standing, and a short-trimmed beard. Both were handsome in their own way, but neither could hold a candle to Rufsur.

      Perhaps she should go and join the gathering?

      That would take her mind off him.

      Right. As if anything could, or as if she really wanted to forget about him.

      She was such a hypocrite. And what was worse, she was lying to herself. If she didn’t want to see Rufsur, then why had she ordered a bunch of new clothes? And why was she wearing a new outfit today, including new shoes?

      She still didn’t have any makeup on, and her hair was in its usual tight bun, but that was because she’d been fantasizing about Rufsur taking the pins out one by one and fanning it over her shoulders as he had done before.

      Talk about being conflicted.

      With a sigh, Edna turned away from the window. The next five minutes were spent organizing her desk, and once everything was put away, she walked out the door and headed downstairs.

      As soon as she exited the office building, Amanda turned to look at her and smiled. “Edna, come join us.” She waved her over.

      Theo grabbed a chair and squeezed it between Syssi’s and Amanda’s. “Here you go, judge.”

      “Thank you.” Edna sat down and smiled at Jacki. “Welcome back. How is married life treating you?”

      “I’m living a fairytale. Let me introduce you to Kalugal’s men.” Jacki turned around and motioned for them to approach. “This is Atzil, who runs Kalugal’s kitchen and feeds everyone.”

      The guy dipped his head. “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

      Up close, Atzil still looked like he was straight out of a comic strip, but he had a pleasant smile, and Edna had no trouble picking up on his positive vibe.

      “Same here.” She smiled at him.

      “And this is Ruvon,” Jacki continued the introduction. “He is Kalugal’s William.”

      Ruvon shifted from foot to foot. “From what I’ve heard, I’m nowhere near the caliber of the legendary William. I can’t wait to meet him.”

      The guy was shy and anxious, but he seemed just as harmless and as pleasant as Atzil.

      Was she losing her touch and everyone she met was suddenly a wonderful person?

      Edna wasn’t the type to look at the world through rose-colored glasses, but apparently her outlook was changing. Hopefully, she wasn’t making a mistake by letting her guard down.

      “William would love to talk to you.” She smiled at the shy immortal. “In fact, he might not let you go. It’s rare for William to find someone who is interested in the same things he is.”

      Ruvon grimaced. “I know exactly how he feels. Whenever I try to explain the most basic things to the guys, their eyes gloss over, and they just nod like idiots.”

      Atzil slapped his back. “Don’t talk about your friends like that. Do I call you a moron because you don’t know how to cook a sausage?”

      Ruvon blushed. “I know how.”

      “Without burning it?”

      “I burn it on purpose. It’s tastier like that.”

      Atzil rolled his eyes. “Why do I even bother.”

      As the two returned to their seats next to the Guardians, Amanda put her hand on Edna’s shoulder. “I have good news, which everyone here already heard about. I’m pregnant.”

      Edna’s heart skipped a beat.

      Amanda had been terrified of having another child. How was she going to survive this?

      Even though she seemed happy and excited, Edna could sense the anxiety rippling just underneath the surface, but the waves weren’t as violent as she would have expected given Amanda’s past.

      “Congratulations.” She wrapped her arms around Amanda in a rare expression of physical affection. “When did you find out?”

      “Wednesday. Naturally, I freaked out and called my mother to tell her that I’d be moving to the sanctuary until my child transitions, but Kian came up with a less drastic solution for me to keep my sanity.”

      “And what’s his solution?”

      “The Odus. Onidu and Okidu will take turns, so one is always around to keep an additional eye on him or her.”

      “That’s an excellent idea. How is Dalhu taking it?”

      Amanda grinned, her beautiful face turning radiant. “He’s walking on clouds. Dalhu always wanted to have children, but he didn’t say anything because he knew that I couldn’t even think about it without having a panic attack.”

      “I’m glad that it’s all working out for you.”

      Amanda took in a deep breath. “It’s a long road, and I’m going to take it one step at a time. I’m even going to talk to Vanessa because I don’t want random panic attacks to affect the baby. I want to be serene for its sake.” She cast a loving glance at Syssi. “Our children will grow up together. How awesome is that?”

      Syssi patted her rounded belly. “Little Allegra will have a cousin for a playmate. It doesn’t get better than that.”

      Indeed.

      As the two talked about Amanda and Dalhu needing to build an addition to their house, Edna smiled and nodded, but her mind was elsewhere. If she accepted Rufsur’s offer, and if Merlin’s potions worked, she could be part of that exclusive circle of expecting mothers.

      It seemed like such an impossible dream, but that was because she was used to thinking of it as unachievable. Except, it was now within her grasp, provided that she was willing to compromise.

      Casting a look at Kalugal’s men, she had to admit that they seemed like nice fellows, and not murderous enemies who plotted to attack unsuspecting clan members and murder them in their sleep.

      The problem was that impressions were deceptive. Those guys could be perfectly decent immortals, but when the command came from their leader, they would follow orders even without him having to use compulsion on them. That was how military organizations, or even quasi-military ones like the clans of old, operated.

      Friendliness meant nothing. Clan loyalty was everything.

      “Excuse me.” Edna pushed her chair back. “I would love to stay, but I forgot something in my office that I need to retrieve.”

      There was nothing she needed to get back except for her sanity, but regrettably, it wasn’t waiting for her on her desk.

      “Come back later,” Amanda said.

      “If you are still here when I’m done, I will.”
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      “Would you like to see the new fence?” Kian asked. “I can take you on a tour, and from there, we can continue to the fifty new plots that I’m grading on the eastern side of the mountain.”

      Rufsur stifled a groan. He’d thought they were done and that he could finally go to Edna’s. Instead, it seemed that he would be dragged on a boring tour of Kian’s new construction project.

      “Perhaps tomorrow,” Kalugal said. “Jacki is waiting for me down at the café, and I’m sure that she wants to get to the house and unwind a little before dinner. We will see the fence on the way, and tomorrow, you can show me the grading project.”

      Rufsur released a relieved breath. He’d already talked it over with Kalugal, and his presence at dinner was not required. Atzil and Ruvon were not going to accompany Jacki and Kalugal either. He didn’t like it that they were going without protection, but Kalugal wanted to show Kian that he trusted him in the hopes that his cousin would return the favor.

      “Trust breeds trust, and mistrust breeds more mistrust,” Kalugal had said. “And it all boils down to fear. If I show Kian that I don’t fear him, I hope it will convince him that he has nothing to fear from me.”

      Rufsur wasn’t sure about that, but since he needed Kalugal and Kian to get along, he hadn’t argued. The better the relationship between those two was, the better were his chances with Edna.

      “As you wish.” Kian pushed to his feet. “Syssi is down there with the rest of Jacki’s friends, so I might as well join you.”

      Perhaps Edna was there as well? That would save him the trouble of hunting her down. With Amanda and Syssi present, she wouldn’t be able to escape him without making a scene.

      Except when they got to the café, she wasn’t there.

      Rufsur plastered a confident smile on his face. “Hello, ladies. Does anyone know where I can find Edna?”

      Amanda looked up at him and smirked. “She went up to her office to get something, and I didn’t see her coming out, so she must still be there. Her office is the third door down the corridor from Kian’s.”

      Rufsur dipped his head. “Thank you.”

      As he turned on his heel and headed back into the building, he heard several murmurs and a few giggles. Apparently, they all knew what was going on between him and Edna.

      Not that either of them had tried to hide it, but given Edna’s dry emails and lack of enthusiasm about seeing him, he’d assumed that she’d been pressured into severing ties with him.

      It was good to see that Amanda wasn’t opposed to them having a relationship. Kian’s wife had smiled when he’d asked about Edna, so she was also in favor. It seemed like the only one against it was the lady in question.

      No matter.

      One way or another, he was going to change her mind.

      As he stopped in front of Edna’s door, Rufsur debated whether he should knock or just walk in and surprise her. He would have preferred the latter, but Edna didn’t seem like the type who liked surprises. She might have an issue with him entering without an invitation, and he didn’t want to start their reunion with an argument.

      He knocked and waited.

      “Come in,” she called, probably not expecting it to be him.

      Depressing the handle, he pushed the door open. “Hello, Edna.”

      “Rufsur.” She looked at him with wide eyes. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “And yet, here I am.” He closed the door behind him, walked over to her desk, rounded it, and pulled her up to his chest. “Missed me?”

      She gasped, but she didn’t resist his hold. “Yes.”

      “So why didn’t you answer my emails?”

      “I did.”

      “I wouldn’t call a couple of dry lines in response to every three of my emails a proper answer.”

      “What do you want from me, Rufsur?”

      “Everything.” He cupped the back of her head and smashed his lips over hers.

      Letting out a shuddering breath, Edna went soft in his arms and surrendered to the kiss.

      It felt so good to hold her, to kiss her, to feel her soft breasts pressed against his chest, but it wasn’t enough.

      His need was too great to pause what they were doing and walk all the way to her house. He was going to have her right there on her neatly organized desk.

      The famous soundproofing of the buildings in the village ensured that no one outside Edna’s office could hear them, and the windows were covered with antiglare film, so as long as the sun was out, no one on the outside could see what was going on inside.

      Sunset wasn’t happening for at least two more hours, and if he wasn’t done with her by then, they would just turn the lights off and keep going.

      He’d noticed a leather couch as he walked into Edna’s office, and he planned to put it to good use after they exhausted the possibilities on the desk.

      But right now, he couldn’t wait another goddamned second.

      Kicking the office chair away with his foot, he spun her around and pushed her down on the desk. With one hard yank, he had her pants down together with her cotton granny panties.

      “Fates,” Edna gasped. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Giving you what you need.” He cupped her hot center from behind and leaned over her to kiss her neck. Raking his fangs over the silky skin, he whispered in her ear, “I missed you.”

      When she moaned, he ground his hips into her ass, letting her feel his hard shaft through his slacks.

      There were advantages to not wearing jeans.

      Holding her down with a hand on her back, he went down to his knees and kissed each cheek in turn. “You have a gorgeous ass, my lady judge. And after the way you treated me, I’m going to paint it pink.” He smacked one smooth globe, kissed it, and then repeated it with the other.

      He’d never done anything like that before, and yet, for some reason Rufsur felt like that was precisely what they both needed. It was a gamble, though.

      If Edna perceived it as offensive, she might kick him out and tell him that she never wanted to see him again.

      Except, his gamble paid off.

      As the scent of her desire blossomed, filling his nostrils with the best aroma there was, he smacked the other side a little harder this time.

      Edna groaned, but didn’t move an inch.

      Given her response, she wasn’t averse to a little play. On the contrary, when the next smack landed on her ass with a loud clap, she responded with another throaty moan.

      “More?” he asked to make sure.

      “Yes.”
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      Why was getting her bottom smacked so damn arousing?

      So intimate?

      Edna hadn’t been aware of having any fetishes, but there she was, moaning and running wet in anticipation of another smack.

      Except, it didn’t come.

      Instead, Rufsur ran his hands down her thighs. “Lift your leg.” He commanded. When she did, he took her shoe off, tossed it aside, and then freed her foot from her pants. “Now the other one.”

      When he was done, he ran his hands up her inner thighs, pushing them apart. And then his mouth was on her core, kissing, licking, his strong fingers digging into her butt cheeks.

      Gripping the desk’s edge on the other side, Edna sagged against it. Lost to the pleasure, she rocked on Rufsur’s tongue as much as his grip on her ass allowed.

      He was like a man possessed, going in deep with his tongue, then retracting it and kissing her folds, her inner thighs. Then out of nowhere, he smacked her bottom again, once, twice, and then went back to the licking and kissing.

      The combination of pleasure and slight sting was driving her up the cliff, toward an orgasm that she knew would be epic, but she didn’t want to get there yet.

      Edna wanted more.

      More licking, more sucking, and more stinging slaps on her butt cheeks.

      Except, control over her body had been taken away from her, and as Rufsur added his fingers to the play, the orgasm detonated. The powerful explosion pushed her up and off the desk, but a moment later, she was pushed back by Rufsur’s hard body. His arms enveloping her, he reached under her blouse for her breasts, and without much preamble, pulled the bra cups down and pinched her nipples.

      “Fates!”

      As a second, gentler orgasm rippled through her, Edna wasn’t sure whether it was an aftershock or a new climax, but before she had time to absorb the sensations, Rufsur entered her with a single hard thrust. This time, she had no doubt that the explosion he’d detonated was a full-on orgasm and not an aftershock.

      Clamping his hands on her hips, he retreated and then surged in, again and again, pumping into her full force and not sparing her even an iota of his immortal strength.

      If she were a human, he would have broken her, but she wasn’t, and every time his hips slammed against her backside, her arousal rocketed further up.

      Even her heavy mahogany desk couldn’t absorb the powerful thrusts, sliding toward the center of her office and pushing the guest chairs until they got stuck on the edge of the carpet and toppled down.

      Through the orgasmic haze, Edna wondered how she was going to explain the wreckage in her office. By the time they were done, the place would look like a tornado had passed through it.

      Tornado Rufsur.

      The chuckle that the thought evoked died on her lips as Rufsur grabbed her bun and wrenched her head up and back. Tilting it sideways, he licked her neck, kissed the spot he intended to bite, and then struck with his fangs.

      Even before his venom hit her veins, a fourth orgasm blasted out of her, and then another, and another, and then, for the first time in her immortal life, Edna blacked out.
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      As Edna went limp under him, Rufsur retracted his fangs, licked the puncture wounds closed, and collapsed over her back. “Are you okay?” he murmured into her ear.

      When he got no response, a momentary panic seized him. He’d gone all out, not moderating his strength as he would have done with a human, assuming that Edna could take it.

      But what if it had been too much?

      Listening to her vitals, he heard her heart beating steadily, and her breathing was even and deep as if she was sleeping. Had she passed out?

      It hadn’t happened the other times, but then he hadn’t been as rough with her before.

      Over the two weeks that they’d been separated, his frustration had been building up physically and emotionally, but that was no excuse. He should have been more careful.

      Edna was an immortal, but she was also a delicate female, and he probably weighed twice as much as she did and was at least three times stronger.

      Lifting up, Rufsur took hold of her chin and gently turned her face toward him. The dreamy expression on her face was a relief. It was the same look he’d seen many times before on his human lovers’ faces.

      Edna had simply blacked out, and she was probably soaring on a cloud of euphoria like he had hoped she would the first time they made love. It was the best gift an immortal male could give a female, even better than the multiple orgasms.

      Since it hadn’t happened to Edna the other times they’d made love, he’d assumed that immortal females didn’t get to soar, and he’d been disappointed that Edna had been cheated out of the best part.

      Except, he hadn’t been sure of that, and the suspicion that the failing wasn’t Edna’s but his made him feel inadequate. Perhaps that had contributed to his general frustration with her and their relationship.

      Today, he’d learned something valuable, though. Evidently, his mate required more intensity to reach the euphoric stage, and now that he knew the key to unlocking her ultimate pleasure, he was going to use it.

      His mate?

      The realization hit him like a ton of bricks.

      Edna wasn’t the immortal female he was currently shagging, she wasn’t his girlfriend, and she wasn’t even his future wife and the mother of his children.

      Edna was his mate, and that carried so much more weight.

      But was he hers?

      It didn’t seem so. She liked him, loved having sex with him, but did she think of him as her one and only?

      Not likely.

      If she had, she would have put more effort into their relationship instead of fighting him every step of the way.

      But that was no reason to despair. Rufsur wasn’t a quitter, and with enough effort and tenacity, he would convince her that he was indeed her one and only.

      Pulling out carefully, he lifted Edna into his arms and walked over to the couch. They were both naked from the waist down, but Edna’s shirt was still buttoned up, while his wasn’t, and he wondered whether to take it off her or wait until she floated back to earth.

      Nah, why wait?

      He wanted to see her beautiful breasts, and besides, she would be more comfortable if he removed the bra that was bunched under them. It was a great excuse to unbutton the blouse and put things back in order.

      Or maybe not.

      They were far from done, and the only question was whether they would continue round two on the couch in her office or walk to her house.

      Did she have an adjacent private bathroom?

      A quick scan of the office revealed no doors other than the one leading to the corridor, so unless the bathroom was hidden behind one of the many bookcases, she didn’t have one.

      That was a bummer.

      Shifting in his arms, Edna sighed and cuddled closer to his chest. “How did I get here?”

      “I carried you.” He leaned and kissed her forehead. “Are you okay? I was a little too wild with you.”

      She chuckled without opening her eyes. “A little? You were like an F-2 tornado.” She turned her head and looked pointedly at the two office chairs lying toppled on their sides.

      “Only F-2? I’m offended. I was at least F-4.” He hooked a finger under her chin and turned her head to face him. “But seriously, did I go too far? Tell me the truth.”

      Lifting a hand, she cupped his cheek. “You are fishing for compliments, but I don’t mind telling you. As hard as it is for me to admit, this was the best sex I ever had.”

      “Why is it hard for you to admit?” He chuckled. “Trust me. My ego can’t get any bigger. It’s already ginormous.”

      “It’s not about you or your ego.” The sadness returned to her soulful eyes. “But this is not the time or place for that tale.”
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      It wasn’t fair to Robbie. As virile as he had been, he couldn’t compare to an immortal male. But she’d loved him, and that should have trumped Rufsur’s sexual prowess.

      Except, the memory of making love to Robbie had faded over the years, and even though she’d compared every man she’d been with to him, after three hundred years, her imagination was probably supplying most of the details.

      She shouldn’t feel guilty, though, and she should definitely not spoil the moment by bringing up the past.

      “Okay.” Rufsur nodded. “You can tell me all about it when you are ready. The question is whether we continue here on this leather couch or sneak out of here and go to your place.”

      “What time is it?”

      He glanced at his watch. “It’s seven-twenty.”

      Edna sighed. “They are probably still down at the café, and there is no way to sneak out without passing through there.”

      “Let me check.” He lifted with her in his arms and then put her on the couch. “Don’t move.”

      As her naked butt touched the leather, Edna grimaced. If she could help it, she would rather go home and continue making love to Rufsur in her bed.

      As he walked over to the window, she hoped to catch a glimpse of his fine ass, but regrettably, his shirt covered most of his magnificent backside.

      “They are no longer there, and there aren’t many people left in the café either. I think it’s safe to make our exit.” He lifted their discarded garments from behind her desk and brought them over to the couch. “I vote for redecorating your office.” He handed Edna her pants and panties. “First of all, you need a bathroom in here. And secondly, this damn leather couch needs to go. It’s not pleasant on my bare ass.”

      “I agree. My ass doesn’t like it either.”

      Wiggling, he made a squeaky noise. “Did you hear that? Not very sexy.”

      Edna pulled her panties and pants on. “Even if I could, I have no intention of turning my office into a shag pad. I have a perfectly fine bed at home.”

      Rufsur padded over to the desk and got their shoes. “Beds are overrated, but right now, I’m with you on that.” He put on his and handed her hers.

      “I hope the chairs survived.” He lifted one and examined it. “Good to go.” Then he did the same with the other. “No damage done.”

      As they left her office and headed down the stairs, Edna wished that she had the willpower to tell Rufsur to go home. But she was just a flesh and blood woman, and she craved more of what he’d given her on that desk.

      Outside, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, staking his claim for all to see, and once more, she lacked the will to stop him. It just felt too good, and she was tired of fighting.

      What would happen if she just went with the flow?

      It wasn’t her job to hold the floodgates of change closed. It was Kian and Annani’s. She deserved a few moments of happiness too.

      You deserve more than that, the small voice in the back of her head whispered. You’ve grieved enough, and you deserve a lifetime of happiness.

      Tightening his hand on her shoulder, Rufsur pulled her closer against his side. “I bet that you’ve never had sex bent over a desk before,” he whispered in her ear.

      Edna didn’t want Rufsur to think that she was a prude. She’d been quite daring back in the day. “I haven’t, but I’ve had my share of sex adventures.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He looked at her with amusement in his eyes. “Do tell.”

      Would telling him about the things she’d done with Robbie betray the memory?

      She’d never talked with anyone about it, and maybe she should before she forgot even more. Honoring Robbie’s memory didn’t mean keeping him a secret.

      On the contrary.

      “I once made love under a waterfall.”

      “That doesn’t sound too daring. Fun, but wet.”

      Edna chuckled. “Wet and cold, but it was exhilarating. Robbie’s men knew what we were up to, and they could probably hear us too, but we were young and stupidly in love, and we didn’t care what the world thought of us.”

      “You were in love? With a human?”

      She nodded. “He was the love of my life, and I was young and naive, and I thought that I could make it work.”

      “What happened?”

      “He died.”
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      Was that the source of Edna’s sadness?

      If she’d been a young woman at the time, it must have been hundreds of years ago. Was she still mourning her lover’s death?

      It was possible.

      Rufsur’s loss wasn’t that old, and a hundred years had dulled the pain significantly, but he still got sad when he thought about his mother. He hadn’t been around when she died, and he had no idea what her life had been like after he’d been taken away from her. All he had was the memory of her face as a young woman, and the sound of her wretched sobs as they’d dragged him away from the Dormants’ enclosure.

      He’d been so scared, not so much for himself as for her.

      Had she been punished for her emotional outburst? The mothers had been encouraged to show pride when their sons were taken away to become immortal warriors. After all, achieving that had been their singular goal in life, and the more sons a Dormant had, the higher her status had been. Except, his mother hadn’t cared about any of that, and her reaction had been considered a bad example for the others.

      They hadn’t killed her, he was sure of that. Dormants were too precious to waste. But they might have beaten her up.

      Edna sighed. “It happened a long time ago, but I’ve never gotten over his death.”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “Did you hope that he was a Dormant?”

      She shook her head. “Back then, we didn’t even know that Dormants existed outside of Navuh’s camp or our clan. Robbie might have been a Dormant, but it never occurred to me. All I wanted was to be with him for as long as he lived.”

      Poor Edna. Did she feel guilty for not having her lover induced by one of her male clan members?

      “Are you blaming yourself for his death?”

      She nodded. “But not because of that. He most likely wasn’t a Dormant, and even if he was, there was no way I could have suspected it. I blame myself for not trying harder to stop him from leaving to negotiate a peace agreement with his neighboring clan. I had a feeling that they were up to no good, and I warned him, but he said that he had to try. He and his men were ambushed and all but one were slaughtered.”

      That explained why Edna was so wary of Kalugal and his men.

      “That was a long time ago, and you can’t extrapolate from what happened to Robbie to the negotiations between Kian and Kalugal. We are not two warring clans, we have no land dispute, no blood feud, nor any of the reasons that prompted the Scottish clans to attack each other.”

      “I know. I just believe in being cautious.”

      “Caution is good unless it’s paralyzing.”

      Rufsur thought of Kalugal’s decision to leave his guards behind. Perhaps his boss was right about taking that small risk and showing Kian that he trusted him. Fear was the enemy of progress.

      Edna nodded. “I’m well aware of that. But when you suffer a loss as great as I did, it’s difficult to trust people’s good intentions.”

      “It happened a long time ago. The pain must have dulled over the years.”

      “It did. But it’s still in here.” She put a hand over her heart. “I’ve never been able to completely get over the loss.” She lifted her sad eyes to him. “I’m sorry for spoiling the mood.”

      Leaning, he kissed the top of her head. “I have a feeling that you don’t talk about it much. You hide your pain. In the beginning, it must have hurt too much, but since so many years have passed, maybe it’s time that you let it out. It might lighten your load.”

      “You talk like you’ve experienced grief yourself.”

      “I did, but it was different than yours.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I grieved for the loss of my mother years before she actually died. The day I was forcefully taken away from her to be inducted into immortality and join the warrior ranks was the last time I saw her. Knowing that I would never see her face or hear her voice again, I felt as if a part of me died that day, which is precisely why the Brotherhood does it that way. They break the boys to build men out of them, ruthless warriors whose only family are their fellow fighters. Over the years, I’ve lost friends as well, and I grieved for them too, but the pain wasn’t as acute as the pain of losing my mother.”

      Wrapping her arm around his middle, Edna rested her head on his chest. “You are right. It’s not the same, but that doesn’t make it any less traumatic. You loved your mother, and you were just a young boy when you lost her. I loved Robbie with everything I had. I was willing to break every clan rule to be with him, and I did. The year I spent with him was the happiest of my life, and when he died, I knew that I would never have that again.”

      “Do you still believe that?”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “I’m no longer sure.”

      That was encouraging. “It’s a good start.”

      As they climbed up the steps to her front porch, it suddenly occurred to him that no Guardian had been trailing behind them. Had it been an oversight? Or had Kian relaxed the security around them even more?

      “Did you notice that we didn’t have a tail?”

      Edna glanced over her shoulder. “I guess Kian trusts you.”

      Could it be that Kalugal’s show of trust had worked so fast? Had Kian returned the favor by not assigning a guard to him?

      Rufsur doubted that.

      “Theo and Jay might have forgotten that I went to see you in your office, and they followed the others home. I hope they will not get in trouble for that.”

      Edna opened the door. “Do you want me to send them a text?”

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “On the one hand, I like it that we finally have some privacy, but on the other hand, I don’t want those two to get in hot water with their chief, so yeah. You’d better text them.”

      Smiling, Edna stretched on her toes and kissed his cheek. “You are a good man, Rufsur.”

      He rolled his eyes. “That’s what I keep telling you.”

      “And so modest,” she mocked.

      Pulling out her phone, she typed up a text, and a moment later got a response. “Theo says that it was Kian’s decision to leave you unguarded.” She looked up at him. “It seems that your charm is winning him over.”

      It hadn’t been his charm that had done it, but Kalugal’s show of trust. Or maybe neither.

      He pulled her into his arms. “I don’t think Kian is doing it out of consideration for me. He’s doing it for you.”
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      “Would you like some wine?” Edna opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle.

      Rufsur grimaced. “Don’t you have anything stronger?”

      Edna shook her head. “I drink wine for the taste, not for the alcohol content.” Perhaps now that she had a gentleman caller, she should keep a bottle of whiskey or two on hand.

      She chuckled. Rufsur was no gentleman, and he wasn’t a caller either. There was nothing polite or old-fashioned about him. He was direct to the point of being crass, but he wasn’t mean or unpleasant. On the contrary, he was fun to be with and easy to talk to, and that was on top of being a phenomenal lover.

      How he and Kalugal got along as splendidly as they did was a mystery. Rufsur’s boss was his exact opposite. Kalugal was well-educated, refined, and a snob who somehow managed to appear charming despite being condescending.

      She handed Rufsur a wine glass. “How did you and Kalugal end up being such close friends?” She sat on the couch.

      Rufsur sat right beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “He needs me, and he knows it.” He took a sip of wine. “Although now that he has Jacki, I’ve been demoted.” He sighed. “I have to admit that I’m a little jealous, but that’s how life is. A mate supersedes all friendships.”

      “Obviously. But Jacki can’t replace you, right? You are his right-hand man.”

      “I’m not referring to my official job. Before Jacki, I was the one who made sure that Kalugal had some fun and didn’t spend all of his time buried either in books or his artifacts. He gets obsessive in his quest for knowledge and success, and he needs constant reminders that there is more to life than that.”

      “Used to need.” Edna sipped on her wine. “He didn’t strike me as the all work and no play kind of guy.”

      “That’s exactly how he is. But with Jacki around, he no longer needs me to drag him away from his desk or his dusty artifacts.”

      “He is already rich and successful. What more does he want to achieve? Conquer the world?”

      Snorting, Rufsur sprayed his pants with wine. “Damn. Look what you’ve made me do.” He brushed the droplets off with his hand.

      It seemed to her that he was overacting to hide the fact that she’d inadvertently stumbled upon the truth.

      She eyed him with a raised brow. “Was that too close for comfort? Does he want to conquer the world?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Kalugal is smart, not crazy. But he is obsessed with history and finding out more about the gods and where they came from. He thinks that they were aliens.”

      It might have been a clever redirect, or Rufsur might have been telling the truth. In any case, he’d piqued her curiosity.

      She’d heard about Kalugal’s extensive artifact collection. He’d even built a bunker to house it in an optimally controlled environment. The funny part was that before Jin had tethered him and everything that followed, they’d thought that he’d been hiding human slaves in there, or an arsenal of weapons.

      “I’ve read some of the Sumerian legends regarding the gods’ origins, and I have to agree with your boss. But then all mythologies claim that their gods came from the heavens.”

      “Yeah, but not all have accurate depictions of satellites, rockets, and launch pads.”

      “I see that Kalugal shared some of his observations with you.”

      Rufsur laughed. “He would have shared much more if I was willing to listen. I tried not to let him get started because he can talk about this stuff from morning till night.”

      “I would love to hear some of his findings and hypotheses.”

      Rufsur waved a hand. “Now is your chance. You can come over tomorrow and have a nice long talk with Kalugal. Perhaps you’ll discover that he’s a pretty decent guy, and you’ll change your mind about him.”

      “I don’t hate him.”

      “But you think that he and I and our friends are a threat to your clan.”

      Sighing, Edna leaned forward and put her empty wine glass on the coffee table. “It’s not personal. But as one who has lived through the Scottish clan feuds, I’ve seen firsthand the ‘us versus them’ mentality at work and its bloody results. No matter how friendly and well-meaning you might appear, and by you I mean Kalugal’s entire community, I can’t fully trust you.”

      He chuckled. “We are not in Scotland, Edna, and we don’t have cattle to steal from each other, or territories that we want to conquer, or a history of blood feuds. Where is the conflict?”

      She opened her mouth to voice a counter-argument, but then realized that she had none.

      Without conflict, or a reason for one, there was no impetus for violence. Kalugal and his men didn’t worship Mortdh, so there was no religious incentive either. What possible reason could they have to strike at the clan?

      Females.

      Tribal wars were often about that.

      But if they could obtain them freely, they wouldn’t have to steal them.

      Then there was the quest for power.

      Kalugal was an ambitious guy, and he might seek control over the clan. Except, he was no match for Annani, and if he had any doubts about that, it had been proven during Richard’s induction.

      So, that wasn’t it either.

      Still, she couldn’t just relax and accept him and his men with open arms.

      Rufsur smirked. “You see? There isn’t a single reason you can think of for why we are a threat to your clan.”

      “If you take away our females, you are.”

      “But you’ll get some of us in exchange.”

      “That also worries me.”
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      Rufsur wasn’t a psychologist, but he had no doubt that Edna’s fear was rooted in her loss.

      She was a rational woman, and yet she relied on a gut feeling that had nothing to do with reality. She’d lost Robbie in one of those skirmishes between clans, and his death was the result of betrayal. Edna hadn’t elaborated, but she’d said that Robbie had been trying to negotiate a peace treaty, so the betrayal had been perpetrated by the neighboring clan members pretending to come in peace, and not by some random attackers.

      Rufsur didn’t know much about Scottish history, but he’d seen enough examples of the same tactics in other parts of the world. In that respect, Edna was right. The best way to ensure her people’s safety was to stay isolated and make it unwise for anyone to dare to attack them. The second best was to hide really well, so no one knew where to find them.

      The clan had no chance against the Brotherhood, so their best tactic was to remain hidden. But what about Kalugal and his men?

      There were too few of them to be a threat to the clan, which made it unwise for them to try anything. But Edna wasn’t thinking logically, she was thinking with her heart, which still bore the scars from her loss.

      The thing with smart people was that they could rationalize their irrational fears, as well as their aspirations, with perfectly logical reasons and convince themselves that they were right.

      Kalugal was an excellent example of that.

      He wanted to rule the world, so he convinced himself that he could do a better job of keeping everyone fed and happy than all of humanity’s leadership combined.

      Maybe he was right, but Rufsur wasn’t sure about that. As smart and as powerful as Kalugal was, he was just one man. That was good enough to lead their small group, but not to lead billions of humans. Even Navuh, the ultimate despot, had advisors and didn’t do everything himself.

      But that was another problem altogether.

      Right now, Rufsur needed to address the one in front of him, and the best way to convince a smart woman that her gut was mistaken was to show her proof to the contrary.

      “You probed me. You know that we don’t harbor any malevolent intentions toward your clan.”

      “I know that you don’t, but that doesn’t mean that your boss has no such plans.”

      “Kalugal shares everything with me.”

      Edna sighed. “The other problem is that my sensors are not as infallible as I thought. Jacki’s friend Wendy, a nineteen-year-old girl who was a human at the time, managed to fool me. She hid her nefarious intentions under a mountain of pain and suffering, knowing that I would get stuck on that and not dig any deeper.”

      “That’s clever. But I’m an open book. You said so yourself.” He lifted her hand and kissed it. “I’m a simple man, Edna, and I’m honest.” Or as honest as he could be without revealing secrets that weren’t his own.

      Pulling away from him, Edna turned to face him and crossed her arms over her chest. “I was wondering about something. What do Kalugal’s men actually do? I mean besides training and securing his mansion.”

      “That’s a big part of their job.”

      “But not all of it.”

      “Well, he has to keep them busy doing other stuff.”

      “What is that other stuff?”

      “Gathering information.”

      He really didn’t want to get into it because Edna might figure out what Kalugal needed that information for.

      “On what?”

      Damn.

      “Everything worth knowing. He can’t do it all himself, and he likes to have his finger on the pulse of the world. They search for information about new technologies, political and social changes around the world, interesting scientific discoveries, astronomical discoveries, artifacts, and whatever else that catches their attention.”

      Her pinched expression relaxed. “Fascinating. Do they prepare briefs for him?”

      “It depends. They give him the high points, and he chooses what he wants to get more information about. When it’s something he is interested in, he digs in himself.”

      “The more you tell me about Kalugal, the more fascinated by him I become. He must have a treasure trove of information.”

      “He does.”

      Rufsur frowned. Kalugal would have made a much better mate for Edna than he would, but fortunately he was no longer on the market.

      “Just don’t get too excited. He’s taken.”

      “Oh, Rufsur.” Edna reached for his hand and clasped it. “I find him intellectually intriguing, but I would never be attracted to a guy like Kalugal. He’s not my type.”

      He arched a brow. “Oh, yeah? So, who’s your type?”

      “You are.”

      He shook his head. “That doesn’t compute, judge. You are a well-educated woman, an intellectual who’s interested in many of the same things Kalugal is. Why would you be attracted to a simple guy like me?”

      “You are not as simple as you pretend to be.”

      “I assure you. With me, what you see is what you get.”

      Edna looked down at their joined hands. “Robbie was a lot like you. He was upbeat, straightforward, cocky as hell, loyal to a fault, and fun to be with. If I ever fall in love again, it would be with someone like him.”

      Rufsur smirked. “You mean like me.”

      She lifted her eyes. “I can’t fall in love with you.”

      Leaning, he wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her to his lap. “But you are already in lust with me, and for now, that will do.”
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      “That was pleasant.” Amanda stretched her arms over her head. “I like Kalugal.”

      Even though it had indeed been a pleasant evening, with Kalugal entertaining them with stories about the various artifacts he’d collected over the years, Kian was glad that it was over, and he could finally relax.

      “Yes, it was,” Syssi said. “He is so charming, and he’s so knowledgeable about so many things.” She handed Amanda a fresh cup of cappuccino.

      “Thank you.” Amanda took a small sip and sighed. “This is good, Syssi. You are the best barista in town.” She put the cup down and chuckled. “All throughout dinner, I kept wondering whether I would ever be able to eat goat cheese in front of Kalugal.”

      Kian waved a dismissive hand. “After the demonstration at Richard’s induction ceremony, he knows that Annani can not only override his compulsion, but can compel him as well. He’ll figure out that she did that.”

      “I know. But I don’t want him to know that it was a test, and I also don’t want him to think that I have no willpower and couldn’t abstain from cheese even with him compelling me not to crave it.”

      “Then I guess that whenever Kalugal is invited, there will be no goat cheese on the menu.”

      “Yeah. Not a big deal. It’s not like he’ll be a frequent guest.” Amanda turned the cup to the right, then to the left, and then to the right again.

      “What’s bothering you? Not having cheese or Kalugal’s infrequent visits?”

      She shook her head. “Neither. Richard asked me to talk to you about giving him an extension.” Amanda turned to look at him. “His time is running out and he’s worried. Would you also consider inducing him yourself? Maybe you will succeed where others have failed. Roni needed four different inductions, and finally your venom did the trick.”

      Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “Roni didn’t transition because he was recovering from pneumonia, and his body wasn’t strong enough to go through transition. By the time I induced him, his health had just happened to improve enough for the venom to work. Richard is the picture of health. Besides, he hasn’t bonded with anyone, and that’s another strike against him. He just might not be a Dormant.”

      “I know that. But on the other hand, he’s good friends with Bowen and Leon, and they both like him a lot. He also says that the village is the first place where he has felt at home. That sounds like affinity to me.”

      “Do you want me to induce him? I’ll do it as a favor to you.”

      The unexpected pregnancy had been a shock to Amanda, and despite the brave face she put on, he had a feeling that she was holding up by a thread. If there was anything he could do to reduce her stress level and make her happy, he would do it. She needed all the support she could get.

      Amanda smiled. “Thank you. That’s sweet. But all I ask is that you talk to Richard. He really wants to stay, and after the services he provided, he deserves an audience with you before getting kicked out.”

      Kian arched a brow. “What services?”

      “You know, the auctions. It was hard work for a human to service a different immortal female every night. The poor guy was so exhausted that he asked for a break.”

      “You told me. It’s understandable.”

      “Give him another chance,” Syssi said. “We don’t get enough male Dormants, and it would be a shame to send Richard away before making absolutely sure that he isn’t one. The ladies will be disappointed.”

      “I’ll call him.” Kian pushed to his feet.

      “Are you going outside to smoke?” Syssi asked.

      “I intend to. Why?”

      She smiled. “No reason. Enjoy your relaxing break.”

      His wife was the best.

      He leaned and kissed her cheek. “I won’t be long.”

      Out on the back patio, Kian sat on a lounger, pulled out a cigarillo, and lit it up.

      The only problem he had with inducing Richard was giving the guy false hope. If he hadn’t transitioned yet, he probably wouldn’t even with the help of the most potent venom. But refusing was even more unkind.

      With a sigh, Kian pulled out his phone and placed the call.

      It rang a few times before Richard answered. “Kian?”

      “Good evening, Richard. Amanda told me that you wished to talk to me.”

      There was a long moment of silence. “I do. I just didn’t expect a call this evening. I know that you’ve been entertaining Jacki and her new husband. Where are you now?”

      “In my backyard. Why?”

      “Can I come over? I can be there in two minutes. It’s not the kind of talk I’m comfortable having over the phone.”

      Damn. Kian was hoping to avoid that, but it wasn’t as if he could refuse. It would be callous of him. Before Syssi had entered his life, it wouldn’t have even occurred to him, but he was learning to be more sensitive to other people’s feelings.

      “Enter through the side gate.”

      “Thank you. I’m on my way.”
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      Richard hadn’t been expecting a call from the boss, especially not at nine in the evening.

      “I have to run.” He kissed Marla on the cheek. “I had a great time with you.”

      “Me too. Good luck.”

      “Thank you.”

      Fortunately, her home was as close to Kian’s as the one Richard was staying in, so if he ran, he could really make it in two minutes. The problem was that he didn’t have a speech ready, and he would have to wing it.

      Since he was a damn good salesman, that wouldn’t have been a problem in any other situation, but when his life depended on it, it would have been better to be prepared. But Kian was not going to give him another chance, and he needed to make the best of it.

      Breaking into a jog, Richard reached the side gate to the boss’s home on time, but then stood in front of it like an idiot, debating whether he should knock on the wooden door or just enter.

      “Give it a push, Richard.” Kian’s gruff voice made him jump. “It’s open.”

      He sucked in a breath, squared his shoulders, put a fake confident expression on his face, and pushed the wooden gate open.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me.” He walked to where Kian was sitting and offered him his hand.

      Kian shook it, then motioned to the other lounger. “Take a seat.”

      “Thank you.” Richard gingerly sat down on the edge, wishing that he had a bottle of beer or a glass of whiskey in hand for some liquid courage.

      Pulling a box out of his pocket, Kian flipped the lid open. “Would you like a cigarillo?”

      Except for the occasional joint, Richard didn’t smoke, and regrettably, Kian’s cigarillos were made of pure tobacco and not weed. Nevertheless, he pulled one out, took the lighter Kian handed him, and lit it up.

      “Amanda told me that you wish to be induced one more time.” Kian puffed on his slim cigar. “By me.”

      “If you are willing, I would be eternally grateful.”

      Kian chuckled. “If it fails, which I’m pretty sure it will, you won’t remember me, or the need for gratitude.”

      The guy was just being honest, but it sounded like a kick to the gut nonetheless. “I hope it works, but if it doesn’t, I still want to stay in the village. It’s the first place that feels like home to me.”

      “Explain.”

      “I’m not sure I can.” Richard took a puff and coughed. “I’m good at putting on a face and pretending to be one of the guys, but I never felt like I belonged anywhere. I thought that it was because of my paranormal talent. I was different, and no one believed what I could do. And when I proved it, they thought that I was a freak. If I wasn’t such a damn showoff, I could have kept it to myself and pretended to be just a normal dude, which would have made blending in easier, but I couldn’t help it.”

      “How does your talent work? I understand that you are a touch telepath. Do you need to touch people or objects?”

      “People. Well, mostly. Sometimes, when an object is imbued with strong feelings, I can feel a faint echo of that. It’s not very useful, so I don’t mention it. Not that touching people to get what they are feeling is all that useful either. It mainly works to get what chicks want.” He chuckled. “I would be totally clueless without that.”

      “Does it work with immortal females as well?”

      Richard nodded. “Same as with humans. Some are really creeped out by it, though. They are used to being immune to mental tricks, and when I tell them that they are not immune to me, they don’t like it. I have a feeling that Stella ditched me because of that. She was friendly and flirty until I mentioned my ability.”

      It had taken him a while to figure that one out. She hadn’t left right after he’d bragged about his ability, so it hadn’t been clear. But when he thought back to that night, Richard had realized that she’d first avoided touching him, and then a few minutes later, she had walked away to talk to someone and had never returned.

      The truth was that his ability was mediocre at best, and with immortals it was almost nonexistent. With Stella, he’d been just bragging to make himself look more desirable, but with Kian, he was negotiating for the rest of his life. Convincing the boss that he should allow him to stay justified a little exaggeration.

      Or a lot.

      Kian frowned. “Do you read thoughts? Or is it just emotions? And can you read immortal males as well?”

      He was already on a roll, so he might as well keep going. “I can’t hear actual thoughts, but I get more than just basic feelings. If I concentrate, I can sense subtle nuances in mood and responses, and those tell me a lot. I’m better with reading females, but I can also read males.” He chuckled. “There is much less going on under the surface of guys’ skin. Maybe it’s because it’s thicker.”

      Kian didn’t laugh at the joke. “Can you detect lies?”

      Only when the lies were so obvious that anyone with half a brain could detect them. “If I’m touching the person and paying attention, sometimes I can. But if the person is overly emotional, then I can’t. Strong feelings mask the more subtle clues.”

      That was actually true. Emotional turmoil could override everything, throwing off his empathic ability in its entirety.

      “Being able to tell truth from lie is a useful talent. My brother-in-law can do that, but I need to ask him if he has also noticed that strong feelings interfere with his readings.” Kian took a puff on his cigarillo. “I will induce you. But as for your request to stay on as a human, I can’t grant it, and it’s not because I have anything against humans. In the long run, your life will be better among your own people. You can get married, have children, and live a full life.”

      “I can do that here as well. And I will make it worth your while. I’m a hard worker, and whatever task you assign to me, I will fulfill it with utmost dedication.”

      That wasn’t an exaggeration.

      Richard was ready to do whatever it took to prove himself as a valuable member of the clan.

      Kian chuckled. “Are you talking about your stud services? I heard that you’ve gotten tired of that.”

      Damn, now probably the entire village was talking about the human who couldn’t keep up.

      “I took a short reprieve, but that doesn’t mean that I want to stop.” He would if his welcome wasn’t dependent on his gigolo services. “I admit that the stamina of immortal females is challenging, but I’m doing my best.”

      “I’m sure you are. My comment was meant as a joke, not as a jab at you. Forgive me if that was insensitive of me.”

      Richard eyed Kian suspiciously. Had he just mocked him again? Or had he really apologized?

      Who was this man, and what had he done with Kian the grouch?

      The guy must have enjoyed a very pleasant evening to sound so reasonable. The other possible explanation was that those cigarillos of his contained something other than tobacco.

      “I don’t get easily offended.” Richard leaned forward. “Let’s be honest, Kian. It’s not just about fun and games. You and your people have a fertility problem, and I’m willing to help out as much as I can. Since sex between clan members is prohibited anyway, it doesn’t matter if many of the children will be mine. It’s a win-win situation. I get to stay as a human and spread my fertile seed around. With Merlin’s potions helping the ladies conceive, you can expect a good crop of babies. The clan benefits. I benefit. So, what’s the harm?”

      “You won’t be able to settle down with any of the females. They can’t get attached to a human whose lifespan is a blink of an eye compared to theirs. Do you want to spend your life as a sperm donor?”

      Richard shrugged. “Edna said that I’m shallow. Perhaps that’s what the Fates had in mind for me?”

      Stubbing out his cigarillo, Kian pushed to his feet. “I hope that’s not the case.” He offered Richard his hand. “I’ll induce you tomorrow and give you a 1-week extension.”

      “What about staying on as a human?”

      “I’ll think about it.”
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      Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, Eleanor carefully peeled off the dressing covering the incision on her arm. It still hurt, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been the day of the operation. The plastic surgeon who had removed the tracker had given her strong painkillers, but she’d chosen not to take them.

      After she’d been drugged to forget four entire days from her life, she was wary of anything stronger than Motrin.

      The guy had charged her a small fortune for something that had taken him ten minutes to do, but at least she hadn’t had to cut the damn thing out herself. Besides, having a plastic surgeon do it meant that her scarring would be minimal.

      After popping two more Motrins, Eleanor got dressed and headed out, but not before checking that there were no suspicious cars parked on either side of the street. The converted garage that she’d rented for cash was at the front of the house, so she had a clear view from the window, which was one of the main reasons she’d chosen it. The other one was that the landlady had bought her story about an abusive ex-husband who was a cop, and had agreed to forgo background checks.

      The car Eleanor had gotten had also been bought with cash, and naturally, she hadn’t registered it and had no intention of doing so. When she was done with it, she would just abandon the old thing somewhere. It was better to forget about the twelve hundred bucks she’d paid for it than risk exposure by trying to sell it.

      Hopefully these precautions, combined with the specialized glasses she wore whenever she left the house, were enough. Avoiding facial recognition was important, but since Harrisonburg wasn’t a major metropolis, she might be recognizable in other ways. That was why she’d also discarded her professional attire, replacing it with jeans, sneakers, and hoodies. Her well-groomed blonde bob was now a messy brown thing that made her look much younger than she was. From afar, she could pass for a college girl, which was not bad for a forty-year-old woman.

      The many hours she’d spent over the years on the slopes had been good not only for recreation, but they had also kept her in top shape. Hell, she was in better shape than most high school girls.

      If she wasn’t hell-bent on revenge, she could’ve moved somewhere that had snow this time of year. But the slopes would have to wait.

      As the saying went, business came before pleasure.

      Catching her reflection in the car’s side mirror, Eleanor grimaced. Up close, she looked her age, and what’s worse, she looked unkempt.

      But then that was the whole idea of changing her appearance. Her usual makeup and elegant clothing had had to go.

      Still, she would have preferred to show up at Simmons’s house looking more put together, but it didn’t really matter. His widow would welcome her anyway because she was under compulsion to do so.

      The house was only a forty-minute drive away, but since she wanted to take a look around to make sure that the place was clear of surveillance cameras, she had to get there earlier.

      Technically, there was no reason for anyone to watch Simmons’s house. The guy was dead, the funeral was over, and she doubted that his widow was suspected of doing anything even remotely interesting. But Eleanor didn’t want to bet her life on it.

      What if Roberts guessed her intentions and was monitoring the house?

      Or worse, what if he had beat her to it and had already collected whatever journals or other work-related documents that Simmons had kept at home?

      His widow had said that no one had searched her husband’s home office, but it could have been done during the night when she’d slept.

      Paranoia?

      Not really.

      Roberts was afraid that his and Simmons’s shenanigans would be discovered. As far as he was concerned, the two biggest threats were her and whatever documents could be found in Simmons’s home. She could be easily discredited as a disgruntled former employee who was seeking revenge for getting fired, but written documentation would be more difficult to disprove.

      As she drove by the house, Eleanor scanned the vehicles parked along the street. There were only two, a gardener’s truck and a minivan, and both had clear windows that she could see the interior through.

      No one was sitting inside.

      After turning around at the next intersection, she made another pass, slowing down this time and searching the nearby power poles for cameras.

      It seemed that the coast was clear. Still, there could be cameras inside the house, but there was nothing she could do about that. Her plan was to start with idle chitchat while scanning the interior for bugs.

      As soon as Eleanor parked and got out of the car, Simmons’s widow opened the door. “Good morning, Marisol.” She smiled. “I’m so glad that you came to visit.”

      “Good morning, Mrs. Simmons. Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      “Of course, dear. And please call me Bella. Now that Edgar is gone, I cringe every time someone calls me Mrs. Simmons.”

      Eleanor wondered whether it was because Bella mourned her husband or was glad to be free of him.

      “As you wish. Bella is a lovely name. My favorite aunt is named Bella.”

      She didn’t have an aunt by that name or any other, but getting the woman to like her would reinforce the effectiveness of her compulsion.

      Simmons’s widow smiled and motioned for her to come inside. “When Edgar and I were young, we used to joke that he was the beast, and I was the beauty.” She closed the door. “It was a long time ago.”

      Maybe she did mourn him? After all, thanks to Eleanor’s compulsion, his widow had no recollection of her dearly departed husband’s philandering.

      It was better that way.

      Eleanor could consider it as a good deed instead of enabling a cheating scumbag. She hadn’t cared about most of Simmons’s transgressions, but that one had bothered her. She detested skirt-chasing men who systematically and unapologetically cheated on their wives.

      It was a betrayal of the worst kind. Not only because it was wrong to pretend to love someone while having sex with others, but because he could have given his wife a sexually transmitted disease, and probably had.

      “Would you like some tea?” Bella asked.

      “I would love some. Thank you.” It would give her a chance to scan the living room and the kitchen for bugs.

      Her superficial search uncovered none, and after several minutes of chitchatting over tea, Eleanor put her cup down, looked into Bella’s eyes, and smiled. “Please show me where Edgar kept his important papers.”

      The woman nodded obediently. “I’ll show you to his office. Anything work-related should be in there.”

      Eleanor followed her down the corridor into the small bedroom that had been converted into a home office. There was a large desk, a wall lined with bookcases, and a closet that instead of clothes contained stacks of cardboard file boxes.

      It would take her an entire day to go through all of that.

      The good news was that she hadn’t spotted anything that looked like a surveillance camera in the office either. That didn’t mean that there weren’t any. They could be too small or too well-hidden for her to see.

      “I’m surprised that no one came to collect all of this,” Bella said. “Elijah looked through it when he was helping me with the funeral arrangements. He said there was nothing important in Edgar’s files, and he suggested that I move everything into storage.”

      That limited the scope of her search. If Roberts hadn’t deemed any of the documents important, then they probably weren’t. It also meant that if there had been anything worth collecting, Roberts had already taken it.

      Still, if his search had been superficial, he might have missed stuff that she would find interesting.

      “That’s a good idea.” If everything was in storage, she would have an easier time going through it at her own pace. “I can help you with that.”

      The woman sighed. “I can’t bring myself to do that yet. Having Edgar’s clothes hanging in the master closet and leaving his office the way he liked it gives me the illusion that he is still around.” She sighed again. “Sometimes, I catch myself looking at the front door and expecting him to come in like he did so many times before, dragging his carry-on behind him because he was returning from one of his business trips.” She looked down. “I have to remind myself that there was a funeral, and that this time he came back in a casket.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Eleanor forced a sad expression and patted the woman’s arm.

      During the time she’d worked for Simmons, most of his so-called business trips hadn’t been work-related, but served as a cover-up for his philandering.

      He didn’t deserve his widow’s grief.

      Looking into Bella’s eyes, Eleanor imbued her voice with command. “You are going to start a new life, Bella. You are going to pack up all of Edgar’s things and either donate them or store them. You are going to make new friends, take classes, go on trips, or do whatever else that will make you happy.”

      The woman nodded. “I need to start a new life.”

      “Yes, you do. Now, tell me, is there a safe in this office?”

      “Behind our wedding portrait.” She pointed at the wall.

      “Do you know the combination?”

      “It’s our anniversary date. November 2, 1967. But there is nothing there aside from our birth certificates, passports, and our wills. I’ve already checked it.”

      That was disappointing.

      Eleanor looked around the room. “It will probably take me the entire day and half the night to go through all of this.”

      Bella waved a hand. “Take your time, dear, and don’t overwork yourself. Do what you can today, and the rest you can do tomorrow or the day after that.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it, but I don’t want to impose.”

      Bella waved a dismissive hand. “I’m a lonely widow, and I welcome the company.” She patted Eleanor’s arm. “Having you here lifts my spirits.” She smiled. “I feel lighter than I have in weeks.”

      “I’m glad.” She really was. For once, her compulsion ability had a positive effect on someone’s life.

      “If you need me, I’ll be in the living room.” Bella opened the office door and stepped out.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, dear.” She closed the door behind her.
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      “What would you like for breakfast?” Edna asked.

      As she opened the fridge and scanned the selection, Rufsur scanned her ass. It was a very fine ass, and since she wasn’t wearing pants, he had a nice view of it through the long T-shirt she’d pulled on after their joined shower.

      “Well?” She looked at him over the shoulder.

      As her hair dried, it was starting to curl at the bottom, and he thought that she looked very fetching like that.

      “Rufsur, stop looking at me with that goofy smile on your face and tell me what you want to eat.”

      “You.”

      Edna rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched with a suppressed smile. “You are incorrigible. I can make you scrambled eggs and toast.”

      “That’s fine, but I’d rather eat you.”

      Shaking her head, she pulled a carton of eggs and a stick of butter out of the fridge. “Aren’t you tired of that dish? You feasted on me last night and again this morning.”

      “I will never get enough.”

      “I can hear your stomach growling from over here.” She cast him a lascivious glance, her eyes roaming over his bare torso. “If you want to keep up with me, you need to fuel up.”

      After their shower, he hadn’t bothered with putting on his shirt or his underwear, and only pulled his pants on. Edna loved his muscular chest, and he loved taunting her with it.

      Flexing his abs, he rubbed his hand over them. “I think we’ve already proven who’s the winner of that game.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She dropped a chunk of butter into the pan. “But you won’t be for long if you starve.”

      Morning post-sex banter was fun. Edna was relaxed, which proved that he’d been right about her needing a good schtupping. If he softened her enough to let him do that for her twice a month, the days of her pinched expression would be over.

      Kian should thank him.

      Except, two to three nights every two weeks were not going to be enough for either of them, not if they were exclusive. He couldn’t even think about being with another woman, and hopefully Edna had no plans for slaking her needs with a human male because he would have to kill the poor schmuck.

      “I need to ask something of you.” He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck.

      “Do you also want sausage with your eggs? I can defrost some.”

      “It’s not about food. As long as we are seeing each other, I need you to promise me exclusivity.”

      She chuckled. “Before you barreled into my life, I went so long without that I can’t remember the last time I was with a man. You have nothing to worry about.”

      That wasn’t the answer he wanted, but it would have to suffice.

      “What about you?” She cast him a sidelong glance.

      “I couldn’t even if I wanted to, and I don’t. You are the only one I want.”

      “Damn.” The egg she’d been holding cracked in her palm. “You’ve bonded with me.” She tossed it in the sink and rinsed her hand. “That’s precisely why I was trying to stay away from you.” She turned the burner off and came to sit next to him at the kitchen counter. “What are we going to do now?”

      “I don’t know what’s the big deal. Isn’t it what every woman wants? A guy who is exclusively hers and is not interested in other women?”

      She reached for his hand and clasped it. “For a human, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. For an immortal, it is. This is not a temporary thing, Rufsur, this is forever. And I might have bonded with you as well, but it’s harder for me to tell since I didn’t have cravings for other men before, so I don’t feel differently now.”

      That was good to hear, but he still didn’t know whether Edna felt the bond or not, and until she admitted it, he was going to play it dumb.

      Frankly, he didn’t understand how they could have bonded without being in love first. Or maybe he was already in love with her?

      Perhaps.

      But Edna wasn’t in love with him.

      “I don’t understand. How could we have bonded so fast? We barely know each other.”

      “I’m not sure, but the lack of desire for anyone else is the first sign of the bond. There is also an element of addiction, but it’s too soon for that.”

      “What addiction?”

      Edna sighed. “It’s part of our strange genetics. When an immortal couple is exclusive with one another, the female gets addicted to the particular venom of the male she’s having sex with. That’s completely independent of a bond and can even happen to a couple who aren’t in love. After she becomes addicted, other immortal males are no longer attractive to her, and she is not attractive to them. Once her scent changes to match her mate’s, he becomes addicted to her as well. It usually takes weeks, even months of daily sex for the addiction to set in, so that’s not what is happening to us.” She looked into his eyes and whispered. “As difficult as it is for me to accept, we might be fated for each other.”

      That was a romantic concept that many clan members believed in. They also believed in the Fates choosing mates for them.

      Rufsur found it ridiculous.

      He’d chosen Edna, not the Fates. It was his decision, and there had been nothing supernatural about it. She was a fine woman, intelligent, beautiful, kind, and one of the most prominent members of the clan.

      Apparently, he had a thing for powerful women.

      “You are a logical woman, Edna. I‘m surprised that you believe in such nonsense.”

      “It’s not nonsense. I’ve seen it at work with other couples. Just look at Amanda and Dalhu. Do you really believe that their pairing could have happened without the Fates’ intervention?”

      He shrugged. “They fell in love. It happens.”

      “Amanda tried to fight it and ran away, leaving Dalhu behind locked up in the dungeon. She thought she could forget him, but she realized that she couldn’t and that she had to fight for them to be together. The entire clan was in upheaval, Kian couldn’t even stand to look at her, and Annani had to get involved.” Edna smiled. “I helped too, although my contribution was limited to finding a legal loophole.”

      “What was it?”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “That’s not important. What I’m trying to say is that they fought to be together against impossible odds and won.”

      Rufsur leaned toward Edna, so his face was in line with hers. “So what’s the moral of the story, my lovely lady judge?”

      Edna swallowed. “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do. If you believe that we are destined for each other, then instead of fighting the connection between us, you should fight for us to be together. Am I right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Edna

          

        

      

    

    
      Edna pulled back. “Maybe I overreacted.”

      Why the hell had she jumped all the way to that conclusion? Rufsur had probably been with several females since the last time they’d been together, and despite his proclamations to the contrary, he probably would be again before returning to the village for the wedding in two weeks.

      The thought was enough to make her blood boil, but wasn’t it what she wanted? It would prove that they hadn’t bonded and they were not each other’s fated mates.

      And as for her, a lack of interest in males was nothing unusual.

      “You are just scared,” Rufsur said.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what came over me. As you said, we are not in love. So how can we have bonded? And there is no way you are addicted to me. You might think that you don’t want to be with anyone else, but two weeks is a long time for an immortal male to go without sex. You will most likely change your mind.”

      “It is a long time to abstain. But I haven’t been with anyone during our previous two-week separation, and I have no intention of doing so during the next one.”

      “Perhaps you were busy with work?”

      “I’m never that busy.”

      Edna crossed her arms over her chest. “Last time, you admitted to me that you hadn’t been with anyone since Kalugal caught Jacki and Arwel. That was long before you met me, which means that it’s not unusual for you to abstain for long stretches of time.”

      Rufsur sighed. “I don’t want to argue with you. How about we eat breakfast and then go back to bed? It seems that we communicate most honestly with our bodies.”

      Ouch.

      He was accusing her of being dishonest, and there was something to it. She loved being with him, but did she love him? Could she even feel love anymore?

      In any case, it was too soon, and they needed to slow down. Hopefully, because their lovemaking was so sporadic, she wouldn’t get addicted to him even though his venom was the only one entering her system, and she had no intention of mixing things up just to avoid that. It would be better to abstain entirely.

      Liar, the small voice in the back of her head whispered. You want him in your life. You are already dreading the moment he leaves.

      Shut up! Edna commanded the silly voice. I’m not a teenager in love. Not this time. Out loud, she said, “I’ll put bread slices in the toaster.”

      She turned the burner back on, cracked six eggs in, and then added two more. Rufsur was a big guy who needed a lot of fuel, especially if they were going back to bed.

      Perhaps she should ask him not to bite her again. He’d already done so last night and again this morning, so it shouldn’t be a problem for him. His venom glands were most likely depleted.

      As his phone buzzed with an incoming message, Rufsur groaned. “Whatever it is, I’m not leaving before I have something to eat.” He didn’t even pick the thing up.

      “Check who it’s from. What if it’s an emergency?”

      He flipped the phone over and unlocked it. “It’s from Kalugal. Kian is inviting us for a tour of the new plots he’s grading.” He looked up. “Do you know what that’s all about?”

      Edna shook her head. “In typical Kian fashion, he decided to prepare lots for fifty more houses without informing the council or asking our opinions. Apparently, he believes that many of your men will want to cross over to the clan once they find mates. They will need homes to live in.”

      Rufsur frowned. “Even if that turns out to be the case, which I hope it won’t, hardly any of the houses in the part of the village that we are staying in are occupied. Other than us, I think only two are. Even if all of us moved into the village, there are already enough homes for everyone.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Kian’s excuse was that he couldn’t secure the Chinese crew that built our village just to put up the fence, and he needed to give them more work. He says that he doesn’t plan to build on those plots anytime soon.”

      “Why does he use a Chinese crew?”

      Edna scooped the scrambled eggs into two plates and put them on the counter. “It is easier to keep them contained. Once they start a job, they don’t leave until they are done. They stay on the property until they are ready to go back to China. They also don’t like to interact with anyone, and that makes thralling away their memories of the village easy. Kian only has to do it once before they leave.”

      “Does he ask their permission? I was led to believe that the clan is big on consent.”

      “According to clan law, he doesn’t have to. Thralling humans to keep our existence secret is allowed.”

      “That leaves a lot to interpretation.”

      Edna smiled. “You would make a good attorney.” She got up to get the toast. “When is the tour?”

      “Kian is picking up Kalugal and Jacki at ten, so we have a whole hour, and I know how I want to spend it.” He winked.

      “First, finish your breakfast.” She took a bite of her toast, and then put it down. “I’ll come with you. It will be interesting to hear Kian explain what he imagines those additional fifty houses will be needed for.”
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      “Look what I got.” Wendy walked into the bedroom with a small box in her hand. “I was afraid that it wouldn’t arrive on time, but apparently it came with the other things that I ordered, but someone took it by mistake.” She unpacked a tube of lipstick and looked at it lovingly as if it was a hard-won prize. “I found it in the deliveries room, but today’s shipment hasn’t arrived yet, so someone must have taken it and returned it later.”

      “That’s nice.” Vlad turned back to look at the red T-shirt Wendy had left for him on the bed.

      It was so annoying that she had refused to order things for herself until she’d gotten her first paycheck, and then when she had gotten it, she’d gone ahead and ordered things for him as well.

      Between his share of clan profits and what he made in the bakery, Vlad had plenty of money, and since Wendy was his mate, it belonged to her too.

      Except, she wasn’t ready to accept it. Perhaps she needed a proper wedding ceremony to convince her that they were mated for life?

      She’d freak out if he suggested that.

      “Why are you looking at the poor shirt as if it’s the enemy?”

      “It’s red.”

      “That’s the idea. You need to add some color to your wardrobe. Everything you have is either black or gray.”

      “Do you really think it will look good on me?”

      “Yes.” She made a face. “Put it on.”

      The T-shirt was simple, and it fit him well, but he’d never worn red before, and it felt awkward. The indigo she’d gotten for him would have been better.

      “How do I look?”

      “Gorgeous. It goes perfectly with your dark hair and pale skin.” Wendy wrapped her arms around his neck. “My beautiful vampire.” She kissed him, going right in with her little tongue and playing with his fangs.

      He pulled away. “If you want to make it to Roni’s barbecue, you’d better not start anything.”

      “Fine.” Letting go of him, Wendy smiled and waved her new lipstick. “I’m going to try it on.”

      As she ducked into the bathroom, Vlad sat on the bed, propping his elbows on his knee, and his head on his fists. The barbecue was a good opportunity to talk to Roni about digging for stuff on Wendy’s mom, but he still wasn’t sure that it was the right thing to do.

      Wendy was happy, she loved the village, and was making new friends every day. If he did nothing, it would be best for her. But he wouldn’t have a moment’s peace until he avenged her.

      Thoughts of what her father might have done to her and her mother kept sneaking up on him, waking him up at night, and swirling in his head during the early morning hours at the bakery. The work he did was manual, not cerebral, and since his brain had nothing to keep busy, it wandered to dark places it shouldn’t.

      So instead of living in mated bliss and smiling twenty-four-seven, he was angry most of the time, and trying to hide his elongated fangs.

      Wendy came out of the bathroom and sat next to him. “What’s the matter? If you hate the shirt that much, you don’t have to wear it.”

      “The shirt is okay. It’s just an adjustment.” He looked at her. “Nice lipstick.”

      She smiled brightly. “I know, right? Amanda recommended it to me. It was pricy, but I figured that I could splurge on one item. Everything else I bought was inexpensive.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “When are you going to get it through your head that you have plenty of money? We might not be rich, but you can afford anything you want.”

      Wendy shook her head. “I’m enjoying my independence. I don’t want to have to ask you for money.”

      “You don’t. I added you to my bank account, and I ordered credit cards in your name. You don’t need my permission to buy things.”

      “What if it’s something really big?”

      “Then we talk about it. I won’t buy anything super expensive without discussing it with you first. We are a unit, Wendy.”

      “I need more time to internalize that.” She tilted her head and looked at him. “I didn’t grow up in a shared household, so I have no good example of how a couple should handle their money, but you didn’t grow up in one either. How do you know what to do? Maybe we shouldn’t share everything?”

      “I did what felt right to me. But if you want to keep separate accounts, that’s fine. I understand your need for independence.”

      She cupped his cheek. “You are so good to me, baby. Give me a little more time to get used to this, okay?”

      He couldn’t help himself and asked, "If we were married in a traditional human ceremony, would it be easier for you to accept that everything that’s mine is yours, and that everything that’s yours is mine as well?”

      She didn’t laugh or freak out as he’d expected. “Maybe. Do you want to get married? Jackson and Tessa aren’t officially married, and neither are Roni and Sylvia.”

      “So what? We need to do what feels right for us.”

      Wendy smiled shyly. “I wouldn’t mind a wedding. But not yet. Maybe in six months?”

      “Why six months?”

      She fidgeted with the bottom of her shirt. “I’m joining Kri’s self-defense course, and I hope that it will help me lose some weight. I want my wedding dress to be a size six.”

      When he opened his mouth to protest, she lifted a finger and put it over his lips. “I know that you are going to say that I’m perfect the way I am, and that’s very sweet of you, but I want to fit into size six for me, not for you. Things are finally going my way, and I’m happy for the first time in my life. It gives me the motivation to achieve the things I always wanted. I want to develop good exercise habits, and then I want to enroll in college and study something. I didn’t decide what yet, but I like the idea of working with children. Maybe I could open a daycare center in the village. With Kalugal’s men marrying clan females and Merlin helping everyone get pregnant, I will probably have plenty of clients by the time I get my diploma.”
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      “Edna, what a pleasant surprise.” Kalugal offered her his hand. “Are you joining us on the tour?”

      He had to admit that Rufsur had been right about the good schtupping making Edna less uptight. Not that she was relaxed, tension still crackled around her like static electricity, but she looked like a different woman than the one he’d seen on his last visit.

      Her hair was still gathered in a bun, but it was not pulled back tightly, and the few loose strands added softness to her angular face. She was also wearing well-fitting clothes and shoes that were not a throwback to 1940s fashion. Her face was still clean of makeup, but she looked good. Effortlessly feminine was the term that came to mind. Kalugal could finally see what Rufsur had seen in her. Edna might not be a great beauty, but she was a handsome woman.

      The thing was, she wasn’t his lieutenant’s type.

      Rufsur liked females that were easy on the eyes, easygoing, and fun to be with. He’d never been interested in smart, well-educated women, and Kalugal had always assumed that he was intimidated by them. Had he finally accepted what Kalugal had been telling him for decades? That smart ladies were the best lovers? Or was that the work of the Fates?

      It seemed that they liked pairing people who, on the face of things, had nothing in common. He and Jacki were a prime example of that, and yet the Fates had been right, and Jacki was absolutely perfect for him.

      “That’s why I’m here.” Edna shook his hand. “I hope that you and Jacki don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” Jacki said. “The more, the merrier.”

      Edna chuckled. “I hope that Kian shares your opinion.”

      So that was why she’d come. Were Edna and Kian butting heads?

      Kalugal got his answer when, a few minutes later, Kian arrived with Syssi and raised a brow at the judge.

      “Edna, I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      “Good morning, Kian. I decided to join the tour. I figured that it would save you time by not having to explain twice why the village needs fifty more dwellings.”

      Given the way he was glaring at the judge, Kian was about to say something unpleasant, but Syssi put a hand on his shoulder and smiled at Edna. “That’s a very good idea. In turn, you can explain it later to the other council members.”

      “There is nothing to explain,” Kian grumbled. “And I don’t need the council to vote on every damn decision I make.” He turned around and opened the door. “Shall we?”

      As they followed the leader and his wife out, Rufsur put his arm around Edna and fell in step with Kian. “Do you own this entire mountain ridge?”

      Kian cast him and the judge one of his glares. “The clan owns the entire area. Over thirteen hundred acres. We bought it when the land here was still selling for peanuts. Now it’s worth many millions.”

      “Good business investment. You should build a few gated communities and sell the houses. You'd make a killing.”

      “Not really. To get approval for development in these mountains, I would need to bribe half of city hall with campaign donations and other contributions. It would still be profitable, but I don’t like dealing with politicians and lining their pockets. It leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”

      Kalugal understood the sentiment perfectly, and he applauded Kian’s decision not to contribute to the corruption. His cousin might not wish to fight it as actively as Kalugal planned to do, but at least he was not propagating the problem with his clan’s money.

      The new parcel Kian was grading was next to the existing houses of phase two. It was a little farther away, and at least twenty feet below the existing development. It hugged the mountainside and had a nice view of the canyon below. Regrettably, the ocean wasn’t visible from anywhere in phase two or three.

      It wasn’t as if Kalugal was planning to move in there, but it would have been nice for those of his men who chose to join the clan. He was still uncomfortable with the idea of losing any of them and was struggling to come up with a different solution that would be acceptable to Kian.

      So far, though, his brain hadn’t come up with a single thing.

      “Here is the crew’s encampment.” Kian pointed to a bunch of tents arranged in a circle. “There is a communal shower facility.” He pointed to an enclosure built from studs and tarps and no roof. “Basically, those are hoses with spouts, and they only have cold water. I offered to bring them a water heater, but they scoffed at the idea.”

      On one side of the temporary shower facility, several clotheslines had been stretched between posts, and laundered items were flapping in the wind. On the other side was a line of portable toilets.

      “How do you get the equipment up here?” Kalugal asked. “I thought that the only access to the village was through the pavilion, and none of the elevators looked big enough for a truck to fit in.”

      “We have another elevator in the back that is big enough for a compact tractor, and we have a wider path that goes around phase one straight into phase two. It’s unpaved, but tractors don’t have a problem with that.”

      Kian seemed to be well-versed in the construction process, while Kalugal’s superficial knowledge put him at a disadvantage. Perhaps he should discuss things that he knew more about than his cousin.

      “Aren’t you worried about the workers divulging your secret location? Building an entire community takes months, and I know that you are wary of thralling away more than two weeks of memories.”

      “That’s why I chose to import a crew from China instead of using local contractors. There is practically no interaction between them and my people, which is the crew’s preference. They don’t leave a project until they are done, and they don’t want to mingle with the locals. So, once they are ready to leave, all I need to thrall away is the memory of the location and specific details about the project. Unlike interactions with people, those aren’t complex memories, and if carefully done, they are safe to eliminate.”

      Kalugal shook his head. “I don’t trust the Chinese. They are sneaky bastards. If I were you, I would search their belongings before letting them go. They might keep records. In fact, I’m sure that they do. And what about their phones? Did you take them away?”

      Kian clapped him on the back. “I’m moved by your concern, but I got it covered. They have no phones, and no computers, they use old-fashioned paper blueprints that are produced by a clan architect, and we search them thoroughly before their departure.”

      “I hope that you put them through scanners. They can hide notes in very discreet places on their bodies.”

      Kian shook his head. “And I thought that Turner was paranoid.”

      As Kian mentioned the guy, it dawned on Kalugal that Turner wasn’t there. The only ones accompanying them were Kian’s regular bodyguards, Anandur and Brundar, as well as Theo and Jay.

      It seemed that his plan was working, and his cousin was becoming less mistrustful of him.
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      Edna looked at the grading tractors making their rounds, compacting the ground and leveling it. The lots looked deceptively small from her elevated vantage point, but she knew it was an optical illusion. There was nothing to use in the large open space as reference for scale, but once the houses went up, there would be a visual anchor, and the lots wouldn’t seem so tiny. She’d observed the same thing when phase two had been built.

      When the project was completed, it would be a nice enclave, with good views of the surrounding mountains and the canyon below, but who was going to live there?

      “Does Sari plan on relocating her people here?”

      Kian cast her an amused glance. “That would be nice, but as far as I know, she has no such plans.”

      “Who is Sari?” Kalugal asked.

      Edna was surprised that Kian hadn’t told his cousin about his third sister. That would have been the prudent thing to do, but it seemed that he was slackening security measures around Kalugal, which she sincerely debated the wisdom of.

      The guy was winning Kian over with his charm and his good manners, but if Kian thought Kalugal was harmless, he was gravely mistaken.

      “Sari is my sister, and she heads the Scottish arm of the clan.”

      “How fascinating. I would love to meet my fourth cousin. Could you invite her to the wedding? After all, it is a family affair, and she should attend.”

      So, he could have all his ducks lined up in the shooting range? Edna didn’t think so.

      Stop being so paranoid, the annoying voice in the back of her head whispered. Sari should come and celebrate her cousin’s wedding.

      She really needed to see Vanessa.

      Before meeting Rufsur, Edna had never indulged in conversations with her alter ego. Besides, that voice didn’t even sound like it belonged to her at all. First of all, it was male, and secondly, it expressed opinions that couldn’t possibly be hers. Edna deemed security as the most crucial consideration, and everything else was secondary to that, including her own happiness.

      Kian raked his fingers through his hair, pushing it back and away from his forehead. “You are right, and I should have thought of that myself. I’m surprised that my mother hasn’t. I’ll extend an invitation to Sari, but she might not be able to attend. Her schedule is just as busy as mine.”

      Kalugal walked closer to the edge and looked down at the construction site. “It might not be my place to make suggestions, but why is she still in Scotland? Wouldn’t your life be easier if Sari and her people were here? I see no advantage in having two separate administrations. If everyone was in the same location, you and your sister could have divided responsibilities, and your respective workloads would lessen.”

      It was obvious to Edna what Kalugal was doing. The guy was trying to get Kian to reveal the size of the Scottish arm of the clan. Hopefully, Kian was smart enough to realize it and would give him evasive answers.

      Kian chuckled. “Sari and I are too much alike to work together in harmony. An organization has to have one head, and she would never agree to be my subordinate, or I hers. I have the same problem with Turner. I’ve offered him a seat on the council many times, but he refuses. He wants to keep his independence, and he doesn’t want me as his boss.”

      Edna smiled. Clever Kian. That was a good change of subject.

      Kalugal nodded. “That’s a problem. Can’t you figure out an agreement, though? You could form a sort of federation that would be similar to how you operate now. Sari could have her section of the village, maybe even this new one you are preparing, and she could independently rule her people. In terms of security, that’s a better solution than splitting a small community in two.”

      Damn. Kalugal was relentlessly fishing for information about Sari’s people.

      That’s not what he’s doing. Listen to what he’s saying, the voice whispered excitedly. This could be the solution to your and Rufsur’s problem.

      “What are you talking about?” Edna hissed out.

      As everyone turned to look at her, Kalugal raised a brow. “Excuse me?”

      Crap. Edna scrambled for a quick answer that would explain her outburst. “Sari needs to stay in Europe to look after the clan’s interests there. Besides, the unification of the two branches is not a good idea even from a security standpoint. If one location is compromised, at least part of the clan would survive.”

      Kalugal nodded. “You are right.” He pinched his temples between his thumb and forefinger. “I didn’t think it through, which is not like me.” He shook his head as if trying to realign the gears. “I guess there are pros and cons in both situations.” He turned to Kian. “Since you are obviously not building homes for Sari and her people, who are you building for?”

      Kian shrugged. “When I couldn’t convince the Chinese crew to come over just to put up the fence and build room additions to some of the existing homes, I came up with the idea of preparing more lots for future housing.” He smiled. “I’m an optimist. With all the new children that will hopefully be born as a result of matings between your men and my clanswomen, we will need more homes. But that’s going to be an issue only when they mature and find mates of their own. That’s why I’m only grading the lots at this time.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Except, I have this small voice in the back of my head that insists on starting construction now, and I’m trying to figure out why my subconscious is pushing me in that direction. Perhaps it’s a premonition, and Sari will be forced to relocate for some reason.”

      “You too?” Kalugal frowned. “That’s what it felt like when I suggested it. It was like the idea didn’t come from me. Perhaps your Fates are trying to tell us something?”

      Smiling, Syssi threaded her arm through Kian’s. “I think that we should have a talk with Nathalie.”

      Kian lifted a brow. “What does Nathalie have to do with it?”

      “Nothing. But I have a feeling that a certain meddling ghost is involved, and we can talk to him through her.”

      “A ghost?” Kalugal asked. “Did I hear right?”

      Edna rolled her eyes. “We have been standing in the sun for too long, and the heat is affecting our brains. Let’s go back to the village and cool down with an iced lemonade in the café.”

      “I second that idea.” Jacki wiped a bead of sweat off her upper lip. “It’s getting really hot out here. We can find a shaded spot in the café.”

      Kalugal wrapped his arm around her. “Lemonade sounds perfect, and while we are chilling, Syssi can tell us all about that meddling ghost.”

      Kian pulled out his phone. “The best one to tell the story is Amanda. She’s convinced that he sent her a message through Nathalie. But since Mark only talks to Nathalie, I doubt that he was the voice in my head, or yours, Kalugal.”

      Syssi smiled apologetically. “To be frank, I was just joking. Nathalie hasn’t heard from Mark in a while, and she thinks that he moved on. But who knows? Maybe it was him.”

      Edna shook her head. “Forgive me for saying this, but you are all crazy. Amanda was under a lot of pressure back then, and she was desperate for Mark’s forgiveness. Of course, she believed what Nathalie told her.”

      “And what about Nathalie herself?” Syssi asked. “Do you think she’s crazy or a charlatan?”

      Edna needed to tread lightly on that one. Nathalie was Syssi’s sister-in-law, and the two were close. Syssi would consider it a personal offense if Edna said something derogatory about Nathalie.

      Besides, she didn’t entirely dismiss Nathalie’s claims.

      Rare individuals had extrasensory perception, and Andrew’s wife might be able to tune into some reservoir of residual energy that remained after a person’s passing. What Edna didn’t believe in, was that ghosts entered random people’s heads and conducted conversations with them.

      What about you? the voice whispered. You talk to me.

      You are a figment of my imagination. Apparently, I’m also under a lot of stress, like Amanda was at the time. I also want to be with the man I love, and I can’t figure out a way to do it without betraying my people.

      Edna froze.

      The man I love? That was an even crazier idea than hearing voices in her head.

      You said it, girl. Hallelujah. Finally, you admit it.

      That was it. Monday, she was going to call Vanessa and schedule an appointment.

      “Well?” Syssi glared at her. “Do you think that Nathalie is nuts?”

      Edna shook her head. “Of course not. She is very intuitive, but the rest of us are not.”

      “That’s funny.” Jacki chuckled. “Nutty Nathalie.”

      Syssi turned her wrath on Jacki. “You too? Don’t you ever say that in front of her. That was the nickname that kids at school used to taunt Nathalie with. It made her so miserable that she was afraid to date or spend time with friends.”

      “I’m sorry.” Jacki put a hand over her chest. “I’ll never say it again. I promise.”
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      On the weekends, the café only offered a vending service, so the place wasn’t as packed as it usually was during weekdays. Only five of the tables were occupied, and their group had no problem finding a shaded area where they could combine several tables to accommodate all of them.

      After everyone got cold drinks from the machines and settled down, Amanda sauntered over with Nathalie. “Hello, darlings. I thought it would be best if I brought the ghost expert along.”

      Jacki and Kalugal had met Nathalie during Richard’s first inductions, but Atzil and Ruvon hadn’t been there, so Amanda made the introductions.

      Atzil jumped up and pulled out two chairs. “Ladies?” He dipped his head.

      “Thank you.” Amanda rewarded him with a bright smile. “So what is this all about? Are the Chinese construction workers complaining about evil spirits again?”

      Kian grimaced. “Not this time.”

      Kalugal chuckled. “Ghosts, evil spirits, that should be interesting. The Chinese have a lot of superstitions.”

      “They don’t allow women on the construction site,” Kian said. “That’s why I chose to show you the lots from an elevated spot instead of going down there.” He turned to Syssi. “Talking to Mark was your idea, so perhaps you should explain.”

      Syssi’s cheeks pinked. “It’s probably nothing. Kian and Kalugal both experienced a mental nudge, and I said that I have a feeling Mark might have something to do with it.”

      Amanda snorted. “When you get a feeling, everyone should pay attention.” She turned to Nathalie. “Well? What do you think?”

      Nathalie shook her head. “I haven’t heard from Mark in a long time. He either moved on or found a new host.”

      “But you know him well, right?” Amanda wasn’t ready to give up. “You can tell if it sounds like him or not, true?”

      Nathalie sighed. “What was the mental nudge about?”

      Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “Somehow, we all got to talking about starting construction on the new lots because Sari and her people might be forced to move into the village.”

      Nathalie smiled. “That’s probably something that you subconsciously worry about. It doesn’t sound like Mark.”

      “What about me?” Kalugal asked. “It was none of my business to suggest that the two parts of the clan form a federation or some other arrangement. Maybe as an outsider, I see things more clearly, but I shouldn’t have said anything, and I usually refrain from butting into other people’s business.” He glanced at Kian. “Maybe the ghost is right, though, and you should give it some thought? There is safety in numbers, and you and Sari could still lead your people independently while cooperating on some things.”

      Kian had a feeling that Kalugal had jumped on the ghost idea to excuse his curious interest in unifying the clan. What was he hoping to achieve by that?

      The guy was a master manipulator, so there must be something in it for him.

      Nathalie shook her head. “Whoever you heard, it wasn’t Mark. He never talked to me about important stuff. He would give me advice about what to wear, and we would chitchat about trivial things like who was in love with whom, and why it worked. The only time he had a real message for me to deliver was when he asked me to tell Amanda that he’d forgiven her, and that she shouldn’t torment herself over loving Dalhu. He said that he tried to get into Amanda’s head and failed, and he even tried Syssi but couldn’t make her hear him. That’s another reason why I don’t think it was him.” She smiled. “Perhaps some other entity is trying to communicate with you.”

      Syssi threw her arms in the air. “Who else could it be?” She turned to Kian. “How did the voice sound? Was he good-natured or angry?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it was my subconscious talking, so I wasn’t paying attention to nuances. I still think that it was my own inner voice.” He cast Syssi a sidelong glance. “I know that your intuitions are often foretelling, but I frankly don’t think that we are dealing with a ghost. Perhaps Kalugal is right and the prodding we both felt came from the Fates.”

      Kalugal shook his head. “Upon further reflection, I take it back. The voice was male, and it was pushy. Not angry, not good-natured, but urging.”

      “Yeah.” Kian tapped his fingers on the table. “That’s my impression as well.”

      “We need to talk to Mark. Everything else is guesswork.” Syssi turned to Nathalie. “Is there a way you can summon him?”

      Nathalie cringed. “I used to be able to do that. But I’m out of practice.”

      “Could you at least give it a try?” Syssi pleaded. “This is important.”

      “I’ll do it tonight. I need to mentally prepare for it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kian didn’t like that Syssi was pressuring Nathalie into doing something that she was obviously reluctant to do, especially since he was convinced that the voice he’d heard had been his own, and Kalugal’s was made up. But since that was such atypical behavior for Syssi, she must be convinced that it was needed.

      Bottom line, Kian trusted his wife’s intuition much more than his own, and he was itching to call Sari and ask her if everything was okay. Perhaps he would do it later from the privacy of his home.

      If Kalugal was indeed pretending to believe in the ghost idea, he was probably laughing on the inside and thinking that Kian was gullible and was allowing himself to get influenced by supposed ghosts and his wife’s premonitions.

      While he didn’t dismiss those things, Kian was careful not to base his decisions on them. Prepping the lots had been a good business decision that in the long run would save the clan a lot of money, and the voice in his head had most likely been his own.
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      “I need to escort Jacki and Kalugal back to the house.” Rufsur offered Edna a hand up. “If you want, you can come with me, or you can go home, and I’ll join you later.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      His handsome face lit up with a big smile. “I hoped you would say that.” He leaned to whisper in her ear, “I want to spend every moment I can with you.”

      As Rufsur wrapped his arm around her waist, Edna wondered why he felt the need to accompany his boss home. Did he fear a sudden mental attack by the mysterious ghost?

      She stifled a chuckle.

      Edna hadn’t mentioned the voice in her own head, and after what Nathalie had said, she was glad about it. Kalugal and Kian’s experience could have been easily explained as their own inner musings, but she had a harder time dismissing hers as her alter ego.

      Why would her own inner voice sound male? And what about that ‘you said it, girl’? Her subconscious was a cheerleader? That wasn’t the way Edna talked.

      Could it have been Robbie’s ghost?

      After his death, she’d prayed to hear from him in her dreams, and she had, but those dreams had been manufactured from her memories of him. In some of them, they’d built a life together, and in others, she’d found out over and over again about his death.

      It had taken many years until the dreams had stopped tormenting her, but even before that, Edna had never heard him talking in her head while she was awake.

      Besides, she would have recognized his accent and speech pattern. The voice in her head had sounded American.

      Robbie, if this is you in my head, tell me something that only you would know.

      Her answer was a resounding silence.

      Yeah, that was what she’d expected. Evidently, her inner voice was a male, who was also a romantic and an optimist. Edna wondered what Vanessa would make of it. Perhaps she had a masculine side with feminine undertones that needed to express itself?

      Edna suppressed a snort. Given the way she usually dressed, that would probably be Vanessa’s conclusion. Her business suits were made for women, but they were shapeless, and the colors she picked were dark and conservative. She also didn’t try to soften the look with makeup or a nice hairdo to make it more feminine.

      Nevertheless, Edna had never felt masculine and had never wanted to be perceived as a man. Her goal had been to take gender out of the equation. Even in today’s world, female professionals had to work twice as hard as their male colleagues to prove themselves.

      Still, even as a young woman, Edna had never been a girly girl. She’d had no interest in pretty dresses or other frivolities that girls her age had obsessed about. But she’d been all woman with Robbie, and she’d loved that he was hard while she was soft, that he was tall while she was smaller, and all the other ways in which his masculinity contrasted with her femininity.

      Gender equality was a goal worth fighting for, and the clan had been striving for it since its very beginning, but blurring the distinctions between men and women was not the same as equality. It was forcing both genders to give up on their individualism and conform to the same ill-fitting mold.

      It was a bit hypocritical of her to oppose something that she did herself, but there was a difference between choosing to appear genderless for professional reasons and giving up her gender identity altogether.

      Life would be very boring without the yin and yang of dualism. The seemingly opposite forces of the masculine and the feminine were not at war. They were complementary and interconnected, and their dance was the spice of life.

      “We are here.” Rufsur’s hand tightened on her shoulder.

      “Oh.” Edna lifted her eyes. Apparently, while she’d been deep in thought, their group had reached the house.

      As Jacki, Kalugal, and the others climbed the steps to the front porch, Rufsur and Edna stayed on the path.

      “If you don’t mind,” Rufsur said. “Edna and I are leaving.”

      “Of course.” Jacki smiled knowingly. “Have fun.”

      Edna expected either Jay or Theo to follow her and Rufsur, but the two assumed their regular positions on the front porch bench.

      “Are you coming back here later?” Kalugal asked.

      Rufsur shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      His boss nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

      Kalugal didn’t look too happy about their relationship, and come to think of it, neither did Kian, but so far, their bosses hadn’t said anything to that effect. She wondered whether they were waiting for what they thought of as a fling to end.

      From their perspective, they were right.

      On the face of things, it looked as if she and Rufsur had nothing in common and their relationship was not going to last. But the truth was that under different circumstances, it could have. Oddly, their pairing worked despite their differences, or perhaps because of them.

      A man who was just like her would have bored her, but the question was whether a woman who was just like Rufsur wouldn’t have matched him better.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet on the way.” Rufsur gave her shoulder a little squeeze. “What’s on your mind?”

      She wasn’t going to bring up her musings about their compatibility, or Robbie, or her plans to go see a shrink on Monday.

      Talking about Kalugal and Kian was a safer topic. “I don’t think that our bosses approve of our relationship. I wonder what’s their agenda. Are they waiting for us to break up on our own? And if we don’t, will they intervene and demand it?”

      “Not likely. They might not be happy about it, but there isn’t much they can do. Neither of them is a dictator, and ultimately, it’s up to us to decide how we want to proceed.”

      “How do you see our future?”

      He pulled her closer against his side. “Kalugal’s talk about a federation has given me food for thought, but I’m not smart enough to figure out how it could work for us.” He looked down at her. “But you are a clever woman. If you put that formidable mind of yours to work, I’m sure you can come up with something.”

      She chuckled. “It’s not going to work, Rufsur.”

      He raised a brow. “Are you giving up already? I thought that you were more tenacious than that.”

      “I’m referring to you throwing an intellectual challenge at me, hoping that I’ll take the bait.”

      “I know you will. You just can’t help it.” He smirked. “What if I come up with a solution before you do? Where is your competitiveness?”

      She shook her head. “I’m amazed at how well you know me after such a short time, especially since most of it has been spent in bed.”

      ”I’m a good judge of character.”

      “So am I.”

      “Then you should know that Kalugal is a tremendous asset, and that having him as part of your community would strengthen it, not weaken it. The problem is that he is opposed to it because he likes his independence and he doesn’t want Kian’s nose in his business. And Kian doesn’t want it because he doesn’t trust Kalugal and his men. It’s a damn conundrum that I don’t know how to solve, but I just know in my bones that a solution is possible. If we find a way to form a federation of sorts, and everyone lives in the same place, the whole mess about who is going to live where will become a non-issue.”

      Edna sighed. “What you are suggesting would require a major paradigm shift in everyone’s thinking. Things like that can’t happen overnight. Sometimes they take centuries. Just look at Europe, or even the United States. It is both a federation of states and a nation, but it took a bloody war to get there.”

      “Our situation is not the same. The north and the south had to overcome a major conflict of interest, and their paradigm shift couldn’t have happened without a war. Only when they realized that they had more to lose by clinging to their old ways than abandoning them were they willing to sit at the negotiation table and reach an agreement. The clan has no conflict with us, and we don’t have one with you. We never did. The only thing we need to overcome is mistrust. The way I see it, with the right organizational structure, both sides will benefit from combining forces.”
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      “You make the best steak, Roni.” Vlad rubbed his stomach. “I haven’t eaten that well in a long while.” He chuckled. “It’s good that Bowen and Leon are not here. They would have been offended. Both think that they are barbecue masters.”

      “They don’t have the right tools.” Roni patted his egg-shaped grill. “This baby makes all the difference.”

      Vlad glanced at the sliding door and the living room beyond. After it had gotten hot outside, the ladies had taken their plates into the dining room to enjoy their meal in an air-conditioned space.

      Out of solidarity with Roni, Vlad and Jackson stayed in the backyard to keep him company and to wolf down the remaining steaks.

      It was a good opportunity to talk with Roni about searching for Wendy’s mom, but Vlad still wasn’t sure that he should. The problem was that he knew his reason for doing so was selfish, and all the excuses he’d come up with to justify it morally were kind of lame.

      If Wendy’s mom was still alive and they found her, they could bring her into the village. She was a confirmed Dormant, and since she’d had Wendy at a young age, she wasn’t too old to transition.

      That would be wonderful for Wendy, as well as for some lucky male whose mate she could become. If the mom was half as pretty as the daughter, she would be a great catch.

      Even if she was indeed a drug addict, and Wendy’s father hadn’t invented the story to make her seem like a bad person, they could help her with rehab. Many of the trafficking victims that the clan was rescuing were addicted to drugs when they were brought to the sanctuary, and Vanessa had a team of therapists who helped them. Wendy’s mom could start there.

      “Do you have a stomachache?” Jackson asked.

      “No, why?”

      “You’re grimacing.’

      “It wasn’t about my stomach.” Vlad patted his belly. “It’s very happy at the moment. I was thinking about Wendy’s mom.” He glanced at the sliding door again, verifying that it was closed, then turned to Roni. “I’ve been thinking about asking you to help us find her.”

      Roni paused scrubbing the grill. “Is she missing?”

      Vlad nodded. “According to Wendy’s father, who is an abusive jerk, she left when Wendy was a baby because she was addicted to drugs. I have a bad feeling that it was a cover-up story and that he’d murdered the mom. But in case he didn’t, if we find her, she can join the clan. She had Wendy at nineteen, the same age Wendy is now, so she should be only thirty-eight. She could still transition.”

      “Not without risk, but yeah.” Roni resumed the scrubbing. “Give me any information you have on her, and I’ll do some snooping. Does Wendy have a picture of her mom?”

      “No. But I thought that maybe we could access her high school yearbook and get it from there. Maybe Dalhu could draw an age-adjusted portrait based on that?”

      “Dalhu can’t do that, but Tim can.” Roni dipped his brush in a cleaning solution and went back to scrubbing. “He’s a forensic artist from my old office, and he charges a lot for his services, but if anyone can draw a portrait that a facial recognition software can identify, it’s him.”

      “No problem. I have the money.”

      Roni shrugged. “But I can also use a computer application that takes a photo and ages it. Maybe it will do the trick even better. Tim’s method is asking someone who knew the person a million questions, and he draws the portrait from their memories. Wendy probably doesn’t remember her mother.”

      “She doesn’t.”

      “Give me the mom’s name and anything else you have on her.”

      “I’m afraid that it’s not much.” Vlad pulled out his phone. “I don’t want Wendy to know that I’m looking for her mom, so I can’t ask her too many questions without her becoming suspicious. If we find out that her mom is dead, I’d rather not tell her. Besides, she doesn’t know much. All I have are the mom’s married name and her maiden name, provided that she really was Simmons’s sister, and he didn’t make it up. I’ll text it to you.”

      “I’ll do what I can.” Roni dropped the brush in the solution bucket and examined his work. “Good as new.”

      “Do you always clean your grill so meticulously?” Jackson asked.

      “Of course. It’s my baby.”

      Vlad chuckled. “I can just imagine how you’re going to treat a real baby. It will have the cleanest bottom.”

      Roni picked up the bucket with the cleaning solution and started walking toward the house. “No babies for Sylvia and me. We are not jumping on Merlin’s loony wagon anytime soon.”

      “Why loony?” Jackson arched a brow. “It gives many couples hope.”

      “First of  all, Sylvia and I are too young, and secondly, I think that Merlin is a quack. His potions are just snake oil.”

      Vlad hoped that Roni was wrong, but he had been suspicious as well. Merlin had delivered a contraceptive potion less than an hour after Vlad had mentioned that he and Wendy needed protection. Since no one else in the village used birth control, Merlin had no reason to formulate it ahead of time. How had he done it so quickly?

      Then again, Merlin used to treat humans, and he might have developed the potion for his patients a long time before contraceptives were invented.

      Nevertheless, even if Merlin’s stuff worked, it tasted awful, and they should visit Bridget and get a prescription for proper birth-control medication.
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      “Thank you for lunch, Bella. It was very kind of you to invite me.”

      “Nonsense, dear. It’s the least I can do for you after all the hard work you are putting in. It never occurred to me to scan all of Edgar’s handwritten notes onto digital files. In time, the paper would have faded and crumbled. This way, his work will be preserved.”

      Eleanor nodded with a fake sad smile. “His life-project shouldn’t accumulate dust in the basement or a self-storage facility. It would be a shame if no one ever saw or appreciated his ground-breaking research.” She pushed to her feet and took her plate to the sink. “If I want to be done today, I’d better get back to work.”

      “You can come back tomorrow. No need to rush it.”

      So far, no one had shown up to arrest her or drag her away, so it was safe to assume that the house wasn’t being watched, but Eleanor didn’t want to push her luck.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d rather finish everything tonight. Do you want me out of here by a certain time?”

      The woman was so nice and accommodating that Eleanor didn’t need to use compulsion to get her to cooperate. So far, she hadn’t refused a single suggestion that Eleanor had made.

      Bella waved a hand in dismissal. “Stay as long as you need. I’m going to bed around nine, but you are welcome to continue. If you get hungry or thirsty, just help yourself to whatever there is in the kitchen.”

      “Thank you.”

      After finding nothing interesting in the safe, and no journal lying around or hidden in one of the boxes, Eleanor had come up with the idea to scan everything and make a flash drive copy for herself. The information she was looking for was probably scattered between the boxes, but there was no way she could read everything even if she took a week to do so.

      Simmons’s home office had a printer that was also a scanner, and she’d found a new flash drive in one of the desk drawers that was still in its original store packaging.

      She had all she needed to walk away from there with all of Simmons’s years of research.

      It was a treasure trove of information.

      Despite what Simmons and Roberts had thought, her reason for joining the government program hadn’t been the money. That was only what she’d told them so they wouldn’t watch her too closely. She could have made millions on the stock market, or even billions by selling high-ticket items like enriched uranium to the Russians or technology to the Chinese. With her talent, she could easily get the supply and just as easily create the demand.

      Hell, she could have become the next President if she wanted.

      The sky was the limit.

      But knowing where her talent came from was more important to her.

      What made her different?

      And the only way to find out was to have access to others like her. Regrettably, Simmons had been immune to her mind tricks and had kept her on a tight leash, and Roberts had gotten rid of her at his earliest convenience.

      Damn. She should have anticipated his move.

      Except, her talent didn’t make her any smarter, and both Simmons and Roberts had IQs much higher than hers.

      Done with yet another box, Eleanor moved it to the stack of those she’d already scanned and brought one more to the desk. The scanner could take only fifty pages at the time, and it wasn’t fast, which left her with a lot of time to read things that caught her interest.

      Luckily for her, Simmons’s handwriting had been neat, and she didn’t need to struggle too hard to understand it. The contents, though, were a different matter. She had a feeling that he was writing some of the stuff in code because it didn’t make sense to her.

      No matter. She could decipher it on her own time.

      When she reached the bottom of the box and moved it to the scanner’s other side, Eleanor noticed that it was a little heavier than the others. Giving it a little shake, she heard something move and put it down. Reaching inside, she pulled at the cardboard floor and lifted it out. The thing had a double bottom, and sandwiched between the two pieces of cardboard was a simple student notebook.

      She’d expected to find Simmons’s most secret notes contained inside a fancy leather-bound journal, not a thin notebook with fraying edges. But since the thing weighed very little, it had been clever of the director to use it instead of a heavy journal. If she hadn’t removed all the papers from box after box to scan them, she would have never noticed that this one was just slightly heavier than the others.

      Even though she was dying of curiosity to peek inside it, Eleanor put the notebook in her purse and kept on scanning. Later, when she was certain that Bella was asleep, she would lock the office door, get comfortable in Simmons’s chair, and learn his most treasured secrets.

      Or so she hoped.

      She wouldn’t be surprised if what he had in there were the addresses of his mistresses and his favorite hookers. If she found nude photos of him, she was going to puke.
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      Jacki opened the sliding door to the backyard and stepped out. “Jin and Mey are on their way. Are you going to stay out here?”

      Kalugal put his book down and patted the spot next to him on the outdoor sofa. “Come sit with me.”

      Smiling, she did as he asked and put her head on his shoulder. “It’s so nice out here. The trees make all the difference. Out on the mountainside, it was so hot because there was no shade, but here it’s cool and comfortable.” She looked up at the lush canopy above them. “The village is steeped in greenery to camouflage it. How is Kian hiding the construction work over there, though? Someone might see it from the air.”

      “I need to ask him about that. He is so concerned with security, and yet he uses a Chinese contractor. I guess there is no way to keep the village as completely hidden as he wishes to.”

      She looked up at him. “What do you have against the Chinese?”

      Kalugal snorted. “Where do I start. They are slowly but surely becoming a superpower, and once they supersede the United States, they will take over the world. What boggles the mind is that no one is paying attention to what they are doing. And if anyone is, they are not doing anything about it.”

      “Except for having a billion and a half people and growing, how do they plan to do that?”

      “Any way they can. The thing is, they don’t answer to anyone, morality and scruples don’t concern them, and they can do as they please with that huge population of theirs.”

      Jacki smiled. “You are just worried that they are going to beat you to it.”

      “Absolutely. Their social credit program is pure genius.”

      “Yeah, I remember you telling me about it. What’s going on with that?”

      “It’s being implemented in more and more places across China, and they are selling it to other totalitarian regimes. They don’t have a free press to hound them about it, and people are afraid to step up and say anything negative about their government. Especially now that almost everything is monitored. It’s like living under a magnifying glass.”

      Jacki sighed. “We are lucky to be living in a democracy.”

      “It’s far from perfect and getting worse instead of better. Free speech has become a joke in this country, and if everyone is forced to have the same opinion, how different is it from China? That’s what keeps me awake at night. The ground is fertile for China’s credit system to spread over here.”

      “Isn’t that a little hypocritical of you? After all, you plan to do the same thing.”

      Kalugal frowned. Apparently, he hadn’t done a good job explaining his plan to Jacki. "Not at all. Under my rule, people will be free to express their opinions. I want to control the politicians and cut out the evildoers’ resources. I’m not going to limit people’s liberties. I’m going to free the oppressed.”

      “It all sounds very noble, but I still think it’s never good for one person to hold so much power. It’s corruptive and corrosive. And even if you do the best you can, it won’t be enough. Many minds are always better than one.”

      “What’s the alternative?”

      Jacki looked away. “Annani has managed to create a good system. I know that what works for a small community of people cannot work on a global scale, but she could help you figure something out. She’s as old as human civilization itself, and she’s seen practically everything. Having her and Kian and Sari on your team would be a game-changer. You could form a coalition.”

      Kalugal chuckled. “From what I’ve seen so far, my cousin is not doing a great job of listening to his own council’s advice. He’s making decisions without asking for anyone’s input. Do you think he would do a better job of running the world than me?”

      “No way. But Kian is held accountable to the council and to his mother. If he messes up and goes too far out of line, someone can intervene and stop him. Your plan doesn’t include a built-in safety mechanism, and that’s why it’s dangerous. I think it was very wise of Annani to split the clan and have Sari and Kian run its two arms independently, or semi-independently. That way, neither of them holds too much power.”

      Kalugal smoothed his hand over his short beard. “Frankly, I would have loved Annani’s advice, but I can’t tell her my plan because she’ll try to stop me.” He cast Jacki a stern look. “You promised to keep my secrets. I hope that promise is still good.”

      “Of course.” She sounded offended. “I will never betray your trust. I’m doing precisely what you asked me to do. I’m your sounding board.”

      “Forgive me.” He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “For a moment there, I wasn’t sure. You seem so convinced that I can’t do it, or that I shouldn’t.”

      “I might be just a simple woman, but I know that you’re overestimating your abilities. I’m trying to get you to consider a different path. Your heart is in the right place, but as the saying goes, the road to hell is paved with good intentions.”
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      “How about I make us lunch?” Rufsur offered.

      Edna raised a brow. “You can cook?”

      “Not well. Atzil cooks for everyone back home, so I don’t get many opportunities to develop my culinary skills. But I can grill, and I know how to put a frozen pizza in the oven.”

      “Can you make a sandwich?”

      He smiled. “I can do that as well. What’s your pleasure?”

      Knowing Rufsur, he expected her to say that it was him. Regrettably, she was going to disappoint him. “I don’t have any steaks or hamburgers in the freezer, or frozen pizzas, so the options are limited.”

      “Sandwiches it is.” Rufsur opened the fridge and started pulling things out. “You just take a seat at the counter, and I’ll do everything.”

      This was unexpected and surprisingly pleasant. Outside of restaurants, Edna never had anyone prepare food for her. And when the cook was so yummy to look at, she really didn’t care if what he made was edible.

      Unfortunately, her view of him was blocked by the open refrigerator door. Only part of his butt was sticking out, but it was still very nice to look at.

      “I wish you had beer,” he muttered.

      “I’ll make sure to stock up for your next visit.”

      Pulling back, he closed the fridge door and glanced at her. “So I’m welcome back?”

      “How can I resist a man who makes me lunch?”

      “And I thought that my lovemaking prowess was my ticket back. If I had known, I would have made you sandwiches instead.”

      Edna laughed. “Right. Because you are only interested in feeding me.”

      “I also like talking to you.”

      “So it’s my brain that you lust after?”

      “I love your sharp mind. But I also love your ass, and don’t get me started on those long legs of yours, especially when they are wrapped around my thighs and spur me on. And let’s not forget your breasts.” He licked his lips. “Spectacular. You are a hellcat in bed, my delight. Bottom line. I love the whole package.”

      “There must be something you don’t like.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t like the sadness in your eyes. I want to make you happy.”

      That was a nice thing to say, and the truth was that he did make her happy. But at the same time, he complicated her life, which made her anxious, so the net effect was neutral.

      Well, that wasn’t true.

      Edna couldn’t remember when she’d last felt so alive. Rufsur was like a breath of fresh air in her stale life. Or rather like a tornado, exhilarating and destructive at the same time.

      But she was sure there were more things that he didn’t like about her. Many viewed her ability to probe their souls as a threat, and she wasn’t the most fun person to be around. Edna didn’t chitchat, mainly because she had nothing to talk about with most people. She rarely cooked, so she had no recipes to share. Fashion didn’t interest her, and she was clueless about the latest trends. The books she read were on topics most people rolled their eyes at, and the same went for what she watched on the tube.

      She was too serious, too straightforward, and unapologetic about her views, and she made people nervous.

      “What else?” she asked. “If you could change anything about me, what would it be?”

      Rufsur shook his head. “I’m not falling into that trap. How about you? What would you like to change about me?”

      She thought about it for a moment. “Nothing. Well, except for your affiliation with Kalugal. Is there any chance you would consider leaving him?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      “Why? Is it because you love what you do? Or is it out of loyalty to him?”

      Rufsur put the sandwiches he’d made on two plates and sat next to her. “Both, but neither is the main reason for why I can’t leave him.”

      “What is the main reason?”

      He lifted his sandwich off the plate. “You are a smart woman. Try to figure it out.”

      Another challenge. Rufsur had discovered her weakness and was exploiting it. Except, exploiting wasn’t the right term. She enjoyed it too much to call it that. Perhaps feeding her brain was more appropriate?

      “Challenge accepted.” She took a bite out of the sandwich.

      Perhaps Rufsur had sworn an oath to Kalugal? Or perhaps he’d taken a vow? He owed Kalugal his freedom, so his loyalty was fueled by gratitude. It wasn’t about defending his community against enemies because Kalugal had none. And it wasn’t about some lofty mutual goal because, as far as she knew, they didn't have that either. Kalugal was interested in making money and collecting artifacts.

      Could it be about money?

      Maybe Rufsur hoped to get rich with Kalugal’s help?

      She put her sandwich down. “Did you vow to never leave Kalugal’s side?”

      He shook his head.

      “Do you feel indebted to him?”

      “Yes. But that’s not it.”

      “Is it about the money? Do you hope to get rich?”

      “I’m being paid well, and Kalugal helps me to invest my money wisely, but that’s not it either.”

      Edna threw her hands in the air. “I give up. Just tell me.”

      He chuckled. “Where’s the fun in that? I’ll give you a clue, though. Think who Kalugal’s father and grandfather are.”

      “One was the second most powerful god, and the other is the most powerful immortal, which makes Kalugal powerful too. Are you afraid that if you leave him, he will retaliate, and that the clan won’t be able to protect you?”

      That would be a good reason to stay with his boss.

      “If I want to leave, Kalugal will not stop me. Come on, Edna, think. What else do his father and grandfather have in common?”

      “Mortdh was crazy, and Navuh is a despot. Come to think of it, Mortdh was a despot too. He wanted to rule the other gods, and when he couldn’t do it, he annihilated them. Navuh is not as crazy as Mortdh, but he is not sane either.” Edna lifted a brow. “Are you afraid that Kalugal will go crazy as well?”

      “Bingo.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand. Do you think that your company is the only thing keeping him sane? Even if that was true before, it no longer is. He has a mate now, and Jacki provides him with the love and stability he needs.”

      “That’s true. But if he starts to show signs of insanity, would she be able to stop him?”

      “Would you?”

      “At the very least, I have a better chance of stopping Kalugal than Jacki has. She’s a weak immortal, and she is his mate. She will stand by his side no matter what.”

      That was indeed a compelling argument.

      If Rufsur had taken upon himself the responsibility of monitoring Kalugal for signs of insanity and stopping him from doing crazy things, then there was no way he could leave. Not unless he could transfer the duty to another capable immortal.
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      Edna chuckled sadly. “It didn’t occur to me to factor Kalugal’s insanity genes into the federation formula. Now, I’m doubly sure that it’s a bad idea, and it makes our situation unsolvable. You obviously can’t leave him, and I don’t want to invite a ticking bomb into my community.”

      Rufsur put his sandwich down and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I think that the opposite is true. By myself, my chances of stopping Kalugal from doing something crazy are not good. I can wrestle him down physically, but I have no defense against his compulsion. I was even toying with the idea of asking William to make me those specialized earpieces.”

      “That’s a good idea. Why didn’t you?”

      He put his hand on her thigh. “I’ve never told anyone the things I’m telling you. How would I have explained to William what I needed them for?”

      Edna’s eyes softened. “Thank you for trusting me with your secret. It’s safe with me.”

      He believed her. “Anyway, if I can get a pair of those earpieces, I would carry them in my pocket in case I needed to protect myself from Kalugal. But if he lived here in the village, I wouldn’t need to because Annani could stop him.”

      Edna lifted a brow. “How?”

      Was she playing dumb? After he’d shared his fears with her, that was disappointing.

      “Annani proved that she can compel Kalugal, which was a big surprise since even his father couldn’t do that. And what’s more, since compulsion is delivered through sound waves, she doesn’t even need to be here. A phone call transmitted through the village’s loudspeaker system would do.”

      On their previous visit, Rufsur had noticed loudspeakers around the village square, which made sense for parties and other gatherings. But since then, more had been added along the walkways, and he had a feeling that it was the result of the goddess’s compulsion test at Richard’s ceremony.

      For a long moment, Edna just stared at him. “I’m trying to find a fault in your logic, but I can’t. Even if you just made the whole thing up to convince me that the clan forming a federation with Kalugal is a good idea, you are right.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “What bothers me about it, though, is that it smells like a betrayal. Are you really willing to enlist the clan’s help to stop your boss?”

      “I hope that it never comes to that. Kalugal is a good man, and as long as he doesn’t plot to annihilate half of the world, I’m not going to turn against him. But I keep thinking about Mortdh, and what I would have done if I were his second-in-command. Even if I had known about his plot to get rid of the other gods, the only thing I could have done was to warn them. I couldn’t have stopped him.”

      “Would you have warned the other gods?”

      “Of course. What kind of question is that? Even if Mortdh was my brother, my father, or my son, I would not have stood idly by while he destroyed half of the world’s civilization with one damn bomb. Would you allow Kian to do such a thing if he lost his mind?”

      “No. I would do anything I could to stop him. And the same goes for Annani, even though she is the Clan Mother.” Edna nodded. “Now I really understand your dilemma. If I wanted to stop Kian or Annani, I couldn’t do it on my own. I would need a powerful ally. I would try to convince my fellow council members to help me. Together, we might be able to take Kian down, but not the goddess. And that’s precisely where you stand with Kalugal.”

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      “Yeah, but that still leaves the problem of making a federation happen when both Kian and Kalugal are against it.”

      Smiling, Rufsur reached for her hand and brought it to his lips for a quick kiss. “If we put our heads together, I’m sure we can come up with a solution. Once we have a plan, you can work on Kian, and I can work on Kalugal. Kian values your opinion, and you have a good chance of convincing him to at least listen to you, and I have Kalugal’s ear. We are uniquely positioned to make this happen.”

      “I’ll be dammed.” Edna leaned back. “That’s why the Fates brought us together.”

      Rufsur snorted. “You too? Come on, Edna. You can’t seriously believe in that superstitious nonsense.”

      “I didn’t use to, but even Kian, the biggest skeptic of them all, is a convert. How else would you explain your attraction to me? Out of all the clan females who paraded themselves in front of you and Hivak, you fixated on me, the most unattractive, emotionally unavailable of them all.”

      He frowned. “I don’t want to hear you talking this way about yourself or about me. I saw the precious gem hidden underneath the ugly clothes and the stern expression, and I’m quite proud of myself for snatching the best of the best. By crediting your damn Fates with that, you are insulting me as well as yourself.”
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      Rufsur was not pretending to be angry, he really was, which was kind of sweet.

      Frankly, Edna also preferred to think that he’d chosen her because of her, and not some grand scheme orchestrated by the Fates.

      “Okay. Forget that I said it. Let’s focus on what’s important, shall we?”

      He didn’t look happy with her answer. “I need to know that you agree with me. I’m willing to concede that the Fates might have had something to do with you walking by the café when I was there, but that’s all. The rest was all me.”

      She smiled. “My okay was meant to convey all that.”

      “What about you? Did you choose me? Or did your Fates choose me for you?”

      Edna leaned and kissed his cheek. “Your dimples were the first thing I noticed about you, that and the cocky smile. You reminded me of Robbie.”

      “That’s all? I look like the one you lost?”

      Damn. Men could be so touchy. Rufsur’s disappointment was practically palpable.

      “The resemblance is superficial at best, but it was what caught my attention. The rest is all you. Besides, I apparently have a type, and you are it.” She smiled. “I like cocky guys who are sweet on the inside and don’t take themselves too seriously, and who know how to have fun. Although I have to admit that the dimples and the broad shoulders had something to do with it as well.”

      He let out a breath. “I can live with that.”

      “Good.” She patted his bicep. “Now let’s think about how we can make it work for everyone. Kalugal’s biggest objection is his need for independence. What exactly does it mean to him?”

      “He feels paralyzed in the village. He suspects that the devices Kian lent us are being monitored, so he can’t conduct his business from here because he doesn’t want Kian in it. Also, he acquires many startups, and most of them are in the Bay Area. Living here will make it difficult, but that could be solved with weekly or biweekly visits. Private communication is what will make or break the deal for him. He would also want complete autonomy in everything other than security. I think that he sees the advantages of living in a larger community and combining his force with the clan’s to safeguard it.”

      “I don’t know how we can solve that conundrum. The village's safety depends on all communication going in and out being encrypted, rerouted, and impossible to track back. That means using clan-issued devices. Perhaps William could segregate them and provide Kalugal with a private network within the clan’s larger one. I will need to talk to him about it.”

      “Kalugal will not trust anything engineered by William.”

      Edna nodded. “And Kian will not let Kalugal’s tech guy mess with our communication system either.”

      Rufsur waved a dismissive hand. “Ruvon wouldn’t know where to start, and he is the best we have. In any case, this is not something that you or I can figure out. We don’t have the technological knowhow.”

      “True. But let’s assume for a moment that William finds a workable solution to the communications problem. What else do you think Kalugal will want as far as autonomy?”

      “For starters, to come and go as he pleases. He might want our people to have their own neighborhood within the village. Perhaps that new plot that Kian is developing. One thing I’m sure of. He would want to design his own house and make it at least as fancy as the one he has now. He is not fond of the egalitarian style you have here in your village.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem if he pays for it.”

      “If Kalugal accepts the idea, he will pay for everything.”

      “That could be a good selling point with Kian. The question is, how do we package the rest so he thinks it’s a good bargain? Since security is his main concern, he will probably want me to probe each one of the men. Is there a chance your boss is going to submit to that?”

      Rufsur shook his head. “No chance in hell. The same way he doesn’t want Kian in his business, he doesn’t want him or you in his head.”

      “Right. I can understand that. I wish there was a binding pledge that he could take not to make a move against the clan, but such a thing doesn’t exist.”

      “And I also doubt that he will agree to wearing the cuff all of the time. You will need to convince Kian that Annani’s power over Kalugal should be enough.”

      Edna shook her head. “I can’t do that. Kalugal can protect himself from Annani’s compulsion by wearing earplugs.”

      Once again, she had the niggling suspicion that Rufsur was maneuvering her exactly where he wanted her, and that she was endangering the clan by believing in his good intentions.

      Without the cuff, they were all vulnerable to Kalugal’s compulsion. He could compel the Guardians to move against Kian, or even against the goddess.

      Was she in danger of letting a Trojan horse into her community?
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      Rufsur had felt the moment he’d lost Edna. Evidently, the cuff was a deal breaker, and he needed to find a solution around it.

      “If Kalugal lives in the newly developed area, it can be fenced off, and he will only need to put the cuff on when he crosses the border. As long as he stays on his side of the fence, he can go without. Would that put your mind at ease?”

      “What about everyone else who lives in that enclave? What if he compels them to attack us?”

      Rufsur sighed. “I see that we are back to square one. Why would he?”

      “I don’t know. But I don’t want to risk it.”

      “What if a resistance starts in your village, and some idiot manages to convince people that Kian is the root of all evil and needs to be taken down? Even though it’s highly unlikely, it could happen. You can’t foresee and prevent every scenario.”

      Edna shook her head. “I need to give my brain a break.”

      “I agree.” He reached for her and lifted her off the barstool. “I have an idea for what we can do while your brain rests.”

      Smiling, she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Take a bath?”

      He stifled a relieved breath. For a moment, it had looked as though he had lost her, but she seemed to have shaken it off, and he had her back. “Actually, it’s not a bad idea. I’ve never made love in a bathtub.”

      “You haven’t?”

      “Nope.” Holding her in his arms, he pushed to his feet and walked toward her bedroom. “It didn’t appeal to me until now.”

      Edna laughed. “Tell me the truth, Rufsur. No one has ever invited you into her bathtub.”

      “True. But I didn’t suggest it either.” He used his foot to push the bathroom door open, walked in, and seated her on the vanity counter. “Wait here. I want to undress you, but first, I need to start the water in the tub.”

      “Okay. But take your shirt off so I have a nice view while I wait.”

      “No problem.” He whipped the shirt over his head and flexed his pectorals. “Do you like what you see?”

      “Very much so.” She spread her legs and pulled him in between them. “Kiss me.”

      Edna’s mood had certainly improved.

      Cupping the back of her neck, he brushed his lips over hers, teasing her with feather-soft kisses.

      She let him get away with that for about thirty seconds, then threaded her fingers through his curls and kissed him back.

      That was one of the big advantages of sex with an immortal female. Finally, he could allow a woman to kiss him without fear of her discovering his fangs before he was ready.

      But then she swirled her tongue around his left fang, and his erection punched up as if it was electrified.

      He pulled back. “Save it for the bathtub. Otherwise, we are never going to get there.”

      Edna laughed. “Okay, big boy.”

      Adjusting the club in his pants, he pivoted on his heel and leaned over the tub to turn the water on.

      “That’s a nice view. But it would be even nicer without the pants.”

      “Patience, tigress.” He wiggled his butt at her.

      “Ugh, you are so naughty. Take those pants off already.”

      Rufsur smiled. Edna was loosening up rapidly, and he was very happy to take credit for it. The woman was changing right in front of his eyes, blossoming, and knowing that it was thanks to him was incredibly satisfying.

      Perhaps changing wasn’t the right term, though. What he was seeing was glimpses of the way Edna used to be before grief had wiped out her smiles, turning her into the severe matron he’d encountered his first day in the village.

      When the water temperature was just right, he pushed up and sauntered back to her. “There is something to be said for your button-down genderless shirts. I love popping the buttons one by one and unveiling you. But first, I have to do this.” He reached behind her and pulled out the pins holding her bun. “I like your new hairstyle. It’s softer.” He fanned her hair out over her shoulders. “But you should try to just wear it loose like this.” He smoothed his hands over the strands, brushing against her breasts at the same time.

      “If I do that, people would not recognize me.”

      “Then you will reintroduce yourself.” He popped the first button. “You’ll say, hi, I’m the new Edna, nice to meet you.” He popped another one.

      “They will call Vanessa to come to take me away.”

      “Who is Vanessa?” He popped the last one and pushed the shirt off her shoulders.

      “The clan’s shrink.”

      “Why does the clan have a shrink?” He reached behind her and opened the bra clasp.

      “Immortals have emotional problems too.”

      “I’m having a problem now.” He pushed the bra straps down her arms. “I’m horny as hell, and I don’t know what to do first.”

      Smiling, Edna leaned back on her forearms. “I’ll walk you through it. First, pull my pants down.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Once the last item of Edna’s clothing hit the floor, Rufsur lifted her up and carried her to the bathtub. “Let me check if the temperature is right.” He sat on the ledge and dipped his hand in the water. “Feels right to me, but you might want to make sure.”

      Lazily, she moved her leg over and put her toes in. “It’s perfect.”

      As he smiled, his cheeks dimpled adoringly. “I like making things perfect for you. I wish I could do that with more than just the bathwater, though.”

      “You are so sweet.” She cupped his cheek and kissed him softly.

      He kissed her back, and as her nipples pebbled, she rubbed them against his chest.

      “You’re cold.” He lifted her up and lowered her gently into the water.

      Cupping her breasts, Edna brushed her thumbs over her hard nipples. “I wasn’t cold. I was needy.”

      “Oh.” He popped his jeans button and pushed his pants down together with the undershorts. “Then I’d better hurry up and take care of this for you.”

      “Yes, please.” She eyed his erection with unabashed interest.

      The man was built beautifully all over, and she planned on kissing and licking every inch of his magnificent body. Except, Edna knew from experience that Rufsur wouldn’t let her do that until he’d given her at least a couple of orgasms.

      That was the flip side of having a dominant lover. She enjoyed having him in charge of her pleasure, especially since he was so good at it, but she wanted to return the favor, and he had a hard time lying back and letting her pleasure him.

      Sliding in behind her, Rufsur brushed her hair aside and kissed her neck. “Just relax and let me wash you.”

      She had no problem with that.

      With a sigh, Edna leaned her head on his chest and closed her eyes. “You’re spoiling me.”

      “I delight in it.”

      He sounded so sincere that even her inner skeptic remained silent.

      Edna’s defensive walls were crumbling, and she felt like a flower bulb that had been stubbornly refusing to unfurl its petals for over three centuries until Rufsur came along and coaxed her to blossom.

      She was enjoying him too much, but lying on his hard chest while his big hands smoothed over her breasts felt too good to let doubts and worry ruin the pleasure.

      For the next couple of hours, she was going to turn off her overactive mind and just feel.

      The gentle glide of his soapy hands over her breasts had her nipples tighten even more, and as his thumbs and forefingers wrapped around the achy tips, a throaty moan escaped her lips.

      Rolling them gently, he kissed her shoulder, then licked it, and finally nipped at the soft skin. “You’re good enough to eat.”

      The images his words evoked had her core tighten in anticipation.

      Reading her body as if he was attuned to every nuance, Rufsur slid his palm down her belly and cupped her hot center. “Are you wet for me, my delight?” His breath tickled her ear.

      “Yes.”

      As the heel of his palm pressed against the top of her slit, massaging gently, he kissed up her neck until he reached her ear, nipped it lightly, then kissed his way down to her shoulder.

      Rocking her hips on his palm, she was grinding her ass against his hard erection at the same time, and given the harsh breaths fanning over her neck and shoulder, he was getting just as worked up as she was.

      “I think that I’m clean enough.” She reached behind her, took hold of his straining shaft, lifted up, and then pushed down, impaling herself on his hard length.

      Rufsur groaned. “You feel so good, my delight.”

      She repeated the move, lifting off him and then pushing down again. “How about now?”

      “Even better.” His fingers closed on both sides of her hips and he lifted her, then slammed her down.

      As the water sloshed over the side of the tub, flooding the floor, Edna shifted to her knees and leaned forward.

      He followed, easing onto her back and wrapping one arm around her middle. Bracing his weight on his other arm, he pushed back in.

      The penetration was deeper at this angle, wresting a gasp from her throat.

      Bracing her hands on the tub’s back lip, Edna dropped her head and watched as he surged back in.

      It was so arousing to watch his shaft pistoning in and out of her.

      His mouth latched onto her shoulder, but he didn’t bite down. Instead, he licked and sucked on the skin until his thrusts became too powerful and too fast to maintain the seal.

      She loved how he felt wrapped around her, his massive body straining, his chest muscles bunching against her back, but she loved how he felt inside her even more. The fullness of him, the smooth glide that was a perfect fit.

      As his arm tightened around her belly and his fingers found her engorged clit, the pressure built up in seconds and then snapped. The orgasm blazing over her body melted her bones and muscles, and if not for Rufsur’s arm holding her up, she would have collapsed.

      And then he hissed, and a moment later, she felt the twin incisions of his fangs. The sharp, burning pain ignited another blaze, and as the cool venom entered her vein, a third and a fourth.

      Soaring on a euphoric cloud, Edna floated, weightless, boneless. But it didn’t last long, or at least it didn’t feel as if a long time had passed, and yet when she came back down, she was lying on Rufsur’s chest.

      “I need to stop passing out like that,” she murmured.

      He kissed her shoulder. “Why? Don’t you like how it feels?”

      “I love it. But I don’t like losing control.”

      “I know, baby.” He cupped her cheek and turned her head so he could kiss her. “But you can let go with me. I’ll keep you safe.”
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      Kian headed to the gym with mixed feelings. So far, Richard had been induced by Bowen, Leon, and Arwel, and none of it had worked. He also hadn’t bonded with any of the females he’d been with, but he was well liked.

      Out of the females, Ingrid and Marla seemed to like him the most, but more as a friend with benefits than a potential mate. Leon and Bowen considered him a good friend, and Arwel had spoken on his behalf, but that was probably because Jin had asked him to do it.

      The truth was that Kian liked the guy as well. Even though he was pushy and far from smooth, he was light-hearted, and his company was pleasant, which was the reason Kian was giving him another chance.

      The affinity wasn’t strong, but it was there, so maybe Richard had very diluted genes, and that was why he hadn’t transitioned yet.

      There was also another possibility.

      All the other Dormants who’d transitioned successfully had a prior emotional connection to an immortal. In some cases, the bond had been just at the beginning stages of forming, and in other cases, it had already been pretty solid, but Richard had none. Perhaps a bond was another factor in the transition?

      Then again, Eva and Kalugal had no connection at all when they hooked up all those years ago, and she transitioned after only one bite.

      Perhaps only male Dormants needed a bond to transition?

      Or maybe Kalugal being three-quarters god had something to do with Eva’s quick transition. Given that Jacki was a weak immortal, which meant that her genes were also diluted, her transition should have been more problematic, but thanks to Kalugal’s venom, it had been quite effortless.

      So much was still unknown that the process seemed to be more alchemy than science.

      Unlike Richard’s first ceremony, this time only a few friends accompanied him to the gym. Bowen and Leon were there, as well as Jin and Arwel, Wendy and Vlad, and Ingrid. Merlin was there as the supervising doctor in case anything went wrong.

      “Thank you for doing this for me.” Richard extended his hand to Kian.

      “No problem.” He shook it and clapped him on the back. “I hope this time it works.”

      “And if it doesn’t? Have you given any thought to letting me stay in the village as a human?”

      “I have, but I don’t have an answer for you yet. Let’s wait a few days and see if my venom does the trick. If it doesn’t, we will revisit the issue.”

      Richard nodded. “I’ll pray to the Fates. Maybe they will take pity on me.”

      Kian put a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe it’s not meant to be, and your fate awaits you in the human world.”

      He shook his head. “My gut tells me that I belong here.”

      The problem was that Kian’s gut was telling him the same thing, but that was neither here nor there. It was up to the Fates.

      “I’m not going to repeat the ceremonial words. As far as I’m concerned, Bowen is still your initiator. Do you agree?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Let’s do it.” Kian clapped Richard on the back again, kicked his shoes off, and stepped onto the mat. “Come at me.”

      Taking a deep breath, Richard released it slowly through his mouth, shook his arms out, and assumed a fighting stance.

      “Good luck!” Jin started clapping, and soon the others joined her.

      Uttering a battle cry, the guy came at Kian with unexpected force, but he was too slow for Kian’s quick reflexes. Kian spun out of the way, deflecting his kick with one of his own.

      Richard was giving it all he had, which Kian appreciated. He also needed a good fight to awaken his aggression.

      His pity for the guy was not conducive to a fighting mood, and for long moments it seemed like his venom glands and fangs were not going to respond.

      Was he getting too old? Too soft?

      What if he couldn’t get his fangs to elongate when he was fighting an actual enemy? What if they remained dormant when he needed to protect his wife and his daughter?

      That thought was enough to ignite the fire under his primitive urges, and as his fangs punched out over his lower lip, Kian smiled, letting Richard know that playtime was over.

      For the next couple of minutes, he let Richard believe that he still had a sporting chance. But his patience was running out.

      It was time to end the game.

      The next time Richard came at him, Kian twisted away, caught the guy around his waist, and slammed him down to the mat. A moment later, he sank his fangs into Richard’s neck and counted slowly to sixty.

      “That’s enough,” Merlin said.

      Kian retracted his fangs, licked the puncture wounds closed, and then listened to Richard’s heart. “He’s fine, Merlin. I wanted to ensure that this time he had an adequate dose.”

      “I know. But I wasn’t sure if you knew when to stop.”

      “I was counting.”

      Ingrid sat on the mat next to Richard. “I’ll watch over him until he comes through.”

      “Me too.” Jin sat next to her.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” Wendy asked.

      Jin patted the spot next to her on the mat. “The more the merrier for Richard. You know how much he loves attention.”

      “I do.” Wendy sat down and crossed her legs. “He’s an attention hog, but I like him anyway. He was always nice to me, even when he thought that I was a bitch.”
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      By the time Eleanor was done with Simmons’s records, it was after four o’clock in the morning, and she could barely keep her eyes open.

      She’d found five additional notebooks tucked under false bottoms of cardboard filing boxes, but she was too tired to start reading and too scared to stay any longer.

      So far, she’d been lucky, and no one had shown up to stop her. The prudent thing to do was to leave and disappear, which meant that going home to sleep was not an option. She was going to pack a suitcase, head to the airport, and purchase a plane ticket on whatever outgoing flight she could find an available seat on.

      The destination didn’t matter. Wherever she landed, she would check into a hotel room, read through the notebooks, and figure out where to go from there.

      After checking that all the documents she’d scanned had copied to the flash drive, she pulled it out and tucked it inside her bag together with the six slim notebooks. Next, she wrote a thank-you note to Simmons’s widow, including instructions on how to access the files on the computer, taped it to the monitor’s screen, and let herself out.

      With exhaustion fueling her paranoia, she kept looking in the rearview mirror while forcing herself to stay within the speed limit.

      That late at night the roads were deserted, and if anyone had followed her she would have known, but no one had. Perhaps she was indeed paranoid, and Roberts considered her a closed case.

      Back at her place, Eleanor made herself instant coffee, packed the few belongings she’d brought with her into a single suitcase, and left a note for her landlady together with next month’s rent.

      Living on the run was nothing new to her, which was why she’d been smart enough to keep a couple of fake identities that neither Simmons nor Roberts had known about. Her money was distributed between five bank accounts under several different names, and she also had plenty of cash on hand.

      With her compulsion ability, carrying around a small fortune wasn’t a problem. If anyone tried to rob her, she could freeze them and then command them to march themselves to the nearest police station.

      So why was she running scared?

      Because Roberts knew about her ability, and therefore he could circumvent it. He could send an assassin who was wearing earplugs, or one who was either immune or deaf. Or a sniper could just shoot her from a distance, or an operative could clobber her over the head from behind. And those were just a few of the scenarios she’d come up with while her brain was on the verge of shutting down.

      Roberts was clever, and he might find even more ways to get rid of her that would look like an accident or natural causes.

      That was why the first thing she did after getting into her car was to check that the brakes were still working.

      When Eleanor left her car in Charlottesville Albemarle Airport long term parking lot, it was after seven in the morning. And it was nine-thirty when she boarded a flight to Atlanta.

      Buckling up, she debated whether to utilize the hour and a half for a short nap, or to pull out the notebooks and finally get a look at what was inside.

      Despite her exhaustion, curiosity won, and as soon as the plane was at cruising altitude, she pulled down the folding table and put the stack of notebooks on top of it.

      Conveniently, they were dated, and the first one corresponded with Simmons’s nomination as the program’s director. In his neat handwriting, he’d outlined his ambitious goals, those the higher-ups approved, and those they hadn’t been aware of, like the breeding super-paranormals program. He’d drawn detailed charts of combining and recombining abilities to produce his supers.

      Except, he couldn’t have hoped to see the results during his lifetime. Had that been the purpose of the notebooks? Had he planned to give them to a successor?

      After a while, Eleanor got bored with the genetic combination charts and Simmons’s crazy ideas about changing the world by bringing about the next leap in human evolution, and just kept flipping pages until she reached the last notebook.

      That was where things got really interesting, and her excitement burned through the haze of exhaustion.

      When the trainees had escaped, Simmons’s first suspicion was that they had been taken by the Chinese, who he’d known were collecting paranormal talents as well. But then the nano trackers with which the trainees had been injected started transmitting. He’d written down all the locations from which the signals had been received.

      After getting the phone message from Wendy, in which she’d told him that the people who’d assisted the escape belonged to an organization of paranormally talented people, he’d still suspected the Chinese, but his mole in their organization had reported that they didn’t have them.

      His next step had been to send private detectives to investigate the locations from which the signals had been coming. Jacki had been tracked to a mansion in the Bay Area, Richard’s and Wendy’s had come up and then winked out, and Jin’s had transmitted from an unpopulated area in the Malibu mountains before winking out as well.

      Simmons and Roberts had gone to the Bay Area with a crazy plan of attacking the mansion with a long-range noise cannon and capturing the paranormals they’d suspected were living there, but only Roberts had returned alive.

      Simmons hadn’t.

      Had the fatal accident been faked? Had those paranormals captured Simmons and were they holding him captive? And if so, whose body was in the casket?

      Perhaps it had been empty.

      Or was he really dead, but not as a result of a fatal accident?

      What if the paranormals had killed him?
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      Rufsur lay awake in bed and stared at the ceiling. Edna was still asleep, her arm draped possessively over his torso, and her leg thrown over his thighs.

      Her body language was all about commitment and ownership, but her mind wasn’t there yet. That was why during this visit he hadn’t brought up his idea of them having a child together. It had sounded good in his head when he’d first thought of it, but upon further reflection, at this stage it wasn’t a good idea.

      First, they needed to figure a way to have a life together. It was difficult enough to see her only twice a month; keeping that same schedule with his own child was unappealing.

      Rufsur didn’t want a long-distance relationship, let alone a long-distance family. Perhaps the shift in thinking had come about when he’d realized that there might be a different solution, and that he could have his cake and eat it too.

      Not that they had a solution yet. It was still a work in progress, and he was debating whether he should present it to Kalugal half-baked. On the one hand, it would make the probability of him rejecting it right off the bat more likely, but on the other hand, his boss’s powerful brain might come up with ideas that neither he nor Edna thought about.

      In any case, he needed a good angle, something compelling enough that Kalugal would have no choice but to consider it seriously. In that regard, having a child with Edna could be just the thing.

      Kalugal couldn’t dismiss a father’s plea to be with his child. Or could he?

      Even after all this time and everything that they had been through together, Kalugal was still an enigma. Who knew how he would respond?

      Neither of them had a positive paternal figure in their lives. Rufsur didn’t know who his father had been, and Kalugal had never been close to Navuh. Hell, the guy had to fake his own death and disappear because he feared what Navuh might do once he discovered his compulsion ability.

      Edna’s hand on his belly started a slow trek up to his pecs. “What are you thinking about that makes you frown so hard?”

      He took her hand and brought it up to his lips for a kiss. “I’m plotting the best way to manipulate Kalugal into hearing us out.”

      “I have no intention of talking to him. We only have a skeleton of an idea. We need to come up with a doable plan before we approach our bosses.”

      “That was what I thought too, but then it occurred to me that both of them are smart men. They could help us come up with the solution. After all, four brains are better than two.” He kissed her fingers. “Or three and a half.”

      She chuckled. “Who’s the half brain?”

      “I am, of course.”

      “You are not stupid, Rufsur, so stop pretending. The same way you don’t like me to put myself down with regards to my lack of feminine charms, I don’t like your self-deprecating fake modesty. You know that you are smart.”

      “I do, but I’m nowhere near as brainy as you, Kalugal, and Kian. Although I have my doubts about Kian too. He’s way too emotional and paranoid.”

      With a sigh, Edna plopped on her back. “Kian is cautious, not paranoid. But you are right about him thinking more with his heart than his mind. Kalugal seems more cerebral.”

      “He is, but I wish it was the reverse. I know how to appeal to emotions, and you know how to appeal to logic. Perhaps we should switch jobs and bosses.”

      Edna chuckled. “I don’t have your leadership abilities, and you don’t have my legal expertise. I’m afraid that we are stuck doing what we do. But you can coach me, and I can coach you. How about that?”

      He turned to her and smiled. “Brilliant. I told you that you’re much smarter than I am.”

      “Stop it!” She slapped his arm. “You have emotional intelligence.”

      “You have it too, and that’s in addition to a superb analytical mind.”

      Edna shook her head. “You don’t need to win me with flattery.”

      “I don’t?” Stifling a smile, he pretended confusion. “How do I win you over then? Do you like gifts? Flowers? Chocolates? Or is plenty of fabulous sex the key to your heart?” He cupped her bare bottom and gave it a squeeze.

      “It’s the sex.” She winked. “And I also can’t resist your dimply smiles, so those too.” She pushed his arm off. “Right now, I need to attend to a pressing need. We can discuss your methods of winning me over later.”

      “I have a better idea. We can do both at the same time.”

      She arched a brow. “Do you want to talk while I pee?”

      “I was thinking along the lines of demonstrating my best approach in the shower.” He waggled his brows. “We haven’t made love in there yet.”
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      Sunday morning sex was the best. It was lazy, unhurried, and after all that exercise, breakfast tasted much better.

      “This is the best omlet I ever had.” She scooped up the last of the mushroom and onion filling that had fallen out with a piece of bread. “And you said that you are a poor cook.”

      Rufsur’s smile was the epitome of male satisfaction. The guy loved taking care of her. “I only know how to make a few things, but I make them well.”

      Edna wiped her mouth with a paper towel. “You apply yourself to everything you do, which I find admirable. You don’t half-ass anything.”

      Rufsur put a hand over his bare chest. “Edna, did you just say half-ass? I’m so proud of you.”

      He was hilarious. “I’m not as prim and proper as I look.”

      “Oh, I know, my delightful hellcat.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “So we’ve established that you love my body, my lovemaking, my cooking, and my dimply smiles. Did I win you over already? Or do I still have to prove myself?”

      Damn. That was a trick question.

      The truth was that he had and then some. She was falling in love with him, or maybe had already fallen, but he was leaving in the evening, and she would have to wait another two weeks before she could see him again.

      In theory, the arrangement sounded doable, but it was damn difficult, and they still hadn’t a solution in sight. As long as she didn’t admit her feelings for him, she could at least pretend that they weren’t as strong, and that she could survive on his bi-monthly visits.

      “I’m waiting.” He tapped his fingers on his impressive biceps.

      “You don’t have to prove a thing to me. I like everything about you.”

      Rufsur looked disappointed. “I was hoping for more, but I’m a patient man.”

      He was also an honest man who deserved the same from her. “I wish I could just open my heart to you. But I’m afraid to do that before figuring out a way to make it work. How about that coaching that you promised? How would you handle Kian?”

      “Kian is easy. All you have to do is tug at his heartstrings, and he will give you what you want.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      Rufsur rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Tell him that you love me and can’t live without me, and that a federation is the only way we can be together.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “That wasn’t what you wanted to say.”

      “Did you probe me?”

      “I wouldn’t do that without asking your permission. But I don’t need to do that to figure out when you are being evasive. I don’t think you’ve ever lied to me, but you don’t always say what’s really on your mind.”

      “I do most of the time.”

      She waved a hand. “And that’s why it’s so obvious to me when you don’t.”

      “I didn’t say what I’ve been thinking because you’re not going to like it.”

      “Try me.”

      “Remember our last conversation from two weeks ago?”

      Edna swallowed. “You said that you wanted to have a child with me. I thought that you’d changed your mind about that.”

      “Did you?”

      “Don’t answer my question with one of your own.”

      “Fine.” He let out a breath. “I did, and I didn’t. I realized that I don’t want to be a long-distance father. The two-week separation from you proved that it’s too difficult. I thought that twice-a-month visits could sustain me, but I was wrong. I want to have a life with you, and I want us to raise our child or children together. But it occurred to me that pregnancy could put pressure on Kian to give the federation serious thought. He wouldn’t dismiss it out of hand.”

      What Rufsur hadn’t said in his emotional speech was that he loved her. Not that it would have made a difference, but shouldn’t that come before talking about raising children together?

      Except, she hadn’t told him that she loved him either, and the same kind of thoughts had been swirling through her head as well.

      In a way, it made sense. She would have welcomed a pregnancy even from a random hookup with a human, and Rufsur had never even dreamt about the possibility of fathering an immortal child before the clan and his people had sat down to the negotiation table.

      For her and Rufsur, the decision to have a kid together seemed easier than falling in love or admitting that they already had.

      Their relationship was too new, too fresh for that, and yet she felt as if she knew Rufsur better than any of her clan family, and she’d known many of them all of her life.

      Nevertheless, Edna wasn’t ready to say the words.

      She wasn’t a teenager who acted on impulse and rushed head on into things that would impact the rest of her life. She needed time for her feelings to stop running all over the place and settle down.

      Rufsur sighed. “I told you that you wouldn’t like it.”

      “It’s not that I dismiss the idea, but I would never employ a tactic like that just to put pressure on Kian. Besides, you are talking as if we are a forgone conclusion.” She smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “I don’t remember hearing a marriage proposal.”

      “We are immortals, and human customs don’t apply to us. But I would gladly go down on one knee and ask you to marry me, except I don’t have a ring.”

      She huffed. “That was the suckiest proposal I have ever heard.”

      He looked confused. “Are you being serious? Or are you teasing? A moment ago, you said that you weren’t ready to acknowledge your feelings for me because we don’t have a plan yet.”

      The truth was that she’d gotten carried away, but it wasn’t Rufsur’s fault that her heart and her mind weren’t in alignment, and it wasn’t fair to give him confusing messages. It would be better if he believed that she’d been teasing.

      “True, but then you started talking about children, and it all sounded so heavy, so I decided to tease you a little. I apologize if I hurt your feelings.”
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      After landing in Atlanta, Eleanor collected the suitcase from the baggage claim and reentered the terminal.

      There was nothing for her in the city. She’d purchased a ticket on the first outgoing flight she could find a seat on, and her plan had been to check into a hotel and get some sleep. But after reading the journals, she knew where she needed to be.

      The Bay Area.

      Fortunately, she’d found a business class seat on a direct flight to San Francisco, which meant that she could spend the five hours semi-comfortably, and perhaps even get some sleep.

      Not that it was likely. She was exhausted, but too hyped up to fall asleep.

      With excitement coursing through her veins, she was ready to embark on a new adventure. It might be dangerous, and Eleanor wasn’t a big risk-taker, but she had a solid lead, and she was determined to pursue it.

      Besides, just being who she was put her in danger, so she’d better ovary-up and do what she needed to do.

      The government program had been a good place to discover more about others like her and learn what made them different, but since Roberts had kicked her out before she had learned anything valuable, Eleanor had no choice but to expand her search.

      That mansion was home to paranormal talents, other people like her. Perhaps she could join them?

      She wasn’t after membership in their exclusive club. Eleanor was a loner who didn’t trust people, normal or paranormal, but if they were after new members, that would be the easiest way in, and she could learn what she could from them.

      The question was whether they would want a compeller on board. Her talent was the most feared, and for a good reason. Could she pretend to be only an immune? Would that be enough to grant her membership?

      If she was subtle with her compulsion and used it sparingly, she might be able to get away with it. Once she’d exhausted that source of information, she could sell it to the Chinese, and maybe get into their program and learn what they knew.

      She had the contact information of Simmons’s mole, and from the director’s notes, she’d learned that the guy’s only loyalty was to money. Basically, he was selling his government’s secrets to get rich, and not for any ideological reasons. Which meant that he would have no problem switching sides and buying information for them.

      He was Eleanor’s type of guy, and she knew precisely how to handle him. A cut of the profits should do it.

      The question was whether she would sell information only or follow Simmons’s idea and capture a few talents. If she had live samples, it would be easier to convince the buyer that she could deliver what she promised.

      Simmons had been an idiot for keeping the information from her and not taking her along on the mission. She could have saved him the trouble and compelled the talents to come out without a fight. All she needed was to get in hearing distance of them. Hell, she could compel them to accompany her on a field trip, straight into the arms of the Chinese program.

      At the thought, a vague memory tried to push itself into her conscious mind, something about a potential snag in her plan. But the threads were too elusive, and after a few moments of intense concentration, Eleanor gave up. She needed a clear mind for that, and right now she was running on adrenaline fumes. Perhaps it would be better to take a nap and wake up refreshed.

      Except, she had too many things to plan.

      Before going to snoop around the mansion, she needed to find a place to stay and a car. Rentals were problematic because they were too easy to trace, but until she found a car to buy for cash, she could use an Uber. A new burner phone and one of her fake identities would be good enough for making her Uber trips anonymous.

      But if she wanted to capture several paranormals, she couldn’t do that using an Uber or a Lyft. She needed her own car, maybe even a van.

      But that was for later. First, she was going to do some reconnaissance. If what Simmons and Roberts had suspected was true, she would move to stage two and get the supplies needed for transporting her victims. If she couldn’t deliver them straight to the Chinese, she would need tranquilizers and handcuffs for when she had to leave them alone in the house.

      As she’d found out in the program, some people reacted to compulsion like others did to alcohol. They shook it off quickly and required another dose. If she could find a house with a basement, that would be great. She could lock them up in there while she negotiated with the buyers.

      With her plan solidifying, Eleanor couldn’t wait to go snooping. Nothing too ambitious, just drive by the mansion to assess the location and check for exterior surveillance cameras. The easiest way to do that was to rent a car at the airport and make a circuit or two. Later, she could return it and take a taxi to a hotel in town.

      After a proper night of sleep, she would check the Airbnb listings for houses that suited her particular needs.

      Closing her eyes, she tried to doze off, but the thoughts swirling in her head kept her awake.

      “Would you like something to drink?” asked the flight attendant.

      “Coffee, please.”

      If she couldn’t sleep anyway, she might as well start her house hunting on the plane.

      The guy sitting next to her ordered a drink, and five minutes later started snoring.

      She patted his arm. “Please stop that.”

      He cracked one eye open. “Stop what?”

      “Don’t snore,” she said, imbuing her voice with compulsion. “Go back to sleep, but no snoring.”

      Up until now, she’d never tried to compel someone to stop doing something that was not under their control, but it had worked, and the guy went back to sleep sans the snoring.

      Fascinating. Evidently, compulsion worked on the subconscious mind as well as it did on the conscious one.

      An hour later, Eleanor had a house secured in San Mateo, only fifteen minutes away from the mansion. The place was a dump, but it had one feature that made it perfect. The house used to be a restaurant, and it had a spacious walk-in fridge that locked from the outside. The cooling didn’t work, and the only reason the fridge appeared on the listing was because of a disclaimer that guests were responsible for their own safety.
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      “What would you like for lunch?” Wendy sat next to Richard on the couch.

      “Nothing.”

      That was atypical. The guy was always happy to eat. Perhaps he was transitioning?

      Vlad walked over to him. “You are always hungry. Are you feeling sick?”

      Richard shook his head. “I’m depressed. Nothing is happening even with Kian’s venom. I have to accept that I’m not a Dormant, and that I’m not going to live forever, and it’s damn depressing.”

      “Don’t give up yet,” Wendy said. “I didn’t transition overnight either. It takes time for the venom to work.”

      He cast her a sad glance. “No offense, Wendy, but it’s not the same. This was the fourth attempt, and I had to beg Kian for it. I also asked him to allow me to stay in the village as a human, but it doesn’t look as if he’s going to grant my request.”

      Vlad put a hand on his shoulder. “As long as he didn’t say no, there is still hope.”

      Wendy shook her head. “If you don’t turn, why would you want to stay? Isn’t it better to have your memories of immortals wiped so you don’t walk around sad and disappointed about not transitioning?”

      He cast her an incredulous look. “Would you have liked your memories wiped?”

      “I wouldn’t want to lose my memories of Vlad, but I wouldn’t have cared about everything else. If I weren’t in love, I would have preferred to forget about immortality and live a normal life.” She grimaced. “Or as normal as it was possible for me. I wasn’t in a good place before I met Vlad.”

      Richard patted her arm. “I’m really happy for you, Wendy. Compared to how you were in the program, you are a different person now. I’d never noticed how beautiful your smile was because you hardly ever smiled. Now you are smiling all of the time.”

      Even though Richard's comments were harmless, Vlad didn’t like him complimenting Wendy, or noticing how beautiful she was. But it made her happy, so he could live with it.

      Wendy was glowing and becoming more and more beautiful by the day, and it wasn’t just because he was watching her through love-tinted glasses.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t have asked Roni to dig into what had happened to her mom. Why ruin all that progress by dragging out misery that was best forgotten?

      “But that’s the thing,” Wendy said. “I’m in love with Vlad, so if I had faced the same dilemma as you do, I would have probably wanted to stay on as a human even though it would have been selfish to put Vlad through watching me get old and die. But you are not in love with anyone here, so you are better off forgetting all this.” She waved a hand around.

      “I’m not in love, that’s true. And no one is in love with me either. But I have good friends here, and I feel like I belong. I never felt like that in the human world.”

      Wendy arched a brow. “Really? I remember you being quite the player in the program, and I even thought that you were a jerk with an overinflated ego. You’ve never been a wallflower.”

      Vlad would have loved to hear Richard’s response, but his phone rang right as the guy opened his mouth, and Roni’s face was on the display.

      “I’ll take it outside.”

      Hopefully, they would think that he was being considerate, but the truth was that he didn’t want Wendy to hear him talking with Roni.

      Out on the porch, he accepted the call and sat on the bench. “Hi, Roni. What’s up?”

      “After what you told me about Wendy’s father, I couldn’t wait until Monday to do some digging. I found out stuff that you’ll find interesting.”

      “Where are you?”

      “At the lab. Can you come down here?”

      “Right now?”

      “I’m not going to stay long. I promised Sylvia to be back by lunchtime.”

      “Can’t you tell me over the phone?”

      “I can. But if you want to keep this investigation a secret from Wendy, you will need time to calm down after you see this.”

      The guy knew him well. Just imagining what Roni wanted to show him was enough of a trigger for Vlad’s fangs to elongate.

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “Bring a six-pack. William is here too.”

      “Okay.”

      That was actually a pretty decent excuse he could give Wendy for going to see Roni. He was just doing a favor for a friend, delivering beers to the guys working in the lab on a Sunday.
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      A glass of scotch in hand, Kian walked out onto the back patio and sat down on a lounger.

      Sundays were usually reserved for relaxing at home with Syssi, but she and Okidu were busy with preparations for dinner.

      Thankfully, Kalugal and his people were leaving right after that, and things would return to normal, or as normal as they ever got. There was always something to disturb the peace and take his mind away from running the clan’s business empire.

      He liked Kalugal and Jacki, but playing host was exhausting, especially when a visit took over his weekend and he didn’t have time to recharge.

      A new week was starting tomorrow, and he needed a clear mind and plenty of energy. It wasn’t easy to drum up enough business so the clan would have the funds needed for all of their ambitious plans.

      Or rather his, like building fifty homes for no good reason other than a gut feeling. Until all those children he was hoping for were born to the clan and grew up, those would not be needed.

      He was about to light up a cigarillo when Syssi stepped out. “I forgot to tell you, but I also invited Edna.” She sat next to him on the lounger. “She and Rufsur are a couple, and it didn’t feel right to leave her out.”

      “I’ve noticed. They are no longer trying to keep a low profile. In fact, Rufsur is flaunting their relationship on purpose, and I’m surprised that Edna is okay with that.”

      Syssi smiled. “Who would have thought that Edna would be the first clan female to mate one of Kalugal’s men, and not just any of them, his second-in-command.”

      “That’s not a good thing.” Kian took a sip from his scotch. “There is no way either of them can leave to be with the other. Edna knows too much for me to allow her to cross over to Kalugal, and the same is true for Rufsur. Kalugal will never allow him to leave. Unless they can deal with a long-distance relationship, I’m afraid it’s not going to work.”

      Syssi wound a lock of hair around her finger. “When a problem seems impossible to solve, it only means that not all angles have been explored.”

      Kian had a feeling where she was going with that, and he didn’t like it. “Let me guess. You agree with Annani, and you want to incorporate Kalugal and his men into the clan. Good luck with that.”

      “Why do you oppose it so vehemently? You seem to like Kalugal, and his men seem like good people.”

      “Even if I didn’t have a problem with that, he does. There is no way Kalugal will give up his autonomy and join the clan, and I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to answer to my own sister, whom I trust and admire, let alone a cousin whom I’m just getting to know.”

      “But what if he doesn’t need to answer to you? What Kalugal said about you and Sari forming a federation is true for him as well. We can have two independent sections that are self-ruling and cooperate only on certain issues, like security.”

      Kian huffed. “Do you think I trust Kalugal and his men with the village’s safety? That’s the last thing I’m willing to cooperate on.”

      “So don’t. You can offer Kalugal and his men protection as part of the deal and ask for something else in return.”

      “Like what?”

      “Kalugal seems business savvy. Joint ventures with him might be advantageous to the clan.”

      “I don’t approve of his methods. He uses compulsion to force information out of people, and Fates only know what else. I don’t want any part in it.”

      “You can stipulate that he’s not allowed to use compulsion in deals that the clan is involved in.”

      “Kalugal will not agree to that.”

      Syssi let out an exasperated breath. “If you think that it’s hopeless, then why are you preparing fifty more lots?”

      He chuckled. “Because a pushy ghost gave me the idea. Did Nathalie talk to Mark?”

      Syssi shook her head. “She couldn’t reach him, which means that it wasn’t him in your head. It was all you.”

      “I know. Subconsciously, I must have been thinking that it would be a good way to lure many of Kalugal’s men to join the clan. Now that I know Annani can compel their loyalty, I’m less worried about having them here. Not only that, I hope for an influx of new Dormants from the lists Roberts is supplying.”

      Except, the vacant houses in phase two would suffice for that. He had no real excuse for his plans for phase three.

      “Yeah, but to start with, we will be getting only males,” Syssi said. “The gender balance is going to get skewed.”

      “How is that different from letting all forty-seven of Kalugal’s men into our community?”

      “It’s not.” Syssi sighed. “Scoot.” She lay down next to him and rested her head on his chest. “I’m just thinking out loud. We need to get more female Dormants, and I’m wracking my brain, trying to come up with something that we haven’t tried yet. We tested thousands of subjects in the lab, and none scored well enough to be considered. Then we tried to arrange meetups between test subjects and clan members to see if there was affinity, and nothing came out of that either. William’s precognition game achieved nothing as well. I don’t know what else is there.”

      Kian chuckled. “It wasn’t all wasted effort. William’s game is a financial success, and the meetups provided a good opportunity for hookups. I didn’t hear any complaints from the clan members who participated in those.”

      Syssi pouted. “That’s not what they were for. We need Dormants, not hookups. People can get those on their own.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry about it. The Fates will even things up. So far, we’ve gotten many more female Dormants than males, and we were worried about the clan ladies being unhappy. Now, we are suddenly faced with the opposite problem, and we are worried about gender imbalance. Things will work themselves out.”

      “Perhaps you are right.” Syssi turned to face him. “I wonder when the Fates will start delivering Dormants to the Scottish arm of the clan. That’s another worry.”

      “Maybe Kalugal was right about that, and they need to move over here. They live in relative isolation in their remote mountain castle, and only a few of them have contact with humans. What do they expect the Fates to do? Drop Dormants on them from the sky?”

      Syssi laughed. “The forecast predicts a drizzle of Dormants,” she imitated the tone of a weather forecaster.

      The good news was that she didn’t seem mad at him. The bad news was that he knew his wife, and Syssi didn’t give up that easily. Next time, she would revisit the subject of unification from a different angle, and he would have to defend his position again.

      He didn’t like arguing with her, and even more than that, he didn’t like refusing her anything. But it just wasn’t doable.
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      “I started my search with the name you gave me.” Roni handed Vlad a stack of printouts. “Margaret Miller, which was Wendy’s mother’s married name. Since you said that her father was abusive, I figured that he’d been abusing her mother as well. Wendy is from Milwaukee, and you didn’t say anything about her moving there from somewhere else, so I assumed that’s where she grew up. I searched the city’s police records from nineteen and eighteen years ago to see if her mother ever filed a complaint against her father. I found several.”

      Vlad flipped through the pages. “There isn’t much here.”

      “Back then, they didn’t keep digital records. I was lucky to find even that. Someone must have uploaded them but included only the most basic information.”

      “So we don’t know how bad it was.” Which was a relief.

      If he had to look at pictures of a battered woman, Vlad would have gone nuts with the need to tear Wendy’s father to shreds.

      “Regrettably, I couldn’t find anything else, not even Wendy’s birth hospital records. I’m sure the paper files exist, but that doesn’t help us. What surprised me, though, was that Margaret’s maiden name wasn’t Simmons. It was Taylor.”

      “Maybe she changed her last name? Though, why would she?”

      “That was my first thought, but when I searched further, I found out that Margaret Taylor was the daughter of Greta and Thomas Taylor. So, I switched my search to Edgar Simmons and found out that he had a sister named Greta. Wendy’s mom wasn’t his sister, she was his niece, which makes Wendy his great-niece.”

      “Why did he lie about that?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe it gave him more leverage over Wendy’s father. Anyway, Greta and Thomas had only one child, Margaret, and they both died young. She was eighteen when she married Wendy’s father and orphaned only a few months prior. He was twelve years older than her at the time.”

      “The bastard caught her at a vulnerable time. No wonder that she didn’t realize what kind of vermin he was.”

      “I thought the same thing. So, my next line of investigation was to check Roger Miller’s criminal record. All I found were the old police reports of domestic abuse, but charges had never been filed, a few DUIs, and a couple of drunken bar brawls. At one time, he had his driver’s license suspended for a year.”

      “Charming fellow,” Vlad bit out.

      “Run-of-the-mill nasty drunk. Still, that doesn’t mean that he didn’t kill Wendy’s mother. Most murderers don’t have prior records.”

      “What happened to her after she left him?”

      “I couldn’t find a single thing.” Roni leaned back in his chair. “There are thousands of Margaret Millers and Margaret Taylors, but I ran them through my program, and none matched her date of birth and her maiden name. Then I ran her old driver's license picture through the facial recognition software and also got nothing.”

      With a sigh, Vlad plopped down on a chair. “Then she must be dead.”

      “Not necessarily. She might have changed her last name, remarried, or have gotten great fake documents. If she contacted her uncle after running away from her abusive husband, he might have helped her disappear.”

      “But since Simmons is dead, we have no way of finding her. Provided that she’s alive, that is.”

      “What about Wendy’s father? He must know what happened to her. You can get it out of his head.”

      “If I get anywhere near him, I’ll kill him.”

      Roni chuckled. “I doubt that. You are too nice of a guy to murder anyone.”

      “He abused my mate. Trust me, I’m capable of tearing his throat out with my fangs.”

      Roni grimaced. “That’s a gruesome image, but I get it. If anyone abused my Sylvia, I would be capable of that as well.” He smiled evilly. “But then no one can accuse me of being a nice guy.”

      Vlad waved a hand. “I know that your nasty attitude is a smokescreen to keep people from asking you for favors all of the time.”

      “There is some truth to that. But mostly it’s just a habit. When I was imprisoned and forced to work for the government, I had to be prickly to survive among all those middle-aged agents who sneered at the teenager heading their computer hacking department. It was a defense mechanism, and the attitude stuck.” Roni chuckled. “Or at least that’s what Sylvia is trying to convince me it was. But back to your problem. What do you want to do?”

      “If any of what Wendy’s father said was true, then Margaret had a drug problem. Could you check records of rehab centers?”

      Roni shook his head. “It’s the same problem as with any other records from that time. They weren’t digital.”

      He sounded as if Wendy had been born in the Stone Age. Things couldn't have been so primitive only eighteen years ago.

      “Wendy is nineteen. I’m sure they had digital records when she was a baby.”

      “Some places did, but most didn’t. The systematic digitalization of health records started only eleven years ago.”

      “A drug problem is not easy to shake. What if she checked in recently?” Vlad rubbed a hand over his jaw. “But if she did, it probably wasn’t as Margaret Miller or Taylor.”

      “Right. But if they have photo records, the facial recognition software might help. I’ll need to run her driver's license photo through an aging application, or you will have to hire Tim to do it.”

      Vlad hesitated. “Do you have time for that? I know how busy you are.”

      Roni grinned. “I love a good mystery. I wasn’t able to find my grandmother, who I know for sure is an immortal and is hiding somewhere, and it drives me nuts that she’s managed to elude not only me but also Turner. But maybe I’ll be able to find Wendy’s mom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            51

          

          

      

    

    







            Rufsur

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, what else is there to do in the village?” Rufsur wrapped his arm around Edna’s shoulders.

      “Why? Don’t you love sitting in my backyard and enjoying a good cup of coffee?”

      “I do, very much so. I just want to be aware of all the benefits. If I want to convince Kalugal that it’s a good idea to move in here, I need to know about as many selling points as possible.”

      “We have a movie theater in the underground structure, and because Brandon is a Hollywood insider, he gets us all the latest releases. We also have an Olympic sized swimming pool in the underground, a shooting range, and a gym. But you already saw that during Richard’s ceremony.”

      “That’s it?”

      She nodded. “The café is the central hub where everyone meets, and just strolling through the village is a pleasant activity. But for those who seek more lively entertainment, the city is not too far away.”

      “Kalugal likes fancy restaurants.”

      “There are many in the city. But it’s a schlep.”

      “What about the rescue missions that Kian keeps mentioning? Are all of them in the Los Angeles area?”

      “We cover all of Southern California, which is the size of a country. There are nearly twenty-four million people living here, and plenty of that is going on. We eliminate one place, and another one pops up somewhere else.” She turned to look up at him. “Why? Do you think that Kalugal will want to take part in it?”

      “Not likely. He assigned the management of his contributions to Jacki, and it’s up to her where the money goes. That’s the extent of what he’s willing to do on the ground level. Kalugal is more the big picture kind of guy.”

      “Donating money to the cause is good, but there is no global solution to the problem. As long as there is big money to be made in trafficking, it’s going to continue. Do things like that bother him at all? I thought he was mainly interested in making money, not making the world a better place.”

      Rufsur couldn’t say more without giving out clues as to Kalugal’s grand ambitions, but he didn’t want Edna to think that his boss was blind to the suffering of so many people, or that he didn’t care.

      “Kalugal is a smart guy, and he is also extremely knowledgeable. He is not oblivious or uncaring about the world's problems, but what can one man possibly do?”

      “Not much. But he can join the fight.”

      Rufsur chuckled. “Does he seem like the joiner type to you? Kalugal is not a team player, which is why selling him on the idea of a federation is not going to be easy.”

      Edna cuddled closer to him. “You might try the same tactic that you suggested I use on Kian. Tell him that you are in love with me and that you can’t live without me.”

      “I could try that. And I can also tell him that we want to have a child together.” He smiled. “It would be even better if you were pregnant already.”

      She chuckled. “We can pay Merlin a visit and give his potions a try. Except, you are leaving tonight.”

      “Nothing needs to happen today. I’m thinking long term.”

      “With our low fertility rate, even Merlin’s potions will not do the trick if we have sex only four or six days out of a month.”

      “What if you come to visit me on the off weekends? Then we will have eight to twelve days. That makes the odds of conception much better.”

      “Kian won’t allow that. As a councilwoman, I know too much, and he wouldn’t want Kalugal to have access to me.”

      “Right. I didn’t think of that. Perhaps I could come by myself.”

      Edna smiled. “That would be nice.”

      “Do you think Kian will allow it?”

      “I don’t see why not. He doesn’t consider you a threat. Only your boss.”

      “Are we really considering making a baby? Or is it just hypothetical?”

      Edna let out a long breath. “I don’t know, Rufsur. Perhaps we need the two additional weeks of separation to cool off and think things through. At the moment, our chances of convincing our bosses are not good.”

      “I need to talk to Kalugal.” He took his arm off her shoulders and pushed to his feet.

      “What, now? You don’t have anything to sell him yet. Wait at least until I talk to William and pick his brain. You need more than just emotional stuff with Kalugal. You said so yourself.”

      “True, but we are leaving tonight, and I need to know where he stands. Whether it’s a categorical no, or a maybe.”

      Edna’s eyes looked worried. “Don’t do it, Rufsur. I can call William right now and go talk to him, and perhaps we will have something by dinnertime. You can then throw out a few hints and see how Kalugal responds.”

      “He’s too guarded to say anything in front of Kian. I need to ask him in private.”

      “What’s gotten into you? Why the sudden urgency?”

      “Because I hate the idea of leaving. I don’t want to go, and with each visit, it’s only going to get worse. I’ve dedicated my life to Kalugal. He owes it to me to at least hear me out.”
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      As the door closed behind Rufsur, Edna groaned.

      Perhaps she didn’t know him as well as she thought she did. Going to talk to Kalugal without any concrete suggestion was such a hot-headed move.

      Usually, Rufsur was so easygoing, careful, even calculated. Was he really so distraught over leaving her for two weeks that he wasn’t thinking straight?

      Or did it have more to do with Kalugal than with her?

      Obviously, the two were more than boss and subordinate, and the relationship between them wasn’t as straightforward as hers was with Kian. If Kian refused to compromise, she wouldn’t take it personally, but apparently, if Kalugal did the same, Rufsur would.

      Was it a test of their friendship?

      She hoped Rufsur would choose his words wisely and not alienate Kalugal, predisposing him negatively to the idea of a federation before they’d even had a chance to formulate a reasonable proposal.

      Damn, he was rushing things, and that was never good. Now she felt rushed as well, but the only thing she could think of was calling William. Perhaps he would come up with something that would help her salvage the situation.

      Right. And she could win the lottery while she was at it as well.

      Lifting her phone off the charger, she placed the call.

      “Edna, what an unexpected surprise. Do you have a problem with your computer again?”

      She chuckled nervously. “I’m afraid that my problem is much bigger than a laggy computer. Where are you now?”

      “I’m at the lab. Do you need me to come over? What happened?”

      “Nothing yet. It’s a preemptive measure, and I’ll come to you, if that’s okay. I need to pick your brain.”

      “By all means. My brain is at your service.”

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “I’ll see you here.”

      “Thanks, William.”

      After disconnecting, she wondered whether she should change. She was wearing yoga pants, a T-shirt and flip-flops, and her hair was loose. William would think that she was having a nervous breakdown, and he wouldn’t be too far off, but her casual attire wasn’t a symptom of that.

      It symbolized something else, though. Something good. It was part of a healing process, not a mental disease.

      Deciding to go as she was, Edna grabbed a bag of cookies so she wouldn’t arrive empty-handed and stuffed it in her bag before heading out the door.

      When she got to the lab, William wasn’t alone. Roni was also there working at his station. “What are you both doing here on a Sunday?”

      “I’m working on a private matter,” Roni said without turning around.

      “And I’m building cuffs for Kalugal’s men.” William pointed at his worktable and the boxes of parts arranged in a row like a mini production line. “What can I help you with, Edna?”

      He hadn’t even noticed the change in her appearance, and if he had, he felt no need to comment on it.

      Good. She wouldn’t have known what to say.

      Edna pulled the bag of cookies out of her purse and put it on his worktable. “Can we talk somewhere privately?” She glanced at the back of Roni’s throne-like swivel chair. “It’s a private matter.”

      “Oh?” William arched a brow. “I’m the last person who can give you advice on that. I’m not good at relationship stuff.” He pushed away from the table. “But I’ll help in any way I can. Follow me.” He led her to a small office on the other side of the lab.

      The place was even dustier than the main room, and it didn’t look like William did any work in there, but there was a desk, two chairs, and a door, which William closed behind them.

      Edna pulled a handkerchief out of her purse and cleaned the chair before sitting down. “I’ll get straight to the point. If you had two autonomous groups living in the village, how would you handle the communication issue so each would have their privacy and feel safe that the other one is not spying on them?”

      He sat on the other chair and crossed his legs. “Easy. Two separate systems, each with its own proprietary encryption.”

      “Would they need two separate satellites?”

      He shook his head. “No need. A good encryption protocol should do it.”

      “Then why are we using our own satellites?”

      He smiled. “Because they are ours, and I made sure that no one can hack into our transmissions. But I can set up several completely separate systems using the same satellites.” He leaned closer. “Are the rumors true, and Sari plans to move her people here? Not that she needs a separate communication system. She and her people share ours. The Alaskan group does too.”

      Edna chuckled. “I know that. Where did you hear that rumor?”

      He shrugged. “People were wondering about the new section Kian is grading. That was one of the speculations.”

      She decided to help Kian out and repeat the same excuse he’d given her. If she wanted him on her side, she needed to stay in his good graces.

      “Kian couldn’t entice the Chinese contractor to come here just to build the fence and a few room additions. He needed to give him a bigger project, and he figured that someday we will need more houses.”

      William looked disappointed. “That’s a shame. I would have liked to have the clan all in one location.”

      “I wouldn’t.” Edna grimaced. “I think it’s good that I don’t need to live in the same place as my mother, and I’m not the only one who thinks like that.”

      “Good point. So, who needs the separate communication system?”

      “Kalugal and his men.”

      His eyes widened. “Are they moving in? No one told me anything about it.”

      Edna lifted a hand. “Relax. No one is moving in yet. Rufsur and I are just playing around with ideas. It will make life easier for all the new couples if no one needs to leave their community and cross over to the other. But there are privacy and safety considerations that we need to figure out before presenting the idea to Kian and Kalugal.”

      William’s smart eyes filled with compassion. “It’s not about the other couples, is it?”

      “It is, but it’s also about Rufsur and me. We want to be together, but neither of us can leave and cross over to the other side.”

      He nodded. “You can count on my help.”

      “Thank you.”
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      “Good morning, Rufsur.” Kalugal put the newspaper down. “Or rather good afternoon. I didn’t expect to see you until dinner at Kian’s.”

      Usually, he read the news online, but there was nothing like holding an actual newspaper in his hands and browsing through sections that he would have been unaware of otherwise.

      It had been such a nice surprise to discover that the clan had a daily delivery of various newspapers, and that they were free for anyone to take. Most read them in the café and returned them to the stack when they were done, but Kalugal figured it was okay to take a few home with him and return them later.

      Jacki cast Rufsur a worried look. “Is everything alright? You look agitated.”

      “Everything is fine, but I need to talk to Kalugal.” He smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Man to man. I need his advice on something. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not. You guys have been best friends for decades. I’m the newcomer.”

      Kalugal wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I have no secrets from you. Whatever Rufsur wants to talk to me about, he can say it in front of you.”

      Cupping his cheek, she leaned and kissed him on the lips. “That might be true for you, but not for Rufsur. He doesn’t have to share with me anything he doesn’t want to.” She leaned back against the couch’s overstuffed cushions and gave his back a shove. “You can go outside and have your man-to-man talk in the backyard.”

      “Are you sure that you don’t mind?”

      “I’m sure.” She reached for the television remote. “I’ll watch the latest Jumanji movie. I just love Dwayne Johnson. Usually, I don’t like bald men, but he is so handsome even without hair. He has such a charming smile.”

      “Right.” Kalugal grimaced. “It’s all about the smile. The mountain of muscles has nothing to do with his screen appeal.”

      Laughing, Jacki gave him another shove. “Go already. And just for your information, it is the smile. If I was only interested in muscles, I would watch a nature documentary about gorillas.”

      That wrested a chuckle out of Rufsur, who up until then had seemed so tense that Kalugal suspected that he was itching for a fistfight, not a talk.

      Would the cuff activate if he used his compulsion power on one of his own? Not that he anticipated a need for it, but it was an interesting hypothetical question. Relying on his ability to compel an attacker, Kalugal hadn’t been training as seriously as he should, and Rufsur could probably overpower him with ease.

      Out in the backyard, he activated the fountain the way Kian had shown him and sat on the rim. “What’s bugging you, Rufsur?”

      His lieutenant didn’t join him on the fountain’s surround. Instead, he dragged over two chairs, which implied that this wasn’t going to be a short talk.

      “This will be more comfortable.” Rufsur sat down and motioned for Kalugal to join him.

      “Thank you.”

      “I need your advice.”

      “You’ve already said that.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m trying to find the right words.” Rufsur rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “It’s about Edna and me.”

      Kalugal lifted a brow. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “On the contrary. We are talking about having a child together.”

      “Not a good idea. Given how we grew up, neither of us knows much about parenting, but I imagine that it would be difficult for you to see your child only once in a while.”

      “That’s why I need your advice. What should I do?”

      “Is Edna willing to leave the village and come live with you?”

      “She can’t. As a councilwoman, she knows too much, and Kian would never allow her to do that. Besides, it’s an important position, and I wouldn’t ask her to give it up for me.”

      Kalugal frowned. Was Rufsur preparing the ground for announcing that he was leaving? After all they’d been through together? They were supposed to be best friends, and to watch each other’s backs for all time. Was Rufsur willing to throw all of that away for a woman he’d known only a few days?

      “Don’t tell me that you are asking my permission to join the clan. I won’t try to stop you, but I won’t give you my blessing either. I need you by my side. And that’s not even the major issue. If you join the clan, the other men will feel free to do so as well. I will be left with no one.”

      “I won’t leave you. When we escaped the Brotherhood, I bound my life to yours. That’s never going to change.”

      Kalugal let out a relieved breath. “For a moment there, you had me worried.”

      “I don’t want to leave. What I want is for you to use that formidable brain of yours and think of another solution to my problem.”

      Kalugal shrugged. “Easy. Choose a different female, one who will have no problem leaving the clan to be with you, which is probably true for all the clan’s single ladies except for Edna.”
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      Rufsur felt the blood boiling in his veins, and it took all his willpower to refrain from swinging his fist at Kalugal’s face.

      How could he be so callous? So clueless?

      On the way to the house, Rufsur had come up with the idea of leading his boss to the same conclusion that he and Edna had reached instead of just presenting it. He’d found that tactic to be more effective in changing people’s views. It made them more receptive to new ideas than trying to spoon-feed them something that they didn’t find palatable.

      Except, for it to work, Kalugal needed to have at least some basic emotional intelligence, or a smidgen of empathy, but evidently he had none. How could he have suggested that Rufsur choose another female? Had he even heard what had come out of his damn mouth?

      “Listen to yourself, Kalugal. Would you have discarded Jacki and chosen a different woman just because of some difficulties along the way? Or would you have moved mountains to be with her no matter what?”

      “Is that how strongly you feel about Edna?”

      Rufsur threw his hands in the air. “Would I be here, talking to you because of a problem I’m having with a random hookup?”

      Kalugal shrugged. “You did in the past. Remember that one girl who was obsessed with you? She looked for you in all the clubs in the area, and you asked me to help you get rid of her.”

      “That was different. Somehow, she was resistant to thralling, or had very vivid dreams, and she remembered me no matter what I did. She obviously had a mental problem, and I was afraid she'd do some crazy shit like killing herself. I needed you to compel her to forget about me.”

      “What about the girl that you thought you were in love with and wanted to marry?”

      Rufsur waved a hand in dismissal. “That was a very long time ago, and I was young and stupid.” He smiled. “She was so beautiful and sweet, but I wasn’t really in love. I just thought that I was.”

      “And she was also a manipulative bitch who wanted to marry a guy with money. What makes you think that Edna is the one? Maybe she’s just another infatuation? Face it, Rufsur, you are a smart guy until it comes to women. The so-called weaker sex is your Achilles heel.”

      “This time it’s the real thing.”

      “How can you be sure of that?”

      “How did you know that Jacki was the one?”

      “I didn’t. Not right away. It took me a while to realize that.”

      Rufsur chuckled. “Who are you trying to fool? Yourself? Because you are sure as hell not fooling me. You knew from the first moment you laid eyes on her that you wanted to keep her. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have offered Kian twenty-five thousand for every day that she stayed with you.”

      “I knew that Jacki was a Dormant. At the time, that fact alone was enough to make her very desirable to me. I wasn’t in love with her.”

      “Damn, you are a cold fish.” Rufsur rubbed his hand over his jaw. “You’re a cerebral guy, which means that you listen to your brain and not your heart. That’s the only reason you couldn’t admit that she was the one and needed to prove it logically to yourself first.”

      For a long moment, Kalugal didn’t respond, probably pondering what Rufsur had said. Then he nodded. “You might be right, but that still doesn’t prove anything.”

      Rufsur pushed to his feet and started pacing. “In the two weeks between the visits, I was miserable without Edna. I kept thinking about her, wanted to touch her, talk to her. I couldn’t wait until I could hold her in my arms again. I couldn’t think of being with another woman. Hell, I didn’t even find my favorite movie girls desirable. I used to think that the Romulan spy chick in Star Trek Picard was so hot, and I was pissed when they killed her off in the last episode. But after meeting Edna, she didn’t do anything for me when I re-watched the first season.”

      “Hmm.” Kalugal smoothed his hand over his short beard. “That actress looks a lot like Edna. Apparently, you have a type, which explains your attraction to the judge.”

      Rufsur snorted. “The woman can’t hold a candle to my Edna.”

      “Now, I believe that you’re in love.”

      Rufsur glared at his boss. “Why? What does Narissa have over Edna?”

      “Nothing.” Kalugal looked like he was stifling a chuckle. “The actress playing her is just a little taller, that’s all. But we digress. What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighed and sat back down. “That’s why I came to you.”

      “You must have something in mind.”

      Kalugal knew him too well for him to continue the game he was trying to play. “Yesterday’s tour gave me an idea. What if we buy those plots from Kian? We can build our own village adjacent to the clan’s and keep our autonomy while benefiting from the security of a secluded location and the protection of the clan’s Guardian force.”

      “I wish it was possible, but it’s not. Even if privacy was not an issue, all the startups I’m buying are in the Bay Area. But as you are well aware, privacy is a big issue for me. I don’t want Kian or anyone else in my business.”

      “What if that could be solved? I’m not a tech guy, but Ruvon might have some ideas.”

      “I like my independence and my anonymity, Rufsur. I don’t want to be subjected to anyone’s rule. Not my father’s, and not my cousin’s.”

      “The clan and us could form a federation of independent communities. We can cooperate solely on safety issues and keep everything else autonomous.”

      Kalugal shook his head. “That’s not doable. We are a community of forty-nine people. Are we going to have a fence between the clan and us, with border patrol and guard stations? How are we going to keep ourselves separate and private?”

      “I’m sure that if you put your mind to it, you will find a solution. In my opinion, the advantages far outweigh the disadvantages. But it requires a shift in perspective and a willingness to compromise on your part and on Kian’s.” He leaned closer to Kalugal. “What’s more important? Your men’s futures, or having it your way and keeping everything precisely the same? You have a mate now, so that’s not an option in either case. And since change is inevitable, why not make it grand?”
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      When Edna returned home, she found Rufsur sitting on her front porch. “You could have come in. It’s not locked.”

      He pushed to his feet and pulled her into a fierce hug.

      Edna’s heart sank. Why did it feel as if he was saying goodbye?

      “What happened?”

      Letting go of her, he clasped her hand and opened the door. “I need a drink.”

      “That bad, eh?”

      “No, but not good either.” He went into the kitchen and started opening cabinets.

      “You won’t find anything interesting in there. I still have only wine.”

      “Right.” He pulled out a bottle. “Can I order a delivery to the village?”

      “Not directly here. Deliveries go to a different location, and the Guardians bring them here.”

      “Good enough.” Rufsur took the wine and two glasses to the living room. “Give me the details, and I’ll have booze delivered to you for my next visit.” He uncorked the bottle and poured wine into the two glasses.

      Edna let out a relieved breath. He was still planning on coming back. “Just tell me what you like, and I’ll order it.”

      He looked up at her. “You don’t trust me with the other address. Is that it?”

      She sat next to him. “I’m sorry. But the other place is also a strategic location, and I can’t disclose the address.”

      Shaking his head, he handed her one of the wine glasses. “A fine pair we are. Perhaps Kalugal is right, and this just can’t work.”

      “What did he say?”

      “The same in so many words. He feels for me and my problem, but there is too much mistrust on both sides for a federation to work. The best we can hope for is continued cooperation, but even that is tenuous. He suggested that I either choose someone else or resign myself to a long-distance relationship. After a lot of back and forth, the best he could offer me was an occasional three-day weekend off, which I can spend here with you.”

      “That’s better than what we have now. We can make it work.”

      He put his arm around her. “I want to come home to you every evening and wake up next to you every morning. Anything else is going to be painful.”

      “Do we have a choice?”

      “In the meantime, we take what we can, but I’m not giving up yet. Did William have any suggestions?”

      “He said that it’s not a problem to have two completely independent communication systems using the same satellite. They will each have their own encryption, so privacy will not be an issue.”

      Rufsur snorted. “That might be true, but as I said, Kalugal is not going to trust a system designed by William, and Kian will not allow access to the clan’s satellite to anyone else.”

      “What if he allows independent testing? I don’t understand how these things work, but maybe you can get an outside expert to test what William did. After Kalugal is reassured that there are no back doors and that the system is safe, we will thrall that person to forget it.”

      Rufsur shook his head. “The only way Kalugal might consider it is if the entire encryption is done by an outsider.”

      “Perhaps Kian will agree to that. I don’t think it will take an expert more than two weeks to do, right? That’s the usual limit on thralling memories away without causing brain damage.”

      “I have no idea.” Rufsur emptied the wine down his throat and refilled his glass. “All that technical stuff is way over my head.”

      “William promised to help in any way he can. If anyone can solve this conundrum, it’s him. I can also talk to Onegus about possible security measures.” She took a sip of wine. “The best one to talk to, though, is Turner. If I can convince him to help us, and he comes up with a good plan, Kian will listen to him.”

      “Because he is so smart?”

      “No, because he is even more paranoid than Kian.”

      “Then you should definitely try to get him on board.”

      “But what about Kalugal? Even if I manage to bring Kian over to our side, it’s not going to work if your boss is categorically against it.”

      Rufsur smiled. “I will get outside help as well.”

      “Who?”

      “Jacki.”

      “He’s not going to listen to her. She is not a tech person or a safety expert.”

      “She’s his mate, and he trusts her. Not only that, he wants her to be happy, and Jacki would be most happy living in the village. I believe that she can help change his mind.”
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      “Go.” Amanda kissed Dalhu’s cheek. “I know that you don’t want to be here.”

      As usual, they were the last couple to arrive, and all the men were already outside, sucking on Kian’s disgusting cigarillos.

      Dalhu would feel uncomfortable being the only guy in a room full of women, but he would also feel awkward with Kalugal and Rufsur. He didn’t like to hang out with former Doomers, even those who had severed all ties to the Brotherhood long before he had.

      Looking out the living room’s sliding doors, he shook his head. “They look like they are talking about something important, and I don’t want to interrupt. I can sit on the front porch with the Guardians.”

      As per her suggestion, Atzil and Ruvon had been excused from attending the dinner so they could sit in the café and enjoy the view, meaning the clan ladies coming to check them out. Surprisingly, Kalugal hadn’t objected, and neither had Rufsur who up until now had seemed more concerned about his boss’s safety than the guy himself.

      “You are just being shy.” Amanda patted Dalhu’s arm. “We talked about it, darling. You need to start mingling more.” She opened the sliding door. “Hi, guys. What are you talking about?”

      Kalugal smiled. “Come join us and find out.”

      “Not while you guys are smoking. But Dalhu doesn’t mind the smell.” She gave her mate a shove out. “Have fun, darling.”

      Turning around, she clapped her hands. “Now, I can enjoy a few quiet moments with my favorite ladies.” She sat next to Edna, who had a sour expression on her face like she’d sucked on a lemon and couldn’t wait to spit it out. “You seem troubled. Are you sad that Rufsur is leaving?”

      “I’m not happy about it. But it is what it is. There isn’t much I can do about it.”

      “You can ask him to stay a little longer,” Syssi suggested. “I’m sure Kalugal could do without him for a day or two. Right, Jacki?”

      “I can’t speak for Kalugal. The truth is that I have no idea what those two do all day, but they are always together.”

      “It won’t make much of a difference,” Edna said. “Besides, I have my own work to keep me busy.”

      Syssi pushed to her feet. “I feel for you. There is no easy solution for you and him. Would a margarita make you feel better? Amanda and I will have to do with a virgin version, but I can make yours and Jacki’s loaded.”

      Edna smiled. “Thank you. I could use something with a little bite.”

      “Can you make mine weak?” Jacki asked. “Or on second thought, make mine a virgin too. I’m not a big fan of alcohol.”

      Amanda grimaced. “I hate virgin margaritas. They are nothing but fancy smoothies.”

      “It’s a small price to pay for your miracle.” Syssi walked over to the bar and opened the fridge.

      “How are you feeling?” Edna turned to Amanda. “Are you getting nauseous in the mornings?”

      “Not at all. I feel great.”

      “I didn’t ask before, but what made you suspect that you were pregnant?”

      “I was getting tired easily. In the middle of the day, I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and I had to put my head on the desk and nap for a few minutes. When it kept happening day after day, I knew that something was up. And since we don’t get sick, that was the only logical conclusion. But it still took me almost a week to get a pregnancy test. I was scared, and I kept postponing it, hoping that the feeling would go away.”

      “I bet you are happy now that it didn’t.”

      Amanda sighed. “I wish. I still have moments of sheer panic, but I also have moments of incredible joy.”

      “What about you, Syssi?” Edna asked. “Do you get scared sometimes?”

      “Nope. I wanted to have a child for such a long time, and I’m enjoying every moment of the pregnancy.” She handed one margarita with a paper umbrella to Amanda, and the other to Jacki. “I conduct entire conversations with my daughter.” She went back to the bar and brought Edna a glass without an umbrella.

      Amanda chuckled. “That’s sweet, but I think you should have a talk with Vanessa. What if you are having a boy? Imagine how he feels knowing that you want a girl.”

      Syssi rubbed her belly. “I know that I’m having a daughter.”

      Amanda lifted a brow. “No doubts, darling? Life is full of surprises. What if you are having twins?”

      “I’m not. There is only one heartbeat.”

      “If their heartbeats are synchronized, they might sound like one. Bridget needs to give you an ultrasound. You are pregnant enough to find out the baby’s sex. No more guessing.”

      “Yeah, you are right. But Bridget has ordered a new ultrasound model that provides better imaging than the one she has now. I’m waiting for it to get delivered. I saw the images it produces, and they are simply amazing. You see the baby as clearly as if the camera was inside the uterus.”

      Amanda looked down at her flat belly. “I wish I could find out the sex of my baby too. But it’s too early. It has to be a girl, though. I’ll go nuts if I have to wait for a boy to reach puberty before he can be turned immortal.”

      “Don’t think like that,” Syssi said. “A moment ago, you admonished me for my conviction that I’m having a girl and addressing her as one. If you psych yourself up for a daughter and then discover that you are having a boy, you might feel disappointed, and that will affect the baby.”

      Jacki snorted over her paper umbrella. “Just call it the baby until you find out what you are having. Wouldn’t that solve your problem?”

      Amanda laughed. “You are absolutely right, but I have a better idea. I will call mine Tiny.”

      Stifling a smile, Syssi shook her head. “No child of yours and Dalhu’s is going to be small. You should call it Colossus.”

      “That’s awful.” Amanda rubbed her belly. “I’ll call my baby a precious miracle.”
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      All the talk about pregnancies and babies was making Edna wistful, and jealous, and a little resentful, which in turn made her angry at herself.

      It wasn’t Syssi and Amanda’s fault that her situation had no easy solution. She should be happy for them.

      “I talked with Merlin,” Jacki said. “He told me that I should wait six months before trying to get pregnant because I need to fully transition first. But since Kalugal and I aren’t using contraceptives, it can just happen, right? Maybe we won’t need his potions. I hear that they are awful.”

      “They are.” Syssi took a sip from her glass. “I think he does it on purpose to make sure that the couples seeking his help really want to conceive.”

      Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “Some people think that it’s all psychological and that his potions don’t do anything and they are just placebos. So far, you are the only one who’s gotten pregnant with his help, and it could have been a fluke.”

      “How many are trying?” Jacki asked.

      “Let me think.” Amanda tapped her finger over her upper lip. “I know about Bridget, Vivian, and Gertrude. I know that Callie is not, and neither is Wonder. Ella is not ready either. I think Ruth is going for it, but I don’t know about Sylvia and Sharon. I don’t think Tessa is ready either.”

      “What about Kri?” Jacki asked.

      “I don’t think so. She and Michael are too busy with work and school. They are both attending an online college.”

      Hearing about all those happy couples with their uncomplicated lives didn’t make Edna feel any better. Maybe she should join the men outside and ask Kian for one of his small cigars.

      Except, she didn’t smoke, and the cigar would only make her nauseous, and not for the right reasons.

      “What’s the matter, Edna?” Amanda asked. “You were smiling, and now you look like you have a sour lemon stuck in your mouth again.”

      “Amanda!” Syssi gasped. “That’s such a nasty thing to say. Edna is upset because Rufsur is leaving later tonight. Leave her be.”

      Amanda shook her head. “Come on, Edna. I know that there is more to it. Talk to me.”

      Edna put her margarita glass down. “I wish there was a simple solution for Rufsur and me, and that I could join your lovely discussion about pregnancies and babies.”

      “You can have a baby with Rufsur,” Syssi said. “Even if you get pregnant right away, which probably won’t happen that fast, by the time the baby is born, a solution might present itself. I know that you are opposed to the idea of Kalugal and his men joining the clan, but that is Annani’s ultimate goal, and what Annani wants, she eventually gets.”

      Syssi’s words brought about a surge of hope that started deep in Edna’s belly and radiated up to her face, but then reality slapped it back down. “Annani rarely orders Kian and Sari to do things they are opposed to, and there is no way Kian is going to agree. Not unless we find a workable solution. But Rufsur and I have been wracking our brains, and I even consulted with William, but so far, Rufsur has hit a brick wall with Kalugal. He’s not willing to compromise. I didn’t try Kian yet, but I have a feeling his response will be the same.”

      Syssi leaned forward. “The last time we talked, you were vehemently opposed to the idea of Kalugal and his men joining the clan.”

      “I changed my mind. As you said, life is not black and white, but a million shades of gray, and things never fit neatly into the boxes we build for them. You said that you prefer a messy box to an empty one, and I realized that I also don’t want my box to remain empty, but since my tolerance for mess is limited, I need to find a workable solution. Rufsur and I came up with the idea of forming a federation of two independent communities. The problem is that Kalugal is not open to it at all, and I doubt Kian is either.”

      “He is not.” Syssi grimaced. “I guess we all got the same idea after Kalugal made the comment about Sari and her people moving here, and the two arms of the clan forming a federation. I talked with Kian about it earlier, and he is not willing to consider anything. He doesn’t trust Kalugal.”

      “Kalugal is the same,” Jacki said. “Rufsur came over earlier, and the two of them had a long talk. I guess it was about the federation idea because neither of them looked happy, and Rufsur left right after.”

      Edna sighed. “Kalugal told him to choose a different female.”

      Syssi gasped. “He didn’t!”

      “I’m afraid so. But after Rufsur explained that we are serious about each other, Kalugal offered him additional days off so he could spend more time with me. Perhaps we should just accept that instead of trying to move mountains.”

      Amanda put her hand on Edna’s arm. “For now, this arrangement will have to do. But I bet my mother will find a way to convince my brother to give it some further thought. It just doesn’t make sense to me that we can’t find a way for the two communities to coexist independently when there is no real conflict of interest between us.”
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      Eleanor hefted her suitcase into the trunk of her rental car, got behind the wheel, and turned the engine on.

      Scrolling through the notes on her phone, she debated which address to input into the GPS first.

      The Airbnb house that she’d rented was in San Mateo, only a fifteen-minute drive from the airport. The mansion was a little farther away, but she’d already decided that she was going there first.

      The two-hour nap she’d caught on the plane wasn’t nearly enough, and she was fighting fatigue, but she could power through another hour. If she didn’t do at least a drive-by, she wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway.

      Checking the GPS, she found a drive-through Starbucks and headed there to load up on coffee first.

      Half an hour later, she arrived at her destination, drove by it once, twice, three times, each time snapping more quick photos with her cheap burner phone. The quality didn’t matter. What mattered were the security cameras she’d noticed.

      It was a good thing that she’d kept her sunglasses on, and her hair gathered in a ponytail. Tomorrow, she was going to get a different car and change her appearance, so even if she’d been caught on camera, they wouldn’t recognize her.

      Parking one street over, she went over the photos she’d taken of the house, the fence surrounding it, and the street it was on.

      The location was problematic.

      The house was in the center of the small street, and the trees lining the pavement on both sides were mature, but not big enough to hide her even if she ditched the car.

      Perhaps the other side of the house was more approachable. She needed to check that possibility and drove to the street where the back yard terminated.

      As she’d expected, there were security cameras on the back fence as well.

      She needed a cover, a disguise that would make her invisible.

      Given how rich the neighborhood was, gardeners and housekeepers coming in and out of houses were probably a common sight, and no one paid them any attention. Perhaps she could pretend to be a new maid who had gotten the wrong address and just buzz the intercom?

      Except, they wouldn’t let her in.

      She needed to watch the house to figure out the best way to infiltrate it, and a maid’s costume wouldn’t help her with that.

      What type of work justified street presence?

      Eleanor chuckled. If she could get her hands on one of the vehicles that the city used for street cleaning, she could make rounds back and forth all day and no one would take any notice of her.

      The problem was finding one. There weren’t many of those, and she didn’t have time to comb the streets for one she could commandeer. Perhaps she could call the municipality and ask? Her talent worked over the phone, so she would get the answers she needed provided that she reached the right department.

      Yeah, good luck with that.

      She could spend all day on the phone and never get to the person in charge of dispatching those vehicles.

      She needed to come up with something better than that, but that wouldn’t happen while she was exhausted and her brain was foggy. She needed a good shower and a good night’s sleep.

      With a sigh, Eleanor turned the ignition on and drove off.
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      “I don’t know why I’m doing this.” Kalugal puffed on Kian’s cigarillo. “I don’t even enjoy smoking.”

      Kian leaned back and crossed his legs. “We are social animals, and we like sharing activities. I enjoy smoking alone, but it’s more fun in company. Same goes for a glass of good whiskey.”

      “That, I like.” Kalugal lifted his glass from the side table and took a sip. “Whiskey is an acquired taste too.” He smiled at Kian. “I’ve been drinking much more of it since we became acquainted.”

      Kian chuckled. “Don’t tell your mother. She’ll think I’m a bad influence.”

      “On the contrary. My mother is overjoyed that we are cooperating and spending time together. She hopes that our ties will further strengthen.” Kalugal cast a quick glance at Rufsur, who was talking with Dalhu. “As do some of my men.”

      “We are doing the best we can, cousin. Rome wasn’t built in a day either.”

      Kalugal sighed. “I wish there were more of us. We could have built city-states like our ancestors did.”

      “Someday, we might.” Kian took a puff. “Except, I doubt there will ever be enough of us to have our own sovereign country.”

      “That would be nice.” Kalugal stubbed out his cigarillo. “We could find an unpopulated island like my father did. We could have our own unofficial country.”

      Kian chuckled. “No, thank you. Navuh is, or rather was, in the business of war, so he can have his base wherever he wants. You and I are businessmen, and even in this internet-connected world, we need to be close to where things are happening. Besides, I don’t like the idea of living on a secluded island. I like to be able to go to a nice restaurant in the city or take my wife to see a show or a musical.” He grimaced. “Not that I get to do those things often. But having the option matters to me.”

      “I feel the same way. When I was more involved with the stock market, my base was in New York. But when my interests shifted to new technologies, I moved to the Bay Area, where most of the startups are.”

      Kian nodded. “My primary reason for choosing Los Angeles was its size and the movie industry. Our philosophy has always been that hiding in plain sight was the best strategy to avoid detection by your father. This village is a slight departure from that philosophy, but after one of our chief programmers was murdered in his home, I realized that it was not enough and that I needed a place where I could better protect my people.” Kian glanced at Dalhu. “The Fates have a really twisted sense of humor.”

      Kalugal followed his cousin’s gaze. “Even though I wasn’t aware of the clan’s lore until you told me about the Fates, it seems like they decided to include my men and me in their grand scheme.”

      “Lucky you.” Kian saluted with his drink. “Thanks to them, you have Jacki.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” Kalugal clinked his glass with Kian’s. “By the way, did Nathalie speak to her ghost?”

      “She couldn’t reach him, which reinforces my belief that it was the Fates’ doing.”

      Kalugal wondered whether Rufsur and Edna’s relationship was also part of the Fates’ grand scheme.

      Rufsur’s proposition had taken him by surprise. The guy had been a loud opponent of even coming to the village, and now he was pushing for unification.

      Was he even in love with the judge?

      He’d talked about having a child with Edna, but he hadn’t mentioned loving her.

      Except, he’d compared his feelings for her to what Kalugal felt for Jacki, which meant that he thought of her as his one and only.

      Kalugal still remembered his own response to learning of Jacki’s potential dormancy. His first thought had been that she could give him immortal children. Thoughts of love and a life-long relationship had come later.

      His lieutenant was probably going through a similar process, but it seemed like he was getting very close to the conclusion that Edna was his mate.

      The unselfish thing to do would be to free Rufsur and let him join the clan. But that was too risky.

      If Rufsur shifted his loyalty to Kian, he might reveal Kalugal’s grand plans, and that would be disastrous. With Annani having the power to override Kalugal’s compulsion, his secrets would not be safe even if Rufsur didn’t wish to betray his trust.

      And even worse was her ability to compel him, something even his father couldn’t do. With one verbal command, she could prevent him from achieving his life’s ambitions.

      There was no doubt in his mind that Annani would do that. His goals might be similar to hers, but his methods of achieving them were very different. While Annani believed in empowering humans and steering them in the right direction by providing guidance and technology, Kalugal wanted to do the work for them.

      If she got a whiff of what he intended, his aunt would do everything she could to stop him.

      While her method appeared morally superior, his method was faster, more efficient, and might save humanity from annihilating itself along with the immortals living among them. Even if things never got to that critical stage, compared to Annani’s snail-paced efforts, his faster approach would save millions from needless suffering.

      Nevertheless, Rufsur’s plight tugged at his heart, and Kalugal would love to find a solution for his friend. Perhaps he could convince Kian to let Edna go? After all, Annani could compel her to keep the clan’s secrets safe, so that shouldn’t be an issue. And as for her legal expertise, the clan must have members who’d studied law, and she could train one of them to take her place.

      The question was how to present it to Kian without him overreacting and immediately assuming the worst about Kalugal’s intentions. His cousin had a short fuse, and he wasn’t the most rational person. Perhaps it was a good idea to bring it up while Turner was around. Which reminded him that he still hadn’t gotten to play chess with the guy.

      A friendly game could provide the perfect opportunity for a casual discussion about the judge and her relationship with his lieutenant. Except, they were leaving shortly after dinner, so it wasn’t going to happen during this visit.

      “I didn’t get the chance to play chess with Turner yet.” He lifted his glass and took a small sip of the superb whiskey. “Could you arrange it for our next visit?”

      “Sure. Do you want to do it before or after the wedding?”

      “Whatever works for both of you is fine with me.”
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      “I thought that we were invited to dinner,” Rufsur grumbled. “No one said anything about mingling for an hour before the food was served. I’m hungry.”

      Dalhu just nodded.

      The guy wasn’t much of a talker, which Rufsur usually appreciated, but right now, he would have loved to have Ruvon and Atzil entertain him with their stories about the fine clan ladies they’d met, or anything else for that matter.

      He was in a nasty mood, and the bits and pieces of Kian and Kalugal’s conversation he was overhearing were not encouraging. The two were leisurely discussing hypotheticals like city-states and private islands.

      It was nothing more than idle talk.

      Kalugal had been almost dismissive of his problem, and the solution he’d offered wasn’t going to cost him a thing. After all they’d been through together, his so-called best friend wasn’t willing to bend even a little to help him.

      “Are you usually so irate when you’re hungry?” Dalhu asked.

      “It’s not the hunger.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “My boss is a selfish asshole.”

      Raising a brow, Dalhu glanced at Kalugal. “Keep your voice down. He might hear you.”

      “I don’t care. I’d say it to his face.”

      “What brought this about? I thought that the two of you were friends.”

      “We are, which makes it worse. I expected him to bend over backward to solve my problem. Instead, what I got was a shitty compromise. He graciously agreed to give me long weekends off so I could spend more time with Edna. But I know what will happen. There will always be something important for me to do that will make it impossible. I wonder what he would have done if our positions were reversed.”

      “Is Edna your mate?”

      Rufsur nodded. “I think so. We haven’t had enough time together for me to be sure of that, but I’ve never felt about a woman the way I feel about her.” He looked at the sliding doors, but the sun was reflecting off the glass, and he couldn’t see inside. “When I first saw Jacki, I flirted with her. I even competed with Kalugal for her attention. When she didn’t give me the time of day, I was disappointed, even a little angry. I thought that I had feelings for her. But after meeting Edna, I realize how shallow those feelings were.”

      “It’s understandable. Jacki is very pretty, and she seems like a nice person too.” Dalhu glanced at Kalugal. “How did your boss react to you flirting with his mate?”

      “He didn’t like it.”

      “That’s all?” Dalhu snorted. “Then he must like you a lot. You might not realize it yet, but immortal males get extremely possessive. If anyone looks at Amanda with lust in their eyes, I feel like tearing him limb from limb. That’s why I don’t visit her at the university. It’s not safe for her students.”

      As the guy talked, his eyes started glowing, and his fangs elongated, both giving credence to his claim.

      “What if a good friend of yours looked at your mate with appreciation? Would you have reacted like that too?”

      Dalhu nodded. “It’s not voluntary. That’s the way we are wired. Unless your flirtation with Jacki was more friendly than lustful in nature, Kalugal must love you like a brother to react so mildly to it.”

      “I doubt it. He just has great self-control.”

      “He is three-quarters god, which makes him as close to the source as it gets. His predatory instincts must be incredibly strong.”

      “If he loved me like a brother, he would have done more to accommodate me. He could have at least promised to give it more thought instead of just saying no.”

      “Maybe he thought it through already? He’s a smart guy. He must have known that you would come to talk to him about Edna.”

      “That’s possible.”

      As Rufsur's anger slowly dissipated, it left in its place a despondency that felt much worse.

      Surprising him, Dalhu put a hand on his shoulder. “If Edna is your one, perhaps you should just quit your job and join the clan.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not? You’ve just accused your boss of being a selfish jerk.”

      “I owe him my life.”

      Dalhu looked at him with a pitying expression on his face. “The moment I saw Amanda, nothing else mattered. I decided right then and there to leave the Brotherhood, snag her, and run. The option of joining the clan wasn’t available to me, but that didn’t matter either. I was willing to spend my life on the run to be with her.”

      “Did she feel the same way?”

      Dalhu snorted. “Of course not. All she saw was a big scary Doomer, an enemy of her people. I pounced on her, bit her to get her loopy and compliant, and kidnapped her. I took her to a remote cabin and then did my best to win her heart. Luckily, the Fates must have been in my corner, so it all ended well.” He squeezed Rufsur’s shoulder. “The moral of the story is that what seems impossible now might become possible if you are willing to give it your all. The Fates demand sacrifice for their gift of a truelove mate. Perhaps yours is Kalugal and your lifelong friendship with him.”
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      The atmosphere around the dinner table was tense. Rufsur and Edna both looked despondent, Syssi and Amanda were doing most of the talking, Kian interjected here and there, and Dalhu only talked when someone asked him a direct question.

      Kalugal was doing his best to keep the mood light with stories from his archeological digs and his translations of ancient tablets, but he kept getting distracted by the somber mood of the two lovers.

      With Edna, it might have been her normal stern expression, and perhaps she was the type who didn’t talk unless she had something important to impart. But Rufsur was a social animal, and the usual trouble with him was keeping him from taking over the conversation, not coaxing words out of his mouth.

      “What are you hoping to find in your digs?” Kian asked.

      “Clues to our past, more information about the gods.” Kalugal put his wine glass down. “Now that I can talk with my mother, I’m finding out much more than I ever hoped to, but her knowledge is also limited. I think that the original gods who arrived on earth from somewhere else in the universe kept their children ignorant of their past and their origins on purpose.”

      “Why would they do that?” Syssi asked.

      “When I was still a member of the Brotherhood, I had a pretty decent relationship with my father.” He chuckled. “It wasn’t what you would imagine a relationship between a father and his son should be, and it wasn’t an easy task to stay in his good graces, but I did my best because he was my only source of information. Here and there I managed to lead him into revealing tidbits that he’d learned from Mortdh. His father had a temper problem, and when he got angry, he would sometimes blurt out things about the gods’ origins. My father collected those nuggets like the treasure they were and committed them to memory.”

      “What did you learn?” Kian asked.

      “From what I managed to piece together, the gods were banished to earth because they revolted against their father. Wanting to appear a benevolent ruler, he sent them to earth on a gold-mining expedition. At some point, though, communications with the homeworld were severed, and they were left to fend for themselves with no further support. They had no replacement parts for their advanced technological devices, and in time most of them were rendered useless. They couldn’t make new parts either because earth lacked the materials needed, or because they didn’t have the knowhow.” He leaned back and smiled. “What I hope to find are the remnants of that technology. Most of it has probably turned to dust by now, but perhaps a few relics were preserved in sealed off tombs or chambers that protected them from the elements.”

      “So basically you are looking to confirm your theory about the gods' alien origins?” Kian asked.

      “I want to find out where they came from and what kind of technology their homeworld had at the time. The Sumerian legends talk about the boat of a million years. I wonder if that means that their home is an enormous spaceship that travels through the universe, seeds worlds, collects materials, etc.”

      “Maybe it’s a rogue system?” Amanda asked. “A red dwarf with its own orbiting planet that is not part of any galaxy and has its own orbit through the universe that takes millions of years to complete?”

      Kalugal was impressed. “I see that you are also interested in the subject.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “I read Nature, Science, and other scientific publications. Sometimes an article on a topic that is unrelated to my field catches my interest.”

      He was about to tell her about his own investigation into the phenomena of red dwarfs when his phone rang. “Excuse me.” He pulled it out. “Phinas wouldn’t call me unless it was an emergency.”

      “Of course,” Syssi said.

      “I’ll take it outside.”

      As Kalugal pushed to his feet and walked toward the door, Rufsur followed him out to the backyard.

      He accepted the call only after Rufsur closed the sliding door behind him. “What’s going on, Phinas?”

      “We had another snoop make rounds in front of the house and then in the back. Normally, I wouldn’t bother you with something as trivial, but after what happened at your wedding, I’m not taking any chances. It started the same way.”

      “Did you get a look at the snoop?”

      “She opened her car window to take photos of the property, so we caught her face on camera. But she was wearing big sunglasses.”

      “Send it over. Did you check the car plates?”

      “Naturally. It’s a rental. But if you want more information about who the renter is, and where it was rented, you’ll have to call the place yourself and use your mental tricks. I tried to reach the hacker that we usually use, but he’s not responding.”

      “He doesn’t work on Sundays. Text me all the information you have, and I’ll see what I can do. Did you send anyone to follow her?”

      “By the time I was told, she had driven off already.”

      Kalugal rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “It might be nothing. She could have been a real estate agent taking photos for clients or a prospective home buyer. But I’m not taking any chances this time. Put everyone on high alert. Until I come back, I want you to have two men on the street waiting outside for her in their cars. If the woman returns, or any other suspicious activity is noticed, I want that vehicle stopped, and the driver thralled for information.”

      “Got it, boss.”
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      Kian, along with everyone else at the table, watched Kalugal and Rufsur through the living-room sliding door. Their somber expressions indicated that something had happened back home, and Kalugal was on the phone for at least half an hour. But as they walked back in, neither seemed in a rush, so it wasn’t an urgent matter.

      “We had another snoop.” Kalugal handed Kian the phone. “Does she look familiar?”

      The image captured by the surveillance camera was pretty clear, but since the woman was wearing big sunglasses and her hair was gathered in a ponytail, she was difficult to identify. Something about her looked familiar, though, the way her narrow lips were pressed tightly together, the shape of her nose, but it wasn’t enough to jog his memory.

      “Can I see?” Syssi asked.

      He passed her the phone.

      She shook her head. “I can’t even tell how old she is. She could be twenty or forty.” Syssi handed the phone back to Kalugal.

      Returning to his seat next to Jacki, he let out a breath. “Normally, I would have dismissed it. But as Phinas pointed out, a similar thing happened before the wedding attack. The only difference is that this time it's a woman.”

      “They might use a woman because females look less suspicious,” Rufsur said.

      “The question is, who are they?” Syssi asked. “Is it possible that Roberts overcame your compulsion? You told him to destroy all the documents regarding your house and the other locations the trackers transmitted from, right?”

      Kalugal nodded. “Of course. But perhaps he had it written somewhere and forgot about it when he followed my instructions, only to find it later when the compulsion started to weaken. Perhaps reinforcing it over the phone is not enough. I probably need to pay him a visit.”

      Amanda crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe it’s not Roberts. What if Simmons didn’t keep what he found a secret and told someone higher up about his suspicions? Or, maybe he planned to sell us to someone outside the government? A potential cache of paranormals would be attractive to a lot of people.”

      Kian shook his head. “He would have told Roberts. Kalugal and I interrogated him extensively. He couldn’t have kept any secrets from us.”

      “I don’t think Simmons told Roberts everything,” Jacki said. “They were good friends, but they were very different people. Simmons was a risk-taker, while Roberts was more conservative.”

      “We should go home,” Kalugal said. “If any of Amanda’s suspicions are right, I need to be there.”

      “No.” Syssi lifted her hand. “I have a bad feeling about this. Stay a few days longer.”

      “I can’t. Phinas is a capable man, but I can’t leave everything on his shoulders. Besides, I’m not going to run and hide just because of some woman taking pictures of my house.”

      Kian sighed. “I sympathize, but my advice is to listen to Syssi. When she has a feeling about something, all of us pay attention. I suggest that you heed her warning as well.”

      Syssi put a hand on his arm. “It’s not a foretelling. It’s just a bad feeling, and it could be the result of what happened to us.”

      “Did your men check the car plates?” Kian asked.

      “It’s a rental. I called the company and compelled the receptionist to tell me where and when it was rented and by whom. It was rented at the San Francisco airport an hour prior to its arrival, and the name of the renter was Alice Mann. Perhaps your hacker can look into it. Mine doesn’t work on Sundays.”

      “There are probably thousands of Alice Manns between the ages of twenty and forty.” Syssi looked at Kalugal. “And it’s probably a fake name anyway. Stay at least one more day. It will give Roni and William time to track down the rental and find the address of that woman. You can then send your men to investigate her.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I don’t like the idea of hiding somewhere while my men are exposed.”

      “Then leave Jacki here,” Kian suggested. “There is no reason to expose her to danger.”

      Jacki shook her head. “If you are going home, I’m going with you. You are not leaving me behind.”

      Letting out an exasperated breath, Kalugal nodded. “We can stay one more night.”

      “I’m so happy that you changed your mind.” Syssi pushed to her feet. “Who wants cappuccinos?”
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      “Are you worried?” Edna leaned her head on Rufsur’s arm.

      The news might have been troubling to everyone involved, but Edna was selfishly happy to walk home with Rufsur and spend another night with him.

      The evening air was warm, but the slight ocean breeze blowing through the village was enough to cool it down, and having Rufsur’s arm around her felt very pleasant.

      “About the snoop?”

      “About a potential raid on your home.”

      “Frankly, I’m not. But I didn’t say anything because I was happy to stay another night. If we are lucky, that woman will do more snooping around the mansion and not get caught. The longer this goes on, the longer I can stay.”

      Edna chuckled. “I have an idea. Let’s hire a different snooper every week, someone good who will be careful not to get caught. Perhaps that will convince Kalugal that he is safer here.”

      “He’s not worried for himself. He’s staying only because of Jacki.”

      “I guess that the attack was a wake-up call for Kalugal.” They climbed up the stairs to her front porch. “He discovered that his ability doesn’t protect him and those he loves from everything.” She pushed the door open. “And the thing is, unless all of you wear earplugs twenty-four-seven, you are still vulnerable to the same kind of attack.”

      “I know. We figured that with Simmons dead and Roberts under Kalugal’s control, we have nothing to worry about, but we should employ safety measures that address that particular threat.”

      Edna walked up to the fridge and pulled out a pitcher of chilled water. “Perhaps you should ask William to make earpieces for all of your men.” She poured the water into two tall glasses and handed one to Rufsur. “While on duty, your men should wear them.”

      Rufsur sat on the couch and crossed his legs. “I doubt Kian will agree to that.”

      “Why not?” She sat next to him on the couch. “You can pay for the parts.”

      “It’s not about the money. Besides, I’m sure we can find someone other than William to make them for us.”

      “I know that William is busy now with the cuffs he’s making for the rest of your men. But after he’s done with that, he’ll have time to assemble several pairs for you.”

      “Kian will not want us to have that kind of protection from Annani.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “Did you know that she could compel an entire crowd before she tested it during Richard’s ceremony?”

      Edna shook her head. “I knew that Annani could compel humans and immortals alike, but she never liked doing it and downplayed the ability. I never knew she was that powerful.”

      “Do you think it’s a coincidence that she tested her powers when Kalugal was here?”

      “No, and I was shocked to see that it affected him as well.”

      “Annani is very powerful.”

      “Yes, she is.” Edna took a sip of water. “Supposedly, the godly powers increase with age. And the same is true for immortals.”

      “It didn’t happen to Kalugal’s mother.”

      “Maybe it did, and she just doesn’t realize it? I don’t think Annani herself knew that she could compel so many people at once. Richard’s ceremony was the perfect occasion to test it. In fact, that was the reason for it being so grand. Usually, the induction ceremonies attract a much smaller crowd and are done with much less pomp.”

      As she put the empty glass on the table, Rufsur took her hand and shifted so he was facing her. “Annani can override Kalugal’s compulsion.”

      “It would seem so.”

      “But he cannot override hers.”

      “If she’s more powerful than him, which appears to be the case, then he probably cannot. Where are you going with this?”

      “If you are willing to quit your job and come live with me, Annani could compel you not to reveal any of the clan’s secrets. Kian will have nothing to worry about and therefore no reason to forbid it.”

      Edna swallowed. “You are asking me to give up everything that I've worked for my entire life. It’s not fair to ask it of me.”

      “I know, and I wouldn’t have done it if I saw any other option. I would have quit my job with Kalugal first, but you know why I can’t. And that’s not the only problem. Kalugal didn’t think of it yet, or perhaps he did and just didn’t say anything, but because of Annani’s ability to override his compulsion, he can’t allow me to be exposed to her. Other than Jacki, I’m the only one privy to all his secrets. Not even Phinas is aware of all Kalugal’s plans. They have nothing to do with the clan, but still, Annani could get information out of me that he needs to keep private. Once he realizes that, I don’t know what he will do. I’m afraid he won’t allow me to come here at all.”

      “Crap. That’s really bad. When did you figure that out?”

      “It occurred to me as I listened in on his conversation with Kian before dinner.”

      “But Annani is rarely here.”

      “If he can compel people over the phone, so can she.”
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      Rufsur groaned. “Fuck it, Edna. Let’s just elope and leave everyone to worry about their secrets while we sunbathe in Madagascar or some other exotic place.”

      Edna smiled. “You would do that for me?”

      “I’d do it for us. Yes.”

      “And who would keep an eye on Kalugal?”

      “No one. Let him do whatever he wants with the world. Why should we sacrifice our happiness for others?”

      It was just talk, and he could never do that, but it felt good to say it.

      She sighed. “We both love our people, Rufsur. We would be happy for a week or two, and then we would miss everyone and crawl back home.”

      “Hey, maybe that’s the best idea we've had so far. What can they do to us if we just present them with the fact? We can elope and come back after a year with a child. They won’t kick us out or throw us in prison, right? We will suffer through a few months of angry scowls, but that’s a small price to pay. We’ll just have to hope that Kalugal doesn’t go crazy during that year.”

      “There might be another option.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “While you were outside with the guys, I talked with the ladies, and they are all in support of unifying our communities. Annani is in favor too. In fact, she was the one pushing for it from the beginning. She can talk to Areana, who no doubt wants the same thing, and if both goddesses pressure their sons, they will be forced to at least put the idea on the table and negotiate. When Amanda fought for her right to mate Dalhu, Kian resisted with everything he had. And yet with Annani’s help and Dalhu’s willingness to do whatever it took, he eventually gave in and accepted Dalhu. At first, it was on a probationary basis, with Dalhu being restricted to Amanda’s apartment and wearing a cuff. But now Dalhu is a full member of the clan, and Kian trusts him completely.”

      “What was the sacrifice that everyone is talking about? Dalhu also mentioned it while we were talking outside, but he didn’t say what it was.”

      Edna looked away. “It was horrible, and it was my idea. But only an extreme act could count as redemption in the eyes of the clan, and more importantly, in Amanda’s eyes.”

      “She demanded it?”

      “She came to me, asking for my advice. I told her about a brutal ancient custom, and she told Dalhu about it. He didn’t hesitate even for a moment. He was happy to have the option to redeem himself.”

      Rufsur shook his head. “What did he have to do to atone for the crime of being an ex-Doomer?”

      “That wasn’t his crime. Dalhu was the commander of the unit that murdered our top programmer in the Bay Area. Mark and Amanda were close. Naturally, she couldn’t tolerate the idea of mating the man who was responsible for his murder.”

      “Mark is the ghost who talks to Nathalie, right?”

      “Yes. Supposedly, he sent Amanda a message through Nathalie that he forgave her, and that she should accept the Fates’ decree and mate the man they’d chosen for her, or something to that effect. I wasn’t there when Nathalie delivered the message, so I don’t know the precise wording.”

      “Do you think that Nathalie made it up?”

      Edna sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe Andrew put her up to it. He had a thing for Amanda before falling for Nathalie, and maybe he wanted to help her out.”

      Rufsur rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Talk about an impossible situation. The obstacles in our way seem insignificant compared to that.”

      “Right. Amanda had to contend with Kian’s disgust with her, Mark’s grieving family, and an entire clan who hated her mate. After I explained the custom, she went to talk to Mark’s mother, and begged her to accept it.”

      “What was the custom?”

      “In ancient times, if a servant killed a servant of another household, the head of the victim’s household could ask for retribution to compensate the family. It could be in the form of monetary compensation or physical. If it was monetary, the perpetrator’s head of household would pay it, and the killer would become his slave for life to repay the debt. But if the killing was accidental because the men were fighting or because of negligence on the part of the accused, the killer was given the option to choose physical retribution.”

      “But Mark was murdered. There was nothing accidental about it.”

      “True, but Dalhu wasn’t the one who actually did the killing, and he also was a soldier following orders. So, he couldn’t be accused of premeditated murder.”

      “He could have been charged with war crimes.”

      Edna smiled. “Let’s not put Dalhu on trial again, shall we? He has already been punished and forgiven.”

      Rufsur nodded. “Please continue.”

      “For the custom to apply, Mark was considered a clan employee, and Dalhu Navuh’s. Kian, as the head of the clan, demanded retribution, and Mark’s mother had the right to decide what form it would take. She chose a whipping that was performed by her brother, and then entombment for seven days. And the only reason she agreed to that was as a favor to Amanda.”

      Rufsur cringed. “I could have survived a whipping, but the idea of entombment scares the crap out of me. Dalhu must have been really desperate.”

      “He was. But it worked. Kian respected his sacrifice and the dignity with which he endured it, and he allowed him out of his prison cell to move in with Amanda.”

      “That’s a great story, but regrettably, it doesn’t apply to us. I have nothing to atone for, and neither do you.” He sighed. “Dalhu said that the Fates demand a sacrifice for their gift of a truelove mate, and that mine might be my friendship with Kalugal.”

      “Would you sacrifice that for me?”

      He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “Yes. I love you, Edna. You are my life, my future, my everything, and I would gladly sacrifice all that I have for you. But by abandoning Kalugal and severing ties with him, I would risk much more than myself. When his grandfather went insane, he destroyed half of the ancient world. Kalugal has the means to do much worse.”
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      Butterflies took flight in Edna’s belly, the good kind, and for a moment, she heard nothing other than I love you reverberating through her chest and her mind over and over again.

      Even though Rufsur had said it already in every possible way other than verbal, hearing the words had impacted her like a ton of bricks. In a good way.

      “Edna?” He looked into her eyes. “Did you hear what I said?”

      She nodded like a fool. “You said that you love me.”

      “I mean, what I said after that.”

      “Does it matter?”

      He smiled. “Yes, regrettably, it does. My leaving Kalugal might have disastrous consequences for the world, not just us. But if you leave the clan, it’s going to be painful only for you. Except, you’ll be with me, and I promise to do everything in my power to make it worth the sacrifice and for the ouch to go away.”

      She shook her head. “I admit that it’s tempting. But before I give it serious consideration, I want to make sure that we’ve exhausted every other option first.”

      He kissed her hand again. “Do you love me?”

      Edna nodded, but didn’t look at him. Why was it so hard to say that she loved him back?

      “That’s it? That’s the suckiest declaration of love I’ve ever heard, or rather didn’t. Suddenly the lawyer is lost for words?” He hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her head. “You can do better than that.”

      She loved him, but for some reason saying the words was difficult. The last time she’d said them was over three hundred years ago, and the results had been tragic. Logically, she knew there was no connection between her loving Robbie and his death, but she’d always carried around an irrational feeling of guilt that she’d been somehow responsible for it.

      To love him, she’d defied the Clan Mother and had tempted the Fates’ retribution. Was she doing the same thing now?

      Once more, she loved a man whom she shouldn’t love, and to keep him, she might have to betray her clan again, which would in turn anger the Fates. If anything happened to Rufsur, she would never forgive herself.

      “I can’t betray my clan to be with you.”

      His smile wilted. “I understand.”

      “No, you don’t. The last time I acted irresponsibly because I loved a man, he paid for it with his life.”

      “Oh, Edna.” He cupped her cheek. “You know that your love didn’t kill Robbie. It was his destiny, and it had nothing to do with you.”

      She shook her head. “I angered the Fates.”

      Rufsur frowned. “Perhaps not the Fates but the goddess. Could it be that she had something to do with his death?”

      The idea was so preposterous that it made Edna gasp. “Never. Annani would never do such a thing. She could have banished me, threatened retaliation, but she did none of those things. Love is the highest value to her, and she would never do anything to stand in its way.”

      “I’m sorry if I offended you. But things like that happen. Leaders go to great lengths to protect their people, and you were endangering them by exposing who you were to a human.”

      “I never told Robbie the truth about me.”

      “You would have eventually. Your love story with Robbie couldn’t have a happy ending.” He put his arms around her. “But our story can.” He kissed her softly. “Say the words, Edna. Tell me that you love me.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Say it anyway.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not a brave soul like you. I’m afraid to jinx us. And now that you brought up the possibility of foul play, it's got me thinking. Kalugal is not Annani. He might consider you leaving him to be with me a betrayal. Is he vindictive?” Edna swallowed. “Is he capable of killing you?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Positive. Many of the men who escaped the Brotherhood with him have left over the years. He didn’t try to stop any of them, and they left with his blessing.”

      “But they were not privy to his secrets as you are.”

      “True, but they could have betrayed him to Navuh. There was a risk involved in letting them go, and yet he didn’t stop them.”

      “Did he compel their loyalty?”

      Rufsur nodded. “But compulsion requires periodic reinforcement, and he doesn’t keep in touch with them.”

      “Do you? He might have killed them without you or the others knowing.”

      “He didn’t. I keep in touch with some, Phinas keeps in touch with a few of the others, and so on. Except for one who disappeared without a trace, we can probably find all of them.” Rufsur tapped his temple. “Which gives me a great idea. Once they learn that there is a village full of single immortal ladies they could mate, I bet many would return. That’s another selling point in favor of a federation.”

      She chuckled. “Depends for whom. I don’t know if Kian will see that as an advantage. More of Kalugal’s men means more danger.”

      “It all depends on the packaging. We need to come up with a compelling offer. Would having more warriors to fight the traffickers appeal to him?”

      “Probably.”

      “Then it would be part of the package. What else would be tempting to him?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe more contributions? It has been difficult for the clan to carry most of the financial burden of the rescue missions.”

      “Then I need to convince Kalugal to help out financially. Anything else?”

      “More female Dormants? But how can Kalugal help with that?”

      “Give up any of the Dormant females found through Roberts.”

      “He and Kian agreed to split them.”

      “I’ll convince him to give up our share until the numbers are even.”

      Edna let out a breath. “Your optimism is contagious. The question is if it’s healthy.”

      “Of course, it is. Now tell me that you love me.”

      He was impossible to resist.

      “I love you.” She cupped his cheek. “I think that I fell for you the moment I saw you smiling at me with those adorable dimples of yours. You were like a ray of sunshine, illuminating my gloomy existence and warming me from the inside. But you were too bright, and I tried to shield my eyes from you. Except, you were also so damn persistent, and you didn’t let me hide.” Leaning, she kissed his lips. “Thank you for not giving up on me.”

      “Never.”
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      “Thank you.” Eleanor handed the old guy $4,200 in cash. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.”

      “Same here. It’s a good car.” He tapped the hood fondly. “You can’t go wrong with a Suburban, even one that is ten years old and has over a hundred thousand miles on it. You can still drive it problem-free for many years to come.”

      “I know. That’s why I got it. But I don’t expect to drive it much. It’s a five-minute drive from my apartment to the hospital, and I’ll probably take the bus to save on parking fees. But having a big car like that will make transporting furniture easy. I won’t have to rent a truck.”

      He nodded. “Good luck with your new job.”

      “Thanks.”

      Perhaps making up an entire story about moving to the area for a nursing job was overkill, but Eleanor liked to cover her bases. She had a lot of experience pretending to be someone other than herself, but not spying.

      As a recruiter for the paranormal program, she’d had the government’s backup, and before that, when she’d been a pharmaceutical sales rep, she had the company’s resources at her disposal. Now she was on her own, paying her own expenses, snooping around dangerous people, and risking her life.

      Spying was scary and exciting at the same time, but mostly it involved hard work and a lot of running around. With her innate paranoia, she was probably overthinking every move and doing too much, but she couldn’t help the way her brain worked.

      At every step, Eleanor was acutely aware of the potential pitfalls and took precautions to mitigate them. She also trusted no one and was a loner who had no need for companionship. So other than her low tolerance for risk-taking, she was perfectly suited for the job of solo spying.

      It was exhausting, though.

      Despite how tired she’d been the day before, after making the rounds next to the mansion, she’d driven back to the airport while constantly checking her rearview mirror for a possible tail, returned the rental, and then had taken an Uber to her Airbnb rented house. Since the locking mechanism was code activated, she didn’t even have to meet the owner or whoever took care of renting the property to get the keys.

      The place was just as much of a dump as it had looked in the photos, but it was clean, and the linens had been freshly laundered. Nevertheless, she’d used her trusty UV light sanitizer wand to eliminate any remaining germs before even putting her hand on the bed to check the mattress’s firmness.

      Then, after taking a hot shower and scrubbing the last forty-eight hours off her body and hair, she’d crawled into bed and had a decent night’s sleep.

      This morning, she’d woken up refreshed and had gotten straight to work searching for a car to buy.

      Now that she had a private mode of transportation, she could go back to the mansion and find a good spot to spy on its inhabitants. Before she made a move, she was just going to watch the comings and goings and write down the license plates of the vehicles.

      Eleanor grimaced. With her security clearance revoked and no access to government databases, that was not going to do her much good. She could call the various agencies and compel the receptionist or whoever was in charge to give her the information she needed, but that would take hours upon hours of waiting for someone to answer the phone on the other side.

      Who had time for that?

      She needed to find a good hacker and compel him or her to help her find the information she needed, but where was she going to find one?

      Social isolation was nothing new to her, but this was different. She had no support system whatsoever and had no idea how to go about creating one for herself. Perhaps the guy who had originally supplied her with a bunch of fake identities would be a good start. He was a pro, and the documents he’d created for her years ago were still good today. He might know others in the shadow world, like hackers and surveillance experts.

      Fortunately, money was not a problem. She had plenty.
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      Jacki poured the remainder of the coffee in the carafe into Kalugal’s mug. “I’m glad that we got to stay another day. Did you see how happy Atzil and Ruvon were this morning? They practically ran out of here to sit in the café and mingle some more.”

      Rufsur hadn’t returned to the house at all and was probably the most grateful for the additional night he spent with Edna. Perhaps he’d arranged for that woman to drive by the house to prolong their stay?

      It was a silly thought. Rufsur was a straightforward guy. If he wanted to stay one more night, he would have just asked. No subterfuge required. It was true what they said about people viewing others through the prism of their own characters.

      Hiring a fake snoop was something that Kalugal would have done, not Rufsur.

      Perhaps the reason for Kian’s mistrust was that under his holier than thou act he harbored nefarious plans, like luring all of Kalugal’s men away from him and leaving him without protection. Was he using the clan females as a honey trap? Did they know that they were being used?

      So many questions and so few answers.

      He grimaced. “Mingling is such a polite way to describe what they are actually doing.”

      She sat next to him on the couch and tucked her feet under her. “Oh yeah? What would you call it?”

      “Hunting. Although I’m not sure who is hunting whom, and it seems like neither side was successful. None of the clanswomen have taken the bait or caught either Atzil or Ruvon in their net.”

      Jacki waved a hand. “They are not in a rush, and finding a mate is not the same as hunting for hookups in clubs. Both sides need to be careful in their selection.”

      “I still wonder about Rufsur’s choice. I think that he fell for Edna only because she looks like that actress from Star Trek Picard.”

      “Which one?”

      “Narissa, of course. Didn’t you notice the resemblance? He’s been drooling over her the entire season and practically forcing me to watch the show with him.”

      Rufsur had also roped Jacki and Ruvon into joining, and he had re-watched the first episodes with them until they’d gotten caught up.

      Jacki huffed. “The evil Romulan spy? She doesn’t look like Edna. For starters, she’s much taller, and to be frank, she is also prettier. But she has a crazy look in her eyes, while Edna’s are full of wisdom and compassion.”

      “Is that what you see in her eyes? Because all I see is resentment. The woman doesn’t trust me or like me.”

      “That’s because you are indifferent to her and Rufsur’s plight.” Jacki sighed. “They just want to be together.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer against him. “You are young and a little naive.”

      Jacki pulled away. “I might be young, but I’m far from naive. I didn’t grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth or a superpower that allowed me to control everyone around me and make shitloads of money. I had to fight for everything, and that included a peaceful night of sleep. So, don’t give me that crap. I’m a good judge of character, and Edna is a wonderful woman.”

      “Ouch. I stand corrected.” He pulled her back. “Your life hasn’t been easy, but neither was mine. I grew up with a father who might have killed me if he realized the extent of my powers, and I had to fake my own death to escape him. But that’s neither here nor there. What I find suspicious about Edna is how quickly she has changed her mind. One day she was the loudest opponent of us even visiting the village, and the next she is lobbying for unification? Doesn’t it strike you as odd?”

      “Not at all. Between then and now, she’s fallen in love with Rufsur. Before, it was a hypothetical situation for her, but now it’s personal. She wants to have a life with him, a family. You should have seen the envy in her eyes when Amanda and Syssi were talking about their pregnancies. She wants it too, and she is trying to find a way for her and Rufsur to be together.”

      “I hope that’s the reason and that there is no hidden agenda.”

      “Like what?”

      “I refused her probe, so she and Kian know that there are things I don’t want them to know about, and as we discovered during Richard’s ceremony, Annani has the power of compulsion as well, even over me. If they get my men away from me, and especially Rufsur, they can find out whatever they want.”

      Jacki frowned. “I didn’t think of that. Does that mean that we are not returning for the wedding?”

      “We can’t do that without causing a diplomatic disaster. I don’t want the clan in my business, but I also don’t want them as my enemies.”

      Jacki leaned forward and lifted her mug. “I think the same is true for Kian and Annani. They won’t compel you or Rufsur to reveal your secrets because they don’t want to lose you as an ally.”

      “Annani can compel my cooperation.”

      Jacki chuckled. “It’s kind of funny. Now that the shoe is on the other foot and it pinches, you can better understand how Kian felt.”

      “I do, but that doesn’t help me to solve the problem. Any ideas?”

      She huffed. “You must be really desperate to ask me for advice.”

      “Why would you say that? You know that I value your opinion.”

      “On human affairs, not immortal, and this problem is very specific to immortals. And not just any immortals, but those with the ability to compel others.”

      “True, but since you are immune even to Annani’s power, you have an advantage over us.”

      Jacki’s eyes widened. “That might be the solution. Turner is immune too, so there is one on each side. We can provide the buffer.”

      “How exactly are you going to do that?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I have a strong feeling that’s what we should concentrate our minds on.”

      “You see? I was right to seek your advice.”
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      Edna stopped in front of the office building. “You don’t need to escort me upstairs.” She glanced at the café where Atzil and Ruvon were sitting with two clan females. “You can join your friends, just don’t ogle the ladies.”

      “I would just cramp their style.” He leaned to kiss her cheek. “Are you sure that you have to work today? We are probably leaving this afternoon or later in the evening.”

      “I’m sorry. I wish I could take a day off, but Kian needs me to go over a couple of contracts, and tomorrow I have to be in my office in the city. There is only so much I can do via teleconferencing. I’ll try to be done quickly.”

      “Can you take a lunch break?”

      She smiled. “I can, but that would mean finishing later.”

      “You have to eat. I don’t want you powering through your day without nourishment. I’ll come to get you at one. Deal?”

      She laughed. “Deal. I’ll try to finish going over the contracts by then. For the first time, Kian is going to get subpar work from me.”

      “Good. Maybe he’ll fire you, and our problem will be solved.”

      Edna affected a scowl, but her lips twitched with a suppressed smile. “Go already, so I can do my work and be done with it by lunchtime.” She gave him a gentle shove and went inside.

      He watched her through the glass door as she walked toward the staircase. It was a shame that she loved her work. Things would have been easier if she didn’t and had no qualms about leaving it.

      Except, it wasn’t just about her job and her position on the council. Edna loved her clan, and even though she wasn’t very social, she would hate to leave.

      He would hate parting with his friends as well, especially Kalugal, but if he could, Rufsur would do it in a heartbeat to have a life with Edna.

      Taking another look at Atzil and Ruvon, he decided not to join them. Atzil was all smiles as he flirted with a dark-haired beauty, and Ruvon was having an animated discussion with a tiny blonde.

      He could join Theo, who was in charge of keeping an eye on those two, but Rufsur decided to go back to the house. Perhaps Kalugal had had time to rethink his position on the federation idea.

      When he got to the fence, Rufsur was surprised to see the gate closed, but when he tried the handle, it buzzed and then opened. Lifting his head, he smiled at the security camera and waved.

      It was probably closed because of the Chinese crews working on phase three of the village, and not to keep the clan safe from their five guests. Still, having it there was an eyesore, and it detracted from the serene atmosphere of the community.

      Hell, it made it feel like jail instead of refuge.

      If a permanent solution required a fence, they would need to rethink the style of it. A double chain-link barrier with barb wire on top and security cameras mounted on its posts wouldn’t cut it.

      The question was, what would?

      A moat? A river?

      Theoretically, it was possible, but to make it insurmountable for immortals, it would need to be damn big.

      Rufsur chuckled. Kalugal would love the idea of building a castle for himself and his men, with a moat and a drawbridge to separate it from the rest of the village.

      Jay waved at him as he climbed the steps to the front porch. “Your buddies and Theo are at the café.”

      “I know. I just came back from there. Did Kalugal and Jacki go anywhere this morning?”

      Jay shook his head and lifted a plate. “Jacki brought out breakfast for me even though I told her that I had already eaten. Can you take this back inside?”

      “Sure.” Rufsur took it. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      The two daytime Guardians had become good friends by now. The night shift duo was more reserved, but Rufsur was warming up to them as well, which proved that if he moved into the village, making new friends wouldn’t be a problem.

      Regrettably, he couldn’t.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He could assign Phinas the job of watching Kalugal. The guy was capable, but he and Kalugal weren’t as close, so he might not be as effective as Rufsur.

      Except, Kalugal had already proven that their friendship didn’t mean much to him when it stood in the way of his plans. When he’d conducted his test on Jacki, he hadn’t shared his plan to do that with Rufsur. And what was even more troubling, Kalugal had had no qualms about freezing him in place when he’d tried to help her.
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      Eleanor parked her car two streets over from the mansion and walked towards it while checking out the neighborhood houses on her way.

      She was dressed in a maid’s uniform, or rather an outfit that resembled one, and carried two more disguises in her large fabric tote. The thing was reversible, so she could flip it inside out, and it would look like a different bag.

      With her slim build and height, Eleanor could pass for a man, and one of her disguises was a technician’s uniform. Well, it wasn’t really a uniform, just a pair of dark blue pants which would fit right in with the light blue button-down shirt that was part of the maid’s outfit. All she would have to do was to exchange the ugly skirt that was the same color as the shirt for the pants. If needed, it could be done in seconds while hiding under the shade of a tree.

      Her hair was gathered in two braids that she could secure with pins to her head in moments. The pants, a work vest, a baseball hat, and a different pair of sunglasses would transform her into a guy.

      At least from afar.

      She hadn’t had time to go searching for proper costumes or real uniforms, and all the items had come from Target, but they would do. No one would be checking out her outfits too closely.

      Passing a corner house with a for lease sign, she decided to take a small risk and pushed the pedestrian gate. If anyone asked what she was doing there, she could pretend to be a confused maid who had wandered into the wrong address.

      The back of the property was on the same street as the mansion, so perhaps it could be a good spot to watch it without being noticed.

      Looking through the windows, she saw that the place was furnished, but it didn’t look inhabited. The owner had probably furnished it to make it more attractive to potential lessors.

      As she rounded the corner, a smile bloomed on Eleanor’s face. An exterior staircase led to the second-floor balcony, from where she would have an unobstructed view of the mansion’s driveway gate.

      Just in case someone looked up and noticed her there, she pulled a rag out of her tote and held it in her hand. She could pretend to be wiping down the balusters or cleaning the windows.

      For an hour or so, nothing interesting happened at the mansion. The gate hadn’t opened even once, and Eleanor decided that spying was not exciting at all. It was damn boring.

      But then a restaurant delivery van arrived and stopped at the gate. The driver got out and pressed the buzzer, and a moment later, it opened. He got back behind the wheel and drove inside.

      So, they were ordering food.

      If she could stop the driver on his way out, she could ask him about the size of the order, and that way, figure out how many people resided in the mansion.

      Racing down the stairs, she ran out into the street and waited for the van to round the corner. It took much longer than she’d expected.

      When twenty minutes later it finally did, she jumped into the middle of the street and waved her arms. “Stop, please! I need help!”

      With screeching tires, the van stopped a few feet away from her, and the driver jumped out. “Are you crazy? What the hell were you thinking jumping into the middle of the street like that? Do you have a death wish?”

      “Get back behind the wheel.” She imbued her tone with compulsion.

      Confused, he did as she asked while she hopped into the passenger seat. “Drive away at a normal speed.”

      His eyes glazing over, he nodded.

      She needed to ease up on the compulsion, or his brain would freeze.

      “How many people did you deliver food for?” She used a gentler push this time.

      “There were forty main courses in the order and ten side dishes.”

      “Were there forty people inside?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That was the problem with compulsion. The answers matched the question precisely, while she needed the guy to elaborate.

      “Tell me exactly what you saw inside the house and what you were told.”

      “There were two security guards at the gate, but they didn’t move from their station. Three guys came out of the house and helped me carry the food inside. When everything was placed on the kitchen counter, one of the men complained that the portions were small and that there wasn’t enough food. I asked him if they were having a party, and he said that they were just a bunch of hungry men. He said that given the prices, he expected the portions to be bigger. Then the other guy said that servings in fancy restaurants were always small and that he would have ordered from their usual place. Then the first guy said that he was sick of eating the same food every day and called the restaurant to order more stuff.”

      “Is someone else delivering the second order, or is it you?”

      “I’m the only delivery guy they have. I’m going back.”

      Eleanor smiled. “What’s your name?”

      “Jesse.”

      “I’m Gina, and I’m coming with you. If anyone asks you who I am, tell them that I’m your cousin from Illinois.”
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      “Do you want to come with us to the café?” Jacki asked. “Kalugal and I are meeting Kian, Syssi, Amanda, and Dalhu for lunch.”

      Atzil and Ruvon hadn’t returned yet, and Rufsur wondered whether the ladies he’d seen them flirting with had taken them home with them. If not, they might still be there, checking out the selection.

      When he’d returned to the house, Jacki and Kalugal had been in their bedroom, so he hadn’t had an opportunity to talk with either of them.

      Jacki had emerged only a few minutes ago and had gone into the kitchen to make coffee. Kalugal was either taking a shower or a nap, but he wasn’t going to ask which one unless Jacki volunteered the information.

      He glanced at his watch. It was only ten minutes after twelve, but maybe Edna would be okay with him coming to get her earlier. Besides, Kalugal still hadn’t emerged from the bedroom, so it wasn’t as if they were heading out already.

      Lucky bastard. Not only was he mated to a great girl, but he could also enjoy her anytime he wanted.

      “I told Edna that I will pick her up at one o'clock, and we will have lunch together, but if we get there before that, I’ll see if she can join us earlier.”

      “I’m sure she can. That’s going to be our final goodbye for this visit. Are you all packed?”

      “I never unpacked. I was living out of my duffle bag.”

      She chuckled. “No wonder you look so rumpled.”

      He glanced down at his T-shirt. “I didn’t notice, but you are right. Do you think I should iron it?”

      “If you take it off, I can iron it for you.”

      He could only imagine what Kalugal would think if he came out of the bedroom and saw him sitting there bare-chested while Jacki ironed his shirt.

      “Thanks, but I can do it myself.” He gave the shirt a tug. “Or I can just do this.” He gave it a few more. “Much better.”

      “Men.” Jacki shook her head. “Do you want coffee?”

      Coffee was safe. “I would love some. Thank you. Do you know if Kalugal got any updates from home?”

      If they were saying goodbye to their hosts over lunch, the coast must be clear.

      She handed him a mug and sat on the couch next to him. “So far, Phinas has nothing to report. Kalugal spoke with him less than an hour ago, and there has been no suspicious activity around the house. If not for Syssi insisting on having a bad feeling about it, we would have been on our way to the airstrip by now. Instead, we are leaving at four. Kalugal wants us to have dinner at home.”

      “That’s a shame. Kian’s cyborg butler is a great cook.” He smiled. “Just don’t tell Atzil that I said so.”

      He couldn’t care less about what he ate for dinner. Sandwiches from the café’s vending machine would have been fine if he could share them with Edna.

      Jacki patted his arm. “I know that it’s not about Okidu’s cooking but about having more time with Edna. You don’t need to pretend to be all macho with me. Having feelings doesn’t make you any less manly.”

      “Damn right.” He flexed his bicep. “I am a manly man.”

      “I thought of something this morning. It’s just a seed of an idea, but if all of us gave it some thought, maybe it could be useful for our future plans.” She glanced at the door to the bedroom. “What’s encouraging is that Kalugal didn’t dismiss it out of hand.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “So the biggest obstacles to the unification idea are fear and the wish for privacy and independence. Kian is afraid of Kalugal using his compulsion power to get information out of people or to cause trouble, and now that we know that Annani can compel Kalugal, he is afraid of the same thing from her. Except, both sides have an immune. Kalugal has me, and Kian has Turner. The question is, how can we protect our people from compulsion? Kalugal will not agree to the cuff being permanently attached to his wrist, and I wouldn’t even suggest that the goddess wear one.”

      So, he’d been right about Kalugal figuring that one out.

      Damn. His chances of seeing Edna were not looking good, and Jacki’s idea wasn’t really helpful.

      “That’s thinking out of the box, which is great, but I can’t see how we can use it. You can only shield yourself, and as you’ve experienced, you couldn’t help any of your friends when Kalugal froze them. There isn’t much you can do.”

      “I was still human back then. I’m faster and stronger now, but I still don’t know what I could do to prevent Annani from compelling Kalugal to reveal his secrets.” She glanced at his pocket and the outline of the clan’s phone in it. “Whatever they might be.”

      Rufsur smiled. “You can knock him out with a well-aimed punch to the head. I can teach you how to do that.”

      Jacki rolled her eyes. “And then what? Fight the goddess, so she leaves him alone?”
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      While Jesse went into the kitchen to get the additional order for the mansion, Eleanor changed out of her maid’s skirt and put on a pair of jeans, which was what the guy was wearing along with a plain T-shirt. In terms of uniform, a baseball cap with the restaurant’s logo on it was the extent of it, and she intended to borrow it.

      It seemed like the mansion was full of men, so perhaps she could use her meager feminine assets to distract them. Not everyone was susceptible to compulsion, and there were probably cameras everywhere. Besides, Eleanor could only affect a few people at a time, and she didn’t know how many of them she would encounter. She needed to play the part of a delivery girl well and phrase her questions in a way that didn’t arouse suspicion.

      Taking a look in the rearview mirror, she undid her braids and combed out her hair, but it still looked frizzy and messy, so she gathered it in a ponytail.

      Not a big improvement.

      Eleanor’s face wasn’t ugly, but it wasn’t pretty either, and she would need to wear the eyeglasses that looked like they were corrective lenses but were designed to fool facial recognition technology.

      Her best feature was her athletic, slim build, but the boxy shirt did nothing to accentuate it. Not only that, but she also appeared completely flat-chested because she’d bound her breasts in case she needed to disguise herself as a man.

      The bandage had to go.

      After pulling it down from under her shirt, she stuffed it into her tote. Luckily, her breasts were still nice and perky, so she could get away with not wearing a bra.

      Look at me. She chuckled. Eleanor the Femme Fatale.

      After Jesse finished loading the food order into the back of the van and got behind the wheel, she snatched the hat off his head and put it on hers. “Let’s go.”

      “Can you remind me why you are here, and why am I taking you?”

      “Because I told you so, and my wishes have to be obeyed. Now, be quiet and drive.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Jesse turned into the street where her car was parked, and she pointed to it. “Pull up behind that Suburban, get out of the van, and wait for me inside the car.” She tossed him the keys. “If anyone asks what you are doing there, tell them that you are waiting for your cousin to finish her cleaning job. If anyone asks in which house, tell them that you don’t know. She told you to wait for her here.”

      Perhaps she was overthinking it, but there weren’t any other cars parked on the street, and a ten-year-old Suburban didn’t match the profile of the wealthy residents. Someone might get suspicious.

      Once Jesse was sitting behind the wheel of her car, she put the delivery van in drive and headed to the mansion.

      At the gate, she stopped and pressed the buzzer. “Delivery from Jeremy’s.”

      “What happened to the guy?” the guard asked through the intercom.

      “Jesse is on a break. Can you please open? You are not my only delivery.”

      “Sure, come on in.”

      As the gate slid open and Eleanor drove up to the front door, it opened, and two burly guys came out.

      “We can take it from here,” one of them said.

      “Sorry, no can do.” Eleanor jumped down and walked to the van’s back door. “The boss wants me to make sure that you are happy this time. I have to deliver the food in person.” She smiled at the one who looked a little less intimidating. “But I would appreciate your help carrying it inside.”

      As she handed each of the guys two bags and took the last two, the nice one looked inside the empty van and frowned. “I thought that you had more deliveries to make.”

      Damn, had he been the one on the intercom? She’d thought it had been one of the guards.

      “I need to go back for them. The other orders weren’t ready yet, and the boss didn’t want to make you wait.” She followed the two inside. “How many people do you need to feed that you are ordering so much food?”

      “A bunch of hungry guys.”

      They passed a dining room with at least twelve men sitting around the table, and she counted six more in the kitchen, sitting at the breakfast table.

      “Sixty main courses for twenty men?”

      “We have big appetites.” He put the bags on the counter and took the two she was carrying off her hands.

      In a moment, she would be dismissed, and she still hadn’t learned anything useful. Perhaps it was time to use her feminine wiles.

      Affecting a flirtatious smile, she struck a pose with a hand on her hip. “It isn’t every day that I make a delivery to a household full of hunky men. How come there are no women here? Are you all members of a football team?”

      One of the guys sitting at the table chuckled. “We are a team, but we don’t play football. What’s your name?”

      She sauntered over. “Gina. What’s yours?”

      “Greggory.” He wiped his hand on his pants and offered it to her for a handshake. “Do you have a phone number, Gina?”

      “I do, but I have a rule about that. I don’t give it out. I’ll take yours, though.”

      He looked her up and down. “Do you have a pen?”

      “Sure do.” She pulled it out from her shirt pocket and handed it to him.

      Grabbing a napkin, he scribbled a number on it and added his name. “Here you go, doll. Call me when you are off work.”

      Doll? Who called women that in this day and age? Was he enacting a 50s movie?

      If any of this was for real, she would have told him what she thought about being called a doll. But since it wasn’t, Eleanor stuffed the folded napkin in her back pocket, put on her most coquettish smile, and decided to play along. “You betcha, I will, handsome.” She added a wink.

      Except, none of his friends chuckled or snorted or made fun of him, which was odd.

      One of the two who’d escorted her into the kitchen pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and handed it to her. “Thank you for the fast delivery, Gina. I’ll see you out to the van.”

      So polite and so generous. She must have stepped back in time.

      Eleanor whistled. “Oh, wow. Thank you.” She made a big production of folding the bill and stuffing it in her shirt pocket.

      As she’d intended, all eyes went to her braless chest.

      Men were so easy to manipulate. She wasn’t a looker by any standards, and yet she’d scored the phone number of a guy who was at least ten years younger than her and had a bunch of them staring at her modest but perky breasts.

      Out in the front yard, her escort opened the driver’s door for her, and then waited on the driveway as she drove away.

      Damn, it suddenly occurred to her that they might call the restaurant and ask about the delivery girl. She needed to get back there as fast as she could and compel everyone on staff to confirm that they had one called Gina.

      But first, she had to collect Jesse.

      With paranoia churning her stomach, Eleanor drove past her car and continued for ten more minutes, making sure that no one was following her. When she was certain that she had no tail, she let out a relieved breath and circled back to pick up the delivery guy.

      So far, things were looking good.

      Later tonight, she was going to call Greggory and suggest that they hook up. Then when she got him alone, she was going to pump him for information about his friends.
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      When a knock sounded at her door, Edna glanced at her watch. It wasn’t one in the afternoon yet, but Rufsur was probably a little early.

      Smiling, she got up from behind her desk and went to open the door. “Did you miss me?”

      He pulled her into his arms, stepped into her office, and kicked the door closed before pushing her against it. “I did.” He smashed his lips over hers.

      It was so good to have his big body pinning her to the door, to feel every hard muscle through his thin T-shirt and his hard length through his jeans.

      They’d made love only hours ago, and yet she was hungry for him as if he’d been gone for weeks. How was she going to survive until his next visit?

      Reaching for his zipper with one hand, she popped his jean button with her other. Regrettably, he was wearing boxer shorts, but his erection had elongated, and the mushroom head was sticking above the elastic.

      As she ran her thumb over it, spreading around the small bead of moisture that had formed on the slit, Rufsur groaned and put his hand over hers. “Stop.”

      “Why?”

      “Everyone is waiting for us down at the café.”

      “Who is everyone?”

      “Kian, Syssi, Amanda, Dalhu, Kalugal, Jacki, and even Atzil and Ruvon have joined. I told them that I’d get you, and we would be down in a moment.”

      “How about five moments?”

      Laughing, he shook his head. “Hold that thought. We can come back here after lunch.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “At four, Okidu is driving us to the airstrip.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      He rested his forehead against hers. “I wish we didn’t have company in the limousine.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She tucked his erection back into his underwear and zipped him up.

      “I used to love it when duty called. Now, I hate it.” Rufsur closed the button on his jeans, and then tucked Edna’s blouse back into her baggy pants. “You know what I would like?” He tried to fix her hair but only seemed to make it worse.

      “What?”

      “To take all of these pins out, and for you to let your hair down.”

      Smiling, she lifted her chin. “Figuratively or literally?”

      “Both. May I?” He pulled one pin out.

      “Go for it.”

      When he was done, he threaded his fingers through her hair and fanned it out over her shoulders. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “What?”

      “Can you wear it like that while I’m gone?”

      “Why?”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her out of the office. “I’m not sure. Maybe I need a reminder that I had some impact on your life and that you are having fun without me.”

      Edna chuckled. “My hairstyle has nothing to do with me having fun or not.”

      “I disagree. It’s like smiling even when you don’t feel like it and then feeling happier for it. When you let your hair down, you are more inclined to have fun.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not going to be fun without you. Why should I pretend that it is?”

      “If you let me call you this time, we can have fun.” He leaned and whispered in her ear, “Video calls can be very naughty.”

      Edna scowled at him. “No way. What if our bosses monitor our conversations?”

      “Then we will give them a show.”

      “I’m not an exhibitionist.”

      “Liar. Do you think that I’ve forgotten your story about making love under the waterfall with Robbie’s men within hearing distance?”

      She laughed. “You are right. There was that.”

      It dawned on her then that bringing up one of her favorite memories of Robbie hadn’t been painful. For the first time since he’d died, she could think back to the time she had with him with warmth and fondness in her heart and not an aching, gaping hole.

      She owed it to Rufsur.

      Anyone else would have stayed away from the subject and tiptoed around it, perhaps would have even been resentful of the love she’d shared with another.

      But not Rufsur.

      His heart was big enough to accept her together with the human male she had loved and lost.

      He had helped her heal.

      “I love you.” She smiled at him.

      “Oh, yeah?” He stopped and turned toward her. “How much?”

      “With everything that I have.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “Prove it.”

      Edna knew what he wanted to hear her say, but she wasn’t ready to do that. “You can video call me, and we will have as many naughty conversations as you want.”

      Rufsur looked a little disappointed. “For the next two weeks, it will have to do.”
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      THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS ORIGINS

      1: Goddess’s Choice

      When gods and immortals still ruled the ancient world, one young goddess risked everything for love.

      2: Goddess’s Hope

      Hungry for power and infatuated with the beautiful Areana, Navuh plots his father's demise. After all, by getting rid of the insane god he would be doing the world a favor. Except, when gods and immortals conspire against each other, humanity pays the price.

      But things are not what they seem, and prophecies should not to be trusted...

      

      THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS

      1: Dark Stranger The Dream

      Syssi's paranormal foresight lands her a job at Dr. Amanda Dokani's neuroscience lab, but it fails to predict the thrilling yet terrifying turn her life will take. Syssi has no clue that her boss is an immortal who'll drag her into a secret, millennia-old battle over humanity's future. Nor does she realize that the professor's imposing brother is the mysterious stranger who's been starring in her dreams.

      Since the dawn of human civilization, two warring factions of immortals—the descendants of the gods of old—have been secretly shaping its destiny. Leading the clandestine battle from his luxurious Los Angeles high-rise, Kian is surrounded by his clan, yet alone. Descending from a single goddess, clan members are forbidden to each other. And as the only other immortals are their hated enemies, Kian and his kin have been long resigned to a lonely existence of fleeting trysts with human partners. That is, until his sister makes a game-changing discovery—a mortal seeress who she believes is a dormant carrier of their genes. Ever the realist, Kian is skeptical and refuses Amanda's plea to attempt Syssi's activation. But when his enemies learn of the Dormant's existence, he's forced to rush her to the safety of his keep. Inexorably drawn to Syssi, Kian wrestles with his conscience as he is tempted to explore her budding interest in the darker shades of sensuality.

      2: Dark Stranger Revealed

      While sheltered in the clan's stronghold, Syssi is unaware that Kian and Amanda are not human, and neither are the supposedly religious fanatics that are after her. She feels a powerful connection to Kian, and as he introduces her to a world of pleasure she never dared imagine, his dominant sexuality is a revelation. Considering that she's completely out of her element, Syssi feels comfortable and safe letting go with him. That is, until she begins to suspect that all is not as it seems. Piecing the puzzle together, she draws a scary, yet wrong conclusion...

      3: Dark Stranger Immortal

      When Kian confesses his true nature, Syssi is not as much shocked by the revelation as she is wounded by what she perceives as his callous plans for her.

      If she doesn't turn, he’ll be forced to erase her memories and let her go. His family's safety demands secrecy – no one in the mortal world is allowed to know that immortals exist.

      Resigned to the cruel reality that even if she stays on to never again leave the keep, she'll get old while Kian won’t, Syssi is determined to enjoy what little time she has with him, one day at a time.

      Can Kian let go of the mortal woman he loves? Will Syssi turn? And if she does, will she survive the dangerous transition?

      4: Dark Enemy Taken

      Dalhu can't believe his luck when he stumbles upon the beautiful immortal professor. Presented with a once in a lifetime opportunity to grab an immortal female for himself, he kidnaps her and runs. If he ever gets caught, either by her people or his, his life is forfeit. But for a chance of a loving mate and a family of his own, Dalhu is prepared to do everything in his power to win Amanda's heart, and that includes leaving the Doom brotherhood and his old life behind. 

      Amanda soon discovers that there is more to the handsome Doomer than his dark past and a hulking, sexy body. But succumbing to her enemy's seduction, or worse, developing feelings for a ruthless killer is out of the question. No man is worth life on the run, not even the one and only immortal male she could claim as her own… 

      Her clan and her research must come first…

      5: Dark Enemy Captive

      When the rescue team returns with Amanda and the chained Dalhu to the keep, Amanda is not as thrilled to be back as she thought she'd be. Between Kian's contempt for her and Dalhu's imprisonment, Amanda's budding relationship with Dalhu seems doomed. Things start to look up when Annani offers her help, and together with Syssi they resolve to find a way for Amanda to be with Dalhu. But will she still want him when she realizes that he is responsible for her nephew's murder? Could she? Will she take the easy way out and choose Andrew instead?

      6: Dark Enemy Redeemed

      Amanda suspects that something fishy is going on onboard the Anna. But when her investigation of the peculiar all-female Russian crew fails to uncover anything other than more speculation, she decides it's time to stop playing detective and face her real problem—a man she shouldn't want but can't live without.

      6.5: My Dark Amazon

      When Michael and Kri fight off a gang of humans, Michael gets stabbed. The injury to his immortal body recovers fast, but the one to his ego takes longer, putting a strain on his relationship with Kri.

      7: Dark Warrior Mine

      When Andrew is forced to retire from active duty, he believes that all he has to look forward to is a boring desk job. His glory days in special ops are over. But as it turns out, his thrill ride has just begun. Andrew discovers not only that immortals exist and have been manipulating global affairs since antiquity, but that he and his sister are rare possessors of the immortal genes.

      Problem is, Andrew might be too old to attempt the activation process. His sister, who is fourteen years his junior, barely made it through the transition, so the odds of him coming out of it alive, let alone immortal, are slim.

      But fate may force his hand.

      Helping a friend find his long-lost daughter, Andrew finds a woman who's worth taking the risk for. Nathalie might be a Dormant, but the only way to find out for sure requires fangs and venom.

      8: Dark Warrior’s Promise

      Andrew and Nathalie's love flourishes, but the secrets they keep from each other taint their relationship with doubts and suspicions. In the meantime, Sebastian and his men are getting bolder, and the storm that's brewing will shift the balance of power in the millennia-old conflict between Annani's clan and its enemies.

      9: Dark Warrior’s Destiny

      The new ghost in Nathalie's head remembers who he was in life, providing Andrew and her with indisputable proof that he is real and not a figment of her imagination. 

      Convinced that she is a Dormant, Andrew decides to go forward with his transition immediately after the rescue mission at the Doomers' HQ.

      Fearing for his life, Nathalie pleads with him to reconsider. She'd rather spend the rest of her mortal days with Andrew than risk what they have for the fickle promise of immortality.

      While the clan gets ready for battle, Carol gets help from an unlikely ally. Sebastian's second-in-command can no longer ignore the torment she suffers at the hands of his commander and offers to help her, but only if she agrees to his terms.

      10: Dark Warrior’s Legacy

      Andrew's acclimation to his post-transition body isn't easy. His senses are sharper, he's bigger, stronger, and hungrier. Nathalie fears that the changes in the man she loves are more than physical. Measuring up to this new version of him is going to be a challenge.

      Carol and Robert are disillusioned with each other. They are not destined mates, and love is not on the horizon. When Robert's three months are up, he might be left with nothing to show for his sacrifice.

      Lana contacts Anandur with disturbing news; the yacht and its human cargo are in Mexico. Kian must find a way to apprehend Alex and rescue the women on board without causing an international incident.

      11: Dark Guardian Found

      What would you do if you stopped aging?

      Eva runs. The ex-DEA agent doesn't know what caused her strange mutation, only that if discovered, she'll be dissected like a lab rat. What Eva doesn't know, though, is that she's a descendant of the gods, and that she is not alone. The man who rocked her world in one life-changing encounter over thirty years ago is an immortal as well. 

      To keep his people's existence secret, Bhathian was forced to turn his back on the only woman who ever captured his heart, but he's never forgotten and never stopped looking for her.

      12: Dark Guardian Craved

      Cautious after a lifetime of disappointments, Eva is mistrustful of Bhathian's professed feelings of love. She accepts him as a lover and a confidant but not as a life partner.

      Jackson suspects that Tessa is his true love mate, but unless she overcomes her fears, he might never find out.

      Carol gets an offer she can't refuse—a chance to prove that there is more to her than meets the eye. Robert believes she's about to commit a deadly mistake, but when he tries to dissuade her, she tells him to leave.

      13: Dark Guardian’s Mate

      Prepare for the heart-warming culmination of Eva and Bhathian's story!

      14: Dark Angel's Obsession

      The cold and stoic warrior is an enigma even to those closest to him. His secrets are about to unravel...

      15: Dark Angel's Seduction

      Brundar is fighting a losing battle. Calypso is slowly chipping away his icy armor from the outside, while his need for her is melting it from the inside. 

      He can't allow it to happen. Calypso is a human with none of the Dormant indicators. There is no way he can keep her for more than a few weeks.

      16:  Dark Angel's Surrender

      Get ready for the heart pounding conclusion to Brundar and Calypso's story. 

      Callie still couldn't wrap her head around it, nor could she summon even a smidgen of sorrow or regret. After all, she had some memories with him that weren't horrible. She should've felt something. But there was nothing, not even shock. Not even horror at what had transpired over the last couple of hours.

      Maybe it was a typical response for survivors--feeling euphoric for the simple reason that they were alive. Especially when that survival was nothing short of miraculous.

      Brundar's cold hand closed around hers, reminding her that they weren't out of the woods yet. Her injuries were superficial, and the most she had to worry about was some scarring. But, despite his and Anandur's reassurances, Brundar might never walk again.

      If he ended up crippled because of her, she would never forgive herself for getting him involved in her crap.

      "Are you okay, sweetling? Are you in pain?" Brundar asked.

      Her injuries were nothing compared to his, and yet he was concerned about her. God, she loved this man. The thing was, if she told him that, he would run off, or crawl away as was the case.

      Hey, maybe this was the perfect opportunity to spring it on him.

      17: Dark Operative: A Shadow of Death

      As a brilliant strategist and the only human entrusted with the secret of immortals' existence, Turner is both an asset and a liability to the clan. His request to attempt transition into immortality as an alternative to cancer treatments cannot be denied without risking the clan's exposure. On the other hand, approving it means risking his premature death. In both scenarios, the clan will lose a valuable ally.

      When the decision is left to the clan's physician, Turner makes plans to manipulate her by taking advantage of her interest in him.

      Will Bridget fall for the cold, calculated operative? Or will Turner fall into his own trap?

      18: Dark Operative: A Glimmer of Hope

      As Turner and Bridget’s relationship deepens, living together seems like the right move, but to make it work both need to make concessions.

      Bridget is realistic and keeps her expectations low. Turner could never be the truelove mate she yearns for, but he is as good as she’s going to get. Other than his emotional limitations, he’s perfect in every way.

      Turner’s hard shell is starting to show cracks. He wants immortality, he wants to be part of the clan, and he wants Bridget, but he doesn’t want to cause her pain. 

      His options are either abandon his quest for immortality and give Bridget his few remaining decades, or abandon Bridget by going for the transition and most likely dying. His rational mind dictates that he chooses the former, but his gut pulls him toward the latter. Which one is he going to trust?

      19: Dark Operative: The Dawn of Love

      Get ready for the exciting finale of Bridget and Turner’s story!

      20: Dark Survivor Awakened

      This was a strange new world she had awakened to.

      Her memory loss must have been catastrophic because almost nothing was familiar. The language was foreign to her, with only a few words bearing some similarity to the language she thought in. Still, a full moon cycle had passed since her awakening, and little by little she was gaining basic understanding of it--only a few words and phrases, but she was learning more each day.

      A week or so ago, a little girl on the street had tugged on her mother's sleeve and pointed at her. "Look, Mama, Wonder Woman!"

      The mother smiled apologetically, saying something in the language these people spoke, then scurried away with the child looking behind her shoulder and grinning.

      When it happened again with another child on the same day, it was settled.

      Wonder Woman must have been the name of someone important in this strange world she had awoken to, and since both times it had been said with a smile it must have been a good one.

      Wonder had a nice ring to it.

      She just wished she knew what it meant.

      21: Dark Survivor Echoes of Love

      Wonder’s journey continues in Dark Survivor Echoes of Love.

      22: Dark Survivor Reunited

      The exciting finale of Wonder and Anandur's story.

      23: Dark Widow’s Secret

      Vivian and her daughter share a powerful telepathic connection, so when Ella can’t be reached by conventional or psychic means, her mother fears the worst. 

      Help arrives from an unexpected source when Vivian gets a call from the young doctor she met at a psychic convention. Turns out Julian belongs to a private organization specializing in retrieving missing girls. 

      As Julian's clan mobilizes its considerable resources to rescue the daughter, Magnus is charged with keeping the gorgeous young mother safe.

      Worry for Ella and the secrets Vivian and Magnus keep from each other should be enough to prevent the sparks of attraction from kindling a blaze of desire. Except, these pesky sparks have a mind of their own.

      24: Dark Widow’s Curse

      A simple rescue operation turns into mission impossible when the Russian mafia gets involved. Bad things are supposed to come in threes, but in Vivian's case, it seems like there is no limit to bad luck. Her family and everyone who gets close to her is affected by her curse.

      Will Magnus and his people prove her wrong?

      25: Dark Widow’s Blessing

      The thrilling finale of the Dark Widow trilogy!

      26: Dark Dream’s Temptation

      Julian has known Ella is the one for him from the moment he saw her picture, but when he finally frees her from captivity, she seems indifferent to him. Could he have been mistaken?

      Ella’s rescue should’ve ended that chapter in her life, but it seems like the road back to normalcy has just begun and it’s full of obstacles. Between the pitying looks she gets and her mother’s attempts to get her into therapy, Ella feels like she’s typecast as a victim, when nothing could be further from the truth. She’s a tough survivor, and she’s going to prove it.

      Strangely, the only one who seems to understand is Logan, who keeps popping up in her dreams. But then, he’s a figment of her imagination—or is he?

      27: Dark Dream’s Unraveling

      While trying to figure out a way around Logan's silencing compulsion, Ella concocts an ambitious plan. What if instead of trying to keep him out of her dreams, she could pretend to like him and lure him into a trap? 

      Catching Navuh’s son would be a major boon for the clan, as well as for Ella. She will have her revenge, turning the tables on another scumbag out to get her.

      28: Dark Dream’s Trap

      The trap is set, but who is the hunter and who is the prey? Find out in this heart-pounding conclusion to the Dark Dream trilogy.

      29: Dark Prince’s Enigma

      As the son of the most dangerous male on the planet, Lokan lives by three rules:

      Don’t trust a soul.

      Don’t show emotions.

      And don’t get attached.

      Will one extraordinary woman make him break all three?

      30: Dark Prince’s Dilemma

      Will Kian decide that the benefits of trusting Lokan outweigh the risks? 

      Will Lokan betray his father and brothers for the greater good of his people?

      Are Carol and Lokan true-love mates, or is one of them playing the other?

      So many questions, the path ahead is anything but clear.

      31: Dark Prince’s Agenda

      While Turner and Kian work out the details of Areana's rescue plan, Carol and Lokan's tumultuous relationship hits another snag. Is it a sign of things to come?

      32 : Dark Queen’s Quest

      A former beauty queen, a retired undercover agent, and a successful model, Mey is not the typical damsel in distress. But when her sister drops off the radar and then someone starts following her around, she panics.

      Following a vague clue that Kalugal might be in New York, Kian sends a team headed by Yamanu to search for him. 

      As Mey and Yamanu’s paths cross, he offers her his help and protection, but will that be all?

      33: Dark Queen’s Knight

      As the only member of his clan with a godlike power over human minds, Yamanu has been shielding his people for centuries, but that power comes at a steep price. When Mey enters his life, he's faced with the most difficult choice.

      The safety of his clan or a future with his fated mate.

      34: Dark Queen’s Army

      As Mey anxiously waits for her transition to begin and for Yamanu to test whether his godlike powers are gone, the clan sets out to solve two mysteries:

      Where is Jin, and is she there voluntarily?

      Where is Kalugal, and what is he up to?

      35: Dark Spy Conscripted

      Jin possesses a unique paranormal ability. Just by touching someone, she can insert a mental hook into their psyche and tie a string of her consciousness to it, creating a tether. That doesn’t make her a spy, though, not unless her talent is discovered by those seeking to exploit it.

      36: Dark Spy’s Mission

      Jin’s first spying mission is supposed to be easy. Walk into the club, touch Kalugal to tether her consciousness to him, and walk out.

      Except, they should have known better.

      37: Dark Spy’s Resolution

      The best-laid plans often go awry...

      38: Dark Overlord New Horizon

      Jacki has two talents that set her apart from the rest of the human race.

      She has unpredictable glimpses of other people’s futures, and she is immune to mind manipulation.

      Unfortunately, both talents are pretty useless for finding a job other than the one she had in the government’s paranormal division.

      It seemed like a sweet deal, until she found out that the director planned on producing super babies by compelling the recruits into pairing up. When an opportunity to escape the program presented itself, she took it, only to find out that humans are not at the top of the food chain.

      Immortals are real, and at the very top of the hierarchy is Kalugal, the most powerful, arrogant, and sexiest male she has ever met.

      With one look, he sets her blood on fire, but Jacki is not a fool. A man like him will never think of her as anything more than a tasty snack, while she will never settle for anything less than his heart.

      39: Dark Overlord’s Wife

      Jacki is still clinging to her all-or-nothing policy, but Kalugal is chipping away at her resistance. Perhaps it’s time to ease up on her convictions. A little less than all is still much better than nothing, and a couple of decades with a demigod is probably worth more than a lifetime with a mere mortal.

      40: Dark Overlord’s Clan

      As Jacki and Kalugal prepare to celebrate their union, Kian takes every precaution to safeguard his people. Except, Kalugal and his men are not his only potential adversaries, and compulsion is not the only power he should fear.

      41:  Dark Choices The Quandary

      When Rufsur and Edna meet, the attraction is as unexpected as it is undeniable. Except, she's the clan's judge and councilwoman, and he's Kalugal's second-in-command. Will loyalty and duty to their people keep them apart?

      42:  Dark Choices Paradigm Shift

      Edna and Rufsur are miserable without each other, and their two-week separation seems like an eternity. Long-distance relationships are difficult, but for immortal couples they are impossible. Unless one of them is willing to leave everything behind for the other, things are just going to get worse. Except, the cost of compromise is far greater than giving up their comfortable lives and hard-earned positions. The future of their people is on the line.

      43: Dark Choices The Accord

      The winds of change blowing over the village demand hard choices. For better or worse, Kian’s decisions will alter the trajectory of the clan’s future, and he is not ready to take the plunge. But as Edna and Rufsur’s plight gains widespread support, his resistance slowly begins to erode.
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      When Gabriel's company is ready to start beta testing, he invites his old crush to inspect its medical safety protocol.

      Curious about the revolutionary technology of the Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy-Fulfillment studios, Brenna agrees.

      Neither expects to end up partnering for its first fully immersive test run.
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      When Lisa’s nutty friends get her a gift certificate to Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy Studios, she has no intentions of using it. But since the only way to get a refund is if no partner can be found for her, she makes sure to request a fantasy so girly and over the top that no sane guy will pick it up.

      Except, someone does.
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      Working as a Starbucks barista, Alicia fends off flirting all day long, but none of the guys are as charming and sexy as Gregg. His frequent visits are the highlight of her day, but since he’s never asked her out, she assumes he’s taken. Besides, between a day job and a budding music career, she has no time to start a new relationship.

      That is until Gregg makes her an offer she can’t refuse—a gift certificate to the virtual fantasy fulfillment service everyone is talking about. As a huge Star Trek fan, Alicia has a perfect match in mind—the captain of the Starship Enterprise.
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