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      Rufsur stretched his legs in front of him, crossed his arms over his chest, and leaned back against the clinic’s wall.

      The bench he and Hivak had been occupying on and off for the past thirty hours was a torture device, but the view was worth it.

      The clan ladies passing by were friendly, and so far at least twenty had introduced themselves. All were lovely and seemed eager to sample an immortal’s lovemaking prowess, but none had stood out from the rest.

      No matter.

      The day was still young, and the rumor about the two visiting immortal bachelors was spreading fast. Soon, every woman in the village would come to check him and Hivak out.

      Luckily for him and Kalugal’s other men, only a few were taken, and since he knew most of the mated females, he could enjoy the view guilt-free.

      Rufsur smirked. By the time Jacki got discharged from the clinic, he would have seen every available clanswoman and made his choice.

      At least one had to have that elusive extra something he was searching for.

      Look at me suddenly being picky.

      Until mere weeks ago, Rufsur had never even dreamed of encountering an immortal female, and if he had been fortunate enough to find one, he would have pursued her regardless of her attributes. But now that he had a virtual buffet, he was choosy.

      The thing was, he and Hivak were the first unrelated and unattached immortal males to visit the clan, and therefore they had a temporary advantage over the rest of Kalugal’s men.

      They were a hot commodity, and it would be unwise not to make the most of it.

      That was the main reason Rufsur had been sitting for hours outside the clinic, flattening his ass on the hard, concrete bench, and checking out the ladies.

      Keeping vigil for Jacki’s successful transition was just the pretext.

      He wasn’t really worried about her. Kalugal’s mate was young and healthy, and even though she’d lost consciousness yesterday morning and had been slipping in and out of it ever since, the doctor had reassured them that it was a normal part of the transition process.

      Besides, Jacki had the heart of a warrior, and she would make it through just fine.

      Nevertheless, Kalugal was stressed out of his mind, and to be there for his friend, Rufsur would have gladly suffered through much worse than sitting on a hard bench.

      Naturally, he could get up and stretch his legs, do some pacing in front of the clinic’s door, or even get something from the café that was less than fifty feet away. He had already done all of that, and he had also dashed back to the house for stuff that Kalugal had asked for.

      But the thing was, Rufsur had noticed that the ladies found it easier to come up and introduce themselves when he and Hivak were sitting down.

      Maybe they seemed less threatening from a seated position?

      After all, in a different lifetime, Kalugal and his men had been members of the Brotherhood of the Devout Order of Mortdh. Not only was the Brotherhood the clan’s sworn enemy, but its members had also earned a well-deserved reputation for being misogynistic pigs.

      To approach them even hesitatingly, the clan ladies must know that Kalugal and his men had escaped the Brotherhood during WWII, and that they were not the typical Doomers, as the clan nicknamed Mortdh’s followers. And yet, they still regarded them suspiciously. In their eyes, former Brotherhood members were guilty until proven innocent.

      Rufsur didn’t fault their cautious approach. In their shoes, he would have done the same. In fact, he was also suspicious and considered clan members he hadn’t met yet as potential enemies.

      Hell, he wasn’t so sure that those he’d met and befriended were truly his friends either.

      Hivak pushed to his feet. “I’m going inside to check what’s going on.”

      Rufsur shook his head. “Don’t. Kalugal would have told us if anything has changed.”

      “He might be busy celebrating Jacki’s successful transition.”

      Hivak was such an optimist. No one knew when Jacki would complete the first stage of her transition. It would probably take days.

      “Not likely. But even if that is true, do you want to walk in on them celebrating?”

      Hopefully, Rufsur’s gut feeling was right, and Jacki’s transition into immortality would be successful, but the odds against it were not entirely negligible.

      If she didn’t make it, Kalugal would be devastated.

      Ruined.

      For a time, Rufsur had thought that he had a thing for Jacki, but after seeing his boss fall hard for her, he’d realized that his feelings paled in comparison. What Jacki and Kalugal had was special. The real deal.

      Rufsur wanted that too, and that was why he was choosy.

      Such a special bond couldn’t form with just anyone.

      Hivak sat back down. “I’ll wait for Kalugal to come out and tell us.”

      “Good choice.” Rufsur glanced at the Guardians who’d been assigned to keep an eye on their group. “Maybe they know something.” The two were sitting on a bench on the other side of the clinic’s door.

      He waved at them. “Any news?”

      Jay, the one who looked a little like Beckham, shook his head. “It’s too soon.”

      “That is what I thought.” Rufsur enunciated each word carefully, so their translating earbuds would have no problem getting it.

      Fearing Kalugal’s compulsion ability, which operated by manipulating sound waves, the Guardians assigned to them were wearing the same kind of earpieces that Kian and his crew had worn during the summit.

      It was a clever use of existing technology. The clan’s tech guy had modified them from translating speech into another language to just repeating it in a machine voice.

      Rufsur would have loved to have a pair, but regrettably, they were not for sale. To ensure a perfect fit, the clan’s tech guy was custom-making them for each wearer, and it would be hard to explain why Rufsur needed them.

      Up until recently, he hadn’t feared his boss’s compulsion ability, probably because Kalugal had never used it on him before.

      But after Rufsur’s first experience of trying to break through the voice command that had frozen him in place and rendered him powerless, things had changed. The memory of his impotent rage was going to stay with him for a long time.

      Hell, thinking about it still got him angry even though he knew that Kalugal had been just testing a theory. His boss’s fake attack on Jacki had looked so damn convincing that it had embedded itself in Rufsur’s mind, as did the memory of rushing to her rescue and getting stopped with one damn verbal command.

      Perhaps as a precaution, he could purchase top quality earplugs and carry them in his pocket.

      Rufsur loved Kalugal like a brother, but the guy was too powerful for his own good, and given his family history, that was potentially dangerous.

      Mortdh, Kalugal’s grandfather and the god the Brotherhood worshiped, had gone insane because he’d been spurned by Annani. That had pushed him into singlehandedly ending the gods' era by killing all but two—Annani, the clan’s mother, and her half-sister, Areana, who was Kalugal’s mother.

      Navuh, Kalugal’s father, was not as crazy as Mortdh, but he was a piece of work nonetheless.

      Bottom line, Kalugal had to be watched, and after they had escaped the Brotherhood and Navuh’s control, Rufsur had appointed himself as his boss’s watcher.

      Kalugal’s intentions were good, and he was a decent man, but the guy was three-quarters god, brilliant, had the ability to compel other immortals, and carried crazy genes that were a ticking bomb just waiting for the right trigger.

      Having a pair of good earplugs might make all the difference between being able to stop Kalugal and failing.

      Hopefully, it would never come to that, but it was better to be prepared. If anything happened to Jacki, it might be just the trigger to push his boss over the edge.

      As the sound of wheels rolling over pavement pulled Rufsur out of his own head, he looked up and saw Wonder pushing a food cart toward the clinic.

      “Hold on.” He jumped up to open the door for her.

      “Thank you.” She pushed the cart through.

      “Any news on Jacki?” he asked.

      “Bridget called me and asked that I bring breakfast for everyone, so maybe Jacki is awake. I’ll tell you on my way out.”

      “Thanks.”

      Rufsur went back to his spot on the bench.

      Twenty minutes later, the clinic’s door opened again, and he jumped up to hold it for Wonder.

      Grinning, she rolled her cart out. “I have great news. Jin has officially transitioned, and Bridget is about to test Jacki, who is feeling much better.”

      Rufsur felt like hugging the woman. Instead, he dipped his head. “Thank you for letting us know. I’m so relieved.”

      “Same here,” Hivak said. “I like Jacki.”

      “You’re welcome, but even though it’s just a formality, we need to wait for Bridget to administer the test first.”

      “Of course.”

      Rufsur sat back down, but then got up and started pacing. Time slowed to a crawl as they waited for Kalugal to come out and tell them the good news. Finally, when the door opened, and their boss stepped out with a big grin on his face, it wasn’t hard to guess the test result.

      “Jacki is officially an immortal now.”

      He pulled Kalugal into a bro hug. “Congratulations!” He slapped his back. “Can we see her?”

      “Not yet. Now that she’s feeling better, Jacki is concerned with how she looks. She wants to shower and change out of the hospital gown before seeing anyone.”

      “Do you need me to get her anything from the house?”

      “I’ll ask her to check what’s in the bag you packed for her. If she still needs anything, I’ll call you.”

      Rufsur nodded. “Congratulate Jacki for us.”

      “I will.” Kalugal slapped his back. “You don’t need to sit on this bench anymore.” He glanced at the two Guardians sitting on the other side of the door. “Perhaps you could invite your new friends to celebrate at the café.”

      “Good idea.”

      His boss’s intentions were clear—take the opportunity to get friendly with the Guardians and pump them for information.

      Rufsur walked up to them. “Are you guys hungry?”

      “I could eat,” Theo said. “Congratulations on Jacki’s transition. Now the four of you can go home.”

      “So eager to get rid of us already?”

      The Guardian shrugged. “I’m tired of this babysitting job.”

      “I hear you.” Rufsur clapped him on the back. “But that’s your boss’s fault. We came in peace, and we mean no harm. We don’t need to be guarded twenty-four-seven.”

      A female passing by shook her head.

      Unlike the other clan ladies, she wasn’t much to look at. In fact, it seemed like she was doing her best to appear as unattractive as possible. Her brown hair was pulled back and gathered into a tight bun, her pantsuit was two sizes too big, and her shoes belonged in a museum. They were the kind women wore in the forties.

      Maybe she’d kept them since then.

      “Who’s that?” he asked Theo.

      “That’s Edna. Our judge.”

      That explained the drab clothing and severe bun. Still, she could’ve at least bought a pantsuit that was her size and didn’t look like a potato sack.

      The woman must have heard Theo because she stopped and turned around.

      As she pinned Rufsur with her incredible, soul-penetrating eyes, her intense gaze created a bubble around them, and in that space, nothing existed but the judge and her pale blue eyes. The world around them receded into the background. There were no sounds, no sights, no smells, just her.

      She wasn’t beautiful, but it had nothing to do with her facial features. It was in her austere expression and the depth of sorrow in her smart eyes.

      What had made her so sad?

      Whatever it was, Rufsur wanted to fix it.

      If he could only wrest a smile out of her, a real one that started from the inside and was more than just a lifting of her thin lips, her beauty would burst free for all to see.
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      For over three hundred years, Edna’s heart hadn’t skipped a beat because of a man, but it did so now.

      And for whom? One of Kalugal’s men. The one who looked like her Robbie.

      She needed Vanessa to examine her head.

      At first, right after Robbie had died, Edna had seen his face everywhere, but he had been gone for more than three centuries, and that hadn’t happened to her for the longest time.

      Besides, her memory of him was foggy, and the resemblance was superficial. There were probably thousands of men out there who looked like that. Taller than average but not huge, broad-shouldered but not overly muscled, brown-haired, brown-eyed, and with lush lips that were easy to lift in a charming smile.

      Except, the physicality didn’t matter.

      Robbie had been special, one of a kind. This man who looked a little like him was just a simple soldier who couldn’t possibly contain a soul as big and as bright.

      The truth was that there was nothing foggy about Edna’s memory of the love of her life.

      If she closed her eyes, she could still see Robbie’s smiling eyes looking upon her with love and adoration, and on sunny days, the gold flakes in his irises dancing happily just because she was there. Edna still remembered quite vividly the feel of his lips when they kissed, the breadth of his shoulders as she clung to them when he made love to her, the dimple in his cheek when he smiled…

      The pain of his loss had dulled over the centuries, but in moments like this, it returned with a vengeance, cutting her raw again.

      “Hello.” As the man waved and smiled, the dimple in his cheek was shockingly familiar. “I’m Rufsur.” He started walking toward her.

      Edna’s heart skipped another beat. “Delighted to meet you, but I’m in a bit of a rush right now. Proper introductions will have to wait.”

      Ignoring his offered hand, she turned around and strode off.

      Coward.

      The mighty judge, whom everyone respected and feared, was scared to shake a man’s hand just because he reminded her of someone she’d loved in another lifetime and had broken every clan rule to be with.

      Annani should have had her whipped for her blatant disregard of the rules. Back then, they hadn’t been written into a code of law yet, but every member of the clan had known what was permitted and what wasn’t.

      The goddess had chosen to show her mercy, but at the time, Edna would have preferred she hadn’t.

      She’d craved that whipping with every fiber of her grieving body and soul. The physical pain would have been a welcome reprieve from the suffering.

      Maybe that was why Annani had forgiven her. Grief had been the punishment most befitting her crime. She’d fallen in love with a human and had stayed on as his lover for over a year. If he hadn’t been killed, she would have never left him.

      Eventually, he would have realized that her teasing about being a faerie princess come to seduce him had held a smidgen of truth.

      For Robbie, Edna would have risked exposing who she was, and worse, who her people were.

      Her biggest regret was that their many nights of lovemaking hadn’t resulted in conception. Their child would have been immortal, and her grief would have been more bearable if she’d gotten to keep a piece of Robbie with her forever.

      Except, the Fates hadn’t blessed their union. Perhaps they even detested it, punishing her by taking Robbie’s life.

      Was she responsible for his death?

      As irrational as the thought was, Edna could never dismiss it entirely, and the guilt added another layer of pain to her grief.

      With a sigh, she pulled the door to the clinic open.

      There was no point in reliving the past. She was a different person now, with duties and responsibilities, which was what had brought her to Bridget’s office on a Sunday.

      “Good morning.” The doctor arched a brow. “Have you come to check on our transitioning Dormants?”

      Not really, but the polite thing would be to inquire about their health.

      Edna pulled out a chair and sat down. “How are Jin and Jacki doing?”

      Bridget smiled like a proud mother. “As of this morning, they are both officially immortal.”

      Edna had been counting on Jin transitioning, but this was even better. She needed to talk to Kian and didn’t want to call him at home on a Sunday, especially since he was hosting Annani. But if Jin and Jacki had both transitioned, he would come to congratulate them.

      “That’s wonderful. Is Kian on his way?”

      “I was just about to call him with the good news. Why?”

      “I need to talk to him, and I was hoping to catch him here. But since I already have your ear, I might as well share my concerns with you.”

      If she managed to get Bridget on her side, the doctor’s vote might influence the other council members to join as well.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “The alliance is good, and I’m all for it, but having Kalugal and his party in the village is a mistake. Even though Kalugal no longer belongs to the Brotherhood, he is still a potential rival and not to be trusted. In fact, I’m furious at Kian for inviting him without the council’s approval. Such a decision is not at his sole discretion.”

      Bridget leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “I was there during the summit, and frankly, Kalugal impressed me. He made many more concessions than Kian, and he showed more willingness to cooperate. When the attack happened, Kalugal and his men worked with Kian and the Guardians to clean up the mess. Then we all put our heads together, and we’ve turned the failed raid attempt into an opportunity to solve the problem of the government’s paranormal talents division.”

      “I’m delighted to hear that Kalugal is a reasonable man and that he is willing to cooperate, but that doesn’t make him our friend. He is working with us because it’s beneficial to him. When our interests clash, or he no longer needs us, he might turn into an enemy.” Edna sighed. “You and I are not naive young women. We’ve seen so-called friends and allies turning on each other. We’ve even seen sons killing their own fathers and sometimes mothers in power grabs. Brothers killing brothers. Do you think that we are any better than humans in that regard?”

      Bridget shook her head. “We have enough of our own bloody history as proof that we are not. But on the other hand, we can’t let fear stand in the way of progress. I think Kalugal and his men will be good for the clan.” She smiled. “Especially for the single ladies. Think of all the potential couples. If enough of ours mate his, the family ties will ensure peaceful coexistence.”

      “Really?” Edna snorted. “You must have forgotten the lessons of Scottish history. Inter-clan marriages were common, but so were the mutual slaughters.”

      “Those were different times, Edna. The world is not as savage as it used to be.”

      “Some parts still are, but that’s beside the point. Jacki has transitioned, and Kalugal and his party should go home. I support the alliance, but meetings should happen on neutral ground, and proper safety protocols must be followed. No matter how friendly Kalugal appears, our guard should never waver.”

      Bridget sighed. “You are not going to like this. Annani wants Kalugal and Jacki to have a proper wedding in the village. She wants a big party and to preside over the ceremony. That’s why she came. I’m afraid that they are going to stay at least another week, if not longer.”

      “That’s not good.”

      When Annani decided on something, there was no way to change her mind. Even Kian was powerless to do so, and the small local council held no sway over the goddess at all.

      The only way to put pressure on the goddess and have her reconsider was to convene the big assembly. If the entire clan voted unanimously against having Kalugal and Jacki’s wedding in the village, Annani would be bound by their decision.

      That was not going to happen, though. First of all, it would take at least a week to arrange for all clan members to attend the big assembly. Secondly, not everyone would consider the wedding problematic, and thirdly, the goddess might view it as mutiny.

      Perhaps if she spoke with Annani and explained her reservations, the goddess would listen to reason?

      Edna pushed to her feet. “I’ll talk to Annani, and I’m also going to demand that Kian hold a council meeting. Can I count on your support?”

      Bridget pursed her lips. “Let me think about it. You’ve raised valid concerns, but I’m sure a compromise can be reached. We can hold the wedding in the village, but maybe postpone it by a few days, so enhanced security measures can be put in place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Kian

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s great news, Bridget. Thanks for letting me know. Syssi and I will stop by later to congratulate the two happy couples.”

      The doctor chuckled. “Give it at least two hours. Jacki saw herself in the mirror and freaked out. She needs some time before she’s ready to receive visitors.”

      Kian still remembered how gaunt and fragile Syssi had looked after going through the main stage of her transition. The energy needed for the change to immortality was immense, and in addition to shutting down all unnecessary functions, the body also cannibalized itself by using up fat stores and even muscle tissue.

      “What about Jin? Is she okay?”

      “Jin is a trouper. She is taking everything in her stride. Her fangs are finally starting to grow in, and surprisingly, that makes her happy.”

      “Are they going to elongate?”

      “I’m afraid so. What she sees now are just the tips, but they are already very long on the inside.”

      “I guess there is a first time for everything.”

      “It would seem so.”

      He’d thought that Mey’s small fangs were as strange as it was going to get, but Jin’s transition had proved him wrong.

      It was still a mystery why the sisters were different than all the other dormant and immortal females. The leading hypothesis was that they had inherited the traits from a divergent godly ancestor, but the question was, who was she or he?

      “I assume Jin and Mey’s daughters will have fangs as well?”

      “It’s likely. I’ll see you later, Kian.”

      After ending the call, he returned the phone to his pocket and walked into the dining room where his family was gathered for brunch. “Good news. As of this morning, both Jin and Jacki are officially immortal.”

      Syssi clapped her hands. “That’s a cause for celebration.”

      “I did not get a chance to give either of them my blessing,” Annani said. “But I am happy they did not require my help.”

      “You can give them a blessing now,” Amanda suggested. “Jin definitely needs it.”

      Alena frowned. “Why is that? Is she having a hard time?”

      “No, but she is growing venom glands and fangs. That would upset any girl.”

      Kian pulled out a chair next to Syssi. “Bridget says that she is taking it well. “

      “That’s because she is already mated.” Amanda reached for another waffle. “If she were single, she would be freaking out. I bet most immortal males would have thought twice before pursuing her.”

      “Why?” Syssi asked. “Jin is very attractive, and I think she’s going to look like a badass with elongating fangs.”

      Amanda waved a hand. “You know how males are. They like to feel macho, and a female who has the ability to incapacitate them with her fangs and venom might seem unfeminine to them. Just think about Wonder and what a hard time she had because of her incredible physical strength. Now imagine how much worse it would have been for her if she had elongating fangs as well.”

      Annani nodded. “She would have been an outcast. But those were different times. I am glad that she woke up from stasis to a world where her statuesque figure is not as unusual and her physical strength is not deemed freakish.”

      “Anandur is special,” Amanda said. “Not every male would have been okay with a female who was stronger than him and could kick his ass.”

      Looking at Kian, Syssi arched a brow. “Would it have bothered you if I had fangs?”

      “Not as long as mine were longer.”

      Syssi laughed. “You are much bigger all over. Of course my fangs would have been smaller.”

      Alena cleared her throat. “TMI, people. What I want to hear about is the new immortal dating application that Amanda and Carol are working on.”

      “What is that?” Annani asked.

      “It’s like Tinder or eHarmony,” Amanda explained. “People compile a profile of themselves, and others check them out. If there is a match, they agree to a date, or maybe they just talk online for a while before meeting in person.”

      “I see.” Annani didn’t look enthusiastic. “Technology is wonderful, but in this case, it does more harm than good. Those dating sites impede this generation’s ability to form meaningful relationships. Still, it might be a good idea in our special case, but it is premature.”

      “Why do you think so?” Amanda asked. “I thought that you would love it.”

      Annani sighed. “You know that I have my finger on the clan’s pulse, and apparently, not everyone is happy about Kalugal’s males snapping up clan females.”

      “They will be snapping each other up,” Amanda said. “I don’t get what the problem is. Everyone was lamenting about how there weren’t enough Dormants and about how long they would have to wait for mates, and now that we have over forty eligible bachelors, suddenly they are not happy? Is that because they are former Doomers?”

      “That’s not the reason,” Kian said. “Since Kalugal and his men won’t live here, the females who mate them will move there. Kalugal’s community will grow and thrive, while ours will shrink. We need our females to grow the clan.”

      Annani nodded. “And that is not the only concern our males have. You promised Kalugal’s men first access to the female Dormants from the government’s program. The rumor has spread, and with it, resentment.”

      “I had no choice. Without Kalugal’s continuing compulsion of Roberts, getting those Dormants wouldn’t have been possible in the first place. Kalugal’s request for priority access was justified.”

      “Crap.” Syssi wound a lock of hair around her fingers. “We didn’t think it through. In all the excitement, we only saw the positives. I was so happy that the clan females would have access to available immortal males, and the only thing I was concerned about was whether they were good men. But if as a result over forty of our females leave the clan, we will be hastening our own extinction. We can’t afford to lose that many.”

      For a long moment, everyone sat in somber silence.

      “You need to renegotiate the agreement with Kalugal,” Alena said. “He owes you for allowing him and Jacki into the village.”

      Kian grimaced. “That’s not something I want to use as leverage. It was the right thing to do.”

      Amanda nodded in agreement. “We can’t pull back, but we can make it much more difficult for Kalugal’s men.”

      “How?” Alena asked.

      Amanda tapped a finger over her lips. “Forget the dating app. Every guy that wants a clan female will have to agree to being auctioned. The clan females will bid on them, and the winner will get the guy for one night. Naturally, the proceeds will go to our charity, so it will be considered a good deed for the men. Those who find their one and only will move to the next stage. They will have to go through some very inventive and grueling trials to get accepted into the clan.”

      Dalhu shook his head. “Kalugal will not agree to that. He would be losing men to us.”

      Amanda shrugged. “Then his men won’t get access to our females.”

      “The single ladies are not going to be happy about it,” Kian said. “Rufsur and Hivak have gotten a lot of attention while sitting outside the clinic.”

      “You have to talk to Kalugal,” Annani said. “Perhaps the solution is integrating him and his men into our clan.”

      “Even if it wasn’t a security risk, Kalugal wants his independence. He will never agree to that.”

      “Don’t be so sure.” Amanda smiled. “If that’s the only way his men can have a shot at immortal mates, they will put a lot of pressure on him. And if Kalugal resists, I wouldn’t be surprised if a significant number of them rebelled and asked to join our clan.”
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      “I don’t need you with me in the bathroom.” Jacki put a hand on Kalugal’s chest and gave it a barely-there push. “I’m not dizzy, and my legs are just fine. If I need help, I’ll call you.”

      Unreasonable woman.

      “I don’t know why you are being so stubborn.” He leaned and whispered in her ear, “I know what you look like naked.”

      “But I don’t.” Jacki looked down at the voluminous hospital gown. “I have a feeling that I’ve lost ten pounds overnight, and I want some privacy when I check what I look like under this thing.”

      He cupped her cheek. “Ten pounds less, or ten more, it doesn’t matter. You are always beautiful to me. I love you.”

      Her eyes softened. “I know, and I love you too. But I really need a few moments to myself. Can you be a sweetheart and give me that?”

      Sly woman.

      “Fine.” Kalugal handed Jacki the duffle bag with her change of clothes. “I’ll be right outside the door if you need me.” He pulled the chair over and sat down.

      She shook her head. “Please, take it back to where it was. You’ll hear me just as well from five feet away.”

      It was more like ten feet, but Kalugal knew that there was no point in arguing with Jacki. It would only upset her, and she would keep insisting until he did whatever she wanted anyway. He could, however, negotiate. “On one condition.”

      “What is it?”

      “You can take as long as you like in there, but say something every five minutes or so to let me know that you’re okay.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      As Jacki closed the door behind her, Kalugal let out a sigh and returned the chair to the side of the bed.

      Last night, Bridget had offered to roll in a gurney for him to sleep on, but he’d refused. He’d spent the entire time sitting on the damn chair and listening to Jacki breathe, and now he was stiff and tired and wanted to go home, but not to their temporary lodging in the village.

      Much as he was grateful for Kian’s hospitality, Kalugal wanted things to go back to normal. He wanted to take Jacki and his men back to the mansion, and resume his work, albeit part-time. Until Jacki’s vitality was fully restored, he needed to take care of her. Then, in a month or two, when she was up to it, he would take her on a proper honeymoon to some exotic location.

      Right now though, being back in his own home seemed like the best honeymoon possible. He missed the privacy, the peace and quiet, and the comfortable routine he and his men had enjoyed before the summit, the attack, and then the trip to the clan’s secret village.

      “I’m still okay,” Jacki said from the bathroom. “I’m getting into the shower now.”

      “Thank you for remembering to let me know.”

      At the sound of a knock, he got up and opened the door. “Kian. I didn’t expect you here so early.”

      Kalugal didn’t invite his cousin to come in. Instead, he stood in the doorway and blocked the way. Jacki might get out of the shower with just a towel wrapped around her, and she would be mortified to find a male visitor in the room.

      Kian glanced at his watch. “It’s after twelve.”

      Earlier, when he’d called to congratulate them, Kian had said that he and Syssi would visit Jacki in the afternoon.

      “Jacki is still not ready to see anyone. She’s in the shower.”

      “I’m not here for Jacki. Annani wants to talk to you. She wanted to meet Jacki as well, but she is willing to wait until Jacki feels up to it.”

      Kalugal wanted to meet the goddess, but now was not a good time. He looked at the bathroom door. “I can’t leave her.”

      “I can wait until she’s done showering.”

      “I don’t want to leave her alone.”

      “I’ll ask Bridget or Jin to come in and keep Jacki company. You can’t decline an invitation from the goddess.”

      Damn. Talk about bad timing. Was Annani doing it on purpose to catch him off balance?

      The goddess had already done it once, when she’d informed him that he and Jacki were getting married again in the village with her presiding over the ceremony. The only excuse he’d been able to come up with on the spot had been Jacki’s transition. But now that it was behind them, he needed time to figure out how to wiggle out of staying for the wedding without offending the mighty Clan Mother.

      It would be a security nightmare for both him and Kian, and neither of them was too enthusiastic about going to all that trouble for a party. They’d already done it once, and it hadn’t ended well, though through no fault of their own.

      “Can I ask you to wait outside?”

      “Of course.” Kian dipped his head. “I’ll see if Jin is accepting visitors.”

      After Kian left, Kalugal walked over to the bathroom door and knocked. “Are you about done?”

      The door opened, and Jacki stepped out. “How do I look?”

      “Beautiful.”

      She had dark circles under her eyes, and the yoga pants that were normally tight seemed too loose on her hips, but she was still gorgeous.

      “You are sweet, but you are also a liar.” She padded to the bed and sat on it. “The shower sapped what little energy I had. I’m going to lie down.”

      “Of course.” Kalugal helped her get comfortable and covered her with the blanket. “Kian came to tell me that Annani wants to see me, but I don’t want to leave you alone, and I can’t refuse the goddess either.”

      “Naturally.” Jacki yawned. “Go. I’m going to take a nap anyway.”

      “Bridget is here if you need her.”

      “I know.” Jacki lifted the call button. “Don’t worry about me. I’m immortal now, remember? I just need to rest.”

      “True.” He leaned and kissed her temple. “I have the phone that Kian gave me. If you need me, call, and I’ll come as fast as I can.”
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      “Hello, Kian.” Bridget got up and motioned for him to take a seat. “You’re early.” She closed the door. “Weren’t you and Syssi supposed to come later this afternoon?”

      “We will.” He sat down. “I came to get Kalugal. Annani wants to meet him.”

      “I see.” Bridget sat across from him. “I guess Annani wants to talk wedding plans.”

      “She is curious about him. Can you keep an eye on Jacki while he’s gone? Kalugal is upset that he has to leave her alone, but refusing Annani is not an option.”

      “Right, and that’s a big problem.” Bridget leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “I had a visit from Edna earlier. She came looking for you. I told her that you’d be here later in the afternoon.”

      “She could’ve called me.”

      Bridget shrugged. “I guess she didn’t want to bother you at home and wanted to make it look like an impromptu meeting.”

      “Did she tell you what she wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Edna is furious that you invited Kalugal and his party into the village without consulting the council first. As you can imagine, she wasn’t happy when I told her about Annani’s plan to have a wedding party for Jacki and Kalugal here as well.”

      “I don’t like it either, but it’s not like Annani gave me a choice. What the Clan Mother wants, the Clan Mother gets.”

      Bridget nodded. “I know, and so does Edna. She said that she’s going to talk to Annani and try to convince her to give up the idea.”

      Kian chuckled. “If she succeeds, she will have my gratitude. Kalugal will want his men at the party, and I can’t refuse the request. They are his family. But can you imagine the security nightmare?”

      Bridget shrugged. “I’m not as concerned with that as I am with the tension it will cause. Edna is not the only one who doesn’t trust former Doomers. In addition, there is a lot of resentment about the planned matchmaking between his men and our females.”

      Kian shook his head. “It never ceases to amaze me how fast rumors spread through the village, and that I’m always out of the loop. Annani heard the same rumors.”

      “That’s one of the reasons why you should hold more council meetings. People are more comfortable voicing their complaints and reporting things to council members than they are to you.” Bridget unfolded her arms and leaned forward. “That’s another thing Edna plans to do. She wants you to schedule a council meeting as soon as possible.”

      “I should do that.” Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “It’s more expeditious to make decisions and go with them without having the council vote on every damn thing, but that’s not how I’m supposed to run things.” He rose to his feet. “Can you call Shai and ask him to schedule it as soon as possible?  I need to get Kalugal and head back. Annani gets annoyed when she’s kept waiting.”

      “No problem. Does tomorrow work for you?”

      “Shai knows my schedule. Have him check with the other council members and plan accordingly.”

      Bridget nodded. “I’ll do that.”

      When Kian stepped out of the doctor’s office, Kalugal was already waiting for him in the hallway.

      “Ready?” Kian pushed the clinic door open.

      “Is one ever ready to meet a goddess?”

      “You’ve spoken with her on the phone. You did just fine.”

      Kalugal fell into step with him. “If I'd had time to prepare, I would have done much better. But then that’s probably why Annani springs things on me without warning. She wants to catch me off guard.”

      Kian shook his head. There was an old saying about everyone seeing the world through their own prism. “Don’t judge Annani by Navuh’s standards. There is nothing premeditated about it. She’s impulsive by nature, and when she wants something, she wants it now.”

      Kalugal smiled. “She’s entitled. After all, she is a goddess.”

      “Correct. And Annani is very powerful, so don’t do anything stupid.”

      Kalugal rolled his eyes. “After all we’ve been through together, you are still suspicious of me and my motives? By now, we are practically brothers.”

      Laughing, Kian clapped Kalugal on his back. “I like you. I can’t deny it. And since I only have sisters, I would love to take you on as an honorary brother. Unfortunately, you are too smart and conniving to be trusted.”

      “Why do you think I’m conniving? And what do you imagine that I’m conspiring to do?”

      “No clue. It’s a gut feeling. I have to admit that so far you haven’t given me any reason to feel that way, and it’s not really personal. You are a smart and powerful guy, and you don’t owe me or my clan allegiance. It would be stupid of me to trust you blindly.”

      Kalugal sighed. “Unfortunately, that is true, and I feel the same way about you. You have your people to take care of, and I have mine, and both of us will do what’s right for ours first.”

      “I’m glad we understand each other.”

      “Any instructions on how I should act when I meet the goddess? Should I bow? Go down on my knees? Do you have a protocol in place for audiences with Annani?”

      “A dip of the head will do as far as a bow. You are eloquent and polite, so I don’t need to tell you how to talk. Annani is not big on protocol, and she prefers to be addressed as 'Clan Mother'.”

      “Got it. Anything else that I should be aware of? Is it permitted to disagree with her?”

      Kian laughed. “It is, but it’s also futile. When she decides something, no one can change her mind. That being said, Annani is not unreasonable. If a valid argument is made, she might reconsider.”

      “Are there any topics that I should stay away from?”

      “If you mean mentioning the Brotherhood or your father, the answer is no. She is much more tolerant in that respect than I am. As long as you are polite, you can talk with her about any topic under the sun. Annani is a diva, and she’s powerful, but she is not mean or vindictive. She’s open-minded and surprisingly progressive for someone who’s as old as human civilization itself.”

      “That’s good to know.” Kalugal cast him a sidelong glance. “Talking with my father was always challenging, even dangerous, especially when I wanted to get information out of him. He was never a parent to me, he was my sovereign, and I addressed him as 'my lord.' I wonder if the children of other leaders grow up feeling the same.”

      It was a polite way to ask whether Kian thought of Annani as his mother or as his superior.

      “My childhood was short. From an early age, Annani demanded a lot of me, grooming me to become the leader she needed me to become. But she was always a mother first, expressing her love for my sisters and me freely and abundantly.” Kian smiled. “When Amanda was little, she would sneak into Annani’s bed at night, and our mother would allow her to sleep with her. I think that she enjoyed it even more than my sister did.”

      Kalugal nodded. “That tells me a lot about the kind of woman the goddess is. Thank you for sharing this story with me.”
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      As Kian turned into a pathway leading to one of the village’s modest houses, Kalugal was surprised. He’d imagined the goddess staying in more upscale accommodations.

      Was this an attempt to hide her whereabouts?

      But then the two Guardians sitting on the front porch were a dead giveaway that someone important was inside.

      “Is this where the goddess resides during her visits?” he asked.

      “She is staying with Syssi and me until her house is ready.” Kian climbed the three stairs to the front porch, nodded at the Guardians, and opened the door.

      Apparently, the clan’s upper echelon didn’t concern themselves with status symbols or luxurious living.

      Odd.

      The clan didn’t lack resources, and Kian could afford a mansion if he wished to have one. Did it have anything to do with the social structure of the community?

      Kian was too smart to follow a communist ideology. People, humans as well as immortals, needed motivation to do their best, and unless they were rewarded for a job well done, either with money or status or both, they didn’t bother. Equal opportunity for all ensured that those who could do better would, but that was where it should end. No one wanted to be the donkey, laboring twice as hard as their neighbors but getting paid the same. Compensation divorced from effort led to equal poverty for all, which was why communism didn’t work.

      “Welcome to my house.” Kian motioned for him to go ahead.

      Taking a deep breath, Kalugal squared his shoulders, plastered an amicable expression on his face, and strode in.

      Out of the four females sitting in Kian’s living room, Kalugal knew Syssi and Amanda. But he didn’t need to be told which of the other two was Annani, and she wasn’t the one who looked a lot like his mother.

      Seated in an armchair that seemed too big for her small frame, the goddess was everything he’d expected her to be and more.

      Much more.

      In every possible way, his aunt was different from his mother.

      In fact, the half-sisters didn’t look even related. He wondered which one resembled the father they shared.

      Power-wise, it was no doubt Annani.

      Her otherworldly beauty was almost painful to behold, and her power was palpable. Where Areana was soft and gentle, Annani was an amalgamation of extremes. Flaming red hair that cascaded down to her hips, luminous skin, and eyes that were ancient and yet full of amusement and mischief.

      Physically, she was much smaller than Areana, and her tiny figure seemed fragile. But Kalugal wasn’t fooled by the goddess’s appearance. That small package contained the most powerful being on earth.

      He bowed low. “Greetings, Clan Mother.”

      The goddess smiled. “Kalugal, what a pleasure it is to finally meet you, my dear nephew. You are even more handsome in person.” She leaned forward. “Congratulations on Jacki’s transition.”

      “Thank you.” He bowed again.

      As Kian’s butler rushed in with a chair for him, the blonde who looked a lot like his mother pushed to her feet. “I’m Alena, Annani’s eldest daughter.” She offered Kalugal her hand.

      Shaking it, he tilted his head. “You look familiar, and not only because you remind me of my mother.”

      Alena laughed. “There is a very good reason for that, but I’ll tell you all about it later. My mother wishes to talk to you in private.”

      Kian clapped him on the back. “We will be out in the backyard. After your audience with the Clan Mother is over, you can join me there for a smoke.”

      The guy was leaving him alone with the goddess?

      That was unexpected.

      Was Kian finally starting to trust him?

      Or was Annani so powerful that she had nothing to fear from him?

      That was more likely.

      Once they were alone, Annani motioned to the armchair her daughter Alena had vacated. “Come and sit next to me, Kalugal.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you.” He bowed for the third time before sitting down.

      “No need to be so formal.” She waved a small, glowing hand. “We are a family.”

      “Yes, we are.” Kalugal chuckled. “But a very unusual one.”

      Annani laughed. “Indeed. We are the most powerful family on earth, which has its advantages and disadvantages. It is a privilege and a responsibility. We are capable of doing a lot of good for those less powerful than us, but also a lot of evil. What are your plans for the future, Kalugal?”

      The conversation with Jacki still fresh in his mind, Kalugal was momentarily tempted to share some of his vision with the goddess, but quickly reconsidered. He hadn’t had time to think it through and decide how he wanted to proceed.

      Instead, he could tell Annani about the plans that did not involve world domination. She would probably like those, and he wouldn’t have to lie.

      “I want to form a clan of my own. Up until now, it was just me, my men and me, but now that we can have immortal mates, our future looks much brighter.” He glanced out the window. “I would very much like to build a village like this for my people.”

      “Where would you build your village?”

      “Northern California. I conduct a lot of business in the Bay Area, and I need a location that is not too far from where all the startups are.”

      Annani sighed. “Many of our talented programmers have been stationed in that area, helping those startups that you have mentioned to develop new technologies. But after our best and brightest was murdered, we pulled most of them out.”

      “Was it my father’s doing?”

      She nodded. “Yes, but it is not your fault. Tell me more about your vision for the future of your people, and what you hope to achieve from the alliance you formed with my son.”

      “I want to start my own legacy, or rather my mother’s. I think it is fitting that the two clans will be called after the goddesses who contributed their genes to their formation. I would like to call mine Areana’s clan.”

      He’d thought she would love the idea, but Annani didn’t seem overly enthusiastic.

      “Honoring your mother is a noble sentiment, but your men are not her direct descendants. Only you are. You can call your clan whatever you like.” She waved a hand in a circle. “Up until not too long ago, every member of my clan was my direct descendant, and that is why it bears my name.”

      “I’m aware of that. But as you’ve said, my intention is to honor my mother.”

      “I understand.” Annani nodded. “By naming your clan after your mother, you wish to distance yourself from your father’s legacy.”

      Kalugal hadn’t thought of that, but subconsciously he must have. “It hadn’t occurred to me, but you are right. I inherited my power from my father, but I want to believe that I inherited everything else from my mother.”

      “Areana will be very glad to hear that.” Annani rearranged the folds of her long gown. “But do not discount your father’s contribution. Your leadership ability comes from him as well. It is your choice, however, what you do with your many talents. My father was a ruthless leader, and I inherited my bossy attitude from him, but I keep myself in check.” She smiled. “You are still young, Kalugal, but you are a smart man. Make rules for yourself, and always examine the motives behind your actions. Just like humans, we are ruled by impulses, and I am no exception, as my son can attest to. But when you are guided by the principles of compassion and the greater good, you should be fine.”

      “Wise words, Clan Mother.”

      Annani smiled. “And now that we have this introductory conversation out of the way, let us discuss your wedding. I suggest a date ten days from today. That should be enough time for Jacki to recover and for Amanda to organize the party.”

      Kalugal shifted in his armchair. “I’m not sure Kian is okay with that. I would want my men to attend, and I doubt he is willing to host them.”

      He expected the goddess to declare that it was her decision and that Kian had no say in it, but she surprised him. “Let us join the others and have a family discussion, shall we?”
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      When Annani and Kalugal stepped out through the sliding door, Kian braced for the inevitable. His mother had that determined expression on her face that meant she was ready for battle.

      He pulled out a chair for her. “Here you go, Mother.”

      “Thank you.” Annani rearranged the folds of her gown and leaned back. “Kalugal thinks that you have reservations about holding his wedding in the village and inviting his men to attend it.”

      Kian cast a quick glance at Kalugal. The guy’s expression didn’t reveal much, but by now he knew his cousin well enough to figure out that he wasn’t enthusiastic about celebrating his wedding for the second time, and it wasn’t because the first one had ended in a near-disaster.

      “I don’t think Kalugal is comfortable bringing his men here either. If I were in his position, I wouldn’t want my entire force to be hosted by a new ally that I don’t fully trust yet.”

      Annani looked at Kalugal. “Is that so?”

      He nodded. “I trust Kian, and I believe that he means my men and me no harm, but blind faith is naive, and I can’t count on every member of the clan to share your and Kian’s sentiments.”

      “I understand both of your concerns. But the mistrust you still feel toward each other is precisely why I want our people to celebrate together. Our communities are small. Joining forces is beneficial for us all.”

      In a perfect world, where no one lied or schemed, his mother would have been right. But people were self-serving, and motives were not always transparent.

      Besides, Kian hadn’t had a chance to tell Annani about his conversation with Bridget yet. She might change her mind after she heard Edna’s opposition to Kalugal and his party’s presence in the village.

      “Not everyone shares your opinion, Mother. I’m afraid that many of our clan members are uncomfortable with outsiders in our community.”

      “Which proves my point. If we do nothing, these tribal sentiments are not going to vanish spontaneously. They will continue indefinitely. At some point, the ice needs to be broken.”

      As usual, resistance was futile.

      Kian had a feeling that Annani was so adamant about the party because she viewed it as the first step of integrating Kalugal and his men into the clan. She didn’t just want cooperation, she wanted unification.

      Neither he nor Kalugal wished for that.

      Casting an apologetic glance at his cousin, Kian sighed. “When do you want to have the party, Mother?”

      “As we have discussed before, ten days from now sounds reasonable. By then, Jacki will have fully recuperated to look beautiful on her wedding day, and it is enough time for Amanda to organize the party and for you to take care of all the appropriate security measures.”

      “I doubt that ten days is long enough for William to make cuffs for all of Kalugal’s men.”

      “Where are you going to house them?” Amanda asked.

      “The only available houses are in the new section of the village. I will have to move Magnus’s family and Merlin out of there, and have them switch homes with Guardians. I will also need to put the fence back up.” Kian looked at Annani. “Are you sure that this party is worth all this headache? It’s a security nightmare.” He glanced at Kalugal. “No offense, but I have to take into account my people’s concerns.”

      “I understand. Perhaps we can have the party somewhere else? A neutral place? That way we will still celebrate together, but no one will have to move, and no fence will have to be built.”

      “We can have the party in the keep,” Amanda suggested. “After all, that’s where your wedding was, and it was awesome if I may say so myself.”

      “You may,” Syssi said. “It was beautiful, and I think it’s a much better idea than doing it here.”

      “I do not agree,” Annani said.

      Kalugal cleared his throat. “Perhaps you should discuss it amongst yourselves. I don’t feel comfortable leaving Jacki alone for so long.”

      “Of course.” Annani smiled. “Please give her my warmest regards and tell her that as soon as she is strong enough, I would like to see her.”

      “I certainly will.” Kalugal got up and bowed. “It was a pleasure making your acquaintance, Clan Mother. Thank you for the audience and for your generous offer to host a wedding party for Jacki and me. I just don’t want it to cause unnecessary strife and inconvenience.”

      “It will not, my dear nephew.”

      “A Guardian will escort you back to the clinic.” Kian led Kalugal back into the house and then out the door.

      “I can find my way back.”

      Kian smirked. “I don’t want you to get lost.” He waved at the Guardians waiting on the front porch. “Harrison and Rory will take you back.”

      Rolling his eyes, Kalugal turned to the Guardians. “Let’s go, gentlemen.”

      When Kian returned to the backyard, Okidu was serving iced tea and refreshments.

      Taking a glass off the tray, Kian patted his pocket and pulled out his box of cigarillos. “So, Mother. What’s your real agenda? Do you wish to lure Kalugal and his men into joining our clan?

      Annani shrugged. “That would solve the problem that we have discussed earlier. We do not want to lose any of our females, but we want them to be happy and have immortal mates. By integrating Kalugal and his men into the clan, we can have the best of both worlds.”

      Kian sat at the farthest chair from Syssi and pulled out a cigarillo. “There are many more variables in this situation, and the main one is Kalugal’s ability to compel immortals. We can’t have Guardians with earpieces following him around the village at all times. We have a beautiful and peaceful community here, and introducing a foreign element will destroy that feeling of tranquility. I, for one, am not willing to give it up.”

      Annani smiled. “You are getting carried away, Kian. We should focus on the wedding first. I do not expect a ten-day stay in the village to lure Kalugal into joining our clan, or our people to accept him and his men with open arms. This joint party is just the beginning of what will no doubt be a long process.”

      “The party that's going to be a security nightmare.”

      “Not necessarily.” Annani winked. “I tested my power of compulsion on my people in the sanctuary, with their agreement of course, and the experiment was successful.”

      “Naturally.” Kian lit his cigarillo and took a puff. “If they expected it, how do you know they weren't just humoring you? Even subconsciously? Besides, most clan members will do whatever you tell them with no compulsion required.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Alena said. “I think that the test should be repeated here, but without anyone knowing about it beforehand, and it has to be something trivial or silly, so people will not feel obligated to do it just because you asked.”

      Syssi arched a brow. “Like what?”

      That was a good question. Kian couldn’t think of anything that the goddess would ask her people, and they wouldn’t do.

      “I have an idea,” Amanda said. “We can assemble a large gathering of people, and Annani can tell everyone to look for an earring that she supposedly lost. Then I’ll say that I found it and that they can stop looking. If they are under compulsion, they will ignore me and keep looking until Mother tells them to stop.”

      Annani clapped her hands. “This is an excellent solution. I want to test it today.”

      “One problem.” Kian took another puff. “Compellers are usually immune to compulsion by others. We know that Kalugal is immune to his father’s compulsion, so even if the test is successful, it doesn’t mean that you can compel him or override his compulsion.”

      Annani nodded. “If I can override Kalugal’s compulsion, then it does not matter whether I can compel him personally. The question is how can I test it without his knowledge?”

      “I know how.” Amanda looked at Kian’s cigarillo. “Kian can ask Kalugal to compel him to stop smoking because it’s a disgusting habit. Then you will try to override the compulsion and tell Kian to smoke. The thing is, I don’t know whether I want you to succeed or fail.”
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      As a whiff of familiar scent filtrated through the semi-conscious state between sleep and awareness, Jacki opened her eyes and shifted to her side. “How long have you been sitting here?”

      “Not long.” Kalugal got up and sat on the bed next to her. “Did I wake you up?”

      “Your scent did.” She pulled him down to lie beside her. “How did the meeting go?”

      He chuckled. “You have to meet her, Jacki. Whatever I say will not do Annani justice.”

      “Is she scary?”

      “Not scary, but definitely intimidating. Imagine godly power with a commanding personality to match, an otherworldly beauty with pale skin that glows, and all of that contained within about a five-foot frame that weighs no more than a hundred pounds, probably less without the ten pounds of hip-long, flaming-red hair. Annani is like a tiny nuclear reactor.”

      Jacki remembered Kalugal describing his mother as a tall blonde with gentle, blue eyes. “Were you disappointed that Annani didn’t resemble your mother?”

      “A little. But her eldest daughter, Alena, looks a lot like Areana. She’s blonde and tall, and she seems to be a very nice, mellow woman.” He smirked. “Given the disparity between Annani’s height and that of her children, the goddess must have a thing for tall men.”

      “Opposites attract.”

      “It would seem so.” He wrapped his arm around Jacki’s middle and pulled her closer to him. “Do you think Bridget will let me take you home today?”

      “Which one?”

      Their house in the village was nice, but it wasn’t theirs.

      “Regrettably, I can’t take you to our home. Annani announced that our second wedding will take place in ten days.”

      “Maybe we can go home and come back?”

      “She also wants to see you once you feel up to it.”

      Jacki sighed. “I still feel as weak as a newborn. I hope that by Tuesday, I’ll be strong enough to face the tiny nuclear reactor. But we can go home after that and return for the wedding.”

      Kalugal lifted a brow. “I’m surprised that you are so eager to leave. I thought that you would love to spend more time with your friends.”

      “I do. But I also miss Atzil and Shamash and even Phinas. He might not be as fun as Rufsur, but he’s been nice to me. Besides, I think it’s an instinct to go home to heal.”

      “In a few days, you will feel better, and then you’ll regret not spending more time with your friends.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Jacki wound her arms around Kalugal's neck and pulled him in for a kiss.

      His hand caressed its way down to her bottom, cupping it gently for a brief moment and then retracting. “I’d better not.”

      Jacki wanted to protest, but a knock on the door stopped her.

      Kalugal slid off the bed and walked over to open it. “Hello, Jin.”

      “I’m going home.” She rushed in with a happy smile on her face. “Bridget discharged me.”

      “That’s great. How are your teeth doing?” Jacki asked.

      “You mean my fangs? Take a look.” Jin leaned closer and opened her mouth.

      “I can see them. They look like baby teeth.”

      “For now.” Jin sat on the bed. “Bridget says that they are much longer inside the gums.” She shrugged. “I made my peace with them, except for the growing pains that is. I have a bag full of painkillers, and I intend to use them.”

      “Where is Arwel?”

      “He went to get the golf cart.” Jin rolled her eyes. “I told him that I could walk home, but he wanted to carry me. I said no way, so we compromised on the golf cart.”

      “Can we hitch a ride with you? I want to go too. Do you think Bridget will let me?”

      “Let’s ask her.” Jin turned toward the door and yelled, “Bridget, can Jacki go home?”

      The doctor walked in. “You can if you promise to take it easy and rest.”

      “Trust me, I have no energy for anything other than napping or reading in bed.”

      “Then you are free to go.” Bridget smiled. “With both of you out of here, I can go home as well.”

      “Thank you, for everything,” Kalugal said.

      “It was my pleasure. I love welcoming transitioned Dormants into immortality. It’s like delivering babies, only fully grown.” She looked at Jacki and then at Jin. “If you need me, just call, and I’ll come over. Congratulations to you both.”

      As the doctor turned around and left the room, Jin pulled Jacki into a quick embrace. “We can ride together, and tomorrow, if you are up to it, I’ll come over to visit you. We can slouch on the couch together and watch silly romance movies on Netflix.”

      “Awesome.”
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      “We should get going.” Jackson looked out the window at the darkening sky. “We were supposed to leave in the morning.”

      “Don’t go now,” Wendy said. “Stay for dinner.”

      Tessa shook her head. “Poor Vlad has been cooking the entire weekend.” She looked at him and smiled. “You probably can’t wait to get rid of us.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Vlad waved a hand. “I love cooking, and we are having a good time. What’s your hurry?”

      Jackson and Tessa’s visit had given him the perfect excuse to avoid talking with Wendy about sex and birth control, and it also bought him more time to decide whether she was his one and only or not.

      He believed she was, but then he wanted to believe that. Wendy was his first girlfriend, his first love, and he might not be thinking straight.

      “No hurry,” Tessa said. “But if we are staying for dinner, I will cook it. You’ve done enough.”

      Wendy lifted her hand. “And I’ll help.” She looked at the Guardians and Richard, who were sitting on the couch and watching the news on the tube. “You guys are on cleanup duty, except for Vlad, who deserves a break.”

      “Fine with me.” Bowen pushed to his feet. “Who wants to go for a walk?”

      “Not me.” Leon clicked the television off, got up, and walked into the kitchen. “I want to sit on the porch, drink beer, and watch the sunset.” He pulled a bottle from the fridge.

      “Get one for me too,” Richard said.

      Vlad cast Jackson a sidelong glance. They hadn’t had an opportunity for a private talk yet, and he needed his friend’s advice.

      Good thing that they’d known each other since they were toddlers, and Jackson understood the look right away. “A hike before dinner sounds great.” He leaned and kissed Tessa. “Don’t work too hard.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t. I know just the thing to make.”

      When they were out the door, Bowen sat on the bench next to Leon and Richard. “I changed my mind. I’ll stay here and watch the sunset. You two go ahead.”

      It seemed like everyone had guessed Vlad’s intentions.

      A couple of minutes into the walk, Jackson slowed down. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Was I that obvious?”

      Jackson nodded. “I know that you like to cook, but the way you were going at it in the kitchen, it was clear that you were dealing with something.”

      Vlad pushed his bangs back. “I’m losing my mind trying to figure out whether Wendy is the one. I love her, but then she is my first girlfriend, and I don’t really know what love is. How did you know that Tessa was the one for you?”

      “I just knew.” Jackson shrugged. “I can’t explain it.”

      That wasn’t helpful, and it didn’t answer the question that bothered Vlad the most. “Did you know before you made love to her or after?”

      Jackson chuckled. “Way before. We’d dated for a long time before we got intimate.”

      Was Jackson trying to be chivalrous?

      Because the guy was like a sex god, and he’d never had to work hard to seduce a girl. Besides, Vlad had been there during their courtship, and it hadn’t looked like a platonic relationship.

      “I know it’s hard to believe.” Jackson’s lips lifted in a sly smile. “But Tessa had trust issues, and I had to be patient. I don’t regret a moment of it, though. We got to know each other better, and I think it solidified our relationship.”

      “Wendy has trust issues as well, or rather had. She is doing better now, and she seems ready, but I can’t make up my mind whether she is the one or not. I don’t know if I should tell her and try to induce her, or use protection until I decide. The problem is that I have only two weeks to do both. If she doesn’t transition by then, I’ll have to wipe her memories of me and everything that has to do with immortals. I don’t want to lose her, so I feel pressured to hurry, but I don’t want to make a mistake either. Talk about a rock and a hard place.”

      Jackson nodded. “I had a similar problem with Tessa. Kian relaxed the rules for her because of Eva. Since Tessa owed her life to Eva and was loyal to her, Kian trusted her to protect Eva’s secret.”

      “Unfortunately, Wendy is not considered trustworthy.”

      “Maybe that’s your problem? You love her, but you hold back because you are afraid she is using you again?”

      “That might be part of it. She is the first girl I have ever loved, and the thought of losing her makes me ill. What if I’m not thinking straight?”

      “Tessa was the first one I loved too. For me, it was simple. I didn’t want anyone else, and given my history, that said it all.”

      Vlad snorted. “I can believe that. You were Jackson the sex god before falling for Tessa. But I don’t have that litmus test. I’ve never been with anyone.”

      Jackson didn’t look surprised. “I wish I could tell you what to do. But you are the only one who can decide.” He stopped and turned to Vlad. “I have an idea. Is there an actress or a model that you fantasize about? Or at least think that she’s hot?”

      “A few.”

      “Pick one, close your eyes, and try to imagine yourself having sex with her.”

      Vlad grimaced. “I don’t want to.”

      “Does the idea gross you out?”

      He nodded.

      “Then you have your answer. Most human men have no problem fantasizing about other women even when they are in committed and loving relationships. For us, it’s different. Once we find the one, we can’t even have sexy thoughts about another female.” Jackson chuckled. “Maybe 'find' is the wrong term. We don’t find them, the Fates do that for us. And once they bless us with our one and only, none other will do.”

      If that was indeed the test, Vlad had to give it a more serious try first.

      “Give me a moment.” He closed his eyes and imagined Katniss spread out naked on his bed, beckoning him to her with a hooked finger. Except, his archer lady looked like Wendy and not the actress who’d played that role.

      Vlad opened his eyes. “It’s no use. I tried to imagine my favorite movie girl, but she turned out to look like Wendy.”

      Grinning, Jackson clapped him on the back. “That’s your answer, my friend.”
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      “What do you want to make?” Wendy stood in front of the open freezer. “We have pizza that we can heat up, and there is ground beef, a bunch of steaks, and two whole chickens.”

      “I thought of making spaghetti Bolognese. That’s an easy and quick dish.”

      Wendy opened the fridge. “We have Parmesan cheese.”

      “Do you have canned crushed tomatoes and tomato paste?”

      “Look in the top cabinet over there.” She pointed.

      Tessa opened it and looked inside. “I think I see crushed tomatoes on the top shelf. I can’t reach it, though.”

      Tessa was tiny, even shorter than Wendy, and skinny like a twig. Still, Wendy couldn’t reach the top shelf either, not without climbing on the counter.

      “I’ll get the cans.” She hopped up.

      “Careful.” Tessa stood guard as if she could catch her if she fell.

      If that happened, Wendy would squash the girl under her.

      Looking worried, Tessa chewed on her lower lip. "We should have called one of the guys.”

      “I got it.” Wendy pulled out the cans, handed them to Tessa, and jumped down.

      “Now, we need the spaghetti.”

      “I know where it is.” Wendy opened one of the drawers and pulled out two packets. “These guys eat a lot. Do you think two will be enough?”

      “I think so. We can add a salad.”

      Wendy chuckled. “Right, as if they’ll eat anything green. I thought that it was an immortal thing, but you eat salads, so it must be a male thing.” She sighed. “It’s odd being the only woman with four guys. Vlad’s mom was supposed to come, but she bailed.”

      “Why did she do that?”

      “The plan was for her to meet Richard, but she must have changed her mind at the last moment and came up with an excuse for why she couldn’t come. I don’t know whether I should be happy about it or not, though. On the one hand, I’m curious to meet her, but on the other hand, I’m afraid that she might hate me for what I did to Vlad.” She pulled out a pot and started filling it with water from the faucet.

      Tessa looked uncomfortable. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Wendy shrugged. “There isn’t much I can say in my defense. It was a nasty thing to do. I wasn’t in a good place back then, but that’s not an excuse.”

      “Are you in a better place now?”

      Turning the water off, Wendy put the pot on the stove and turned the burner on. “I am. Vlad is amazing, and he helped me to get over my trust issues.” She chuckled. “No offense to Jackson’s mom, but Vlad did a better job than she did.”

      “He loves you. That makes all the difference. I had some issues too, and I didn’t want to talk to shrinks at all. Jackson helped me climb out of the dark place I was in. He did it with a lot of patience and love.”

      Wendy leaned against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “He seems like a nice guy, and he is gorgeous.” She smiled. “Vlad told me that true love is a reward for those who have sacrificed a lot for others or those who have suffered greatly. Which one applies to you?”

      Tessa grimaced. “The second one, unfortunately. I grew up in the foster system, but that wasn’t nearly as bad as the trouble I’ve gotten myself into by being stupid.”

      Wendy frowned. “My friend Jacki grew up in foster homes too. She hinted that she had to fight off unwanted attentions. Is that what happened to you?”

      Tessa shook her head. “My foster parents were okay. They were strict, and I got pissed about something trivial and ran away.” She looked down. “I don’t want to talk about it, but I got into a lot of trouble. Eva saved me, and I’ve been working for her detective agency ever since.”

      “I’ve met Eva. She is the one who did the makeovers. Is she an immortal?” Wendy waved a hand. “Of course she is. That was a stupid question. Everyone I met in that underground was immortal, right? Including Ingrid, the interior designer who hooked up with Richard, Kian’s weird butler, and Edna, the alien probe.”

      Tessa nodded.

      “Wait a minute.” Wendy frowned. “If you are an immortal, how did you end up in the foster system? And how did you get into all that trouble when you could have thralled your way out of it?”

      “I was human back then.”

      This was news to her. Vlad hadn’t said anything about someone turning immortal. Wendy had assumed that immortals were born, not made.

      “Is there a way to turn immortal? Is it like in the vampire movies? Does Vlad have to bite me and pump enough venom into me until I die, and then I get reborn as an immortal?”

      Tessa looked away. “You’ll have to ask him. I can’t tell you that.”

      “Why not? You went through it, so you must know what’s involved.”

      “I do, but it’s a secret, and we are not allowed to reveal it without getting permission first.”

      “From whom? Kian?”

      Tessa nodded. “The water is boiling.”

      “What?”

      “The water for the spaghetti.” Tessa pointed at the pot. “It’s ready.”

      The water wasn’t the only thing that was boiling.

      Wendy was mad. Why had Vlad told her everything but that? Why was he hiding it from her?

      It seemed that she’d been right about men all along. None of them were trustworthy.
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      All throughout dinner, Wendy seemed in a sour mood, Tessa looked guilty, and Vlad wondered what had happened while they had been left alone in the cabin.

      Had Tessa slipped and told Wendy something she hadn’t been supposed to?

      He’d warned both her and Jackson not to mention anything about Dormants and transitioning, even explaining that Kian had forbidden it to make sure that neither blurted out anything.

      But maybe Tessa hadn’t been careful. Or perhaps it had nothing to do with the secret he was keeping from her, and something else had upset Wendy. Fates knew that women could be unpredictable and fly off the handle because of the most trivial things. He’d dealt with his mother’s moods enough times to realize that.

      “Jackson and I had a great time.” Tessa pushed to her feet. “We should do this again soon.” She glanced at Vlad. “Maybe next time you can come to our house.”

      “I would love that,” Wendy said.

      Once the goodbyes were done, and Jackson and Tessa got into their car, Vlad wrapped his arm around Wendy’s shoulders, but she shook it off. Waving at their friends with a fake smile on her face, she waited until their car left and then walked back into the cabin without sparing him another glance.

      If he wanted confirmation that something was off, he’d just gotten it. And in case he had any doubts left, the sound of Wendy’s door slamming shut ended them.

      “Do you know what’s gotten into her?” Richard said. “Did she get her period or something?”

      Vlad rolled his eyes. The guy was lucky Wendy hadn’t heard that misogynistic comment.

      Bowen flicked the back of Richard’s head. “No wonder you have no luck with the ladies.”

      Richard lifted his hands. “What did I say? Everyone knows that women get irritable when they get their monthly visitor, as my mother used to say.”

      Bowen shook his head. “Whatever, dude. For future reference, if you don’t want a one-way ticket to the doghouse, don’t ever say that in front of a woman.”

      “I know that. I’m not stupid. But we are all dudes in here.”

      Leon waved a hand toward Wendy’s door. “Go talk to her.”

      Vlad grimaced. “It doesn’t look like she wants to talk to me.”

      When his mother got into one of her moods, the best strategy was to keep a safe distance and pretend as if nothing was happening.

      “She does,” Bowen said. “The door slamming was an invitation to a duel. You’ve been served.”

      Vlad swallowed. He didn’t want to fight with Wendy, but if he didn’t talk to her, things would only get worse. Perhaps it was better to get it over with.

      Knocking on her door, he waited for a reply that didn’t come. He knocked again. “Can I come in?”

      The door opened, and Wendy reached for his shirt, pulled him inside, and slammed the door closed again. “Sit!” She pointed to the bed.

      He did as she commanded, but she didn’t join him. Instead, Wendy stood with her hands on her hips and glared at him. “When were you going to tell me that you can make me immortal? After you killed me with your venom?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Isn’t that how it works? In Twilight, Edward had to bite Bella over and over again until her heart stopped, or slowed down, or whatever, and she became a vampire.”

      He couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of him. “Haven’t you heard my heart beating when we kiss? I’m not a vampire, I’m not dead or undead, and that’s not how it works.”

      “So how does it? Tessa said that she was human before, and now she is immortal. How did that happen?”

      He patted the bed. “Come, sit down, and I’ll explain.”

      Reluctantly, she did as he asked, probably more out of curiosity than wanting to be near him.

      “No one can turn immortal unless they already have the genes for it. Some humans are dormant carriers of the godly genes, and you might be one of them.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because of your paranormal abilities. It’s an indicator, but it’s not a guarantee that you are.”

      “Is there a test for it?”

      He shook his head.

      “So how does it work? How do you find out if someone is a dormant carrier? And then how do you turn them?”

      Vlad’s ears got dangerously hot, but he was just going to fess up and be done with it. “You kind of guessed the answer to that. If you are a Dormant, I can activate your genes by injecting you with my venom when we make love.”

      She cast him a sidelong glance. “That’s it? You’ve already told me about the biting during sex thing. Why didn’t you say anything about turning me immortal? That’s a bigger deal than the biting and the sex combined. Not that I don’t want to be immortal, but you should have said something. It’s not your decision to make without asking me first.”

      That was going to be difficult to explain. “As long as we used condoms, you would not have transitioned. The bite alone is not enough. I didn’t have any, but Bowen got me some. Then I thought about using them, and I didn’t like the idea of having a barrier between us our first time together. But I wasn’t going to do it without telling you first, and I also wanted to make sure that you had some other form of protection. Because of our low fertility rate, the chances of me getting you pregnant are slim, but I don’t want to risk it. We are too young to become parents.”

      Wendy looked confused. “I get everything that you are saying. What I don’t get is why you couldn’t tell me about my potential for immortality, especially since you’ve told me everything else. Tessa said that you needed Kian’s permission, but you’ve gotten it already.”

      Taking a deep breath, Vlad pushed his hair back. “There are rules about inducing a Dormant. We are not supposed to do that unless we are sure that the person is the one and only for us. Our fated one. But that’s really hard to determine. I wasn’t sure, and I needed more time.”
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      He wasn’t sure?

      After all his big talk and his big promises, Vlad wasn’t sure that he loved her?

      What a liar.

      He was just like the rest of his gender, opportunistic, manipulative, selfish, and interested in only one thing—getting her to sleep with him.

      She shouldn’t have given him her heart.

      “Get out.” Wendy pointed at the door. “And don’t come back until you make up your damn mind.” She shook her head. “On second thought, don’t come back at all.”

      Ignoring her request, he frowned. “Why are you so mad? Are you a hundred percent sure that I’m the one for you?”

      “I was until about two hours ago. Now I know that I made a mistake.” She shook her head. “I was so certain that I was smarter than my mother, that I wouldn’t fall into the same trap. But here I am. I guess I’m lucky that I discovered who you really were before it was too late.”

      Vlad’s eyes gleamed dangerously. “And what am I?”

      “A liar.” Wendy’s chin quivered. “You told me that you loved me, but you just wanted to have sex with me.”

      “I do love you. But I’ve never been in love before, and I doubted my own feelings. I needed more time to think things through. Is that a crime?”

      The tears she’d been forcing back finally broke through the dam. Didn’t he realize how badly he was hurting her? Maybe if she gave him a dose of his own medicine, he would understand how deeply he had cut her.

      Wendy waved a hand. “A crime? No. In fact, I need to do some thinking of my own. Maybe you are not my one and only either? Perhaps Bowen or Leon is? Or maybe one of the other immortals? Any of them can induce my transition. You are not my only option.”

      As the blaze in Vlad’s eyes intensified, and his fangs punched out over his lower lip, Wendy shifted away from him and huddled upon herself. Was he going to strike her? Bite her?

      Looking at her as if she was a bug that he wanted to squash, Vlad pushed to his feet. “You’re welcome to explore your options. In fact, I’m going to stay out of your way. I’ll be in the motorhome.” He stormed out of the room and slammed the door behind him.

      At least he hadn’t hit her.

      Wendy lay down, pulled the blanket over her head, and curled into a fetal position.

      Everything had just gone to shit. All her hopes for a better future and a normal life, they had all evaporated, and what was left was a gnawing emptiness.

      She’d been right all along.

      Life was crap, and the only way to survive was not to give a damn about a thing and not get emotionally attached to anyone.

      Now she really didn’t have anywhere to go, and no one gave a damn whether she lived or died.

      When a knock sounded at her door, Wendy thought it was Vlad coming back to apologize and tell her that he loved her and couldn’t live without her, but a moment later she heard Bowen’s deep voice. “May I come in?”

      “No.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m coming in.”

      At the sound of the door opening, Wendy tightened the blanket around her. She didn’t want Bowen to see her crying over stupid Vlad.

      The bed sank as he sat beside her. “What happened? Did you and Vlad have a fight?”

      “He is a liar.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “He said that he loved me and then he said he wasn’t sure that I was the one for him. If he really loved me, he would have no doubts.”

      Bowen chuckled. “You love him, but two days ago you still weren’t sure. You just didn’t tell him.”

      She threw the blanket off and sat up. “I didn’t doubt my love for him. I only doubted that he was as good as he seemed, and I was right.”

      “Having doubts is natural, and testing those we give our hearts to is a self-defense mechanism. Just as you are afraid of getting hurt, so is Vlad. Except, you’ve been hurt by others, so you have the luxury of thinking that it is you and him against the nasty world. But Vlad has been hurt by you, so you are the villain in his story. Can you really blame him for being cautious?”

      He had a point.

      Nevertheless, Vlad hadn’t even tried to prove to her that he loved her. When she challenged him, he stormed out. Perhaps they both needed a break to figure out their shit.

      “Maybe we are not fated for each other. If we were, Vlad would have no doubts, and neither would I. Perhaps I need to broaden my horizons, so to speak.” Wendy cast Bowen a suggestive look.

      It felt wrong, but she was angry and hurt, and she wanted to get back at Vlad.

      Bowen laughed. “Sorry, kid. But you are not my type.”

      Plopping down on the bed, Wendy pulled the blanket back over her head. No one wanted her. She was a short, chubby girl with a bad attitude.

      A bad apple.

      Bowen patted her shoulder over the blanket. “You love Vlad, Wendy. Everyone can see that. So stop with the drama and grow up. Don’t make things worse by trying to get back at him for hurting your feelings.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Beg him to love me? Not going to happen.”

      “Just give it time. Maybe a short breakup is a good idea. It will prove to both of you that you can’t live without each other.”
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      As Okidu walked into the dining room with a large tray, Annani spread a napkin over her knees. “Thank you, Okidu. Your waffles smell delicious.”

      He bowed. “To serve you is my pleasure, Clan Mother.”

      Breakfast with her children and their mates was a good way to start the day. At the sanctuary, it was just her and Alena, but here she could also enjoy Kian and Amanda and their partners.

      Not that Dalhu said much. He seemed uncomfortable, and he was probably suffering the family gatherings for Amanda’s sake.

      Perhaps he needed a little coaxing. “Dalhu.” Annani smiled at him. “I would love to see some of your new paintings. I am thinking about redecorating my suite of rooms in the sanctuary, and I would love to have one or two of your beautiful landscapes to hang in my bedroom. Gazing upon such beauty first thing in the morning is an excellent way to start the day on a positive note.”

      He dipped his head. “I will choose the best ones and bring them over.”

      “Perhaps it would be better for me to come to your studio?”

      He swallowed. “As you wish, Clan Mother.”

      Amanda clapped her hands. “That would be lovely. You haven’t visited us for the longest time.”

      “Indeed,” Annani nodded. “I also have not visited Sari in a while, and I should. Perhaps after the wedding, Alena and I will head to Scotland instead of going straight home.”

      “Speaking of the wedding. Are we going to test Kalugal today?” Syssi asked.

      Kian put his fork down and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “The council meeting is scheduled for one in the afternoon, and I would rather conduct the test beforehand. If you’re successful, I can use that to assuage their fears.” He looked at Annani. “Do you want to attend the meeting?”

      “Not in particular. My presence would force the issue, and I would rather the council agreed to host the party in the village without pressure from me.”

      Kian chuckled. “You are the one who wants to marry Kalugal and Jacki in the village. No one else is enthusiastic about it, not even Kalugal.”

      Smiling, Annani lifted her coffee cup. “In time, you and all the other doubters will realize the wisdom of what I am trying to achieve. I have always taken the long-term view.” She took a sip from her coffee. “Have you decided on how to test Kalugal?”

      “Have him compel you to stop smoking those stinking cigarillos,” Amanda said.

      “I don’t want him to compel me. That would set a dangerous precedent. It needs to be someone else.”

      “Fine. He can compel me,” Amanda offered. “I can tell Kalugal that I’ve been trying to be a good vegan, but that I can’t resist cheese. I’ll ask him to compel me not to touch it.”

      Syssi shook her head. “For it to be believable, we will need to set it up, and it can’t be done willy-nilly just so you will have something to mollify the council with. You need to either postpone the meeting or think of some other way to sway their opinion.”

      “I’ll think of something.” Kian took her hand. “So, what ingenious plan did you come up with that needs a long set-up?”

      “Not long. We just need one more day. We will invite Kalugal and Jacki to dinner, and Okidu will serve something with cheese. Amanda will say that she shouldn’t eat it but can’t resist and ask Kalugal to help her.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Amanda tapped her finger over her lips. “Except, I suggest lunch instead of dinner. Jacki should feel well enough by then, and Kalugal knows that Annani wants to meet her. The invitation will not look suspicious.”

      Annani looked at Kian. “Is that agreeable to you?”

      “Sure. I wish we could have done it today, but Syssi is right that for the charade to work, it needs to appear spontaneous. Now we only need to figure out how to test whether you can compel the entire village. I liked Amanda’s idea of asking everyone to look for an earring or some other piece of jewelry that you supposedly lost, but we will need to assemble everyone in the village square to do that.”

      “The wedding would be perfect for the test,” Syssi said. “But we need to know whether Annani can compel Kalugal’s men before we let them into the village.”

      Smiling, Amanda leaned back in her chair. “We need an excuse for another party. How about a celebration for Jin and Jacki’s transition?”

      “It doesn’t have to be anything elaborate.” Kian looked at Annani. “You could give a speech, and we could toast the occasion.”

      “When do you want to do that?” Syssi asked. “If the wedding is in nine days, we don’t have a lot of time.”

      Kian looked at Annani again. “Can I at least convince you to postpone the wedding?”

      “I believe that we can complete the various tests and have everything ready on time, and I do not like to postpone until tomorrow what can be done today. But if you prove to me that it cannot be done, I will reconsider.”

      Kian let out a breath. “I still have to hear what the council members have to say. If the opposition to hosting Kalugal and his people is strong, we will have to find a different solution.”
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      Rufsur clicked the remote, turning the television off. “Can we get out of the damn house? There is a beautiful village out there, and I’m pining for the outdoors like the damn dead parrot from Monty Python.”

      The truth was that he didn’t give a damn about how pretty and green the village was. He wanted another glimpse of the sad judge, so he could figure out why she had taken permanent residence in his mind.

      She wasn’t even his type. He’d been with women who were more beautiful, curvier, and blonde. He liked women who knew how to dress to entice a man, and who were flirty and fun, not severe matrons with sad, smart eyes.

      Those damn eyes haunted him.

      He just couldn’t get them out of his mind. They followed him around whether he was awake or asleep, and all he could think about was finding out what had caused that sadness and a way to make it go away.

      Naturally, there was no guarantee he would bump into Edna again, but if he stayed cooped up at the house, that wasn’t going to happen for sure.

      Maybe if he broke a clan law or two, he would be brought before her. Vandalism was most likely considered a criminal offense. If he tore the damn flat screen off the wall and dumped it outside, the Guardians would arrest him, and he would get to see the judge.

      Or he would end up in the clinic after his cuff had been activated, delivering neurotoxin to disable him.

      “I wouldn’t mind going out for a walk,” Jacki said.

      Kalugal rubbed his hand over her bare shoulder. “This morning you were still feeling weak. It’s too early for you to exert yourself with a long walk.”

      “The café is only a fifteen or twenty minutes easy stroll away from here, and I can take rests along the way. I’m bored, and I’m wasting precious time that I could be spending with my friends. I can call Jin and have her meet me there, and maybe Mey can come too.”

      “Wasn’t Jin supposed to come here?”

      “Yeah, but I prefer to go out, see some people, and breathe fresh air.”

      He lifted a finger. “On one condition.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t want you to push yourself. We stop at every bench on the way, and you spend at least five minutes on each. And if despite the rest stops, I decide that you are not up to walking the rest of the way, I’m carrying you.”

      “That’s two conditions. I agree to the first but not to the second. If I get really tired, I will take a longer break on the bench.”

      “Promise that you’ll tell me the moment you feel like resting.”

      “I promise.”

      “Then let’s go.” Kalugal pushed to his feet and gave Jacki a hand up. “Do you need to change?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      “You are wearing a sleeveless shirt, and it’s windy outside. You need a cardigan.”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      Kalugal smirked. “Wait here. I’ll get it for you.”

      The two were so cute together that it was puke-inducing.

      How had the mighty fallen.

      Kalugal was fussing around Jacki like a mother hen, and she seemed to really enjoy all the attention.

      Rufsur counted himself lucky that she’d rejected his advances. Jacki was an amazing person in many ways, and she was perfect for Kalugal, but Rufsur wanted a woman who didn’t require as much attentiveness.

      Naturally, Edna’s angular face floated in front of his mind’s eye. She was a judge and a councilwoman, a busy, self-sufficient lady, who had very little spare time.

      Perfect.

      Except for all the other stuff that wasn’t.

      Those ugly, too-large men-suits and grandmotherly shoes had to go, but he had a feeling that Edna was rigid in her ways, and convincing her to make changes would not endear him to her. He’d better not bring it up.

      Besides, what did it matter?

      When he seduced her, she wouldn’t be wearing anything at all.

      Rufsur wondered what kind of a figure she was hiding underneath those unflattering clothes. For all he knew, Edna could be a knockout. Thinking of his favorite screen beauty, the Australian Margot Robbie, he tried to imagine her with no makeup, her hair pulled into a tight bun, and wearing a shapeless pantsuit. Even she would have looked drab in Edna’s garb.

      Not that Edna looked anything like his dream girl.

      So why the hell was he so fascinated with her?

      With a sigh, Rufsur walked over to the front door. “I’ll tell our Guardians that we are going out for a walk to the café..”

      Jacki chuckled. “So now they are our Guardians? I thought they were Kian’s.”

      “Whatever.” He opened the door and stepped out to the front porch, where the two sat on the bench.

      Theo and Jay were their daytime Guardians, and at night they were replaced by another duo. Twelve-hour babysitting shifts were boring, and he felt sorry for the men.

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen. Get ready to stretch your legs. We are all going for a nice walk to the café.”

      “Hallelujah.” Jay got up. “I hate this damn bench.”

      “I told you to come inside. You refused.”

      “We have our orders, Rufsur. You know how it is.”

      He did. Obeying orders that didn't always make sense was part of every warrior and law enforcer's life. Except, he had a feeling that the two were just more comfortable outside and didn’t want to hang out with their charges. It was understandable. They were supposed to guard their community from the dangerous guests, not fraternize with them.

      “Yeah, I do. But if you change your minds, you are welcome to keep an eye on us from the comfort of our couch.”
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      As usual, Amanda was late for the council meeting, making the other members wait for her. She just had to stop by the café and get coffee and pastries for everyone.

      It wasn’t a bad strategy for putting the council members in a more cooperative mood, but she could have planned ahead and arrived on time.

      When the door to Kian’s office finally opened, and she strode in with Wonder in tow, he did his best not to glare at her.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Amanda smiled sheepishly. “As usual. But a meeting without refreshments is a drag.”

      After Wonder helped her distribute the goods and left, Amanda took her seat to his right. “Now, we can talk.”

      From the other side of the room, Shai cleared his throat. “I’m starting the recording. This is council meeting 451. All twelve members are present.”

      More than ever, Kian regretted Turner’s refusal to accept a seat on the council. The guy was the voice of reason, and his input was especially critical when discussing safety measures. If he gave his stamp of approval, even Edna wouldn’t argue with it.

      In fact, they could both benefit from his coolheaded advice.

      Since it was a security issue, the head Guardians would participate in the vote, and Kian knew he could count on their support, but he would have preferred to have a unanimous vote from all council members.

      “I would like to start,” the judge said. “I object to the presence of Kalugal and his party in the village. Furthermore, I want us to vote against having his wedding party here and allowing his men to attend.”

      “What are your arguments?” Kian asked.

      “As history has taught us time and again, total seclusion is the only way to guarantee our clan’s safety. Even those we consider allies should not be granted access to our community, and at this time, I’m not convinced that Kalugal is indeed our ally. This is new territory for us, and we should proceed with caution.”

      Since Kian agreed with every word, he couldn’t argue against Edna’s statement. The only thing he could do was shine a light on the possible consequences, both positive and negative.

      “I couldn’t refuse Kalugal’s request to bring Jacki to the village, so she could benefit from our clinic and have Bridget supervise her transition. First of all, because it was the right thing to do, and secondly, because refusing could have led to dire consequences. If Jacki didn’t make it, Kalugal would have blamed us and turned into a bitter and vindictive enemy.”

      Anandur chuckled. “Trust me, Edna, we don’t want that guy as an enemy. He’s smart, powerful, and patient. I don’t want to think of how he would have retaliated.”

      “You are just confirming my resolve, Anandur. Kalugal can be a powerful ally as well as a very dangerous opponent. But the prudent thing to do would have been to send Julian with the appropriate equipment to Kalugal’s place, the same way we did when Jin got sick, and we thought that she was transitioning.” Edna cast Kian an accusing glance. “If you had bothered to inform the council of what was going on, I would have told you that, and this entire mess could have been avoided. Now, it will take complicated diplomatic maneuvering to cancel the wedding without offending Kalugal.”

      Kian sighed. “I can deal with him. He is not too happy about staying here longer than he has to either. But Annani is adamant about having a big party right here in the village. She believes that it will do wonders for the spirit of cooperation between our people.”

      Edna grimaced. “I know what Annani really wants. She thinks that she can tempt Kalugal and his men to join the clan.”

      Edna knew Annani well, probably better than most.

      “What’s wrong with that?” Brandon asked. “We could use a bunch of additional capable warriors, and our ladies would be very happy to snap them up.”

      Edna shook her head. “You’ve seen too many Hollywood movies. Life is never as clean and as orderly as that. Bringing one unaffiliated man at a time into the clan, or one woman, is relatively safe. Those are individuals who have nothing in common and are not likely to band together against us. The opposite is true of Kalugal and his men.”

      Brandon chuckled. “If we are talking about movies, your fears remind me of the Red Wedding in Game of Thrones. Have you been watching the series by any chance?”

      Edna smiled sadly. “I’ve read the books, but I have real-life examples that are no less terrible. Those of you who are old enough should remember the Glencoe Massacre.”

      Anandur crossed his arms over his chest. “And it wasn’t the only one. Aside from the run of the mill altercations, ambushes, and murders amongst the clans, there were also several instances of wedding massacres. Edna is right.”

      Kian nodded. “True, but those were different times. The world is not as violent, and we are not going to make the same mistake the MacDonalds made. Our guests will not have access to us. We can put the fence between the two sections of the village back up and house Kalugal and his men in the new part. Naturally, Magnus and his family and Merlin will have to switch houses with Guardians. I don’t want any civilians that could be taken as hostages to remain in that section. Also, all of Kalugal’s party will have cuffs on, and I’ll have Guardians watching them day and night. I’m not fond of treating people as guilty until proven innocent, but the safety of my clan comes before any other considerations.”

      Edna let out a breath. “I don’t think Annani’s romantic notions justify all that effort. Someone must be able to talk sense into her.”

      Amanda snorted. “You are welcome to try. In my opinion, though, she is right. Annani has excellent instincts. If not for her vision and tenacity, our clan would not exist, and the entire world would be a much darker place.”
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      Edna could not argue with Amanda’s observations.

      Sometimes the goddess’s decisions seemed motivated solely by mercy and compassion, like her prohibition on killing Doomers unless it was in the heat of the battle and unavoidable. Otherwise, Doomers were put into stasis and kept alive.

      But Annani’s soft heart wasn’t the deciding factor behind her edict. The goddess was smart, and her foresight, although deductive and not paranormal, spanned millennia.

      Annani’s so-called gut feelings were based on the wisdom she’d accumulated over her five thousand years of life. She’d seen empires rise and fall, cultures flourish and crumble, and entire populations disappear without a trace. Unlike her arch nemesis, Navuh, Annani realized that immortals killing other immortals, whatever the reason, would just hasten their kind's extinction.

      Still, the goddess’s long view often failed to take into consideration practical issues. Dealing with financing and security was Kian and Sari’s job.

      “Perhaps we can compromise,” Bridget said. “We will still host the party, and our people will get to celebrate with Kalugal’s, but instead of having it here in the village, we can have it in the keep.”

      Amanda let out a breath. “I suggested that. Annani didn’t like it. She wants to hold the party in the village square and nowhere else.”

      It seemed like the event was happening whether Edna liked it or not. Annani seemed adamant, and changing her mind would be impossible.

      She looked at Kian. “How many men are we talking about?”

      “Forty-seven plus Lokan.”

      William pushed his glasses up his nose. “I’ve already ordered the parts and paid for expedited shipping, but it will still take five days for the order to get here. That leaves me only four days to make forty-five cuffs. The only way I can make it is to mobilize my genius squad.”

      “We also need to scan the men for trackers,” Bridget said. “Kalugal, Jacki, Hivak, and Rufsur left their base in a rush, so they didn’t have time to get implanted with anything, but the others have plenty of time.”

      At the mere mention of Rufsur’s name, Edna felt a heatwave rush through her.

      It wasn’t the first.

      He had awakened in her something that had lain dormant for centuries, and ever since their brief encounter the day before, she’d been thinking about him every waking moment and dreaming about him at night.

      Those dreams had been quite exhilarating, and if she weren’t sitting in the company of Kian and her fellow council members, Edna would have fanned herself.

      True, it had been months, perhaps even years since she’d been intimate with a male, but she’d never been desperate for sex. Not since Robbie. He’d been the only one who had ever made her blood sing.

      After his death, her sporadic encounters with human males had been barely tolerable, lackluster and anticlimactic. She’d engaged in them more out of duty to the clan than her own enjoyment.

      The clan females were the key to its survival, and it was their duty to try to conceive. Besides, having a child would have alleviated her loneliness. If she had been blessed with a boy, Edna would have named him Robert, or Robbie to honor the memory of her lost love. But the Fates hadn’t responded to her pleas, or maybe she just hadn’t given them enough opportunities to work their magic.

      Until her brief encounter with Rufsur, that part of her might not have been entirely dead, but it had been quite catatonic.

      Brandon frowned. “How are they going to prevent trackers from getting rejected by their bodies?”

      “They can attach them to the spinal cord. Eventually, even that won't keep them there, but it will take weeks if not months for their bodies to reject them.”

      Brandon leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “It sounds like a complicated and intrusive surgery is needed to implant those trackers, and it’s not even a permanent solution. I doubt they would go to all that trouble.”

      “They only need one tracker to figure out our location,” Bridget said. “We would have to bring the men to the warehouse that we’ve used for scanning the Doomers captured in our last operation. I’ll run them through the machines first, and after that’s done, we will load them on the bus and bring them here.”

      “I’m not concerned with the regular former Doomers,” Onegus said. “We can handle them. And Turner can incapacitate Kalugal in a split second. As long as we keep our guard up, we have nothing to worry about.”

      Edna shook her head. “I wish it were true. We are talking about a social gathering with people intermingling. How are you going to control them when they are surrounded by our people?”

      “The cuffs, of course.” Onegus crossed his arms over his chest. “At the first sign of trouble, we will activate all of them at once. The cuffs are not lethal, but they will incapacitate the Doomers for long enough for us to collect them and lock them up.”

      Edna let out a breath.

      She hadn’t considered blanket retribution for the acts of one or two individuals. It wasn’t fair, but it was effective. Such technology didn’t exist during the Scottish massacres. If it had, they might have been prevented.

      Still, even the death of one clan member was unacceptable, and it was possible for the Doomers to murder one or two before the cuffs were activated.

      “I know that you will think me overcautious, but I suggest that all sharp knives be removed from the houses where Kalugal’s men will be staying. And anything else that can be used as a weapon.”

      Kian snorted. “And I thought that Turner was paranoid. Why would they attack us? There is no history of animosity between our people, and we offered them hospitality. I’m not saying to just let them roam free, but the cuffs and the Guardians watching them should be enough.”

      Edna nodded. “Perhaps. But strange things have happened. Kalugal might want to get back in his father’s good graces by murdering a prominent clan member.”

      “And then what?” Kian arched a brow. “How are they going to escape retribution? Kalugal’s compulsion ability is the only real threat, but we have it covered with the cuff. Besides, Annani conducted an experiment in the sanctuary and was able to compel everyone there at once. We are going to test her ability to remove Kalugal’s compulsion. If she can do that, we have nothing to worry about.”

      It occurred to Edna that the more concerns she’d voiced, the less worried Kian had become. Her extreme caution seemed to erode his. He'd started regarding her fears as paranoid and as a result his own as well.

      “If Annani can override Kalugal’s compulsion and take control of his men, then you are right. We have nothing to worry about. Still, I would like to probe Kalugal if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t, but I’m sure he would. Kalugal is a guest, not an applicant for membership in the clan.”
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      The café wasn’t busy when Kalugal’s party got there. It was long past lunchtime, and only a few tables were occupied, mostly by males for some reason.

      They didn’t look friendly.

      The females, however, were a different story, smiling and waving at Rufsur and Hivak, but also at Kalugal and Jacki.

      Evidently, as far as accepting the strangers in their midst, the clan was divided along gender lines.

      Rufsur didn’t blame the men for their suspiciousness. Hell, in their shoes he would have felt the same, but it was not pleasant.

      The thinly-veiled hostility reinforced Rufsur’s conviction that his boss wasn’t safe in the village. Kian might not have any dastardly plans for them, but his clansmen might.

      With Kalugal incapacitated by the damn cuff, and Hivak and Rufsur weaponless, they were basically sitting ducks. There wasn’t much the two of them could do to protect their boss or themselves.

      Jacki was probably in no danger.

      He cast a glance at the Guardians sitting a couple of tables over. Theo and Jay were friendly enough, but if their own clansmen attacked their charges, would they protect Kalugal and his party or step aside?

      Rufsur wasn’t sure. If it were him, he would not raise a hand against his own men. He would try to reason with them, and if they attacked Jacki or any other female, he would defend the ladies, but he wouldn’t kill his own people to save strangers.

      Since Wonder was on a break, they made use of the vending machines, which were surprisingly well-stocked. There was a large selection of pastries and sandwiches, and the automated coffee machine even made cappuccinos.

      When he and Hivak returned with their purchases, Jacki sighed. “I hope Jin and Mey get here soon. I feel awkward. Everyone is looking at us.”

      “At least they are smiling at you.” Rufsur unwrapped his pastry. “We get scowls.”

      “Not from the ladies,” Kalugal said. “You and Hivak attract a lot of attention.”

      “So do you.” Jacki grimaced. “They keep stealing glances at you. But I have a feeling that Amanda and Carol were too optimistic about the dating app. If the clan males are hostile toward your men, the females will be wary of dating them.”

      “It makes sense.” Kalugal nodded. “They don’t want their baby producers to leave.”

      “Ugh, Kalugal.” Jacki rolled her eyes. “That sounded awful.”

      He shrugged. “Just stating the facts, my love. The truth is not always pretty.”

      “We are not safe here,” Rufsur said. “We should leave as soon as possible.”

      Kalugal nodded. “I agree, but not because of safety concerns, or even a few hostile looks. I need to get back to work.”

      When Jacki smiled brightly and waved, Rufsur turned around to see Mey and Jin heading their way. “Let’s make room for the ladies,” he told Hivak. “We can go sit with Theo and Jay.”

      Jacki lifted a hand. “Don’t be silly. Bring two more chairs and stay.”

      “The table is too small.” Rufsur got up and offered Jin his hand. “How are you feeling today?”

      She shrugged. “The pain meds make it tolerable.”

      “Where is Arwel? Is he back at work?” He motioned for her to take the seat he’d just vacated.

      Hivak did the same for Mey.

      “He is at the council meeting.” Jin glanced at her watch. “They should be done soon, and then he and Yamanu will join us.”

      “I didn’t know that he was on the council,” Kalugal said.

      “All the head Guardians are.” Mey sat down and then pointed at a vacant table. “If you drag it over here, there will be enough room for everyone.”

      Now that he knew that the council members would be passing by the café, Rufsur decided to follow Mey’s suggestion. There was a chance that Edna would join them, and if he was at Theo and Jay’s table, he would miss the opportunity to interact with her.

      “We should make room for everyone.” He pointed at a couple of tables. “Hivak, grab those. I’ll get the other two.”

      When they were done, the six small square tables created a large rectangle with room enough for ten or even twelve people.

      “How many council members are there?” Kalugal asked.

      “Twelve,” Mey said. “But I doubt everyone will stay to chat.”

      Rufsur didn’t care about the others, but he hoped Edna would stay. It wasn’t as if he had any other way to meet her. Did she have an office in the building? Or did she work from home? Could he invite himself over?

      He was getting carried away.

      Their meeting yesterday had lasted only a few seconds, and Edna had rushed off without even shaking his hand. Obviously, she wasn’t interested in getting to know him.

      No big surprise.

      First of all, he was still a suspected former enemy, and secondly, he was a simple man while she was a learned judge. What could they possibly have in common?

      More than you think, a small voice whispered in the back of his head.

      Wonderful. Now he was talking to himself. It was just curiosity. Once he found out what had made Edna sad, he would get over his obsession with her.

      “Here they are.” Jin waved at Arwel.

      As the group came out of the office building, Rufsur spotted Edna. She was talking with an elegantly dressed man who looked like a politician running for office. The guy made her look even plainer.

      On her other side was William.

      “Why does an immortal need glasses?” Rufsur asked Jin. “Was William born with a defect?”

      “They are antiglare. He needs them because he spends so much time in front of the computer screen.”

      “Who’s the cocky dude on Edna’s other side?”

      Jin arched a brow. “You know her?”

      “Not exactly. She walked by me yesterday, and I introduced myself, but she ran off.”

      Jin leaned closer and whispered in his ear, “She is the clan’s judge, and they call her the Alien Probe because she can get inside your soul and tell whether your intentions are good or bad, but she is really a nice person.”

      “An Alien Probe? That doesn’t sound nice.”

      “It’s a little uncomfortable when she does it, but she asks permission first.”

      Across the table, Kalugal tilted his head. “Who is that Alien Probe?”

      “It’s the lady in the brown suit,” Jin said. “The one on her right is Brandon, the media specialist, and you already know William.”

      Kalugal nodded. “Who is the blond guy?”

      “That’s Onegus, the chief Guardian.”

      “And who is the muscleman? I assume that he is one of the head Guardians?”

      “You assume correctly. That’s Bhathian.”

      “Is the tall girl a head Guardian too?” Rufsur asked. “Her name is Kri, right?”

      Jin nodded. “She is.”

      “Very progressive. Do they have any other female Guardians on the force?”

      “As far as I know, she’s the only one.”

      Other than the chief, Rufsur knew all the other head Guardians; he also knew Amanda, Edna and William, and he added Brandon the media dude to the list.

      He counted heads. “There are only eleven. Is Kian the twelfth member?”

      “Kian is the regent. Bridget is the twelfth, but she probably stayed in the office building.”

      The council was an interesting assortment of people. The chief and the head Guardians were not a big surprise, but the other six members seemed to have been chosen based on their expertise. Bridget was the medical expert, William was the computer guy, Brandon was the media specialist, and Amanda, who was on the council either as Annani’s daughter or a neuroscientist.

      Last but not least was Edna, the legal expert and Alien Probe.

      What a fascinating woman. Rufsur had never been more intrigued or intimidated by a female.

      The only one who could possibly top that was the goddess herself.
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      As soon as Brandon opened the office building’s front door, Edna noticed Kalugal’s group sitting together with Jin and Mey at the café.

      The place was the central hub of the village, and she would have to pass by it no matter in which direction she headed. Still, she could pretend to be absorbed in conversation with Brandon and keep walking as if they weren’t there.

      Coward, said a snarky voice in the back of her head.

      So what if Rufsur was there, looking handsome like the devil himself and smiling with that damn dimple in his cheek that was just like Robbie’s.

      He wasn’t Robbie, and she wasn’t a seventeen-year-old girl. He shouldn’t make her nervous.

      Heck, who was she kidding? He was making her hot and bothered, and that's what was making her nervous, not the man himself.

      He was just a soldier, probably uneducated and interested in just one thing. Although why he would even notice her was incomprehensible.

      She made a conscious effort to look as unattractive as possible, so men would not notice her. In the beginning, it was so she would be taken seriously in a world that had no appreciation for smart women. Not in the clan, of course, that had never been the case among Annani’s descendants, but in the human world, which was still mostly patriarchal. But then she’d discovered that life was much less complicated when sex was taken out of the equation.

      With no one pursuing her, she didn’t have to reject men and hurt their feelings. Whenever the need became pressing, or she felt like she was letting the clan down by not trying to conceive, she could choose a one-night partner on her own terms.

      No expectations, no complications, and no hard feelings. She didn’t even have to thrall anyone’s memories away. As a lover, she was entirely forgettable.

      Besides, not bothering with her looks was a huge time saver.

      Edna’s closet consisted of work suits and stay-at-home leisure attire, she never blow-dried her hair or put makeup on, and her entire morning routine took ten minutes or less.

      If anyone asked her opinion, that was true women’s lib.

      “I see that Jacki is feeling better.” Kian glanced at Edna. “I’m going to walk over and chat with them. I suggest that you join me.”

      “Why?”

      “You wanted to get to know Kalugal and figure out his motives. Now is your chance.”

      “I want to probe him, not chat with him.”

      Kian put a hand on her shoulder. “Most people just talk to get to know each other. You might want to try it.”

      She didn’t want to, but to refuse would reveal her cowardice, and Edna had a reputation to uphold.

      “I’m not one for wasting time, and probing is much more efficient. But if you insist that I talk with Kalugal first, I can do that.”

      “Thank you. And please remember that he is a guest and an ally, not a suspect on trial.”

      She cracked a smile. “I’ll be diplomatic.”

      Kian turned to the others. “You might want to join us. This is an opportunity for an unofficial meeting with our guests.”

      “I have to go,” William said. “I want to make a few inquiries about getting the parts I need sooner.”

      “I’ll bail as well.” Brandon adjusted his tie. “I have a bunch of production proposals I have to go over. But I can stop for a few minutes and introduce myself.”

      As they neared the table, Rufsur jumped up and pulled out a chair for Edna. “Your Honor.”

      “It’s just Edna. No one addresses me as Your Honor even when I’m presiding over a trial.”

      “That’s a shame. I’ve always wanted to say that.” He smiled, and both his cheeks dimpled. “Your Honor.”

      The charming bad boy was getting under her skin.

      “Jacki.” Kian took a seat next to Kalugal. “I see that you are feeling better.”

      “I do. I only had to rest once on the way here.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. It means that you are well enough to join my mother for lunch tomorrow. She wants to meet you. Naturally, Kalugal is invited as well.”

      “What about us?” Rufsur asked. “Are Hivak and I going to meet the goddess?”

      Gutsy and cocky, just like Robbie had been. Edna liked that in a man.

      Kian seemed taken by surprise. “Frankly, Annani hasn’t said anything about you, but I can ask her.”

      Rufsur dipped his head. “Thank you. I would very much like to meet the famous Annani, even if it’s just for a minute. Kalugal isn’t easily impressed, but he was awestruck by her.”

      Kalugal nodded. “Indeed. I don’t remember my mother very well, but I think I would have noticed if she had glowing skin, which she didn’t. In fact, Annani and Areana don’t look like sisters at all, but Alena bears a striking resemblance to my mother. She mentioned something about an interesting story regarding her resemblance to Areana, but we’ve never gotten a chance to discuss it.”

      “You can ask her tomorrow at lunch.” Kian crossed his arms over his chest. “So, how do you like our village?”

      “It’s perfect.” Kalugal smiled. “As I told you before, I would love to build a similar oasis for my people in the Bay Area. But I don’t think I would find a secluded location like yours. I’ve given it some thought, and I think a regular gated community might be enough.” He waved a hand at the office building. “I don’t need anything as elaborate as this, but a café and a central gathering place would be nice.”

      “You don’t seem as concerned with security as we are,” Onegus said.

      Kalugal shook his head. “I wasn’t before, but now that I’m married, my priorities have changed. I want a safe place for my family. But I’m also a practical man. I doubt that my father is still looking for me, and if he is, he’s only interested in me and not my people. I never leave home without shrouding myself first, so the chances of him finding me are practically nonexistent. Your situation is more precarious. He is actively seeking your entire clan’s destruction.”

      Interesting. It seemed that Kalugal only feared his father and didn’t consider the clan a threat. Or was it a ploy to lull them into a false sense of security?

      Edna really needed to probe him, and if possible, his sexy lieutenant as well.
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      Edna pinned Kalugal with her intense eyes. “You don’t have any other enemies?”

      As Kalugal smiled indulgently at the formidable judge, Rufsur felt proud of his boss. The guy was truly fearless, and Edna’s probing gaze didn’t affect him in the slightest.

      “There might be several business competitors who harbor ill thoughts about me, but I doubt any of them would resort to violence. But even if some would, they don’t know who I am, what I look like, or where to find me.”

      “I can attest to that,” Kian said. “When Syssi and I negotiated with Perfect Match Studio to buy a majority stake in their company, we knew there was another interested investor. But even though we did some background checks, we didn’t find anything suspicious. Turns out it was Kalugal.”

      Edna’s intense probing eyes didn’t leave Kalugal’s face. “Why were you interested in purchasing the studios?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a revolutionary technology, and I can see many potential uses for it.” He turned to Kian. “I have to admit that virtual hookups are a great way to make money with it, but it could be used for training purposes as well. At the time, I thought of getting the Air Force interested, or even NASA. No one has deeper pockets than the government.”

      Kian nodded. “You are right. Fully immersive virtual reality can be used to train pilots and astronauts. Syssi thinks it could also do wonders for people with disabilities. Except, there is no way medical insurance will cover the expense even though the service might significantly improve people’s quality of life. Sex is still a touchy subject for humans.”

      Stealing a glance at Edna, Rufsur hoped that she was amused by the new topic of conversation, but her expression hadn’t changed. The judge was still watching Kalugal with her intense eyes.

      Was she probing him?

      Jin had said that Edna always asked permission before doing that, but what if Jin was wrong?

      Right at that moment, Edna might be learning Kalugal’s secrets, like his world domination ideas.

      “Edna.” Rufsur called out her name to break her concentration.

      She turned her gaze to him. “Yes?”

      “I was wondering about your job. Does the clan have a book of law? What are you basing your judgments on?”

      “We don’t have anything official, but I’ve written down Annani’s guidelines, and I keep adding to them as we go.” For the first time since he’d met her, Edna seemed happy to talk to him. Apparently, she was passionate about the law. “The rules are quite simple. Mainly, they are meant to keep our existence secret. The other laws are concerned with limiting the use of our supernatural powers over humans to only what’s necessary to achieve that.”

      “That leaves a lot to interpretation,” Kalugal said.

      Damn, now Edna’s attention was back to him.

      “I usually interpret the rules based on utility and intent.”

      “How can you determine intent?”

      For some reason, Kalugal was goading the judge. Was he curious about her ability?

      Edna smiled at him coldly. “When I’m suspicious of the intent, I have ways of verifying it.”

      “I’ve heard.” Kalugal smirked. “They call you the Alien Probe.”

      Jin gasped, Kian growled, but Amanda laughed. “You like to live dangerously, don’t you, Kalugal? Edna doesn’t like that nickname.”

      He arched a brow. “Why not? If I had a talent like that, I would be proud of it. I’ve never heard of anyone who could do that, and I find it fascinating.”

      Edna crossed her legs and cast him an amused look. “I’m glad you find my talent so interesting. It is indeed one of a kind, and I don’t mind demonstrating it. Would you allow me to probe you?”

      Rufsur was relieved. If the judge was asking permission, perhaps she hadn’t done so already.

      “I would not,” Kalugal said. “I’m a private man, and I don’t want anyone in my business, let alone in my head.”

      “Why? Are you hiding malevolent intentions toward my clan?”

      Kian cleared his throat. “Kalugal is a guest, not a candidate for clan membership. There is no reason to put him through the probe.”

      “I probed Lokan.”

      “True, but those were different circumstances. He tried to kidnap Vivian and Ella, he was our prisoner, and we were about to entrust Carol’s life to his hands. We had to know what his intentions were.”

      “I agree, but these circumstances are no less precarious. We are planning to host Kalugal’s wedding and invite forty-five additional former Doomers to our community. In my opinion, a probe is just as necessary now as it was then.”

      Kalugal lifted a hand. “It wasn’t my idea. I only asked to be allowed in here so Jacki could transition with the proper medical care. The wedding was the Clan Mother’s idea. If it were up to me, I would leave this very evening.”

      “Perhaps it would be best if you do,” Edna said.

      Why the hell was she so hostile?

      Kalugal, even with all of his men armed and present, was no threat to the clan without his compulsion ability.

      Rufsur could understand the clan males feeling hostile toward Kalugal’s men. Some of them might have been involved in skirmishes with the Brotherhood, maybe even lost friends. They were also probably not happy about Amanda’s matchmaking initiative. But what was Edna’s problem?

      Maybe she’d lost someone close to her in one of the rare face-to-face battles between the clan and the Brotherhood?

      Still, she was a smart woman, and she was well aware that Kalugal and his men were no longer affiliated with Navuh’s organization. Not only that, Amanda, the goddess’s own daughter, was mated to a former Brother, and they’d accepted the guy as a full-fledged clan member.

      Was it something personal against Kalugal?

      Or maybe Edna had been okay with one ex-Doomer joining their community, but not an entire bunch of them arriving at once?

      Not only that, but she’d also probably probed Dalhu as well.

      So that was the problem.

      Edna only felt safe with new people who she got to probe. Perhaps she’d be happy with probing him?

      Rufsur had nothing to hide. He had no grand plans for taking over the world, and all Edna would discover was his intention to keep Kalugal and his friends safe and maybe get to know her.

      Intimately.

      Despite her hostile attitude and her ugly clothes, she was a fine woman. She didn’t fear Kian, or Kalugal, and evidently, not even the goddess.

      Edna spoke her mind no matter whose toes she was stepping on. Rufsur respected that.
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      The judge seemed to have an ax to grind, and since she was an influential member of the council, she probably represented a wide sector of the clan.

      He and his people were not welcomed in the village, and Rufsur might have been right all along about the visit not being safe.

      If not for Jacki, who wanted to spend more time with her friends, Kalugal would have packed up and left. But other than Jacki’s wishes, there were other factors to consider.

      First of all, he needed to do it in a way that wouldn’t look as if he was leaving in a huff. Kian had been very gracious in his invitation, and Kalugal wanted to show his appreciation.

      Most importantly, though, he didn’t want to piss off Annani.

      The goddess gave the impression of being friendly and sociable, but she wasn’t the Clan Mother for nothing. Her power didn’t stem only from her godliness or from her abilities. Underneath the delicate exterior was a titanium core that every member of her clan was well aware of.

      Staying in Annani’s good graces was more important than appeasing the judge and whoever else she represented, or even Kalugal’s desire to go home and resume his life where he had left off.

      He was paralyzed in the village, caged, unable to conduct his business even on the most basic level. All of his borrowed devices were no doubt monitored, and he didn’t wish Kian to have access to his stock portfolio or even know what he was interested in.

      All of that boiled down to the need for careful diplomacy.

      Smiling amicably, Kalugal spread his arms. “I wish I could, but we all have to bow to the goddess’s wishes. Perhaps tomorrow over lunch, I could appeal to the Clan Mother and humbly request her permission to leave your lovely village and return a day before the wedding. And if it would meet with her approval, maybe even postpone the party by a few days.”

      “Kalugal is right,” Kian said. “It’s never a good idea to disappoint Annani.”

      Edna nodded. “I’ll have a talk with the Clan Mother as well. Perhaps I can convince her to seek a solution that would work for everyone.”

      After his little speech, the judge seemed much less hostile, and Kalugal wondered which part of it had softened her up. Was it the deference to the goddess?

      Probably.

      Even if Edna disagreed with Annani, she appreciated his respectful regard for the Clan Mother.

      He turned to Kian. “Since we might be leaving soon, and Jacki and I have no plans for this evening, I was wondering if we could meet Eva. I’m curious to hear how her life has changed after our chance encounter.” He put a hand over his heart. “After all, I was the catalyst of that change.”

      Kian arched a brow. “Are you sure about that? Her mate might not be happy about her meeting you.” He turned to look at the muscleman who was glaring at Kalugal as if he wanted to sink his fangs into his neck.

      Was that Eva’s mate?

      Kalugal lifted his arms again. “It’s entirely up to Eva and her mate. But I would be grateful if you could ask them on my behalf.”

      Edna eyed him curiously. “Naturally, I’ve heard the story of how you met Eva and unknowingly induced her transition. Do you remember her?”

      “Of course.” Kalugal cast a sidelong glance at the Guardian who he suspected was Eva’s mate. “Even as a very young woman, Eva left an impression on me, and not only because of her beauty. She’s a born fighter, and I’m not at all surprised that she went into law enforcement and later opened her own detective agency.” Kalugal clasped Jacki’s hand under the table. “It might sound strange, but my interest is fatherly in nature. I feel responsible for initiating her into immortality.”

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Eva’s mate lose the murderous expression. He still didn’t look friendly, but at least he no longer seemed to be planning Kalugal’s gruesome demise.

      This time, Kian looked straight at the Guardian. “What do you say, Bhathian? Do you want Eva to meet her initiator?”

      The guy shrugged his massive shoulders. “It’s up to her. You know Eva. No one tells her what to do.”
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      On the way back home, Jacki required three rest stops, which indicated that she wasn’t as well as she had claimed to be.

      “Let me carry you the rest of the way,” Kalugal pleaded. “There is no one out here to see you.”

      Jacki shook her head. “How am I going to get strong if I let my muscles atrophy? I have to do this.”

      Stubborn woman, but she wasn’t wrong, and Rufsur admired her determination.

      “Besides.” She leaned on Kalugal. “We are invited to lunch with Annani tomorrow. I want to arrive on my own two feet.”

      “About that,” Kalugal said. “I thought it would be best if we used the golf cart. Walking all the way to Kian’s house will exhaust you, and you will have no energy left for meeting the goddess.” He chuckled. “You might faint from the experience, and that will be much more embarrassing than arriving on a golf cart.”

      Rufsur stifled a chuckle. Kalugal had already learned how to manipulate Jacki into doing things his way without her realizing that he was doing that.

      “Let’s decide on this tomorrow. Perhaps by morning, I will feel a hundred times stronger.”

      When they got back into the house, Jacki plopped down on the couch. “That was exhausting, but I’m glad I did it.” She looked up at Kalugal. “Do we have anything to serve our guests tonight?”

      He sat next to her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I don’t know if they’ll come. Bhathian needs to ask Eva first.”

      Rufsur walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “That guy must pump iron for hours every day. Did you see the size of his muscles?”

      Kalugal smirked. “Are you smitten, Rufsur?”

      Jacki chuckled. “He is, but not by Bhathian.” She glanced at Rufsur. “I've seen the looks you’ve been sneaking at the judge.”

      “You caught me.” He pulled out a beer from the fridge. “Anyone want something to drink?”

      “I’ll have a beer,” Kalugal said.

      “Me too.” Jacki lifted a hand.

      Rufsur arched a brow. “Are you allowed?”

      “I’m a new immortal, not an expectant mother. Of course I’m allowed.”

      When he handed her a cold bottle, she tried to twist the cap off, but it didn’t budge. “Damn. When will that immortal strength kick in?”

      “Patience, my love.” Kalugal took the bottle from her and opened it. “Here you go.”

      Jacki took a sip and then looked at Rufsur. “So, what’s the deal with Edna?”

      He shrugged, pretending nonchalance. “The woman needs a good schtupping. Given how uptight she is, it has been a while.”

      That had come out a little crass, but Jacki seemed unfazed. Perhaps she saw through his macho act.

      “And I guess that you are the one to give it to her?”

      “Why not?” He smiled. “I’m a charming fellow.”

      “Edna is a good person. She might look severe and even a little scary, but she has a good heart. Be nice to her.”

      He hadn’t known that Jacki knew the judge. “When did you meet Edna?”

      “The clan has an underground facility somewhere, and that was where we were hiding after we escaped the government’s paranormal talents program. Kian suspected that one of us might be a mole, and he brought Edna to probe us. Amazingly, Wendy managed to fool her. I have no idea how she did that.”

      “Was Edna able to probe you?”

      “She was, but it took a really long time and a lot of effort on her part.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “She said that I’m a complicated lady, and that my immunity might stem from the thick protective walls I erected around my heart and mind. That could be true, but I think that the walls are in addition to my natural immunity. Edna said that she didn’t sense any malicious intent, but because I was so guarded, she couldn’t vouch for me a hundred percent.”

      “Interesting.” Kalugal ran a hand over his jaw. “It appears that the Alien Probe has limitations and that it’s possible to hide things from her.”

      Jacki nodded. “If Wendy did it, and she is only a nineteen-year-old kid, then it’s not that hard to do.”

      Rufsur chuckled. “Spoken by the ancient twenty-two-year-old.”

      “A three-year difference is a lot at this age. I’m a woman, while she is still a kid.”

      Rufsur rubbed the back of his neck. “I wonder how old Edna is.”

      “She is not a young immortal,” Kalugal said. “Given her position in the clan, she’s been around for several centuries.”

      “A well-seasoned woman.” Rufsur grinned. “That makes her even more interesting.” He headed toward the door. “I’m going to ask Jay for her phone number.”

      “Seriously?” Jacki asked.

      “Why not?”

      She shook her head. “You have guts, I’ll give you that.”

      Rufsur shrugged and opened the door. He wasn’t an old immortal, but he wasn’t young either, and he was way past the days of hesitating before approaching a woman.

      The worst that could happen was that Edna would say no, but he had a feeling that she wouldn’t. He’d caught the few covert glances she’d snuck his way, and not all of them had been hostile.

      “Going for a walk?” Jay asked.

      “No, I came out to talk to you. Any chance you can give me Edna’s phone number?”

      “Why do you need it?”

      Rufsur smiled. “I would like to pay the lady a visit. Maybe invite her for a walk, or a cup of coffee at the café.”

      “I don’t know if I should.” Jay glanced at Theo, who shook his head. “I’ll tell you what I can do. I can text Edna and ask if you can come over. If she agrees, which I doubt, I will have to get another Guardian to accompany you.”

      “No problem. As long as he keeps his distance, though. I don’t need a third wheel on my date with the lovely judge.”

      Theo shook his head again. “You must love challenges, buddy. Edna? Seriously?”

      “What's wrong with her? She’s a fine lady.”

      “I didn’t say she wasn’t. But even I’m scared of her, and I’m a member of her clan. She is the Alien Probe.”

      “She can probe me to her heart’s content.” Rufsur put a hand over his heart. “With me, what you see is what you get.”

      “I doubt that. I think you are a glutton for punishment. I’ve seen the looks you’ve gotten from the clan’s single ladies. You could’ve chosen any of them and would have gotten an invitation, no questions asked. But you chose the one who showed absolutely no interest in you.”

      “I’ll be damned.” Jay looked up from his phone. “Edna says that you can come over in an hour.”

      “Awesome. I’m going to grab a shower. Can I get flowers anywhere in this village?”

      Theo laughed. “Not unless you want to raid someone’s garden. And given who you intend them for, that’s not a good idea.”
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      Edna put her phone down and leaned back in the bathtub.

      What had she just agreed to?

      An adventure, whispered the annoyingly cheerful voice in the back of her head.

      She hadn’t heard that voice in hundreds of years. It had belonged to a young girl who had died along with the love of her life and was sharing his grave in the highlands of Scotland.

      Except, it seemed like Rufsur had resurrected her, along with teenage excitement and tingling anticipation and all the other nonsense that Edna had left behind.

      It was the bubble bath’s fault. She’d been relaxed, and her guard was down. That’s why she’d agreed for him to come.

      Well, that and Jay mentioning that Rufsur was willing to undergo her probe. His boss had refused, but as Kalugal’s second-in-command, Rufsur should be privy to his boss’s secrets.

      She was doing it for the clan.

      Liar.

      Since when had she started lying to herself?

      Admit the truth, Edna. For the first time in over three hundred years, a man has stirred something inside you, and it scares the shit out of you.

      Perhaps she should just have sex with the guy and get him out of her system. He was an attractive male, and she’d never experienced an immortal’s venom bite and everything that followed.

      She was curious.

      That summed it all up.

      There was no mystical connection between them, and Rufsur wasn’t Robbie’s reincarnation. He just happened to look a little like him.

      It was all physical.

      She had a type, and Rufsur was it, but they had nothing in common.

      Damn, just thinking about that cocky smile of his and those dimples made her tingle all over. He would be an amazing lover, she just knew it.

      But maybe that wasn’t what he was interested in? Perhaps he wanted to pump her for information, or just get in her good graces for his boss’s sake?

      It made much more sense than a sexy guy like him showing interest in her. Especially given the attention he’d been getting from so many of the clan’s single ladies.

      Damn. The mere thought of one of them snatching Rufsur from her had Edna’s pulse quicken.

      She should get out and check her closet for something decent to wear.

      Except, she knew what she would find there.

      Twelve identical work suits in different shades of gray, dark green, and brown, and about the same number of button-down shirts in white, cream, and gray. As for her lounging attire, she owned several sweat and yoga pants, hoodies in soft pastel colors, and some T-shirts. That was about it. She had one evening gown that she’d worn to Syssi and Kian’s wedding as well as all the other weddings that had followed, but even if the gown was an option, it wasn’t a flattering dress.

      Nothing she owned was attractive, and for some absurd reason, Edna wanted to put on something that didn’t make her look like a grandmother or a judge.

      The best she came up with was a pair of yoga pants paired with a T-shirt. The pants were stretchy and showed off her shapely legs. The shirt, although two sizes too large, draped nicely over her breasts, not accentuating them, but not hiding them either.

      Shoes were an even bigger problem. Her only choices were the matronly ones she wore to work or the fuzzy slippers she wore at home. She didn’t even own a pair of sports shoes because her exercise routine was doing a little yoga in front of the television at home.

      Ugh, she would have to entertain Rufsur barefoot.

      Out of habit, Edna gathered her shoulder-length hair, twisted it into a tight bun, and pinned it in place. Perhaps she could release it from the bun and wear it in a ponytail?

      Instead, she pulled out a few strands to soften the look.

      The woman in the mirror didn’t look ready for romance. She looked ready for a quiet evening at home, curled up on the couch with a good book and a glass of wine.

      Which was basically what Edna did every night.

      When the knock sounded at her door, she took a deep breath, tucked away one of the strands of hair she’d just pulled out, and went to open it.

      “Good evening, Edna,” Rufsur grinned.

      “Good evening.” She smiled up at him.

      Edna wasn’t a petite woman, but she wasn’t tall either, and with no shoes on, the top of her head barely reached his shoulder.

      “I wanted to bring you flowers, but no one sells them in your village, and Theo advised against raiding people’s gardens.”

      Stifling a chuckle, she opened the door wider and motioned for him to come in. “This is not a date, Rufsur.”

      Given that he was freshly showered, dressed in an elegant button-down and a pair of black jeans, and had cologne on, he definitely thought that it was. Perhaps it would turn out to be, but even though he looked good enough to lick all over, she still wasn’t sure that she was up to it.

      It had been so long since she’d been with a man that Edna wasn’t sure she remembered what to do.

      Rufsur sat on her couch and leaned back as if he owned the place. “It could be if you let it.”
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      As Rufsur had suspected, Edna had been hiding a shapely body under her misshapen clothes.

      The stretchy pants she was wearing showed off her long legs and pert ass, and the T-shirt, although big and loose, revealed a pair of perky breasts that were just the right size.

      “Why did you want to see me?” She sat on an armchair across from him.

      He leaned forward. “You intrigue me.”

      “In what way?”

      Rufsur hesitated.

      Usually he was a smooth operator, saying all the right things that he knew women liked hearing, but he had a feeling that tactic wasn’t going to work on Edna. Complete frankness was the only way to go with her even if it meant a longer and bumpier seduction.

      “Your smart, sad eyes. I want to know what makes you so sad and what can I do to make you happy.”

      Edna seemed taken aback. Crossing her legs, she threaded the fingers of one hand through the other and braced them on her knee. “You must be the only male on the planet who is attracted to melancholy. Either that or you have a savior syndrome.” She smiled. “I might not be the cheerful sort, but I assure you that I’m not a damsel in distress either.”

      “I know that. You are a smart and powerful woman, and surprisingly, I find that very attractive.”

      She arched a brow. “Surprisingly?”

      It hadn’t been the smoothest thing to say, but now that Rufsur had decided to take a gamble on frankness, it felt really good to just say exactly what was on his mind and not filter it through what he believed Edna wanted to hear.

      “Yes, surprisingly. For years, Kalugal tried to convince me that the smarter the woman, the more sexually adventurous she was, and that I was missing out on the best because I was going for looks rather than brains.”

      Edna smiled. “I see. So, you decided to take his advice and sample a brainy woman who wasn’t all that physically attractive?”

      Damn. That was the problem with speaking his mind. He wasn’t as eloquent as Kalugal, and he was definitely outclassed by Edna.

      He smoothed his hand over his short beard. “That didn’t come out right. I find you very attractive. Perhaps the reason I never went for smart women is that I’m a simple man. I don’t have Kalugal’s smooth tongue.” He waved a hand in her direction. “I would like to say that you have killer legs and an ass that I’m salivating to put my hands on, but that would sound crude to a sophisticated woman like you.”

      Edna burst out laughing, which was precisely what Rufsur had claimed he’d wanted, but really didn’t. She must think he was a dumb jock who was unworthy of kissing the soles of her grandmotherly shoes.

      “I’m sorry, Rufsur.” She put a hand over her chest. “I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that it has been so long since anyone talked to me like that. It was refreshing.”

      “So you’re not offended?”

      “Not at all. I really appreciate your candor, which is very refreshing as well. As a lawyer and a judge, I deal with too many lies.”

      He smirked. “In that case, I should also tell you that your breasts are pure perfection, and if not for your mesmerizing eyes, I would have had a real hard time not staring at them.”

      A slight blush painted Edna’s pale cheeks pink, making her look years younger. “Most people are unnerved by my eyes.”

      “I’m not. I’m fascinated by them. There is so much wisdom and pain in them, and I’m eager to discover the life stories that created that intense gaze.”

      A smile lifted the corners of her lips, softening her expression. “And you claim to lack eloquence. That was a very nice thing to say. But if you want to learn my secrets, you have to tell me yours first.”

      He waved a hand. “By all means. What would you like to know?”

      “First, I would like to probe you. I’m a careful woman, and before I allow you to get any closer, I need to ascertain your intentions for me, and for my clan.”

      Rufsur spread his arms wide. “I’m an open book. You’re welcome to probe and touch and feel and do whatever else you wish with me.”

      She tilted her head. “You must be a very trusting man.”

      “I’m the opposite of that. I was opposed to Kalugal coming here with only me and Hivak for protection. I would have preferred for Jacki to come here alone, get the medical help she needed, and then return home. Naturally, Kalugal couldn’t do that, so I had no choice but to agree. I trust Kian’s good intentions, but I don’t trust the good intentions of his clansmen. In fact, I’m sure many of them would like to see us gone as soon as possible and never come back.”

      “So why did you agree to my probe?”

      “Because I’m a good judge of character, and I trust you. You are a good woman, Edna. You’ve been through some shit that left scars on your soul and made you super cautious and uncompromising. But you would never harm anyone for no reason.”

      “You are much smarter than you pretend to be.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t pretend anything. With me, what you see is what you get.”
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      As a person, Rufsur was very different than Robbie, which was a good thing. Edna would have felt weird if the similarities extended beyond the superficial physical resemblance.

      Robbie had been nineteen when they’d met, a boy by today's standards, but back then, he’d been considered a man and was already a seasoned warrior.

      Rufsur was much older, and although he retained his boyish charm, he was a mature man with extensive life experience.

      The best thing about him, though, was his candor.

      She had a feeling that usually he wasn’t as forthcoming, and that he’d chosen to be frank with her because he’d realized that it was the best approach.

      Very astute of a man who barely knew her.

      Which made him doubly dangerous.

      Edna couldn’t remember the last time anyone spoke to her without passing their words through a filter. Even Kian, who had a tendency to pepper his speech with expletives, was careful not to use them around her.

      She was the judge, but the respect due to her position extended beyond the bench. She was the judge whether she was presiding over a trial or taking an afternoon walk in the village.

      Rufsur was the first man in a very long time to see her as a woman.

      A desirable female.

      If not for the slight scent of his arousal, she would have thought that he was just pretending, and the real reason for his visit was information gathering.

      The same was true for her. She could pretend to be unaffected by this charming and sexy male sitting in her living room, but he would know it was a lie.

      Besides, why pretend?

      If Rufsur’s intentions were pure, and by that she meant no scheming against the clan, then she had no problem inviting him into her bed. But Edna wasn’t naive enough to think that anything other than sex would come out of it.

      Hopefully, very good sex.

      Supposedly, an immortal lover was incomparable, and this was her chance to experience it firsthand.

      Except, Edna had never been comfortable with one-night stands, or hookups as they were called nowadays, and they usually left a bad taste in her mouth. So much so that she preferred to abstain.

      Her first lover had also been the love of her life, and after experiencing a connection so deep and magical, Edna preferred to go without rather than force herself to pursue the occasional meaningless sexual encounter.

      Nothing could ever compare to what she’d lost so long ago.

      Perhaps probing Rufsur would bring her closer to him and make the experience more meaningful. At least he wouldn’t be a total stranger. But the risk of that was getting too close, and then suffering the consequences.

      What if she developed feelings for him?

      He was Kalugal’s second-in-command, and she was the clan’s judge and lawmaker. Neither of them could or would leave their camp and cross over to the other. A relationship was not in the cards.

      “Are you still thinking it over?” Rufsur asked.

      “What? No. I’m sorry that I spaced out on you like that. Let’s do it.” She moved to sit next to him on the couch.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      Edna smiled. “Yours first.” She looked down at his hands.

      He had long, elegant fingers, and she couldn’t help the erotic images they evoked.

      “A quarter?”

      She looked up. “What?”

      “For your thoughts.”

      Smiling, she shook her head. “Give me your hands.”

      “With pleasure.”

      Taking a deep breath, she readied for her first touch of him and clasped them.

      As they both let out a sigh, she wondered whether it was for the same reason.

      “What do you feel?” she asked.

      “I feel like I’ve been craving your touch my entire life. It’s such a relief to finally connect. Do you feel the same thing?”

      She wasn’t going to admit what his touch was doing to her. She’d expected the arousal, but not the strange need to hold on and never let go.

      Was it because he was an immortal?

      She’d probed many other immortal males, but most were clan members. The only ones who were not related to her had been Lokan, Dalhu, and Robert, and she hadn’t felt anything sexual or emotional toward them. Maybe because they’d been taken?

      That was probably it. Rufsur was the first immortal male she’d ever touched who was a possible sex partner. No wonder she was flooded by all those strange feelings. Her body recognized a compatible male of her species and was urging her to pursue him.

      “Something of that nature. It just feels nice. Your hands are warm, strong…” Edna shook her head. “When I probe you, try not to resist. The easier you make it for me, the smoother the experience will be.”

      He chuckled. “That sounds like something I would have said.”

      “Is everything about sex with you?”

      “I’m a male. It’s hardwired into our psyche.”

      “That is true. But I hope that my probe will find more than just lust.”

      He looked at her from under lowered lashes. “Usually, there is more than that in there. But right now, with you sitting so close and holding my hands, that’s pretty much it.”
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      Damn, why did Edna’s delicate hands feel so good?

      Rufsur imagined them roaming over his nude body, caressing, kneading, gripping…

      “Try to relax and not think about sex for a few moments. I need to see more than that if I am to discern your intentions.”

      He closed his eyes. “It’s tough. What should I think about?”

      “Think back to the defining moments of your life.”

      That was easy. The first such moment had been saying goodbye to his mother and being taken away to the training camp. He’d known that he would never be allowed to see her again, and his heart had just shattered into pieces. Keeping the tears at bay had been so hard. He couldn’t even cry at night because eleven other boys had slept in the same room with him, and he’d seen how those who had broken down and cried had been treated.

      Rufsur had channeled his pain and frustration into training, and over time the pain had become manageable. But it had never subsided completely. More than a hundred years later, he still remembered that day vividly and could still hear his mother’s wails of sorrow.

      Except, right now, the pain wasn’t as sharp, and he realized that it was Edna’s doing. Her presence inside his mind felt like a soft caress, and he leaned into it, taking comfort in it.

      The second defining moment of his life was his transition, but since it had been a lengthy process and not something that had happened overnight, it hadn’t impacted him as significantly. It was just part of growing up.

      The third moment and the one that had the most significant impact on his life had been escaping the Brotherhood with Kalugal and the rest of their team.

      It had been terrifying and liberating at the same time. They were leaving the only home they’d known, and even though it had been a bad one, it was where they’d belonged.

      He owed his freedom to Kalugal. Without him, Rufsur and the rest of Kalugal’s men would still belong to the Brotherhood, slaves to Navuh’s compulsion, soldiers in a meaningless war against a nonexistent enemy.

      Even without the compulsion, Rufsur and the others would have probably never had the guts to escape on their own. Kalugal’s leadership and their loyalty to him had brought them their freedom, and for that, Rufsur would be forever grateful to his boss.

      So maybe the escape itself hadn’t been the defining moment. It had been getting handpicked by Kalugal to serve in his platoon.

      In no time at all, it had become clear to Rufsur that Kalugal was different than the other commanders. They’d become friends, and it was the first meaningful relationship Rufsur had experienced outside of the Dormant enclosure. Kalugal and the men under his command had become his family, his home.

      Rufsur could still feel Edna’s mental fingers gently floating around in his brain, but he didn’t mind the intrusion. It felt nice not to be alone on the inside.

      Was there a fourth defining moment?

      The night Jin had tethered Kalugal could count as one. The chain of events that had followed brought him to where he was now, sitting on the couch of the clan’s judge, in her home, inside the clan’s secret village.

      Yeah. That night definitely counted as a defining moment.

      If not for Jin tethering Kalugal, they wouldn’t have captured Arwel and Jacki, Kalugal wouldn’t have fallen in love with her and kept her, and the director and his cronies wouldn’t have attacked their home during the wedding, which in turn would not have created such a strong spirit of cooperation with the clan.

      “That’s good,” Edna murmured. “Keep going.”

      What else was there?

      Should he think of Phinas and Atzil, or Shamash and Hivak?

      Why not. They were his friends, his brothers, all good men handpicked by Kalugal. It wouldn’t hurt for suspicious Edna to see them through his eyes, or at least get a whiff of how he felt about them. Maybe she would change her mind about the so-called danger they posed to her clan.

      All they wanted was to meet eligible immortal females and the opportunity to court them. If they could overcome the hurdle of tribalism, those unions would benefit both of their communities in the long run.
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      Probing Rufsur was a pleasure.

      Instead of having to push past barriers and sift through many murky layers, Edna was floating through the beautiful landscape of his uncomplicated, well-organized psyche that was nevertheless smart, insightful, and compassionate.

      The main thing motivating Rufsur was the intense loyalty that he felt for Kalugal. His boss featured prominently in that landscape. Rufsur loved the man like a brother, worshiped him like a god, and respected him as his leader. He also had strong emotional ties to the other men and was devoted to them.

      There was also a past pain that still bled like an open wound.

      Rufsur had lost someone close to him, someone he’d loved, but Edna couldn’t tell who that person was. It could have been a fellow soldier, or a childhood friend, or even his mother or a sibling.

      And that was about it. Pretty straightforward stuff, nothing overly complicated or troubling. Rufsur was an easy guy to understand.

      Except for one thing.

      His lusting after her was flattering, but she couldn’t fathom why Rufsur had chosen the least attractive female in the entire clan as the object of his desire. Edna worked very hard on having absolutely no sex appeal, while Rufsur was not only a very handsome man, but also a desirable bachelor as one of the only two unrelated and unmated immortal males currently in the village.

      Reluctant to let go of his hands, Edna looked at his gorgeous face.

      He had such kissable lips.

      “Are you done?”

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t pull his hands out of hers. “So, what’s the verdict, Judge? Did you like what you saw?”

      “I did. It was a very pleasant experience, which I can’t say about most of the probes I’ve done. You have an uncomplicated mind, your loyalties are clear cut, and you don’t have many regrets. “

      “I told you that I’m a simple man.”

      “Simply beautiful, I mean your mind. You know who you are, and you like yourself, which is surprisingly uncommon. Most people hate many things about themselves.”

      He chuckled. “I guess that’s the result of hanging around with Kalugal, who thinks that he’s golden. It must be contagious. But I’m not a snob like him.”

      “No, you are not. What I don’t understand, though, is your attraction to me. I must be the least attractive woman in the entire village.”

      His hands tightened on hers. “Nonsense. I see beyond the ugly business suits and the granny shoes and the bad hairdo. For some reason, you are trying very hard to appear unappealing, but I’m not fooled by your charade. I see the beauty that you are trying to hide, and I can’t wait to get you out of your clothes and see the rest of what you’re hiding.”

      Letting go of her hands, he reached behind her and pulled out one of the pins holding her bun securely to her nape, then another, and another, until her hair cascaded around her shoulders.

      “That‘s much better.” He combed his fingers through the strands, fanning them out. “Beautiful.”

      Gazing at his lips, Edna felt herself leaning toward him until their mouths were a scant inch apart. “Kiss me.”

      “With pleasure.” His beautiful golden-brown eyes blazing with inner light, he closed the rest of the distance and claimed her mouth.

      As their lips touched, a soft sigh escaped her throat, and her eyelids drifted shut.

      So good.

      His lips brushing softly over hers, he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her onto his lap.

      He was hard under her, and the feel of his erection made her core tighten with anticipation.

      Fates, it had been a long time.

      With a gentle flick of his tongue over the seam of her lips, Rufsur asked permission to enter, and by parting them, Edna granted it.

      Going in deep, he savored her with lazy licks, his hands on her back caressing gently. He was treating her with care, as if he was afraid to spook her.

      She wanted to tell him that she wasn’t easily spooked, to remind him that she was an immortal female and that he didn’t need to be so careful, but he was still kissing her, and all she could do was run her hands over his chest, which was regrettably still covered by the fabric of his shirt.

      He was so warm, so hard, all man.

      With fingers that trembled only slightly, she started on the first button, and then the next, and the third, but as Rufsur’s hand tightened on her nape, and his kiss became more demanding, Edna lost her concentration and dropped her arms.
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      Rufsur had known that there was fire hiding under Edna's reserved exterior, but it seemed that she had kept that fire banked for a very long time.

      Her hands were unsure, her kiss tentative, and she was holding back.

      Lifting up with her in his arms, he strode toward her bedroom. The house was very similar to the one he was staying in, and he was sure that the judge had no roommates.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “It’s the one on the right.”

      “I know.” He smiled.

      The door was slightly ajar, so all he had to do was push it open.

      The pink and lavender decor that greeted him was surprisingly feminine and frilly, especially given Edna's personal austere appearance.

      It could have been the interior designer’s work, but Rufsur had a feeling that Edna had decorated her sanctum herself.

      Her bedroom was the only place where she felt comfortable enough to express her softer side.

      He wasn’t an expert on female psychology, but it kind of made sense.

      If Edna didn’t have a soft side that she wished to hide, she wouldn’t work so hard on portraying herself as tough and uncompromising.

      When he put her down on the bed, her eyes went to the unbuttoned portion of his shirt, and she licked her lips.

      “Do you like what you see, my delight?”

      “You know the meaning of my name?”

      “I do.” He released another button. “It means pleasure, tranquility, delight. And you are all of those things.” He popped the last one and shrugged his shirt off.

      As she smiled seductively, her pale blue eyes blazed with an inner light. “I don’t know what your name means, but it must be incredibly sexy man.”

      He smirked. “Thank you. Frankly, I have no idea, but I like your definition.” He put a knee on the bed and reached for the hem of her T-shirt. “Your turn.”

      Obediently, Edna stretched her arms over her head, allowing him to pull it off with one tug.

      “Lovely.” He dropped the shirt on the floor and stared at her bra-covered breasts.

      They were bigger than he’d imagined. The simple sports bra covering them was just one more attempt to disguise her femininity, flattening what looked to be even more promising than what he’d seen through the shirt.

      Holding his gaze, Edna crossed her arms, grabbed the elastic bottom and pulled the bra over her head.

      As her beautiful breasts spilled out of their confinement, Rufsur ran a hand over his mouth. “You are magnificent, my lady judge. But you are guilty of an unforgivable crime.” He leaned and pressed a soft kiss to her left breast. “Hiding that much beauty is a criminal offense.”

      With a gasp, she arched her back and cupped his cheek. “We will discuss my punishment later.”

      Her meaning was crystal clear. Stop talking and start pleasuring me.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He flicked his tongue over her stiff nipple and then circled it with his lips, careful not to nick her with his fangs.

      Except, he then remembered that she was an immortal like him, and a little nick would not harm her.

      In fact, it might turn her on.

      With no prior experience, he couldn’t be sure of that, though. Testing his theory, he scraped her nipple with the blunt side of his fang, and then licked it.

      As the scent of Edna’s arousal intensified, he got bolder and gently nipped the fleshy underside of her breast.

      She hissed and arched up.

      “Too much?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “This is all new to me.”

      “Same here.” He smoothed his hand over her belly, flicked his tongue over her other nipple, and then kissed it tenderly.

      “Let’s get rid of the rest of your clothes.” He pulled down her stretchy pants.

      She lifted up, and as he bared her completely to his hungry gaze, she got a little shy and crossed her legs.

      “Don’t hide from me, beautiful.” He put his hand on her knee. “I want to see all of you.”

      Edna shook her head. “First, you need to get naked.”

      “That’s a fair request.”

      He toed his shoes off together with the socks, and then stood up and unbuckled his belt.

      Slowly.

      “I want to see all of you. Don’t torment me.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’ve only just begun.”
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      Was that a threat or a promise?

      It didn’t matter. If he would just hurry, Edna welcomed both.

      The anticipation was killing her. She’d deprived herself for so long that she’d become numb to the hunger. But now that this magnificent male had awakened it, the gnawing emptiness inside her roared with need.

      Shifting to her side, she lifted and reached for his fly button. “I need you.”

      “If you touch me, I won’t last.” He took her hands and kissed each palm before pushing her back down and pulling her arms over her head. “Stay like this.”

      “I’m not good at taking orders.” And yet, she remained exactly as he’d positioned her.

      He smiled, his white fangs gleaming enticingly in the darkness of her bedroom. “It’s not an order. It’s a request.”

      She wanted to tell him that it had sounded more like a command to her, but she didn’t want to delay things further.

      Satisfied that she was going to obey, Rufsur unzipped his jeans and then shoved them down his legs. He’d either gone commando or his briefs hitched a ride together with the jeans, but the result was the same.

      As his shaft sprang free, hard and ready, Edna let out a sound that was more of a growl than a moan.

      Rufsur chuckled. “Easy, my tigress.”

      The endearment brought back a distant memory of Robbie calling her his wildcat, and as it washed over her, a momentary sadness gripped her.

      Edna shook her head.

      Now was not the time for memories. She needed to stay in the present and savor every moment of this encounter because it would probably be the only one she’d have with Rufsur.

      She wanted to touch him so badly, but he’d asked her not to, and for some reason, she wanted to please him.

      “I want you,” she whispered.

      “You have me.” He sat on the bed and put his hand on her thigh. “I fulfilled my side of the deal, now it’s your turn.”

      It took her a brief moment to remember what he was talking about, and when she did, Edna let out a breath and parted her thighs.

      “More.” He applied a little pressure. “I want to see all of you.”

      This was so damn intimate.

      She wasn’t shy, just a little overwhelmed. They’d just met, and it always had been difficult for her to jump straight into intimacy with a man she barely knew.

      If Rufsur weren’t who he was, and Edna weren’t who she was, they could have taken it slowly, gotten to know each other, and maybe something beautiful would have come out of it. But this night was all she had, and there was no time for shedding layers of concealment one at a time.

      Doing as he’d asked, Edna parted her legs until she felt cool air on her heated folds.

      “You’re so wet for me,” Rufsur whispered with awe in his voice.

      As he reached between her spread legs, Edna bit down on her lower lip, and as he slid two gentle fingers through her wetness, the shock of his touch electrified her.

      Hissing, Edna arched up.

      Misunderstanding her reaction, Rufsur pulled back. “Did I hurt you?”

      She shook her head. “It has just been a really long time for me.”

      Rufsur smiled. “Then I need to make it worth the wait.” He dipped his head and gently kissed the apex of her slit.

      In a different situation, she would have welcomed his tongue and his lips on her, but Edna was too hungry, and too over-sensitized for that kind of attention.

      Reaching for his hair, she threaded her fingers through the tightly cropped curls and tugged. “I need you in me.”

      “I want to prepare you.”

      “I’m more than ready.”

      His smile was strained, but thankfully, he didn’t argue and let her pull him up on top of her.

      The hard length nestled between her thighs prodded her entrance, but Rufsur made no move to penetrate her. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her.

      With his lips and his tongue devouring her mouth, the light smattering of hair on his hard chest scraping her already achy nipples, her need ratcheted up, but Rufsur still wasn’t giving her what she needed the most.

      Edna was a patient woman, but not tonight.

      Reaching between their bodies, she gripped his length and lifted her hips.

      As the broad head breached her entrance, his eyes blazed with surprise, and he stilled, letting her take over and complete the joining.
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      Rufsur wasn’t used to females taking the lead, and it took sheer determination to hold back and let Edna dictate the pace instead of ramming his shaft all the way in.

      He would have been welcomed, he knew that, but he had a gut feeling that she needed to do this her way.

      As Edna’s sex rippled around the tip of his shaft, he gritted his teeth and remained still. Perspiration beading on his forehead, he waited for her to finish what she’d started.

      A look of defiance in her beautiful eyes, she arched up, impaling herself on his length.

      With a growl, Rufsur slid his hands under her bottom and angled her up.

      She held his gaze as he withdrew and then surged in, hitting the end of her channel, but when he did that again, her eyes glazed over with lust and her lips parted.

      Edna had relinquished control to him, and Rufsur was more than ready to take it.

      His fingers digging into the soft flesh of her buttocks, he retreated, and as he slid back in, it was with a corkscrew motion that wrested a throaty moan from her. He did it again, and again, every moan and groan sending electrical currents to his venom glands and his testes at the same time.

      Wrapping her legs around his hips, Edna tightened her grip on him and held on for the ride.

      With the pulsating in his fangs urging him to complete the possession, his shafting became more and more frenzied. Rufsur wasn’t going to last, but then the night was young, and they could go for seconds and thirds and fourths.

      An immortal female could take everything that he could dish out and ask for more.

      The thought was enough to bring him to the point of no return, and as his seed rose in his shaft, he gripped her nape to hold her in place and licked her neck in preparation.

      Edna’s eyes popped open, and as he lifted his head and bared his fangs, she gasped.

      He struck, the sharp twin points sinking into the soft flesh of her neck, and as his seed jetted inside her and his venom flew into her vein, Edna screamed her orgasm.

      If not for his iron grip on her neck, she would have thrown her head back.

      The tight squeeze of her contracting sheath was almost painful, but it was the best agony imaginable, and as one climax followed another, she milked every last drop out of him.

      When it was done, Rufsur expected Edna to black out and float away on the venom-induced euphoric cloud, but she didn’t.

      Instead, she tightened her strong arms around him as if she was never going to let go.

      It was fine with him.

      Rufsur didn’t want to ever leave.

      It had been the best sex of his life, but it was so much more than that.

      Something in his heart had shifted, making room for Edna, and he knew that no one else could ever fill that space.

      It belonged to her.

      When her hold slackened, he lifted on his forearms and looked into her tear-misted eyes. “Are you okay?”

      Edna nodded.

      “So why the tears?”

      “I’m overwhelmed,” she murmured. “I didn’t expect it to be like this.” Her speech was slurred as if she was drunk, which was the effect of the venom, but her eyes were lucid.

      “Me neither. But in what way?”

      She smiled. “Are you fishing for compliments?”

      “Of course. But first, I need to know why the best sex partner I ever had has tears in her eyes after orgasming four times. Or was it five? I lost count.”

      “I’m not sure.” She gazed at him with wonder in her eyes. “I wasn’t counting.” Running her hands over his back, she caressed him softly.

      “I’m sweaty.”

      “So what?”

      Her touch was tender, even loving, and he didn’t want her to stop.

      “It’s gross.”

      “Not to me.” She lifted her head and licked his cheek. “I like your taste, your scent, the way you move. In fact, I like everything about you.”

      Dipping his head, he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “You seem surprised.”

      “I am. I never expected to feel like this again.”

      “Like what?”

      She shook her head. “Your turn. What did you expect it would be like?”

      He chuckled. “For starters, I’ve never had a post-coital conversation while my shaft was still inside a woman.” As if woken up by being spoken about, his manhood twitched and swelled again.

      Edna arched up and swiveled her hips. “Why? Are you the hit-and-run kind of guy?”

      He smirked. “You are the first who didn’t black out while climaxing.”

      “Because you are so spectacular?”

      “Yes, of course.” He chuckled. “Just kidding. It’s the venom. Human females are knocked out by it and by the multiple orgasms. I guess immortal females react differently. Or maybe it’s just you.” He retreated and pushed back again. “Maybe we should give it another try and see if it works the same way the second time around?”

      Smiling, Edna smoothed her hands down to his ass and gripped. “I love your stamina.”

      “And I love that yours is just as vigorous.”

      “Let’s see who tires first.”

      “Damn, you are a competitive woman.”

      “You have no idea.”
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      “How was your day, my son?” Annani motioned for Kian to bend down so she could kiss his cheek.

      “It was interesting.” He glanced at the couch where Syssi was sitting between Amanda and Alena.

      They were watching something on Amanda’s phone and were so absorbed in it that none of them had even looked his way when he’d entered the house.

      “I’ll tell you all about it over dinner.” He walked over to the couch and motioned for Alena to make room for him. “What’s so interesting?” He sat next to Syssi and wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

      Syssi lifted her head and smiled. “A mock-up of the dating application. Gavin made it.”

      “Remind me who Gavin is?”

      “He’s on William’s genius squad. He’s a game programmer.”

      When a face still didn’t come up to match the name, Kian made a mental note to visit the genius squad and get to know its members. “Didn’t we agree to stop working on the dating application?”

      Amanda waved a hand. “We agreed that you need to renegotiate the deal with Kalugal and that we need to take things slowly. In the meantime, Gavin can keep working on the app.”

      “Have you talked to Kalugal?” Annani asked.

      “I did, but it was in a casual setting, and I couldn’t bring the issue up. Edna was there, fuming about the wedding and how we shouldn’t go to all that trouble to have it in the village.”

      Annani pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t call it trouble. It is just a party. A clan-wide celebration is good for morale.”

      Kian cast Amanda a sidelong glance. He’d hoped that she would tell Annani about the council meeting and later the impromptu meetup in the café, but it seemed like his sister had left the unpleasantries to him.

      “As I’ve mentioned before, I will have to move the civilians out of the new part of the village and have them switch homes with Guardians. We will also have to reinstall the double fence system between the two sections. That’s a lot of work and expense just so Kalugal’s men can attend.”

      “Have him pay for it,” Amanda suggested. “He has the money, and if he wants his men to attend, he will have to cover the costs of making it safe. I think that us hosting the party and paying for the food and decorations is generous enough.”

      Annani’s eyes brightened. “That is a wonderful idea.”

      “Not really.” Kian grimaced. “Kalugal doesn’t want to have another wedding. He’s eager to go back home, and the only reason he is still here is out of respect for your wishes, Mother.”

      To say that Annani didn’t look happy was an understatement. Narrowing her eyes, she glared at him. “I am willing to postpone the party if that will appease everyone, but not cancel it. I know what I am doing, Kian, and this party is of crucial importance for our future. We need these matings between Kalugal’s men and our females, and that is not going to happen if he is there, and we are here.” She brought her hands together. “I know that unity is not going to be achieved overnight, or perhaps even over a year or a decade, but the process has to start somewhere, and there is no better way to start it than with a celebration.”

      “We need more time.” Syssi cast Annani a wary look. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, Clan Mother, but even though I agree a hundred percent with what you are trying to do, I think this is too much and too soon for our people to process. Kian and I and the rest of the summit group have gotten to know Kalugal and some of his men, so we are more comfortable with the idea of cooperating and socializing with them. But after centuries of isolation and of viewing outsiders as dangerous, especially former Doomers, that’s difficult for the rest of the clan. Their deep-seated fears and suspicions contribute to the feelings of tribalism that we are witnessing. Things need to progress more gradually.”

      Kian felt his heart swell with pride. If anyone had a chance to convince Annani to slow down, it was his sensible and reasonable mate.

      Leaning back in the armchair, Annani crossed her legs. “That was a well-thought-out argument, Syssi. How do you suggest that we proceed?”

      When Syssi glanced at him, he squeezed her hand encouragingly. And when she glanced at Amanda, his sister nodded her approval.

      “I think that we need to postpone the wedding by a couple of months.” Syssi squeezed his hand back. “In the meantime, Kalugal together with Jacki and a couple of his men, perhaps different ones each time, should make frequent visits to the village under the guise of continuing talks with Kian. I’m thinking once a week, or once every two weeks. They can fly in early in the day and go back home in the evening, so they won’t stay overnight, which seems to trouble Edna and others who think like her. People will get used to seeing him around, and in time, the level of suspicion will decline.”

      It was a good idea in theory but not very practical. “Kalugal has a business to run. I don’t think he will be up to such frequent visits. It’s a schlep.”

      Amanda sighed. “And I don’t like postponing the wedding by two whole months. There is something to be said for keeping the momentum going. Not everyone is fearful, and some are very excited about the fresh wind of change that is blowing through our stagnant community. Especially the females.”

      Annani threw her arms in the air. “Can you all make up your minds and come up with a plan? All this back and forth is grating on my nerves.” She glared at Alena. “And please, for the love of Fates, do not offer me that damn tea.”

      Alena chuckled. “I wouldn’t dare, Mother. I suggest a compromise. Let’s have the wedding in a month. But instead of Kalugal and his party leaving right away, they will stay a couple more days. Jacki needs time to recuperate, and Kian needs time to renegotiate a fair exchange where neither community shrinks or grows because of a disproportionate number of mates leaving or joining them. In about two weeks, Kalugal can come for another visit and stay the night before going home. The next time he returns, it will be for the wedding. I think that’s a plan that everyone can agree on.”
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      Jacki moved the salad bowl an inch to the right, took a step back, and then returned it to where it was. “I feel so bad about having to serve pizza and Cesar salad for dinner. And what’s even worse, the pizza and the salad dressing are both store-bought.”

      “Relax.” Kalugal wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her away from the dining table. “Eva and Bhathian know that we are just guests here and that we have a very limited ability to entertain.” He sat down on the couch and pulled her into his lap. “Besides, I don’t want you to exert yourself. Making the salad was hard work.”

      She waved a hand. “What are you talking about? All I did was to chop the lettuce and add ready-made dressing and croutons. Hivak put the pizza in the oven and set the table.”

      Kalugal pretended to pout. “I wanted to help, but you ordered me out of the kitchen.”

      “Because I was terrified. You almost cut your finger off when you tried to chop the lettuce.”

      “Almost doesn’t count. I’m an immortal with very fast reflexes, and my fingers were never in danger.”

      “Well, my heart was. Watching you, I felt faint.”

      He kissed the tip of her nose. “You are an immortal now too, so your heart was safe as well.”

      When the knock sounded at the door, Jacki jumped up. “They are here.”

      “It would seem so.” Kalugal pushed to his feet and took her hand. “Let’s greet them together, shall we?”

      She nodded. “I’m nervous.”

      “So am I,” he admitted. “Mostly because Eva’s mate is the size of an armored vehicle, and naturally, he’s not my biggest fan.”

      Kalugal didn’t really consider the Guardian a threat, and he was more apprehensive about meeting Eva than her formidable mate, but he didn’t want Jacki to think that he had any lingering feelings for the woman. He’d never had, but he was curious. Was Eva grateful to him for activating her? Or was she mad?

      Pasting a smile on his face, he pulled the door open. “Thank you for coming.”

      Eva regarded him with thinly veiled amusement. “You are exactly as I remembered you. Handsome and cocky.”

      Apparently, she wasn’t mad. Good.

      He dipped his head. “And so are you. You’ve matured, but I still would have recognized you easily.”

      Jacki cleared her throat. “Hi, Eva, Bhathian.”

      Eva smiled. “Congratulations on your marriage. I heard that it was a blast.” She chuckled. “In more ways than one.”

      “Yeah. It was a memorable event, that’s for sure. Please, come in.”

      “Thank you.” The two followed her inside.

      “Where is Ethan?” Jacki asked.

      “Nathalie is babysitting him.”

      “I wanted to see him. He is such a cutie, and those chubby cheeks of his are so kissable.”

      Eva smiled. “As much as I adore Ethan, sometimes I need a break. It’s nice to have an adult conversation once in a while.”

      “If we were living in the village, I would gladly babysit him whenever you need a break.”

      Bhathian put his arm around his mate. “There is no shortage of volunteers for the position, but Eva doesn’t like to part with our son too often.”

      “I bet.” Jacki motioned for them to follow her to the dining room.

      “Hello.” Hivak walked out of the kitchen. “I’m Hivak.” He offered Eva his hand.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Eva.”

      “Where is your other man?” Bhathian asked.

      “Rufsur had an appointment.” Kalugal motioned towards the table. “Please forgive the modest offering. I’m afraid that grocery shopping is in order, but there is no store in the village.”

      “It’s a problem.” Eva sat down on the chair Bhathian pulled out for her. “The nearest supermarket is half an hour away.”

      Bhathian cleared his throat.

      She smiled. “Oh, right. I’m not supposed to give you any clues as to our whereabouts.”

      Kalugal waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not really interested. Frankly, I’d rather not know and avoid Edna’s wrath. She seems concerned about our presence here. But I digress. How have you been, Eva? I would love to hear your story. What was your life like after your transition? And how did you survive it without medical intervention?”

      “I transitioned so smoothly that I didn’t even realize what was happening. I thought I had the flu, and I stayed in bed for a couple of days.”

      Hivak came in with the pizza already sectioned into slices. “Please, help yourselves.”

      Eva took a small slice and loaded her plate with the salad. “Later, I started noticing all the strange things, like my enhanced hearing, sense of smell, etc. But I didn’t connect the dots and thought that I was just lucky for having great genes.” She chuckled. “I had no idea how close to the truth I was with that and how far at the same time. It’s funny how we can explain the unexplainable away. Only years later, when I was in my mid-fifties, I had no choice but to accept that I was not aging.”

      “How did you think it happened?”

      She laughed. “I thought that they did something to me while I worked for the DEA. I suspected that I was part of a secret experiment that had the unexpected consequence of immortality. I lived in constant fear of being discovered and hauled away to some laboratory for dissecting.”

      “That’s terrible,” Jacki said.

      “It was. Mostly, I was afraid that if they found me, they would take my child too. When Nathalie started college, I disappeared. I thought that it was the best thing I could do to protect her.” She glanced lovingly at her mate. “If not for Bhathian and his relentless efforts to find me, I would have never discovered that he found our daughter, and that she turned immortal, and that I was about to become a grandmother. I owe it all to you, my love.” She kissed his cheek.

      “I’m confused,” Jacki said. “Did you just say that your grown daughter was fathered by Bhathian? I thought that Ethan was the child you had together. How is it possible?”

      Eva looked at Kalugal and chuckled. “The Fates really wanted me to be an immortal and find my way to the clan. First, I had the random encounter with Kalugal, who unknowingly activated me, and then years later, I met Bhathian, and we had one night of passion that resulted in our Nathalie. But neither I nor he had known at the time that I was an immortal, and we’d gone our separate ways. But Bhathian didn’t forget about me, and he kept looking until he found Nathalie first and then me. We got married, and we were blessed once more with Ethan.”

      “Hold on.” Jacki lifted a hand. “If you hooked up for one night and then went your separate ways, how did Bhathian know that you got pregnant or that he had a daughter?”

      Bhathian's expression turned guilty. “When Eva found out that she was pregnant, she sought me out and told me. But since I didn’t know that she was an immortal, and relationships with humans were not allowed, I asked her to have an abortion. When she refused, I offered financial support, but she refused that as well.”

      Eva put a hand on his arm. “All of this is in the past, my love. You’ve punished yourself enough for that with the guilt you’ve carried for all those years.” She turned to Jacki. “I quit my job, found the first guy I believed would make a good father and married him. Bhathian searched for me, but I covered my tracks well. I was always good at disappearing.”

      “That’s an amazing story.” Kalugal put his fork down. “I think that I’m starting to believe in your Fates. The probability of that chain of events is so astronomically infinitesimal that it just couldn’t have been coincidental.”

      Jacki nodded. “Just like our meeting. The events leading up to it were too bizarre to be random.”
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      “Put me down.” Edna pushed feebly on Rufsur’s chest.

      “The bathtub is full, and the water is getting cold.” He carried her to the bathroom.

      “I’ve already taken a bath today.”

      “Would you prefer a shower?”

      “I don’t have the energy.”

      “That’s what I thought.” He entered the bathtub with her in his arms and lowered them both carefully into the water.

      Cradled between Rufsur’s powerful thighs, Edna sighed and rested her head on his chest. “This feels nice.”

      “It does.” He cupped her breasts. “And so does this.”

      A couple of hours ago, his big hands on her breasts would have reignited her fire, but she was all out of fuel. The last bout of lovemaking had consumed even the fumes.

      How many times had they had sex? Seven? Or was it more?

      Was there a position they hadn’t tried?

      Perhaps only some of the more obscure ones in the Kama Sutra.

      Hopefully, it would last her for months, or even years, because Edna was never going to have sex with a human again.

      Heck, who was she kidding?

      Rufsur had ruined her for any other male, human or immortal. Her blood would never sing for anyone else.

      Perhaps she was just exhausted.

      She’d never indulged so. Couldn’t have even if she’d wished to. Sex with an immortal male was in a different league. Part of it was the nearly endless stamina, and part of it was the effect of the venom bite, and if she cared to be frank, a big part of it was Rufsur.

      He was caring, attentive, and attuned, always putting her pleasure before his own.

      Sadly, this would be their only time together.

      He was leaving soon, and even if he wasn’t, she couldn’t afford more nights like this.

      Even now, saying goodbye to him was difficult. A few more nights like that, and she would follow him to the ends of the earth.

      Regrettably, it had to end tonight.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” His thumb rubbed over her nipple.

      “I have no thoughts. I’m too tired to think.”

      “Do you concede defeat?”

      She sighed. “You won, lover boy. You exhausted me, and given that you are still hard, you could have gone on.”

      He leaned and kissed her shoulder where it met her neck. “I couldn’t produce another drop of venom if my life depended on it.”

      He’d bitten her three times, which he’d admitted was a record for him. Apparently, most immortal males could ejaculate many times but produce only enough venom for one bite. Two were a lot, and three were unheard of.

      Should she feel flattered?

      Or perhaps Rufsur had gone through a dry spell as well?

      “How long has it been for you?”

      “Pretty long. The last time was the night before Jin tethered Kalugal.”

      “That’s a long time for an immortal male, which is probably why you could bite me three times.”

      “I have gone without for much longer than that before, and I’ve never been able to produce enough for three consecutive bites.”

      That was because all of his previous sex partners had been human and blacked out after the first bite, but she could play along. “I must be special.”

      “You are.” He kissed the top of her head.

      “What time is it?” Her heart squeezed painfully at what she had to do.

      “After midnight. Why?”

      “We’d better finish up. You need to get back to Kalugal.”

      He chuckled. “No one is waiting up for me. I can spend the night if you'll allow it.”

      It would have been easier to say what she needed to say while her back was to him, but Edna wasn’t a coward, and after the spectacular night he’d given her, Rufsur deserved to see her face when she told him that this was as far as it was going to go between them.

      Stifling a sigh, she turned around and put her hands on his chest. “We can’t grow attached to each other, Rufsur, and every additional moment that we spend together will just make it harder to say goodbye.”

      He frowned. “We don’t have to.”

      “We must.” She ran her fingers through the sparse hair on his chest. “You are Kalugal’s second-in-command, and I’m the clan’s judge and councilwoman. Neither of us can or will abdicate our responsibilities. There is no future for us, no place where we can be together.”

      He frowned. “We could visit each other.”

      “Long-distance relationships never work. Besides, both our bosses will oppose it. Both of us hold prominent positions and are privy to information that should never leak out, and lovers talk. It’s just the way things are.”

      He dipped his head and kissed her nose. “I can’t accept that this is it. I’ll fight for us.”

      “Oh, Rufsur.” She cupped his cheek. “You are smart enough to know that this battle will have no winners, only losers.”
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      Awake in bed, Rufsur dreaded getting up.

      Kalugal wouldn’t ask any questions, but Jacki would, and he really didn’t want to talk about it.

      Last night, when he’d returned, Eva and Bhathian had still been there even though midnight had been and gone. Rufsur hadn’t wanted to answer questions about where he’d been, so he’d sat on the porch with the nightshift Guardians, waiting for the couple to go home.

      When they’d finally stepped out onto the front porch, Eva had said something about rushing back to her baby, and they had only exchanged goodnights.

      Hopefully, Kalugal and Jacki hadn’t told them where he’d been. Whatever had transpired between him and Edna was private, and the last thing either of them needed was for the rumor to spread throughout the village.

      The Guardians had assured him that what happened under their watch would not be discussed with anyone other than their chief, and Rufsur had no reason to doubt that. It was unprofessional to do otherwise.

      Warriors didn’t gossip. At least not about what transpired while they were on duty.

      With a sigh, he threw the comforter off, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and padded to the bathroom.

      It was best to put last night behind him and try to forget about attempting to seduce Edna again. She’d made it very clear that this was a one-time thing, and that he shouldn’t try to see her again.

      Regrettably, her reasoning wasn’t wrong, and much as he would have wanted to get to know her better and see where this could lead them, it wasn’t feasible.

      Perhaps it was better that he hadn’t had a chance to discover the reason behind her sadness. A heart-to-heart talk would have brought them even closer, and parting would have been even harder.

      It was already difficult.

      Edna had rocked his world, and going back to human women would be like going back to drinking Jack Daniel’s after having tasted Macallan 30. It wasn’t that Jack was bad, it was actually quite good, but it couldn’t compare to any Macallan, and especially not to the Macallan 30.

      And if he was already using the whiskey analogy, then the other clan females were all Macallan quality, but Edna was the most exquisite and difficult to get.

      Damn, he hadn’t expected to be hit so hard.

      She’d surprised him, intrigued him, maybe even captured his heart.

      Looking at himself in the mirror, Rufsur rubbed a hand over his chest, where the aforementioned organ was giving him trouble. There was a heaviness there that he hadn’t felt for a long time, and he didn’t like the feeling.

      Perhaps it would get easier when they returned home, and things got back to normal.

      Yeah, as if that was possible.

      Kalugal was married now, and things would never be the way they used to be before Jacki had entered the picture. There would be no more clubbing together, or even bar hopping.

      The best Rufsur could hope for was for Kalugal and him to share a drink after a successfully concluded meeting. Except, his boss would probably want to hurry back home to his mate instead of spending time with his best friend.

      He didn’t begrudge Kalugal his happiness, but from now on, his life would be even lonelier than it had been before.

      As Rufsur came out into the living room, three curious sets of eyes greeted him.

      “Good morning, everyone.” He walked into the kitchen and poured himself coffee from the carafe.

      “How did your date with Edna go?” Jacki asked.

      He’d known the question would come from her. Kalugal knew better than to ask, and so did Hivak.

      “She probed me.”

      “Oh.” Jacki cast a worried glance at Kalugal. “Is that okay? I mean, Rufsur knows a lot about your operation.”

      “Edna doesn’t read thoughts.” Rufsur took a sip from his coffee. “Only intentions, feelings, regrets, hopes, those kinds of things. And since I have no regrets, no hopes, and no malevolent intentions toward the clan, it was harmless.”

      Jacki let out a relieved breath. “Good. She probed me too, but she said that I was difficult to read. I thought it was because of my immunity.”

      As usual, Kalugal didn’t miss much, and the way he was regarding Rufsur with sadness in his eyes, he’d noticed the remark about no hope. “Things are never as straightforward as they seem.” He walked up to Rufsur and clapped him on the back. “You missed Eva and Bhathian’s story, which illustrates it perfectly. Do you know that Eva met Bhathian years ago, seemingly by chance, and that they conceived a daughter in that one encounter?”

      “That’s remarkable. Why didn’t they stay together?”

      “Neither of them knew that the other was an immortal. Bhathian somehow managed to either not bite her or conceal it. I didn’t ask for details. But the bottom line is that they parted, and he only found his daughter years later when she was already an adult, and together, they searched for Eva. Since she didn’t know how she’d turned immortal, she assumed that she’d been experimented on without her knowledge and that immortality was a side effect of those experiments. She went into hiding to protect her daughter, thinking that the government was searching for her and would snatch both of them to figure out how her immortality worked.”

      “That’s a fascinating story. But what does it have to do with me?”

      “Nothing. It’s just another example of how twisted things might get and still unravel in the best possible way. There is always hope.”
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      Hivak walked into the living room with Kalugal’s phone and handed it to him. “You have a message.”

      Since Kalugal didn’t trust the devices that William had loaned them, they were kept in the pantry, and someone had to check them for messages every fifteen minutes or so.

      “It’s from Kian.” He pressed play on the recording.

      “We need to talk. Call me when you get this message.” The gruff voice made it sound as if it was an emergency, but Kalugal knew better.

      Jacki looked up at him with worry in her eyes. “Did something happen?”

      Kalugal waved a hand in dismissal. “That’s how Kian always sounds.” He returned the call. “You wanted to speak to me?”

      “I will come over. Is this a good time for you?”

      Kalugal chuckled. “It’s not like I have anything better to do.”

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      Jacki crossed her arms over her chest. “Now I’m sure that something has happened. Otherwise, Kian wouldn’t need to talk to you in person.” She glanced at Rufsur. “Are you sure Edna found nothing incriminating or suspicious in her probe?”

      He shrugged. “Not according to what she told me. She might have lied, but I don’t think she’s the dishonest type. I mean, with her being a judge, she can’t, true?”

      Kalugal had met enough corrupt judges to know that they weren’t necessarily honest people, but he didn’t think Edna was the type either. “Did anything happen on your date with her that I should know about?”

      Rufsur shook his head. “It was a very pleasant evening, and we parted on friendly terms.”

      The guy sounded as if he was talking about a business meeting and not a hookup, but Kalugal wasn’t fooled. He knew Rufsur too well for that. Usually, his lieutenant was an upbeat kind of guy, but this morning his mood was dark, almost despondent. Things hadn’t gone well with Edna, and he had a feeling that Rufsur had gotten his feelings hurt.

      But as long as the reverse hadn’t happened, and Edna was fine, they had nothing to worry about.

      Several minutes later, Kian arrived with Anandur and Brundar, which was expected since he went everywhere with those two, and given their friendly expressions, they weren’t there to make trouble.

      Kalugal got up and offered his hand to Kian. “What brings you here this morning?”

      Kian shook what was offered. “We need to go over a few things, and I thought it would be better to meet here rather than in my office.” He looked at Jacki. “Some of it concerns the wedding party.”

      She nodded and waved at the armchair. “Please, take a seat. Can I offer you coffee? Tea?”

      “No, thank you. Perhaps later.”

      As Kian sat down, his bodyguards joined Rufsur and Hivak at the dining table.

      Leaning back, Kian crossed his legs at the ankles and smiled. “I have good news. I spoke with Annani last night, and she agreed to postpone the wedding by a month.”

      Kalugal let out a relieved breath. “I’m glad. But does it have anything to do with the judge’s hostility toward us?” He cast a quick glance at Rufsur, who was pretending not to listen and doing a lousy job of it.

      “In part. We’ve realized that not everyone was comfortable with you being here and with the rest of your men arriving for the wedding. Syssi suggested that we take a more gradual approach so people would get used to your presence.” Kian pushed his longish hair back. “She pointed out that those who attended the summit got to know you and some of your men, which made us more comfortable with you being here. But to the others, you are Navuh’s son and an unknown entity.”

      Chuckling, Kalugal lifted the arm with the cuff. “Does that indicate comfort? I don’t think you are comfortable with us being here either.”

      Kian shrugged. “We were forced to move quickly because of Jacki’s transition. Personally, I would have liked more time as well, but Amanda pointed out that we shouldn’t lose momentum either. The summit was a good start, and the wedding is a great opportunity for our peoples to get to know each other. That’s why I believe a month is the perfect timing. It’s not too far off into the future to allow the spirit of cooperation we’ve achieved in the summit to fizzle out, but it’s long enough to give us more time to do some PR work.”

      Kalugal snorted. “Are you going to try to sell my men and me to your clan, Kian? You can’t do that if you don’t believe in us yourself.”

      “It’s not a question of belief, and I’m not talking about propaganda. I’m talking about exposure. You need to show your face around the village, go home, return in a week or two for more talks, and then when you arrive with your men for the wedding, it won’t be such a shocking development.”

      Uncrossing his legs, Kalugal leaned forward. “I understand the need for me to come back in a week or two to make an appearance, but I thought that we’d covered all the important issues in the summit. The details could be discussed over the phone or via email. Perhaps it could be more of a social meeting.” He smirked. “You can claim that you miss your favorite cousin and want to see my beautiful wife and me.”

      Kian ignored the teasing. “We left out one issue of crucial importance regarding the future matings between your men and our females. Who will live where? I don’t want our females leaving to join your community, and you don’t want your males leaving yours. But even if we agree on a fifty-fifty split, with half the couples living in the village and the other half joining your community, it will still mean a net loss of females for us. And as we all know, our future depends on their ability to produce Dormant children who can be turned immortal.”

      Kalugal had been expecting that. In fact, he was surprised that it had taken Kian so long to come to the conclusion that their tentative agreement was not as beneficial to the clan as it was to Kalugal.

      “I understand your concern. What do you propose to do?”

      “I don’t know yet. We both need to give it some thought and revisit the issue when you come back in a week or two.”

      “Am I still going to meet the goddess?” Jacki asked.

      “Of course. You are invited to lunch at my house at two in the afternoon.”

      “Can Rufsur and Hivak come? They also want to meet the goddess.”

      Kian nodded. “Annani didn’t object. She is curious about your men.” He smiled coldly. “Turner and Bridget are going to be at the luncheon as well.”

      It was a warning for him and his men to be on their best behavior or else.

      Kalugal stifled a chuckle. “Naturally.”

      “I’m so excited.” Jacki put a hand over her chest. “What should I wear?”
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      Vlad peeked through the slats of the motorhome’s window shade and watched Wendy throw knives at the target. For some reason, Bowen and Leon had dragged it closer to the cabin, and he wondered whether they had done it to torment him.

      Maybe they were trying to tempt him to join them by flaunting how much fun they were having without him?

      Wendy was getting better. Before, her throw had been so weak that she often hadn’t reached the target at all, but now she was actually hitting the outer rings. At least most of the time. Some throws still landed in the dirt.

      Good for her.

      While he was miserable, Wendy seemed to be having a blast.

      She’d been training with the guys all day yesterday and this morning, shooting arrows or throwing knives, goofing around and laughing at their stupid jokes as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

      Maybe she’d been right, and one of the Guardians was better for her. She no longer looked as withdrawn or worried as she used to, and he couldn’t even take credit for it because she’d been like that even when they’d still been together. It was Bowen or Leon’s doing, or maybe even Richard’s.

      Vlad was so sick of being holed up in the damn motorhome, of being alone, of sneaking into the house in the middle of the night to load up on supplies, and mostly of missing Wendy.

      He missed talking to her, smelling her, touching her. Just breathing the same air she did.

      And that was only after a day and a half of his self-imposed exile. If he’d had any doubts about Wendy being the one for him, the last thirty-five hours and twenty-seven minutes had obliterated them.

      He needed to man up and tell her that he loved her and was sure that she was the one for him, even if she didn’t feel the same for him.

      The in-between state of not knowing where he stood with her was the definition of misery. He couldn’t go on like that. They needed to talk.

      Before he had a chance to chicken out, Vlad pushed the motorhome door open and jumped down without bothering with the stairs.

      Four heads turned around, but only three pairs of eyes looked at him. Wendy immediately turned back and threw another knife at the target, missing it completely.

      “Damn.” She marched to where the knife had landed and picked it up.

      At least he’d distracted her. She’d been scoring decent hits before he’d made his appearance.

      “Good morning,” Bowen said. “Care to join us?”

      Vlad shook his head and walked up to Wendy. “We need to talk.”

      She shrugged. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Would you at least hear me out?”

      She looked up at him. “Do you have anything new to say? Or is it more of the same?”

      “Come for a walk with me and find out.”

      Wendy glanced at Bowen.

      The Guardian nodded. “Go. Talk it out and don’t come back without a reconciliation.”

      That was a relief. Bowen was behaving like a friend, and not like someone who was interested in Wendy. In fact, his attitude toward her was kind of fatherly.

      “Fine.” She handed Leon the knife. “I’d better not have it with me. I might do something that I’d regret later.”

      For a while they walked in silence, the space between them big enough to fit a semitrailer.

      Stuffing his hands in his pockets, Vlad glanced at Wendy from under his long bangs. “I missed you.”

      She shrugged.

      “You don’t understand. I missed you so much that it hurt to breathe.”

      She stopped walking and turned to him. “I can feel your pain. But what does it mean?”

      “That I can’t live without you. You are the one for me, Wendy. I think I knew it all along but was scared to admit it, mainly to myself.”

      “Because I hurt you?”

      He nodded. “In the beginning, that was the reason. But then Kian and the Guardians kept telling me how important it was to be certain that you are the one, and I freaked out. I’ve never been in love before, and I didn’t know if my love for you was more or less than the love humans feel for each other. I couldn’t afford to be mistaken about it. Too much is at stake.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “And now?”

      “Now I’m certain that you are the one. Being without you has been agonizing.” He smiled. “I watched you having fun with the guys, and I wanted to be there with you so badly. But I figured you needed time to decide too.” He lowered his eyes. “Perhaps you like Bowen or Leon better.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Wendy huffed out a breath. “They might look young, but on the inside they are old. They treat me like a kid.” She tilted her head. “But there are plenty more immortals where you come from, right? Maybe I can find someone else who will be absolutely sure that I am the one?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Oh, yeah? Just because you missed me?”

      “No.” He pushed his bangs back. “I asked Jackson how he knew that Tessa was the one. He said that he just did, but then he had plenty of partners before, so he knew that what he felt for Tessa was different. Except, then he said something else that convinced me.”

      “What was it?”

      “He said that once an immortal finds a truelove mate, he or she is no longer attracted to anyone else. And since immortals have a very active libido, that’s a very indicative sign.”

      Wendy snorted and waved a hand around. “Do you see any other girls here? I’m the only one. Who else can you feel attracted to?”

      “I have an imagination, you know. I’m a graphic artist, and I’m very visual. Jackson suggested that I try to imagine myself with an actress that I find attractive. So I thought of Katniss from The Hunger Games, but instead of Jennifer Lawrence, it was you in my bed, lying next to a bow.”

      “In the nude?”

      “Very much so.” He felt his ears getting hot.

      She laughed. “That’s funny.” Then the mirth left her face, and she shook her head. “But it doesn’t prove a thing. Maybe you should go to a club and check whether anyone catches your attention. That theory of yours needs to be put to the test.”

      “I don’t need to. I know what I feel, and you are the one and only for me.”
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      Wendy utilized all of her feelers, the normal and the paranormal, but unless Vlad was lying to himself, he believed that she was the one for him.

      He lowered his eyes again. “But I’m not sure that you feel the same for me, and for this to work, it has to be mutual.”

      Her heart sank. “So you still have doubts.”

      “It’s just that you seemed happy without me. You didn’t seem to miss me at all.”

      She smiled sheepishly. “I was doing that on purpose. I wanted you to suffer.”

      “You are mean.”

      She slapped his arm. “You hurt me. I gave you my heart, and what’s more, I trusted you. You know how hard it was for me to overcome my fears and open up to you. And then you started saying that you weren’t sure and all that crap, and you got me so damn mad.” She wiped at the tears that started rolling down her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry.” He pulled her into his arms. “I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and since I’m immortal, that’s a really long time.”

      She looked up at him. “What if you can’t turn me? I mean, what if I don’t have the immortal genes?”

      “That’s a risk we will both have to take. I just need to warn you. The transition isn’t easy, and although we haven’t lost a Dormant yet, there were several close calls.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Syssi almost didn’t make it, and Bridget’s mate was in a coma for two weeks. You are young and healthy, so the risks are small, but you need to be aware of it before you agree to go for it.”

      Wendy smiled. “I think immortality is worth taking a risk. What if I’m not a Dormant? Will it kill me?”

      “If you don’t have the genes, nothing will happen. It’s only risky for transitioning Dormants. The process is difficult.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “For females, just a little. From what I hear, the main symptoms are fever and muscle pains, but it’s much more difficult for guys. We grow venom glands and fangs, and that takes time and really hurts. Females have it relatively easy.”

      She frowned. “Wait a minute. You sound like you’re talking from experience.”

      “I am. We are all born human. Boys get activated when they reach puberty.”

      “What about the girls?”

      “They spend time with the goddess when they are little, and they turn immortal just from being around her.”

      “That seems unfair. Why not do the same with the boys?”

      “It just doesn’t work that way.”

      Vlad hooked a finger under her chin and dipped his head to kiss her lips. “Are we okay again?”

      She nodded. “If you’re asking if I still love you, I never stopped. I was just angry.”

      A bright smile curling his lips, Vlad picked her up, carried her to a boulder, and sat down with her in his arms. “Then we need to seal the deal with a proper kiss.”

      “What deal are we talking about?”

      “By giving me permission to induce your transition, you are pledging yourself to me forever and ever.”

      “What about you?”

      “Same thing. By agreeing to induce your transition, I’m pledging myself to you forever and ever.”

      Wendy sighed. “Provided that I have what it takes. How soon will we know? Does it take one bite? Two? More than that?”

      She’d seen Vlad’s fangs, and they were damn scary. He’d said that the venom brought unimaginable pleasure, but the freaking biting came first.

      Vlad’s eyes blazed with inner light. “If you transition, you are signing up for a lifetime of biting.”

      She grimaced. “Don’t remind me. That’s the biggest drawback of your deal.”

      “That’s actually the best part of it. A lifetime of biting means a hell of a lot of mind-blowing orgasms.”

      “It might all be propaganda. I’ll believe it when I experience it.”

      He smiled. “We will get to experience it together for the first time. Which reminds me, are you on any kind of birth control? The chances of me getting you pregnant are almost nonexistent, but it can happen.”

      Wendy didn’t even want to think about having kids. She’d barely gotten over her fear of having a relationship with a guy. It would take a very long time, if ever, until she’d feel ready to become a mother. With her shitty parenting genes, she shouldn’t chance it.

      “I got a contraceptive shot in the program. We all did. But given that the director wanted us to make babies, it was probably bogus.”

      Vlad closed his eyes and sighed. “Then we will have to wait for Bridget to give you a real one, or to prescribe you pills.”

      “Fine with me.”

      “It will take a few days until they start working. We will have to wait.”

      “So we‘ll wait.” She smirked. “We haven’t really done anything yet. We should start with the basics first, don’t you think?”

      Vlad reddened, and his fangs grew even longer than they’d been a few moments ago. “I would love to take it slow, but we don’t have time. Kian gave us only two weeks.”

      Wendy frowned. “What happens after that?”

      “Two weeks of memories is still safe to thrall away. More than that is dangerous. If you don’t transition within that time, your memories will have to be erased.” He swallowed. “And in our case, the clock started ticking the moment I told you about immortals.”

      Wendy gasped. “That was almost a week ago. How long does it usually take to induce a Dormant?”

      “A week or two.”

      That was really bad.

      “What if you erase my memories now? You can tell me everything again and restart the clock.”

      “That’s actually not a bad idea. But I need to ask Kian first.”

      “Then do it.” She waved a hand. “Call him right now.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Was he kidding her? Her chance of immortality might be lost because Vlad couldn’t make up his damn mind?

      “Yes, I’m sure. Stop futzing around, Vlad. Your indecisiveness has already cost us precious time.”
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      As Kian’s phone buzzed with an incoming message, he groaned.

      It seemed like he wasn’t going to get any work done today. He’d just returned from talking to Kalugal, had to leave soon for the luncheon at his house, and the damn phone kept either buzzing or ringing.

      Perhaps he should just turn it off. If anyone needed him urgently, they knew where to find him.

      The message was from Bhathian, and it was short and to the point. Vlad needs to talk to you. He’s ready to induce Wendy.

      Kian had been expecting that, but after his last talk with Vlad, he’d thought the kid would contact him directly. Evidently, Vlad was still intimidated by him.

      Nevertheless, this was a phone call that Kian was glad to make, even though in his opinion Wendy wasn’t a perfect candidate for his clan. But as Dalhu had proven, redemption was possible, and love had the power to change people for the better.

      His call was answered right away.

      “Hi, Kian. Thank you for calling me back so quickly.”

      “No problem. But for future reference, you can call me directly or send me a text. You don’t need to use Bhathian as an intermediary.”

      Vlad swallowed audibly. “Thank you. I will. So, do I have permission to induce Wendy?”

      “Is she the one?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      Kian smiled and leaned back in his chair. “Did you tell her?”

      “I did. I hope that’s okay. It’s just that I didn’t want to bother you for nothing in case she refused. But she is very enthusiastic and wants to start as soon as possible.” Vlad swallowed again. “I was wondering if I can bring her to the village. The cabin is kind of crowded, and we don’t have much privacy. Besides, we can’t stay here forever, and Wendy has nowhere else to go.”

      Kian swiveled his chair to look out the window of his office and leaned back again. “I don’t mind you bringing Wendy into the village, but you have only two weeks starting from last Thursday. That doesn’t leave you much time.”

      “I know, and Wendy is stressing over it as well. She suggested that I wipe her memories to restart the clock and then tell her everything again. Do you think it’s a good idea?”

      Kian considered it for about two seconds. If Vlad was an experienced male, then his conviction that Wendy was the one and only for him would have carried more weight. But he was young and in love, and he might be mistaken, which made Wendy’s case weaker than that of other Dormants.

      Paranormal abilities were a good indicator, but the special affinity between an immortal and a potential Dormant was even better, and Vlad’s couldn’t be trusted.

      Then again, Kian was starting to get a feel for the way the Fates worked, and this particular pairing followed a familiar pattern.

      Come to think of it, Richard and Ingrid’s short-lived relationship had lacked that pattern, and he should have realized that they weren’t meant for each other.

      On the other hand, Robert and Carol’s story had fit the pattern perfectly, and yet, they hadn’t been meant for each other.

      Bottom line, guesswork was a waste of time.

      Kian swiveled his chair back to face the desk. “It doesn’t make sense to wipe five days’ worth of memories and then tell Wendy everything again. If she doesn’t transition by the following Thursday, I’ll give her an extension.”

      “What if she doesn’t transition even after that?”

      “Then you’ll have to wipe her memories or have someone else do it. I’ll arrange a job for her in our hotel in Hawaii, which includes lodging, so she will have a place to stay.”

      “Can I go with her? I can pretend to be human and just be her boyfriend.”

      “Did you forget about your fangs? It can’t work with a human, Vlad. Believe me, I tried, and the consequence was the worst heartache of my life. I was a little younger than you are now when I fell in love with a human girl. I even defied Annani and went ahead and married her. I won’t bore you with the details but suffice to say that nothing good came out of it.”

      There was a long moment of silence, then a sigh. “Can we come to the village today?”

      “I need to figure out what to do about Richard. I’ll talk to Bowen, and then let you know. Is he around?”

      “I’m in the motorhome, but I can go back inside and give him the phone.”

      “There is no need. I’ll call him.”

      “Thank you.”

      After disconnecting, Kian called the Guardian.

      “Hello, Kian. Are you calling about Vlad and Wendy?”

      “Actually, I’m calling about Richard. I gave Vlad permission to bring Wendy to the village, but we need to find a solution for Richard. You could take him back to the keep, but he’ll be miserable alone.”

      “I think we should take him to the village as well. Just tell him the truth, induce him, and then parade him in front of the single ladies. He’s a decent-looking guy, and with some coaching, he might catch someone’s attention.”

      “Coaching? In what area?”

      “He needs to learn a little finesse.”

      “I see.” Kian chuckled. “Are you offering to be the coach?”

      “I’m not the best guy for the job, but I can try.”

      Raking his fingers through his hair, Kian sighed. “Joking aside, perhaps it is better to wipe him and let him loose. Turning him immortal is risky. If he doesn’t bond with anyone, we can’t wipe his memories.”

      “True, but we might have another option now. How friendly is Kalugal?”

      “Pretty friendly, and he also owes me. But even if he compelled Richard to keep quiet about us, we can’t let loose an unaffiliated immortal. Without supervision, Fates only know what havoc he could cause.”

      “I wasn’t talking about letting Richard loose. Kalugal could compel him to be loyal to the clan the same way Navuh compels his Doomers.”

      “That’s doable, but Richard needs to consent to it. You’ll have to explain the situation to him and let him choose. If he wants to try for immortality, he needs to realize that he will never be free to go, and he’ll be stuck with us. If he wants freedom, we can wipe his memories now and let him go. Then again, if he doesn’t transition in two weeks, we will have to wipe him and set him free whether he wants it or not.”
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      Wendy stood by the window and watched Bowen walk out the gate. As soon as he’d taken Kian’s phone call, he’d started walking to distance himself from Richard.

      “Are you sure that you can’t hear what he’s saying?”

      Vlad shook his head. “I don’t want to eavesdrop. Bowen will tell us what was decided when he comes back.”

      Wendy walked over to the bed and sat next to him. “I’m glad that Kian agreed to give us an extension. It would have been a bummer to lose my memories of what happened up until now.” She looked up at him and smiled. “But I could have fallen in love with you all over again.”

      “I would have manipulated only the memories about my fangs, my immortality, and the clan. I would have left everything that happened before that intact.” He wrapped his arm around her middle and drew her closer to him. “What if you didn’t fall in love with me again? You could have fallen for someone else.”

      “Not likely. You are the only one for me. That’s why I was so mad when I thought you didn’t feel the same.” She sighed and looked down. “I had this stupid fantasy that the guy I fell in love with would never disappoint me or betray me. But no one is infallible, right? We are both going to make mistakes, and annoy each other, and get into fights. But hopefully, our love for each other will be strong enough to hold us together despite the occasional earthquake.”

      His hand running slow circles on her back, Vlad kissed the top of Wendy’s head. “I will never betray you, that’s a vow. And I promise to do my best to never disappoint you either. Although I probably will.” He lifted his head and looked out the window. “Bowen is back.”

      “That was quick.” Wendy pushed to her feet and offered Vlad a hand up. “Let’s go.”

      They entered the living room at the same time that Bowen opened the door and ushered Richard and Leon in.

      “Sit down, Richard.” He motioned to the couch.

      The guy tensed. “What’s going on?”

      Bowen cast him a reassuring smile. “I’m going to rock your world, buddy, so hang on tight and enjoy the ride.”

      “Do I need a drink for that?”

      “Not a bad idea.” Bowen walked into the kitchen, pulled out a six-pack of beers, and returned to the living room. “Self-serve, people.”

      When everyone had a beer in their hands, Bowen popped the cap on his and sat on the armchair facing Richard. “We are not who we told you we are. We are not a group of paranormally talented people. We are a clan of immortals, the descendants of gods, but it gets better. You are a possible carrier of godly genes, and we might be able to activate you.”

      Richard chuckled. “Nice try, Bowen. I’m not that gullible.”

      “I thought you’d say that.” Bowen put his beer down. “Get up and swing a fist at me.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it. Give it all you’ve got.”

      “Okay.” Richard pushed to his feet, hoisted his sweatpants up, and walked up to Bowen. “Where do you want me to hit you?”

      Bowen pointed to his face. “Right here. And don’t worry, you’re not going to hurt me.”

      “Okay, here it comes.”

      Richard swung a fast one, but Bowen caught his fist mid-swing.

      “So you have fast reflexes. That doesn’t prove anything.”

      “Do it again.”

      Shaking his head, Richard took a step forward and threw an uppercut at Bowen’s jaw.

      The Guardian spun out of the way, caught Richard’s arm, twisted it behind his back, and then let it go. It all happened so fast that Richard just stood there gaping.

      “Damn, you are fast. But that still doesn’t prove anything.”

      Bowen smiled, revealing a pair of elongated fangs. “But that does.” He pointed.

      Richard frowned. “How did you manage to do that so fast? Did you have them in the entire time?”

      “They are not fake. You are welcome to give them a yank.”

      “You should have gone with the cut demonstration,” Leon said.

      Bowen grimaced. “Why? It hurts. This is better.”

      Richard was still staring at Bowen’s mouth. “What is a cut demonstration?”

      “If I make a cut on my forearm, it will heal in seconds, and there will be no mark left. Our rapid healing is what makes us immortal, that and the not aging, and the immunity to all human diseases.”

      “Except for mental,” Leon commented.

      “You guys are serious, aren’t you?” Richard glanced at Wendy. “Did you know?”

      She nodded. “Vlad told me on Thursday. They are not supposed to tell anyone except for the Dormants they fall in love with. A Dormant is what they call a human carrier of their genes. But since you didn’t bond with Ingrid and then Stella bailed on you, they couldn’t tell you. But we are kind of at a crossroads now, and it’s decision time.”

      Richard shook his head. “I need to sit down.”

      “Take your time.” Bowen clapped him on the back. “This is not easy news to process.”

      Except, the Guardian didn’t wait long before sitting back in the armchair and continuing. “You probably want to hear the entire story from the beginning, but I’m going to save that for last.” Bowen sat in his armchair and lifted his beer. “Right now, I want to focus on what it all means to you.”

      Richard waved his arm in an arc. “Do tell, my immortal, fanged master.”
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      Wendy chuckled. “At least he still has his sense of humor.”

      Richard gulped down his beer and then put the empty can on the table. “Before you start, I just want to know what the damn fangs are for, and if you are bloodsuckers, because I’m not sure I want to sign up for that. I’ve seen you eat, but do you need blood too?”

      “The fangs are not for sucking blood,” Leon said. “They are for injecting venom. That’s why Bowen asked you to attack him. When we get aggressive, our venom glands kick into production, and our fangs elongate. It also happens when we get sexually aroused, but the two stimulants produce very different types of venom. The one stimulated by aggression is used to incapacitate opponents in a fight, and the one produced as a response to sexual arousal is used to give the ladies mind-blowing orgasms, so they are motivated to stick around.”

      That brought a huge grin to Richard’s face. “You should have led with that. Please, continue.”

      “The venom is also what’s used to induce the transformation,” Bowen said. “For males, it means fighting an immortal and spurring his aggression, so he produces venom and bites them. For females, well, it’s done during sex.” He cast Wendy an apologetic glance. “I assume that Vlad explained the process?”

      “He did.”

      “Good.” The Guardian let out a breath. “That saves me the bees and birds talk, or whatever humans call it these days.”

      “The birds and the bees,” Wendy corrected him.

      Richard reached for the last beer on the table. “So all I have to do is fight one of you?”

      Bowen nodded. “You’re going to lose, but that doesn’t matter. You only need to do enough to spur aggression.” He chuckled. “We had one guy who was such a weakling physically that he used slam poetry to do that instead of his fists. The stuff was so vile that it worked.”

      “What’s the catch?” Richard asked. “You are offering immortality and a nifty venom that gets the ladies wild for me. What do I need to do in return?”

      Bowen smiled evilly. “What are you willing to give?”

      “I’d sell my soul to the devil for that, but I don’t think he’d want it. It’s not worth much.”

      Poor Richard. He used to be so confident. What happened to him?

      “You can keep your soul. So, here’s the deal. Dormants are rare and are nearly impossible to find. The vast majority of our clan members are related to each other and therefore cannot mate. We need the infusion of new blood. Basically, if you transition, you will become a highly-sought-after bachelor, and hopefully, you will get snapped up by one of our females.”

      Richard smirked. “So let me get this straight. You’re going to make me immortal and then use me as a breeding stallion? Where do I sign?”

      Bowen shook his head. “We hope that one of our single ladies will fall in love with you, and then the two of you create an unbreakable bond. That’s the best way of ensuring your loyalty to the clan. If, for some reason, that doesn’t happen, we will compel your loyalty the same way that Marisol compelled you to avoid strangers and to do the other things she and the director wanted you to do. But unlike her, we are not going to do that without your consent. Naturally, we won’t start the process of inducing you if you don’t consent to any part of this.”

      Richard scratched his beard. “I need you to list all the things I need to consent to. This is all very confusing.”

      “Of course. First, you need to consent to getting induced, which will mean you fighting one of us. Since I like you, it’s probably going to be me. Usually, we induce our boys after they start puberty, and it serves as a rite-of-passage ceremony. You are an adult, so I’m not sure whether you’ll get one of those.”

      “I don’t care about that. But thanks for offering to induce me. It means a lot to me, and yes, I consent to the induction.”

      Bowen nodded. “The second part is agreeing to a memory wipe if the induction doesn’t work and you don’t transition within two weeks. If that happens, we will wipe your memories of our existence and set you free. We will provide you with a plausible scenario for where you’ve been and why you had to leave, and also some money to help you get back on your feet.”

      “Can’t I stay on as a human?”

      Bowen shook his head. “We don’t do that. If you stay, you’ll never be allowed to leave. We can’t allow our existence to be leaked to the human world.”

      “You can wipe my memory anytime you want.”

      “No, we can’t. Two weeks’ worth of memories is safe to wipe. More than that can cause you brain damage. Repeated thralls can do that too.”

      “So I stay on and never leave.” He smirked. “I’ll be the human gigolo for the clan's single ladies.”

      “It has never been done before,” Leon said. “Kian will not agree to have a human as a permanent resident in the village. You have to consent to a memory wipe, or the deal is off the table, and we wipe your memories right here right now.”

      “Okay!” Richard lifted his hands in the air. “No need to get so pissy. I consent to a memory wipe.”

      “Good.” Bowen nodded. “The third thing you need to consent to is getting compelled to loyalty after your transition, at least until you bond with one of our females. When you turn immortal, you will no longer be susceptible to thralling or compulsion. But we have a guy who can compel immortals, and he can ensure that you keep our existence secret and never betray us.”

      “Is that Jacki’s husband?” Wendy asked. “Is he an immortal too?”

      “That’s the one. He and Kian reached a cooperation agreement, and he is willing to help us on occasion.” Bowen looked at Richard. “Do you consent to the compulsion?”

      “It sounds reasonable. It’s like swearing an alliance but with teeth to enforce it.”

      “Right. Say the words, Richard.”

      “I consent to getting compelled, but only to be loyal to the clan and to keep your existence secret. Nothing else. If I become the clan’s gigolo, it would be because I want to and not because I’m compelled to provide my stud services.”
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      “Then it’s settled,” Bowen said. “We can start packing.”

      “Where are we going?” Richard asked. “Is it back to the underground?”

      “To our secret village,” Leon said. “It’s even prettier than here because everything has been planted and is taken care of.”

      “Who does the gardening?”

      That was another thing that Vlad liked about Richard. He was pragmatic.

      “We take turns with the mundane chores,” Leon said. “We don’t have any paid labor in the village. No humans, remember?”

      “Right. I forgot to ask the most important question. Why do you think that I have the special genes?”

      “Because of your paranormal ability. That’s usually a good indicator, but regrettably, it’s not conclusive. The only real test is whether you transition or not.”

      He nodded. “Got it. Where am I going to stay? Do you have a guest house in your village, or a motel for visitors? How does it work?”

      The guy was practical to a fault.

      “You can room with Leon and me,” Bowen suggested. “You can sleep on the couch until you transition. After that, you will be assigned a room in one of the houses. Or we can ask to be moved to a three-bedroom house, and you’ll become our permanent roomie.” He looked at Leon. “If that’s okay with you.”

      Leon shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Awesome.” Richard grinned. “Thank you.”

      “What about us?” Wendy asked. “Where are we going to stay?”

      “Until they find us a place, I guess my room in my mom’s house will have to do.”

      Wendy grimaced. “Is she going to be okay with that?”

      “I’m sure she will. But I need to call her and let her know that we are coming.”

      Wendy glanced out the living room window. “Perhaps we can take the motorhome. We can park it somewhere in the village and use it as our temporary house.”

      “We can’t. I mean we need to take it, but we can’t park it in the village. All the cars are parked in an underground garage. The only vehicles topside are golf carts.”

      “Bummer. It’s going to be so awkward with your mom there.”

      “Let’s start packing. We can talk while we do that.”

      “Okay.”

      As they entered Wendy’s bedroom, Vlad closed the door and pulled her into his arms. “Don’t worry about my mom. Remember how well the rooms in the underground were soundproofed? The houses in the village are just as good. My mom won’t hear us even with her immortal hearing.”

      Wendy let out a breath. “Good. That’s one less thing to worry about. I also have to see Bridget and get a contraceptive shot.”

      “I don’t know if she has anything other than condoms. I need to call her and ask.”

      “How come she doesn’t have anything other than that?”

      “Getting pregnant is considered a miracle and a gift for the clan females. None of them use contraceptives.”

      “Is it that rare?”

      He nodded. “Right now, there is only one baby, one toddler, and one teenager in the entire village. And Kian’s wife is the only one expecting a child.”

      “That’s sad.”

      “Yeah. We have another doctor who is working on fertility treatment, but so far, it's only worked for Kian and Syssi.”

      Wendy lifted on her toes and kissed him on the lips. “Then we shouldn’t worry about pregnancy.” She smiled. “I know that you wanted to take it slow, but we have no time. Tonight is the night.”

      Vlad almost choked on his own saliva. “Wow.”

      “Yeah, I know, right?” She kissed him again. “It’s going to be okay. People do it all of the time all over the world. It shouldn’t be difficult.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about.”

      She frowned. “What is it?”

      “You are still a human, and I’m a very strong immortal. What if I get carried away and hurt you?”

      Wendy smirked. “Then I will tie you to the bed and have my way with you.”

      That wasn’t how Vlad wanted their first time together to go, but he didn’t want to hurt Wendy either.

      “Okay.”

      She slapped his arm. “I was joking. It’s going to be fine, Vlad. You are not going to hurt me. Well, except for the biting, but that’s unavoidable.”

      He swallowed. “The biting is the least scary part. In fact, if I hurt you accidentally, the venom will heal any bruises.”

      “You see? There is nothing to worry about. Now, go call your mom and tell her that we are coming.” She chuckled. “Well, we will later tonight.”

      Her boldness surprised him and aroused him at the same time. “Who are you, and what have you done with my girlfriend?”

      Pulling out of his arms, Wendy shrugged. “I finally know what I want. And that’s you. Call your mom already.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Instead of walking out into the living room, Vlad used the bathroom to cut through to his bedroom, sat on the bed, and dialed his mother.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Vlad, sweetheart, when are you coming home?”

      “This evening, and I’m bringing Wendy with me. I hope it’s okay.”

      There was a long moment of silence. “Did Kian approve it?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have done it without asking him first.”

      “So I guess that she is your one.”

      “She is.”

      “Are you absolutely sure about that?”

      “I am.”

      She let out a breath. “Then congratulations, and of course you can bring Wendy home.”

      “Can I ask you a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “She is worried that you won’t be happy about us being together. Can you try to be extra nice to her? She doesn’t have a mom or a dad. She has no one but me, and perhaps you if you are willing.”

      “Oh, sweetheart. Of course I’m willing. She is your mate, and I’m going to treat her like a daughter. I will do everything I can to make her feel at home. I just hope she transitions. I don’t want her to break your heart again.”

      “It’s not something she can control, Mom.”

      “I know. I just don’t want to see you hurt again. By the way, what about Richard?”

      “We are bringing him with us as well, and Bowen is going to induce him.”

      “Where is he going to stay? We don’t have room for him.”

      “He’s going to stay with Bowen and Leon. They invited him.”

      “Oh, good.” His mother sounded relieved. “I’d better open the windows in your room and change the bedding. I assume Wendy will be sleeping with you?”

      Vlad didn’t expect them to do much sleeping tonight, but Wendy was definitely going to share his bed.

      “Yes.”

      “I’d better freshen up your bathroom as well. Call me when you get near the village. I want to wait for you in the parking garage and welcome your mate.”

      “I will. Thank you for doing all of this for Wendy and me, I really appreciate it.”

      “I’m your mother, Vlad. That’s my job. But I’m also so excited. Our little family is growing. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “It is.”
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      Kian was whistling a tune as he opened the door to his house. He couldn’t remember where he’d heard it, or the lyrics, only the catchy chorus about a guy being hot and then cold, etc.

      “You sound happy.” Syssi wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss.

      “I am back home with you. Of course I’m happy.” He cast a sidelong glance at the dining room where Okidu was busy setting up the table for lunch. “Where is my mother?”

      “Annani and your sisters are in the backyard, drinking margaritas.” Syssi pouted. “I had the virgin version.”

      “Let’s join them. I have good news.”

      “I knew it wasn’t me.” She pushed out of his arms.

      He pulled her back and kissed her again. “Coming home to you always makes me happy, especially when it’s for lunch, which is a rare treat in the middle of the week.”

      She smiled. “I’m excited for Jacki. I still remember how awestruck I was when I met Annani for the first time. I still am, but that first time was such a trip.”

      Out in the backyard, he found his mother reclining on a lounger, a pair of large sunglasses protecting her sensitive eyes, and an even larger margarita glass in her hand.

      She turned to him and smiled. “You came home earlier than I expected.”

      “I have good news.” He bent down and kissed Annani’s cheek. “I spoke with Vlad earlier, and it seems like we are going to have another young couple in the village. I approved his request to induce Wendy, and they are coming here later today.”

      “Where are they going to stay?” Syssi asked.

      “I guess at Stella’s.” Kian sat down and pulled Syssi onto his lap.

      She shook her head. “A young couple in their situation shouldn’t be staying with the boy’s mom. It’ll be very awkward for Wendy, and it might even impede her transition. You should give them a house.”

      “I can’t have one ready in time.”

      “Yes, you can,” Annani said. “You can give them the one you were preparing for me. Since I am leaving soon, there is no point in me moving into that house just for a day or two. You can give it to the young couple.”

      “It’s a three-bedroom house. It’s too big for just the two of them.”

      “You can move them later,” Syssi said. “Do we have time to put up some decorations?”

      “If you can get someone else to do that. You and Amanda are going to be busy for the next couple of hours.”

      “No problem. I’ll ask Callie to organize it. We will have to do without a banner this time, but we can put up balloons and prepare a nice meal for them.” Syssi pulled out her phone and started a texting flurry.

      “What about Richard?” Amanda asked. “Is he going to stay at the cabin alone with the Guardians?”

      “Richard is coming here with them. I approved Bowen’s request to induce him. If he transitions and doesn’t find a lady to bond with, I’ll ask Kalugal to compel his loyalty to the clan. It made no sense to leave him alone either in the cabin or the keep and waste the time of two Guardians babysitting him. William can replace his cuff with a new one that has a tracker in it, and no one will need to watch him.”

      “You can put him in the house with Wendy and Vlad,” Alena suggested. “It’s not as awkward sharing a place with a roommate as it is with a mother.” She cast Annani an apologetic glance. “And I mean no offense by that.”

      “None taken. I understand perfectly.”

      Amanda tapped her finger over her lower lip. “Remember my idea about the auctions? What if we put Richard up? With his consent, naturally. That will speed up the process of him finding someone to love. We could auction him every night until he finds someone he clicks with.”

      Syssi shifted on Kian’s lap to look at Amanda. “I don’t think you need to go to all that trouble. All he needs to do is sit in the café and the ladies will come up to him.”

      “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that? We can test run the auction idea on Richard, and collect money for charity. Everybody wins.”

      Syssi shook her head. “It’s degrading.”

      “As I said, we will only do that with Richard’s consent, and I’m pretty sure he will jump at the opportunity. What guy doesn’t want a bunch of women fighting over him?” She glanced at Kian. “Except for you, my saintly brother.”

      “Your mate would have never agreed to that either. Can you imagine Dalhu submitting to something like that? You had a hard time convincing him to auction his art.”

      Amanda smirked. “He was willing when I told him that half of the proceeds would go to charity. If he wasn’t mated to me, I think Dalhu wouldn’t have minded being auctioned if the money went to a good cause.”

      “I doubt it.” Kian leaned back and drew Syssi against his chest. “Assuming that Richard agrees, when do we start auctioning him, before or after his transition?”

      “Definitely after,” Amanda said. “The bidding will go through the roof for an immortal.”

      Annani put her empty margarita glass down and sat up. “If he cannot find his love here, maybe we can send him to Scotland. Sari is peeved that the Fates are ignoring her people.”

      “I can’t ask Kalugal to fly over there to compel him once a month. He already has to do that with Roberts.”

      “Can’t he do it over the phone?” Amanda asked. “It worked for Lokan, so it should work for him as well. Kalugal also compelled our people by talking into their earpieces, so we know that it works on immortals.”

      “I’m not sure that’s enough to keep immortals compelled for an extensive period of time. Otherwise, Navuh would have done that instead of demanding that every Doomer on a mission abroad shows up on the island at least once a month. In Roberts’ case, his continued compulsion is too crucial to take chances with.”

      “Speaking of the devil.” Syssi turned to look at him. “What is he up to?”

      “As you know, Kalugal sent two men with Roberts, and they report that he hasn’t gone back to work yet. He’s recuperating at home and helping Simmons’s widow with the funeral arrangements.”

      “No suspicious behavior?” Amanda asked.

      “They are keeping a close eye on him, and so far, they've had nothing to report.”

      “Good.” She picked up her glass and took a sip. “Back to Richard. Since time is of the essence, Richard’s ceremony needs to take place tomorrow.”

      “I agree. Bowen has already volunteered to be his initiator, and we don’t need to do anything fancy. I’ll just ask a couple of Guardians to attend.”

      Annani crossed her legs and rearranged the folds of her gown. “On the contrary. You should invite as many people as you can. We should use the opportunity to show Kalugal how wonderful our community is, and how welcoming we are to newcomers. Furthermore, I can use the event to test my compulsion ability on a large crowd.”
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      “Ready, my love?” Kalugal offered Jacki his arm.

      She took a deep breath and smiled. “I’m excited and terrified at the same time. How do I look?”

      “Beautiful and sophisticated.”

      Jacki had put on the wide-legged white trousers and the yellow blouse with pink embroidery that she’d worn to the summit. It was elegant but not too showy for a lunch meeting, and it made her feel confident.

      “You always know the right thing to say.” She leaned on Kalugal’s arm.

      He frowned. “Are you okay? I can ask Theo to get the golf cart.”

      “I’m fine. I don’t need help walking. I need your emotional support.” She kissed his cheek. “You are my pillar of strength.”

      Kalugal grinned. “You certainly know how to make a man feel accomplished.” He rubbed a spot over his chest. “I never expected to feel so good about being needed.”

      Behind them, Rufsur cleared his throat. “We’d better get moving or we will be late.”

      When Kian had extended the invitation to Rufsur and Hivak as well, Rufsur had reacted with his usual nonchalance, but poor Hivak looked like he was about to faint.

      “We have plenty of time.” Kalugal glanced at his lieutenant over his shoulder. “I intend it to be an easy stroll. And if Jacki needs to sit down and rest for a few minutes, that’s okay too.”

      Outside, four guardians were waiting to escort them to Kian’s house. Theo and Jay, who were their daytime guards, and two new ones, whom Jacki hadn’t met before.

      “These are Alfie and Mason,” Jay introduced the two.

      She cast them a smile. “Nice to meet you.”

      As they stepped down onto the path, Theo and Jay led the procession, while the two new guards closed it.

      Jacki wondered how long this nonsense was going to last. It was silly. Was Kian going to assign a guard to every one of Kalugal’s men who came to court clan ladies?

      That would not be conducive to romance.

      The distance from their place to Kian’s house was about the same as to the café, but since Jacki didn’t need to rest on every bench on the way, they made it there in half the time it had taken them to get to the café the day before.

      The best part was that Jin and Arwel were waiting for them outside.

      “Hello, bestie.” Jin pulled her into her arms. “Ready to have your mind blown?”

      “I hope so. If I faint, cover up for me.”

      Jin laughed. “You won’t.” She put her hands on Jacki’s shoulders. “You are not really meeting a deity, you know that, right? Think of Annani as a friendly angel, and you’ll be fine. She has the glow, the beauty, and the voice to match, but she is also not big on protocol. Just remember not to cuss. She doesn’t like it. Not even the occasional F-word.”

      “Got it.”

      Behind them, Hivak let out a breath. “Thank you for the tips.”

      “You’re welcome.” Jin walked up to the door and knocked. “Didn’t Kalugal prepare you?”

      “He told me to bow, address the goddess as Clan Mother, and not to speak unless I’m spoken to.”

      The door opened, and Yamanu stepped out with a bright smile on his face. “That’s good advice. Follow it.”

      Jacki hadn’t known that Mey and Yamanu would be there as well. On the one hand, more people meant less spotlight on her, but on the other hand, this was probably the only time she would have the opportunity to speak with the goddess, and Jacki would have liked it to be at least semi-private.

      With Jin threading her arm through hers on one side and Kalugal on the other, Jacki walked into Kian’s living room supported on both sides, which was fortunate.

      As soon as her eyes landed on the small glowing figure, Jacki’s knees gave out, and if not for the strong arms holding her up, she would have crumpled to the floor.

      “Greetings, Clan Mother.” Kalugal bowed. “Let me introduce my mate, Jacqueline Redford, and my men. This is Rufsur, my second-in-command, and this is Hivak.”

      Jacki curtsied the way she’d practiced in front of the mirror, except much less gracefully. “It’s an honor to meet you, Clan Mother.”

      Rufsur and Hivak bowed and murmured the same.

      The goddess nodded. “Welcome, Jacki, Rufsur, and Hivak.” She patted the spot next to her on the couch. “Jacki and Jin, come sit with me. Kalugal, you and your men can join my son and the others in the backyard.” She glanced at Arwel and Yamanu and smiled. “You too. For the next half an hour, this living room is ladies only.”

      “Yes, Clan Mother.” Kalugal dipped his head and pulled his arm out of Jacki’s. “I’ll see you in thirty minutes.” He kissed her cheek, and he and his men followed Arwel and Yamanu out the sliding doors to the backyard.

      Jacki’s legs refused to move, but Jin was already pulling her toward Annani.

      “This is my daughter, Alena.” The goddess motioned to the beautiful blonde woman sitting next to her.

      “Nice to meet you.” Jacki forced a smile.

      “Same here.” Alena shifted to the side to make room for Jin.

      “Hi, Jacki.” Syssi waved to catch her attention. “How are you feeling?”

      She hadn’t even noticed Kian’s wife and Amanda sitting in the two armchairs facing the couch. The doctor was there as well, sitting on an ottoman.

      “I’m getting stronger. Thank you for asking.”

      “That’s good.” Amanda pushed to her feet. “So, how is sex as an immortal?”

      Jacki wanted the couch to swallow her up. What kind of question was that to ask her in front of the goddess?

      Annani laughed, the sound sending goosebumps up Jacki’s arms. “You are embarrassing our guest, Amanda.” With a wink, she took Jacki’s hand. “Feel free to say whatever is on your mind. Think of me as just one of the girls.”

      Amanda huffed. “The ringleader is more like it. All of us combined could never get into as much mischief as my mother.”

      “That is true,” Alena said. “Besides, everything that has to do with love makes Annani happy. Consider talk about your love life a tribute to her.”

      Looking at the goddess was like staring into the sun, not because her glow was so bright, but because she was just too much. Too beautiful, too redheaded, too friendly, too everything.

      As Jacki turned her eyes to Alena, she hoped Annani wouldn’t be offended that she wasn’t looking directly at her. “I haven’t tried it yet. I’m still recuperating from my transition, and Kalugal treats me as if I’m made from fragile glass.”

      Annani patted her knee. “Take your time, child. Give yourself time to get stronger.” She smiled. “Your stamina as an immortal will be incredible compared to what you had before, and you can put it to good use with your immortal partner.”

      Jacki felt a blush creep up her cheeks. “I’d rather wait for us to go home to test it.”

      “About that,” Amanda said. “I heard that Rufsur paid Edna a visit. Do you know what’s going on between those two?”

      She had a good idea, but it wasn’t her place to comment on it. “You will have to ask Rufsur or Edna.”

      Annani laughed. “You are a diplomat, dear, but given the color of your cheeks, you do not have to say anything more. I am overjoyed to see Edna showing interest in a male, and Rufsur is a fine one. I can see why he managed to awaken our sleeping beauty, while others have failed.”
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      As Kalugal and his men stepped out onto the back patio, Kian stifled a chuckle.

      Hivak looked like he’d seen a ghost. The guy collapsed on an outdoor chair, reached for Turner’s bottle of Snake’s Venom, and gulped it down. He hadn’t even noticed that it had been drunk from already, and if he had, he didn’t care.

      Rufsur shook his head. “The goddess is out of this world.” He snorted. “Literally. But that’s no reason to lose your shit, Hivak. She might be incredibly powerful and smart and beautiful and whatever else, but she is just a person like you and me.”

      Hivak wiped his mouth. “She’s nothing like us. Did you see that glow? Her skin emits light.”

      Even though Kian agreed with Rufsur’s assessment of Annani, he wasn’t sure whether he should back him up or Hivak. The more Kalugal’s men feared and revered the goddess, the better.

      Perhaps it was best to say nothing and let them believe what they would.

      “Is Jacki okay alone with my mother?” he asked instead.

      “Poor Jacki looked like she was about to faint, but the goddess demanded that all the men leave, so I had no choice. But Jin is with her, so I hope she’s okay.” Kalugal pulled a beer bottle from the ice bucket. “She’s getting stronger. Yesterday, on the way to the café, Jacki had to stop and rest on nearly every bench, but today we only stopped once. I think we can go home if that’s okay with you and Annani.”

      Kian took a puff from his cigarillo. “Tomorrow night, we are having an induction ceremony for Jacki’s friend Richard. I’m sure she would want to attend. We hold it close to midnight, so it would be best if you stayed until Thursday.”

      Kalugal nodded. “I’m sure she would like to be there for him.” He took a sip from his beer. “I still remember my own ceremony, and it’s not a fond memory.”

      “We do things differently here. It’s all about the community and the bonds of friendship. The immortal who volunteers to induce the male Dormant accepts a lifelong responsibility for him, and he vows to be his friend and mentor. The Dormant has to accept the initiator and pledge to him his lifelong loyalty and friendship. They become brothers in spirit.”

      “But they still need to fight, right? And the Dormant is a weakling compared to the immortal initiating him. It’s a bloody mess.”

      “As I said, things are done differently in our clan. The Dormant needs to fight just enough to spur aggression in the immortal, but the moment his fangs and venom respond to the stimuli, the fight is over. He subdues the Dormant and bites him. The amount of damage to the Dormant depends on how stubbornly he keeps attacking. A smart guy knows when to surrender.”

      Kalugal took a long sip from the beer and grimaced again. “This stuff is vile.” He put the bottle down. “I guess that I wasn’t smart. I kept fighting until he knocked me out. Luckily, I must have started transitioning right away because I healed almost immediately. Curiously, though, my fangs and venom glands took another couple of months to start growing.”

      Evidently, Kalugal had no idea that he had been born immortal and that the induction was a sham. He hadn’t needed it.

      “I have news for you, cousin. You didn’t require induction into immortality. Since your mother is a goddess, you were born immortal. Your children will need to be activated, but you and Lokan didn’t. Obviously, your father knew that and he staged transition ceremonies for you and your brother to conceal your mother’s identity.”

      Frowning, Kalugal picked the bottle up again. “Let me get this straight. Children of goddesses are born immortal regardless of who the father is?”

      “That’s correct. Human or immortal, it doesn’t matter.”

      “What about children born to male gods?”

      “Same thing. Your paternal grandmother was a human, not a Dormant or an immortal, and yet Navuh was born an immortal. The next generation is where things get messed up.”

      Kalugal nodded. “That explains a lot. I healed rapidly because I was already an immortal, but my fangs and venom glands didn’t start growing because I hadn’t reached puberty yet. I think that my father also lied about my age. I was probably several months younger than he claimed.”

      “Still, he timed it pretty well.”

      As the sliding door opened and Okidu stepped out, Kian dropped the remainder of his cigarillo into the ashtray.

      His butler bowed. “Lunch is ready, master.”

      “Thank you, Okidu.” Kian pushed to his feet. “Let’s not keep the ladies waiting.”
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      As Okidu walked out into the backyard to inform the men that lunch was ready, Annani floated up rather than rose to her feet. “Go ahead and take your seats in the dining room.” She waved at her companions. “I will be there in a moment.” She glanced at Jacki and winked. “Nature calls.”

      Syssi smiled. That was such an Annani move.

      Throughout their conversation, Jacki had barely dared to breathe, and mentioning a bathroom visit made Annani seem less alien and more human.

      Not that it helped. As the goddess glided away, Jacki remained rooted in place and stared after her.

      “Come on.” Amanda offered her a hand up. “Shake it off, girl. So she’s a goddess, but she’s still a woman and a mother and she has her flaws.”

      “Annani is perfect.” Jacki let Amanda pull her up. “And so nice.”

      “I love Annani.” Syssi led the group to the dining room. “She’s the best mother-in-law I could have ever hoped for. She always sides with me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, my mother is fabulous, but enough about her. I have great news for you.” Amanda scrunched her nose. “Or at least I hope you’ll think it is. Wendy and Vlad are coming to the village and we are throwing them a surprise welcome party. Do you want to come?”

      Jacki gasped. “Did Wendy transition too?”

      “Not yet, but Kian allowed Vlad to tell her about us, and he gave them the standard two weeks to work on Wendy’s transition. If it doesn’t happen in that time frame, she will have her memories wiped and we will get her a job in one of the clan’s hotels or other businesses. She’ll be taken care of. So do you want to come to the surprise party or not?”

      “Of course I do. If Vlad can forgive her for what she did to him, who am I to hold a grudge?”

      “Wonderful. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you and Jin.”

      “Vanessa and Eva are going to be there as well,” Mey said. “It’s going to be a big party, but a short one.” Winking, she pulled out a chair for Jacki. “They need to start working on that transition, and time is of the essence.”

      Once the men joined them, and Okidu had served the first course, Syssi and Amanda exchanged glances.

      It was time for Amanda’s test.

      As they’d planned, Syssi had asked Okidu to include a salad with warm goat cheeseballs in the lunch menu. It was one of Amanda’s favorites, so even though she was a talented actress, she wouldn’t have to pretend to salivate over it.

      “That’s so unfair.” Amanda unfurled her napkin and draped it over her knees. “You did this on purpose, Syssi.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Unlike her sister-in-law, Syssi was a lousy actress, and including her in the pretense was not a good idea. Kalugal would know right away that she was lying.

      “These goat cheeseballs.” Amanda waved her hand at Okidu and the salad bowl he was serving from. “You know how much I love them. They are irresistible.”

      Kian, who was in on the charade, made a big production of refusing the salad. “It’s a question of self-control. Once I decided to abstain from animal products whenever possible, they no longer appealed to me. You need to close a mental door on all the foods you don’t want to eat.”

      Amanda eyed the salad bowl as Okidu served one guest after the other. “I can’t stand it. The smell is so delicious, and I can imagine how wonderful they taste. Perhaps I’ll start next week.” She looked at Kalugal. “I have an idea. Perhaps you could compel me not to crave goat cheese? That would be so much easier. I’m afraid that I have no self-control when someone puts my favorite food right under my nose.”

      The guy’s eyes widened. “I’m sure there are less extreme methods that can achieve the same result.”

      “But that’s the quickest. Can you, please? It’s not like I’m asking you to do anything difficult. You only have to tell me to stop craving cheese.”

      He looked at Kian. “I’m forbidden from using my compulsion ability on any clan member. Your brother will have my head.” He lifted his wrist. “Or worse. Turner will activate the cuff and I’ll suffer unimaginable agony.”

      Kian shrugged. “I don’t mind if you help Amanda with her little problem. If I forbid it, she will keep eating cheese, which I don’t care whether she does or not, but she will blame me for it, which I do mind.”

      “You make me sound like such a bitch, Kian.”

      “Language, Amanda,” Annani admonished.

      “A bitch is a female dog. That’s not a cuss word.”

      “It depends on the usage, my daughter. An ass is a donkey, but unless you are talking about the animal, it is a cuss word.”

      Across the table, Hivak pretended to cough to cover up his snort.

      Annani smiled at him and then looked at Kalugal. “I would like to see a demonstration of your ability. Please, humor Amanda’s request.”

      After a command from Annani, there was no more room for argument.

      “Very well.” Kalugal took a sip of water and then put his glass down. “Should I compel you to lose cravings for all cheeses? Or just goat cheese? To avoid unintended consequences, compulsion needs to be worded very precisely.”

      “I love all cheeses, but while I can resist the rest, goat cheese is my Kryptonite. I also think that concentrating on one specific food item will prevent those unintended consequences that you are worried about.”

      Kalugal nodded. “Narrowing it down as much as possible is what I consider to be the best practice.”

      Watching him carefully, Syssi noticed the change in his expression and body language as he readied to compel Amanda. It was as if he’d entered a zone, or a meditative state, and the ease with which he did that was astounding, especially given his audience.

      If Kalugal could enter that state with Annani watching him, he could most likely do it in the middle of a battle or a hurricane as well.

      Talk about power.

      Was Kian impressed?

      Syssi didn’t dare move her eyes from Kalugal to check.

      “Amanda,” he said in a conversational tone, which nonetheless carried power. “From now on, goat cheese will not appeal to you.”

      “Did it work?” Alena asked.

      Amanda looked at the salad and then back at Kalugal. “I'm not salivating over it anymore, but logically I know that I like it, and I might be tempted to take a bite just to test it. Maybe you can compel me not to touch it? Or to be disgusted by it?”

      Amanda was right. To test whether Annani could remove Kalugal’s compulsion from her, a stronger prohibition was needed.

      “I’d rather not.” He took another sip of water. “What if you change your mind later?”

      “Then I’ll ask you to remove the compulsion. You can do it over the phone, true?”

      With a sigh, he nodded. “As you wish. Amanda, don’t ever touch goat cheese unless I tell you that you can.”

      “Thank you.” She waved Okidu over. “Let’s test it.”

      After he put a serving on her plate, Amanda lifted her fork and tried to stab it into a cheeseball, but her hand refused to obey, shifting to the side to scoop up salad greens instead.

      “I’ll be damned. It actually worked. I can’t touch the cheeseball even when I’m thinking about tossing it instead of eating it. Amazing.”

      “You are welcome.” Kalugal lifted his knife and fork. “Can we eat now? I happen to love goat cheese.”
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      After all the guests had left, and only the family remained, Kian poured himself another cup of coffee and refilled Syssi’s. “We should hurry up with the compulsion removal. Vlad and Wendy will be here in an hour, and Syssi wants to be there to welcome them."

      “I really hope you can remove his compulsion, Mother.” Amanda lifted a cookie from the tray. “I have no intention of giving up one of my favorite foods, and it would be very embarrassing to ask Kalugal to remove it after I begged him for it.”

      “I shall do my best.” Annani rubbed her hands together. “But first, let us double-check that you still cannot touch the cheese.” She waved at Okidu. “Please bring some of those fabulous cheeseballs.”

      He bowed. “Yes, Clan Mother.”

      Since Onidu and Annani’s three Odus were busy helping Callie prepare the welcome party for Vlad and Wendy, Okidu had shouldered the preparation, serving, and cleanup of the entire luncheon himself. Luckily, his butler was mostly a machine and never complained about having to do too much. If only everyone could have the cyborg’s work ethic, Kian’s job would be so much easier.

      He wondered whether more autonomous thinking would change the Odus’ behavior. Would they demand more time off? Would they start complaining about tasks they didn’t feel like doing?

      Okidu returned with two cheeseballs served on a small plate and put it in front of Amanda. “I saved them for you, mistress. I know how much you like them.”

      “That’s so sweet of you, Okidu. Thank you.”

      His butler smiled and squared his shoulders in a perfect imitation of human behavior. “You are welcome, mistress.”

      Lifting a fork, Amanda sighed. “Kalugal’s compulsion is very effective. I don’t feel any desire for this.” She shook her head. “It’s a strange feeling knowing that it’s not my own will at work but someone else’s.” She brought the fork down, but just like before, her hand refused to obey.

      “Spooky,” Alena said. “It gives me goosebumps, and not the good kind.”

      “It’s no use.” Amanda put the fork down. “Do your thing, Mother.”

      “Come closer, dear. My thing, as you put it, works a little differently. I need to touch you.”

      “What do you mean?” Kian asked. “You said that you managed to compel a large group of your people. You said nothing about touching them.”

      Annani waved a dismissive hand. “I can do that as well. But by touching Amanda I might gain insight into how it works.” She glanced at Alena. “My other daughter refused to let me test it on her.”

      Alena shrugged. “Compulsion, or even the idea of it, gives me the creeps. Everyone has their thing, right? Some people are afraid of snakes, others can’t stand elevators, and I hate losing control over my own will. It’s like going a little crazy and doing something compulsively or seeing things that aren’t there. That scares me too. That’s why alcohol doesn’t appeal to me either.”

      Kian tapped his fingers on the table. “May I remind you all that we are pressed for time?”

      “Yes, of course.” Annani took Amanda’s hands and closed her eyes. “You love goat cheese, and you can touch it and eat it whenever you please. No one can tell you not to enjoy goat cheese.” She opened her eyes. “Try it now.”

      Amanda returned to her seat and picked up her fork. “Here goes nothing.” She stabbed a ball, lifted it up, and took a bite out of it.

      Kian let out a relieved breath. “It seems that the removal worked. What did you feel when you touched Amanda?”

      Annani pursed her lips. “I might have imagined it, but it felt as if there was a thin film over her mind, like a layer of mist, and it created a disconnect between Amanda’s own will and what Kalugal imposed on her. My own compulsion created another layer, though, it did not remove Kalugal’s, it counterbalanced it. It is hard to explain, but it did not feel as if I was overpowering his compulsion or destroying it. It was more like two opposite forces nullifying each other.”

      Amanda finished chewing and stabbed her fork into the other cheeseball. “I don’t care how it worked, only that it did. I’m just happy that I can enjoy my favorite snack.” She lifted the cheese to her mouth, but then paused before biting into it. “The question is whether we let Kalugal know that Annani can nullify his compulsion, or should I never eat goat cheese in front of him again?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” Kian pushed to his feet. “First, I want to conduct the bigger test during Richard’s initiation ceremony. If Annani can compel everyone there to look for her supposedly lost earring, then we will know that she can control a large number of people, including Kalugal’s men.”

      “And then you’ll tell him?” Syssi asked.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll talk it over with Turner and see what he thinks.”
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      As the windows of Bowen’s car turned opaque, Wendy put her hand on the glass and then pressed her nose to it. “I feel like I’m in a sci-fi movie.” She turned to look at Vlad. “Is the car driving itself?”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “No, I think it’s cool. How long until we get there?”

      “Fifteen minutes.”

      “That’s not such a long distance. I don’t know the area, but someone who does can figure out where the village is.”

      “I know the area well, and I still can’t find the village. It’s even more sci-fi than you imagine. The entrance to the tunnel leading to the underground parking garage is concealed, and I don’t even know what it looks like. And the village itself is rendered invisible by optical illusions.”

      “What if someone hikes up the mountains until he or she stumbles upon the village?”

      Vlad shook his head. “From what I understand, the village is inaccessible from the mountainside without rock climbing equipment.”

      “Still, if someone is determined to find it, they can. If they know it’s there but hidden, they could deploy teams of mountain climbers until they find it.”

      “Won’t do them any good,” Bowen said. “We will intercept them and thrall the hell out of them. They will not only forget what they discovered, but they will have new and confusing memories instead.”

      “But what if it’s an immune like Jacki? Or another immortal? What are you going to do then? Kill them?”

      For a long moment, Bowen didn’t answer, confirming Wendy’s suspicions. Except, Vlad doubted that Kian would resort to killing if there was another option.

      “If they are immune to thralling, they can still be susceptible to compulsion.”

      “Jacki is also immune to that,” Wendy pointed out.

      “Then we would have a problem.” Vlad wrapped his arm around her. “Let’s hope that it doesn’t happen.”

      There was another layer of protection that Bowen hadn’t mentioned, probably not to give Wendy more clues about the location. The entire area was fenced off and marked as toxic and dangerous. That wouldn’t deter immortals, but humans would not go anywhere near it, especially since there were official records to support that. They were bogus and had been planted by the clan, but even a thorough investigation wouldn’t reveal that.

      Once the car entered the underground garage, the windows cleared, and Vlad saw his mother and Ingrid waiting for them next to Bowen’s designated parking spot.

      “Who is the woman standing next to Ingrid? Is it your mom?” Wendy asked.

      Vlad nodded.

      “I figured by the way she’s dressed. I like her bohemian style. Does she make her own clothes?”

      Wendy sounded cheerful, but he knew that she was nervous and trying to cover it up by chatting excitedly.

      “Some of it. Usually, she’s too busy with the costumes she makes, but if she has time between orders, Stella designs and sews her own outfits. Sometimes, she buys readymade stuff and embellishes it.”

      “That’s awesome. I wish I had a creative side. Are Leon and Richard behind us?” Wendy turned around and looked through the back window. “Good. Ingrid is here probably for Richard.” She looked at Vlad. “Oh, damn. Are Ingrid and Stella going to fight over him?”

      “I hope not.” Vlad opened the door and walked into his mother’s open arms. “Thank you for coming to welcome us.” He kissed her cheek and then whispered in her ear, “Be nice to Wendy. She’s nervous.”

      “Of course.” His mother let go of him so he could open the door for Wendy.

      “Come on.” He offered her his hand. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I know.” She let out a breath and took his hand.

      “Hello, and welcome!” Stella pulled Wendy into a fierce embrace. “Finally, we meet.”

      “Hi,” Wendy answered in the same fake cheerful voice. “I’m looking forward to seeing your workroom and the beautiful costumes you make. Vlad told me so much about them. And I love your outfit. Did you make it yourself? It’s so unique.”

      This time, Stella’s smile was genuine. “I did, and I can make one for you as well.”

      “Oh, I couldn't impose on you like that. You probably don’t have time for it.”

      “In fact, I do.”

      As Wendy and Stella chatted about making clothes, Vlad glanced at what was happening with Richard and Ingrid.

      They embraced more like friends than lovers, said a few polite words to each other, and then walked over.

      “Hello, I’m Richard.” Grinning like a Cheshire cat, the guy offered Stella his hand. “It’s good that I have the scoop now because I would have never believed that you are a day over twenty-five, or that Vlad is your son.” He glanced at Vlad and winked. “A fine young man you’ve raised, Stella. He is a standup guy.”

      Smooth, which was unexpected from Richard, the guy who had a tendency to blurt out the most inappropriate things.

      “Thank you.” Stella cast Richard a coquettish smile that made Vlad want to turn around and puke. “If I knew you were such a charmer, I might have come up to the cabin at least for the weekend.”

      “Let’s get moving, people.” Bowen handed Vlad his and Wendy’s luggage. “I want to get home.”

      Richard lifted Stella’s hand and kissed the back of it. “Bowen and Leon offered me the use of their couch, so I guess I need to go with them.”

      “About that,” Ingrid said. “There was a change of plans. The three of you are getting your own place.”

      That was a surprise. Vlad had thought that he and Wendy would be staying at his mother’s. After all, they weren’t a mated couple yet, and giving them their own house was premature.

      “I’m glad.” Richard smiled sheepishly. “As much as I enjoy Bowen and Leon’s company, Vlad can cook, and they cannot.”

      “You offend me.” Leon put a hand over his heart. “You told me that my steaks were the best you ever had.”

      “And I meant it, buddy.” Richard clapped the Guardian on the back. “But nothing compares to Vlad’s bread and baguettes and muffins. Just thinking about waking up to those fabulous smells makes me salivate.”
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      Meeting Vlad’s mother wasn’t as awkward as Wendy had feared. The compliments she’d prepared worked like a charm, and when Richard had arrived, Stella had forgotten that she was even there.

      What hurt, though, was that none of her friends had shown up to welcome her. She’d hoped Jin and Mey would come, and maybe even Jacki, since she was in the village as well. Wendy had even dared to fantasize about Edna and Vanessa coming to greet her.

      Oh, well. Evidently, she was still persona non grata.

      It would take time before people forgot and forgave her betrayal, and she would have to work super hard at convincing everyone that she’d changed.

      Instead of feeling hurt, she should be thankful that Kian had invited her to the clan’s secret village at all. It was kind of him to give her a second chance.

      Or was it the third?

      Sending her to the cabin with Vlad had been the second one.

      So yeah, gratitude was what she should be feeling.

      “Where is the house we are getting?” Vlad held the elevator door open.

      Ingrid waited for Stella and Richard to enter before going in. “It’s not far from Kian and Syssi’s house.”

      “Who moved?” Bowen asked. “There are no vacant houses in the main section of the village.”

      “Theo, Alfie, and Jay.” Ingrid leaned against the elevator wall. “Since Kalugal is staying in the new phase, Kian didn’t want Annani to be near him and asked the Guardians to switch places with her. Then the wedding got postponed, and Annani decided to leave and come back later. That’s why the house the Guardians vacated is available for grabs. You can have it for a month.” She looked at Wendy and smiled. “And if everything goes well and you transition, you will get a permanent place in the new section of the village.”

      As they exited the elevator, Wendy looked around the glass pavilion and then through the sliding doors to the outside. “It looks like Hawaii. Not that I’ve ever been there, but that’s how I imagine it.”

      Vlad wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I think it looks more like Switzerland.”

      “Have you been there?”

      He nodded. “I’ve seen most of Europe. When my mother and I go to visit my grandmother, we usually add one more destination to the trip.”

      He’d led such a privileged life. They’d really come from two different worlds, and not only because Vlad grew up as an immortal and she as a human.

      Stella chuckled. “That way, I don’t waste my entire vacation on visiting family, which I do more out of obligation than for fun.”

      As Richard and Stella chatted about trips abroad, Wendy focused on absorbing the sights.

      The village was beautiful, but there weren’t many people out and about. The few they’d passed either waved or said hello, but no one asked questions about the newcomers. Would she and Richard get ignored until they transitioned?

      It was offensive, but it made sense to wait with introductions until they were immortal. There was no point in getting to know new people if their memories were going to be wiped out in two weeks. If they transitioned, they would stay, and only then would the villagers acknowledge them.

      “Is that the house?” Richard pointed at the one with balloons tied to its porch railing.

      “That’s the one.” Stella threaded her arm through his. “It’s our tradition to welcome newcomers with balloons and other decorations.”

      That was nice of Ingrid and Stella.

      “Did you do that, Mom?” Vlad asked.

      “I helped. But most of the work was done by the Odus.”

      “I see.” Vlad smiled as if he had just been told a secret.

      As Wendy climbed the stairs, she didn’t hear any sounds or see anyone through the windows, but the excited vibe coming from the house was so strong that it wasn’t hard to guess that the place was packed.

      A surprise party?

      That was nice, but they were probably doing it for Richard, not for the traitor girl.

      She stopped in front of the door and ran her fingers through her hair. “How do I look?”

      “Beautiful as usual,” Vlad said. “Why?”

      She glanced at Richard and decided not to ruin the surprise for him. “No reason. I just wanted to hear you say that.”

      “That’s sweet.” Stella gave Richard a little shove. “Open the door. It’s unlocked.”

      Wendy expected everyone to jump up and scream 'surprise' as soon as the door opened. But there was no one in the living room, just more balloons, and a small sign taped to the fireplace mantel that said Welcome to the Village.

      As soon as they all entered, though, the sliding door to the backyard opened, and Jin came in together with Jacki. “Welcome to your new home.” Jin pushed the drapes aside, revealing the crowd outside.

      As everyone started cheering and clapping, Wendy’s eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There is nothing to say. Let’s eat, drink, and be merry.” Jacki wrapped her arm around Wendy’s waist, while Jin wrapped hers around Richard’s, and together they stepped out into the crowd.

      “Let me introduce you to my husband,” Jacki said. “Or mate, as they refer here to a significant other.”

      Floating in a semi dazed state, Wendy smiled and shook hands, and got hugs and claps on her back, kisses on her cheeks, and enough well-wishing to fill the many empty spaces in her heart.
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      Edna lifted another martini glass from Onidu’s tray and tried to blend into the background.

      If she had known that Rufsur was going to be at the party, she wouldn’t have come. Large gatherings were not her thing, and the only reason she’d come was because of Wendy.

      The girl was such a tortured soul.

      Even though she had used her troubled past to hide her nefarious intentions during the probe, everything Edna had felt, Wendy had experienced, and it had been awful.

      That knowledge was what had made it easy to forgive Wendy. If anyone deserved a second chance, it was her.

      Casting furtive glances around, Edna wondered whether she could sneak out through the side gate. She’d already welcomed Wendy and Richard, so there was no reason to stay.

      Except, that was such a cowardly thing to do, and Edna was no coward. She could face Rufsur and not succumb to his charms again.

      Right.

      The man was too sexy for his own good. Everything about him appealed to her, from the way he carried himself with the confidence of a man who knew his worth, to the way he smiled and laughed with ease, the way he looked at her…

      Other than Robbie, no one had gazed upon her with so much desire in his eyes, such longing. It pulled at her heart, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The memory of the one evening they’d spent together made her tingle all over with need. If she didn’t get out of there, she was going to invite him to her bed without even waiting for the party to be over.

      “He’s a fine specimen.” Amanda invaded Edna’s hiding place in the shadow of a tree and leaned against the trunk. “I heard that he paid you a visit yesterday.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “You know how it is in the village. A rumor starts before anything even happens. People have nothing better to do than gossip.” Casting Edna a sidelong glance, she smirked. “Come on, judge, confess your crimes.”

      Even though she was furious, Edna shrugged. “What I do in my off time is my business and no one else’s, and it’s definitely not a crime.”

      “Sheesh, Edna, have another martini and loosen up. I was just joking.” She waved Oridu over and lifted a glass off his tray. “Here you go.” She took Edna’s empty one and handed her the new.

      Edna sighed. In her own overbearing way, Amanda was just trying to be friendly.

      Besides, she was right about her being too uptight. After all, this was a party, not the courtroom or her office, and Amanda was a friend, not just a fellow council member.

      “Rufsur is charming, handsome, and honest to a fault, which I find very appealing. But he is Kalugal’s second-in-command, and I’m who I am. A romance is not on the cards for us.”

      Amanda nodded. “I admit that this is a difficult situation. But perhaps that’s the beauty of it. Everything worth having is worth fighting for.” She looked at her mate. “Can you think of a more improbable pairing than Dalhu and me? Or the challenges that we had to overcome to be together? You helped me then, and I’m going to repay the favor.”

      Edna looked into Amanda’s deep blue eyes. “Promise me that you won’t do anything crazy.”

      “Me?” Amanda pointed at herself. “When do I ever? I don’t know how I’ve gotten this reputation, but I assure you that I always think things through before I act.”

      “Oh, really? Like it took you more than ten seconds to run off to Alex’s yacht.”

      “It took longer than that, and you can’t hold it against me. I was desperate. Kian detested me, and I hated myself for wanting Dalhu despite knowing that he was in charge of the unit that killed Mark. Running away seemed like the best option. Besides, it gave me the distance I needed to realize that I couldn’t live without Dalhu and that I had to find a solution for us to be together. You helped me with that. It was a terrible one, but nothing short of that would have counted as redemption for what he did.”

      “Dalhu was a soldier following orders. The incredible price he paid was to prove to you and Kian that he would do anything for you and to earn the clan’s forgiveness.”

      “I know.” Amanda sighed. “I still feel guilty about that. But I couldn’t reconcile myself to having him as my mate without that sacrifice. Does that make me a bitch?”

      “No, it just proves that you have feelings. You loved Mark. We all did.”

      Taking a shuddering breath, Amanda nodded. “I miss him so much. But on the upside, I can talk to him through Nathalie.”

      “He hasn’t moved on yet?”

      Amanda shook her head. “He says that he has more work to do, but he doesn’t say what.” She took a sip from her drink. “Hey, maybe he’s going to help you and Rufsur find a solution.”

      Edna groaned. “I don’t know what’s worse, getting you or a ghost meddling in my affairs. I’m not a young immortal, Amanda, and I’ve dealt with so much through my life, both in the human world and ours. I know which battles are worth fighting and which ones are lost causes, and I’m afraid that Rufsur and I belong to the latter. It was fun while it lasted, but it was a one-time thing. I’m not going to set myself up for heartache by pursuing this any further.”

      “We shall see.” Amanda took a sip from her drink. “I believe that for every problem there is a solution, it’s just a question of how difficult it is to do. If Mark can come back from beyond the grave to offer Nathalie dating advice and to help Turner transition, then anything is possible.”
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      “You look tense.” Jacki patted Rufsur’s arm. “Relax. No one is going to attack you or your boss here. We are among friends.”

      He forced a smile. “I’m here to protect Kalugal, and I’m not taking anything for granted. It’s different when he is in the house. I trust Theo and Jay as well as the other two on the night shift to protect you and Kalugal. But this place is teeming with people. Most of them might indeed be friendly, but all it takes is one guy with a different agenda and a sword.”

      Jacki snorted. “You know nearly everyone here. Who is going to attack Kalugal, Vlad?”

      Rufsur glanced at the lanky young immortal. “You can never know. That long black jacket he’s wearing is perfect for hiding a whole arsenal of weapons.” He leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “The radicals are usually young. They are the ones you should be wary of. He might harbor resentment toward former Brothers or be part of an underground resistance that plans to overthrow Kian.”

      She laughed. “Oh, Rufsur. I didn’t know you were a conspiracy theorist. Vlad is a sweetheart, everyone can see that just from watching him interact with Wendy and his mother.” Jacki leaned closer. “If you want to know what a man is made of, watch how he acts toward his mother, his wife, or his girlfriend. If he’s respectful and loving toward the women in his life, he is a good man. If he’s offensive, dismissive, controlling, or overly demanding, then he is not someone you want to be friends with.”

      “That’s a very astute observation that I would have never thought of on my own. The men I hang around with don’t have mothers or wives or girlfriends. But I see Kian and the other clan males and the way they are with their mates, and if what you are saying is true, then I should be friends with all of them.”

      “Precisely. That’s what I opened with.” She patted his arm and then walked away to join her mate.

      Apparently, Kalugal hadn’t been bullshitting when he’d claimed to need Jacki’s human perspective on things. Despite her young age, she knew stuff.

      Maybe she could help him understand Edna.

      Like why the hell was the woman hiding in the shadows and pretending not to see him?

      The evening of passion they had spent together was unforgettable, and even if she never wanted to speak with him again, she shouldn’t pretend that it had never happened. It had been spectacular, and even though she’d made it clear that it had been a one-time deal, they had parted on friendly terms.

      Perhaps he should just walk over and talk to her. She wouldn’t be able to ignore him if he was right there in her face.

      Except, Amanda had beat him to it, and given Edna’s pinched expression, the two were discussing something important, like a legal issue, or some grave transgression a clan member had committed.

      Perhaps someone had thrown an empty wrapper on the ground and had failed to pick it up. That seemed to be the extent of possible crimes in the utopian community Kian had created for his people.

      Still, beneath the surface not everything was peachy in the clan, and the things he’d told Jacki were all possible. No matter how good of a job Kian did, some people were never going to be happy with him at the helm. It was the nature of things. There was always someone who thought that he could do better, either for the benefit of others or his own.

      It could be as simple as resentment for allowing Kalugal’s men to court clan females, or as complicated as wanting to overthrow Kian and the goddess in the name of democracy or some other ideology or just self-interest.

      When Amanda walked away, leaving Edna alone in her shady corner, Rufsur grabbed two appetizer plates from one of the butlers circulating with trays and headed her way.

      “Hello again.” He handed her one. “I’ve seen you drinking aplenty, but you haven’t eaten anything.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Have you been spying on me, Rufsur?”

      He leaned down, so his face was aligned with hers. “I’ve been watching out for you. There is a difference.”

      “I don’t need a keeper.”

      “I know. And I don’t need one either, but I would have loved for you to notice whether I’ve eaten or not, or anything else for that matter. You were doing your best to ignore me.”

      “You've had five drinks, and you’ve sampled every appetizer at least twice.”

      Rufsur grinned. “So you were watching me.”

      Edna shrugged. “I’m not one for idle chitchat, and I do not do well in social settings. I had nothing better to do.”

      He leaned down again. “Admit it, Edna. You like me.”

      Closing her eyes, she let out a long-suffering sigh. “Of course I like you. I wouldn’t have invited you into my bed if I didn’t. But I’m not a romantic, I’m a realist. You are leaving soon, and it’s best that we keep our distance.”

      “On the contrary. I think we should enjoy every moment we have and not squander the little time we have together.”

      She smiled sadly. “I wish I could adopt your attitude, live for today and not think about tomorrow, but I can’t, and I suspect that neither can you.”

      Rufsur nodded. “I get it. If we bond, we are screwed, and that’s not a remote possibility. I felt something last night, and I know that you did too.”

      “I’m glad that you understand. We have responsibilities which we do not take lightly, and unless one of us is willing to abandon them, we shouldn’t get involved.”
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      “I’ll be right back.” Ingrid kissed Richard’s cheek. “I need to use the ladies' room.”

      “Take your time.”

      Watching her go inside the house, Richard pulled another beer out of the cooler and popped the cap.

      Women were strange creatures. Stella, who’d been flirty in the parking lot, had left him alone at the party and was not showing much interest in him. While Ingrid, who basically had brushed him off before and had been all businesslike when he’d arrived at the village, was all over him now.

      Make up your minds, ladies. There is enough man in here for all of you to share.

      Perhaps he could interest them in a threesome?

      Given what Leon had told him about immortals, Ingrid and Stella might not be opposed to the idea.

      Throughout the drive over, Leon had kept talking about how horny immortal females were, and how uninhibited. It had sounded too good to be true, exciting Richard even more than the prospect of immortality. He felt like a kid about to enter a candy store where he was allowed to pick whatever he wanted for free.

      Well, that was an exaggeration, but only slightly.

      If given a choice between living forever or dying from too much sex, he wasn’t sure which one he would pick.

      Except, the choice wasn’t his. The transition into immortality wasn’t guaranteed, while the immortal females were. Tonight’s selection was limited to Ingrid and Stella, but tomorrow was a new day, and he planned on spending it sitting in the village café like Leon had suggested. Supposedly, it was the central hub of the community and the best location to be seen by as many females as possible.

      When Kian walked up to him, Richard tensed. The guy intimidated the hell out of him.

      “I need a word with you.” The clan’s gruff leader pulled out a box of small cigars from his pocket.

      “About?” Richard tried to appear relaxed.

      He preferred to stay away from people like Kian. The guy was too serious, too full of himself, and hardly ever smiled. Life was too short to deal with assholes.

      Except, if he transitioned, his life would be very long, and he owed Kian for allowing him the opportunity to become immortal.

      “Your initiation ceremony is tomorrow night.”

      Richard nearly choked on his beer. “So soon?”

      “Since you only get two weeks to transition, you can’t afford to waste any time.”

      That was true. “Bowen said that he will be my initiator. He also said that since I’m an adult, it’s going to be a simple wrestling match in the gym with several of his buddies as witnesses. I was under the impression that only transitioning boys get a big party because it serves as a rite-of-passage ceremony.”

      “Usually, that’s the case. Since hardly anyone knows you here, Bowen assumed that not many would want to attend. But it so happens that the Clan Mother is visiting, and she wants you to have a big party. Not everyone will come, but many will. Even Kalugal and Jacki and their men are invited.”

      Richard had stopped listening after Kian said that the Clan Mother was going to attend. On the two-hour drive from the cabin, Leon had told him about the goddess who was the real head of the clan, but he’d never expected to meet her.

      According to Leon, there was no chance Richard would get to see her while he was still human.

      “Are you okay?” Kian arched a brow. “Suddenly your face has turned pale.”

      “The goddess herself is going to watch my humiliation? Leon told me that I won’t last sixty seconds against Bowen. He said that they’ve been hiding their real speed and strength from me.”

      “Leon is right, but no one expects you to last longer. In fact, sixty seconds is respectable. Your only goal is to spur Bowen’s aggression. After that’s achieved, which you will know by the length of his fangs, you should stop fighting. There is no point in getting more bruises than necessary.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that. I’m a competitive guy, and unless I’m pinned to the floor, I’ll keep fighting.”

      “That’s up to you. Just remember that it's supposed to be a friendly match. By agreeing to induce you, Bowen also takes it upon himself to become your life-long mentor, and by accepting him as your initiator, you pledge your loyalty and friendship to him.”

      “What does that mean? Do I become his serf or something?”

      Kian laughed. “No. The best analogy I can think of is the human tradition of assigning a good friend or a relative to be a baby’s godfather, someone who will take care of the child if something happens to the parents. Bowen will be your initiator and mentor, more like a big brother than a father, though.”
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      Vlad was grateful for the warm welcome Wendy and Richard had received, but he couldn’t wait for the party to end and for everyone to go, so he could be alone with Wendy.

      Perhaps she was tired, and they wouldn’t make love tonight, but they were going to sleep in the same bed for the first time, and he was looking forward to it.

      There had been the one time when they’d both fallen asleep on Wendy’s bed, but that didn’t count. They’d been fully dressed and stayed on top of the covers.

      Which brought to mind another dilemma.

      What was he going to wear?

      His mother had brought some of his clothes over, but he didn’t own pajamas. If he wore anything at all to bed, it was usually an old T-shirt and his boxer briefs, but that wasn’t a particularly sexy look. He was too skinny for that.

      Then again, he could put on a pair of sweatpants and then take them off under the covers. That way, Wendy wouldn’t see his bony knees.

      Damn. He shouldn’t be thinking like that. Wendy loved him, and she didn’t mind that he was too thin, or too tall, and that his fangs were trigger happy.

      Hopefully, his other male apparatus would behave better. The last thing Vlad wanted was to add premature ejaculation to the list of his shortcomings.

      Leon and Bowen had advised him to take care of Wendy’s pleasure first, and he was determined to do just that, but they hadn’t explained how he was supposed to touch her intimately without climaxing at first contact.

      Talk about insecurities.

      The way he was going, he would probably freeze and not be able to get it up at all.

      Nah, that wasn’t going to happen. Just being around Wendy made him permanently hard. There was no way he would deflate just because of performance anxiety.

      “We are going home.” Jin gave him a peck on the cheek. “Good luck.”

      Did everyone know he was a virgin? Or was she referring to Wendy’s transition?

      “Thank you. And thanks for the party.”

      Jin waved a hand. “Callie organized everything, and the Odus did all the work. I just showed up.” She smiled, revealing a pair of small fangs. “Thank God for pain medication.” She pointed at them. “These suckers are still growing and giving me hell. If not for the meds, I would be stuck at home with ice packs.”

      “I remember that well. It will get better soon.”

      “I hope so. Goodnight, Vlad. I’m going to find Wendy and say goodnight to her as well.”

      Jin and Arwel’s departure signaled the end of the evening, and others started leaving as well.

      When almost an hour later Merlin entered through the side gate, most of the guests were already gone, and the Odus were cleaning up.

      “Did I miss the party?” He lifted his forearm and looked at the huge watch on his wrist. “I don’t know why I bother to wear this contraption when I never actually look at it. Anyway, I came to say hello to Wendy and Richard. Can you introduce me?”

      “Sure.” Vlad waved at Wendy, who was saying goodbye to Vanessa.

      “Oh, she is lovely.” Merlin stuck his hands in his pockets. “Six months after her transition, you can come to see me about fertility potions.”

      Vlad chuckled. “We are actually having the opposite problem. I know that the chances of conception are low, but we would rather not take the risk. Wendy and I are too young to start a family.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem. There are plenty of contraceptives available.”

      “Here in the village?”

      Merlin arched a brow. “Why would we have contraceptives here when everyone wants to get pregnant?”

      Vlad waved a hand. “And that’s the problem. With the two-week time limit, we are in a bit of a rush.”

      “Oh, I see.” Merlin lifted a finger. “I can help with that. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He rushed out through the side gate he’d come in by.

      What a strange dude.

      “Who was that?” Wendy asked.

      “Merlin, the clan’s fertility doctor. He wanted to meet you and offered to give us fertility potions when your transition was complete.”

      She huffed out a breath. “We don’t need that. What we need is a contraceptive potion.”

      “I think that’s why he rushed out. When I told him that, he said that he can help and told me to wait.”

      “Did he say when he’d be back?”

      “He didn’t.” Vlad shrugged. “He might come back in half an hour or tomorrow morning. The dude is odd.”

      Stretching on her toes, Wendy planted a kiss on his lips. “I hope he comes back quickly and then leaves just as fast.”
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      Wendy glanced at the side gate, willing Merlin to materialize. Everyone was gone already, and she wanted to take a shower and get ready for bed, but she also wanted that potion he’d promised.

      Not worrying about unwanted pregnancy would make her and Vlad’s first time so much better. Then again, the potion might not work immediately and require several doses or perhaps a start at a specific day of her cycle.

      A large trash bag in hand, Vlad walked up to what looked like an outdoor oven, opened the door, and emptied the contents of the bag inside.

      Wendy got closer to take a better look. “What is this thing? Is it a home energy reactor like Mr. Fusion in Back to the Future?”

      “It’s an incinerator. For obvious reasons, we don’t have trash collection in the village. So each home has one of these.”

      “So no recycling, eh?”

      “Limited. There are bins for glass bottles and metal cans in the parking garage, and once a week, they are delivered to a recycling facility. The rest is turned to ash.”

      “It’s like living on an island.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      They were both nervous, and talking about trash was a safe topic. But if neither took the initiative, nothing would happen tonight.

      “Do you think Merlin is coming back?”

      “I can call him and ask.”

      “That’s a good idea.” She stretched on her toes and kissed Vlad’s awesome lips. “If he brings it tonight, ask him if it will work right away.”

      “What if it doesn’t? Do you want to wait?”

      Wendy shook her head. “No more waiting. It would have been nice not to worry about pregnancy, but since the odds of that happening are so low, it’s not a deal-breaker.”

      He wrapped his arms around her. “I don’t want to wait any longer, either.”

      “Good. Do you mind waiting for Merlin by yourself? I want to take a shower and get ready.” She glanced at the living room where the Odus were still cleaning up. “When do you think they’ll be done?”

      “I hope it’s soon. Do you have any idea where Richard is?”

      Wendy grimaced. “I saw him leaving with Ingrid. I guess he and your mom didn’t hit it off.”

      “I can’t say that I’m disappointed, but it’s weird. She seemed interested in him in the parking garage, and then she just ignored him. My mom is mercurial, but that was odd even for her.”

      Wendy shrugged. “You know Richard. He might have said something stupid and pissed her off.”

      “Maybe it was Ingrid’s fault? She was all over him. My mother is not the type to fight over a guy.”

      “She only did that when it became obvious that your mom had lost interest. Richard must have said or done something to upset her.”

      “Or maybe she just didn’t feel it. Who knows? The heart has a mind of its own.”

      As the side gate cracked open, they both turned to look at Merlin rushing in, his lab coat flying behind him like a sail.

      “Oh, damn. I missed the entire party.” He pulled two bottles out of his coat pocket. “But duty called. The one with the pink bow is for you, Wendy.” He handed her the little flask. “And the one with the blue bow is for you, Vlad. Take one teaspoon before you get busy and enjoy.”

      Wendy shook the little brown bottle, trying to see what was inside. “Will it work right away?”

      “Only if you didn’t ovulate in the last forty-eight hours, and you didn’t.” He tapped his nose. “I can tell.”

      Gross. But whatever, he was a doctor, and smelling her was less intrusive than other forms of examination.

      “Is it as bad as I heard the fertility potions are?” Vlad asked.

      “I’m afraid so. I don’t add any unnecessary ingredients to make it taste better. But if you take it with a piece of chocolate or a spoonful of honey, it won't be that bad.”

      “How long does the effect last?” Wendy asked.

      “The potion prevents ovulation for about twenty-four hours, which means that you’ll have to take a teaspoon every day.” He winked.

      Wendy looked at the bottle in Vlad’s hand and wondered whether he even needed the potion or was Merlin tormenting him unnecessarily.

      Lifting his bottle, Vlad looked at the handwritten label. “Why do I have to take this if it prevents Wendy’s ovulation?”

      Merlin stuck his hands in his pockets and leaned back on his heels. “It’s an immortal thing. Since immortal females don’t ovulate unless their bodies detect a compatible male, when the connection is right, and the conditions are favorable, the male can induce ovulation in the female.” He smiled. “I don’t know whether it can happen with a female Dormant. But just in case it does, I covered all the bases.”
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      When the house looked as if there had never been a party, the Odus departed, and Vlad headed to the bedroom that he and Wendy were going to share from now on.

      She was still in the bathroom, and he could hear the water running in the shower. What was taking her so long? She’d left him outside to finish up cleaning more than half an hour ago.

      Was she nervous? Afraid to step out and act upon her brave words from before?

      He certainly was.

      Since Richard wasn’t home, he could use the shower in his bathroom and not make Wendy wait even longer. And if the guy came back while he was still in there, he could wait. After all, they’d shared a bathroom in the cabin, so that would be nothing new.

      Pulling a clean T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants from his duffle bag, Vlad debated whether he needed boxer shorts as well.

      Yeah, he did. If he wanted to last while pleasuring Wendy, he needed to have several layers of clothing between them. With that in mind, he put the sweatpants back into the bag and pulled out a pair of jeans.

      It would be awkward to get in bed in them, but they would do a better job of compressing his erection.

      When he returned to the bedroom after showering and shaving and brushing his teeth, Wendy still hadn’t come out.

      What was she doing in there?

      Perhaps she was shaving her legs or something?

      Immortal females didn’t have body hair, but human women did. He’d seen commercials for all kinds of creams and devices to get rid of unwanted leg and armpit hair.

      Perhaps he should bring a bottle of wine and two glasses?

      Which reminded him that he’d left the flask of potion in the pocket of his other jeans, and also that they would need something sweet to cover up the bad taste.

      Damn. Talk about the opposite of romantic. It felt more like preparation for a battle, or a task that had to be completed on time.

      Was there anything he could do to make it at least a little bit special? Maybe some romantic music? Whatever it was, he had to hurry up and get it done before Wendy came out of the bathroom.

      Using his immortal speed, Vlad grabbed an ice bucket, put a bottle of wine inside it, took two glasses, put two teaspoons inside them, and lastly added to his loot some leftover brownies from the party.

      Back in the bedroom, he put what he’d brought on the nightstand and then hooked up his phone to the television. Choosing a play list with instrumental music, he lowered the volume so it would serve as a backdrop and not overwhelm the atmosphere. It was mostly solo guitar performances, and not all of it was slow and romantic, but that was the best he could do in the time he had.

      If creating the right atmosphere had occurred to him before, he could have compiled a perfect playlist on the way from the cabin. Except, he’d been afraid to even think about their fast-approaching lovemaking.

      Everything was moving so fast, or at least he felt that it was. Wendy had seemed to be losing patience, but now she was the one slowing things down.

      Perhaps the fear had caught up with her?

      With everything he could think of done, Vlad dimmed the lights and got into bed. Reclining against the headboard, he crossed his legs at the ankles and waited.

      The bathroom door opened a few minutes later, and Wendy peeked into the darkened room. “Is the door closed?”

      “Yes.”

      Draped in a large towel, her hair still wet from the shower, she padded out and closed the bathroom door behind her. “I couldn’t decide what to wear to bed.” She lifted the blanket on the other side and ducked under it. “That’s what took me so long.”

      Vlad turned sideways and draped his arm over her middle. “I had the same dilemma. But after I got out of the shower, I decided to get dressed in my regular clothes.”

      “Why?”

      “So I could last more than five seconds. Did you drink your potion already?”

      “I did. Did you?”

      “Not yet. I brought us wine and brownies.”

      Wendy giggled. “You don’t need to get me drunk, Vlad. I’m a sure thing.”

      “That wasn’t my intention. It’s for the mood.”

      “I know, silly. I’m just teasing. Drink your potion, get out of your clothes, and get under the blanket with me.”

      “That’s not a good idea. I don’t want to explode the moment I touch you.”

      “Why not? You told me that immortal males can go for seconds and thirds and fourths, so it’s not like that will be the end of it. It would just be the beginning.”

      “It’s embarrassing.”

      She cupped his cheek. “You don’t need to impress me. We are both inexperienced, and we are going to fumble through this, but it’s okay because we love each other. I don’t expect you to be Don Juan, and I’m no Dona Juanita, either.”

      Vlad laughed. “I love it. That’s going to be my new nickname for you. Donaaa Juanitaaa,” he rolled the syllables.

      “Oh, yeah? I have one for you too.”

      “What is it?”

      She giggled. “Vlad the Impaler.”
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      Vlad wasn’t amused. “I don’t know about that. That sobriquet is infamous for a good reason.”

      Wendy leaned up and kissed his lips. “It’s all in the context, my Vlad, and I meant it in the best possible way. I expect to be deliciously impaled by you, many, many times. Now lose the clothes, drink that vile potion, and make love to me.”

      As he reached for the flask and measured a teaspoon of it, Wendy debated whether she should lose the towel discreetly while he was busy or leave it on.

      What would he prefer? To find her surprisingly naked under the covers? Or to unwrap her himself?

      The real surprise, however, was that the anxiety that had gripped her with a paralyzing force in the shower had evaporated completely the moment she’d seen Vlad waiting for her in bed.

      He’d seemed so nervous, so unsure, and that had given her a boost of courage. He was going to be careful with her, and even though he was incredibly strong, he wasn’t going to hurt her.

      “Ugh, that’s bad.” Vlad stuffed a piece of brownie in his mouth and chewed quickly.

      “Yeah, but now we can make love worry-free.” She waved a hand. “Lose the clothes.”

      He seemed reluctant to do that, and not only because he was anxious about premature ejaculation. Vlad was embarrassed for her to see him naked.

      Silly boy.

      She loved his body. While she was plump and soft, he was bony and hard. He had a nicely defined chest, though, covered in lean muscles, long thin arms that were nevertheless strong, and long, elegant fingers.

      His fleshiest feature were his lips, which were soft like pillows and velvety smooth. Vlad was one hell of a kisser, and if he did everything else the way he kissed, she was one lucky girl.

      Instead of giving her the striptease she wanted, though, Vlad ducked under the covers with his clothes on.

      “Do you want to undress me?” he asked.

      “I would love to.”

      Her towel was no doubt going to fall, but that was okay. Wendy knew that her body was far from model-perfect, but she also knew that Vlad didn’t mind that she was a little chubby. Besides, she had nice breasts and surprisingly, she wasn’t embarrassed to show them off for the first time ever.

      Who knew? Maybe instead of Dona Juanita her nickname should be Wendy the exhibitionist?

      This was a new beginning on so many levels.

      She was in a relationship with a guy whom she believed she could build a life with, which was something Wendy had thought would never happen to her. She’d joined a community of people who were actually committed to doing good for the sake of goodness, and not self-interest, which she hadn’t dreamt could even exist.

      Her entire outlook on life was changing, so why not her self-perception as well?

      Lifting to her knees, she reached for the bottom of Vlad’s T-shirt and pulled it up. “You have a beautiful body.” She smoothed her hands over his hairless chest. “Your muscles are lean, but I can sense the strength in them.”

      As the glow in Vlad’s eyes intensified, casting light on her towel and reflecting off the white terry cloth, illuminating his face, he looked beautifully terrifying. Like a real vampire, his hair was pitch black and glossy, his lush lips red, and his mesmerizing eyes, one blue and one green, gazed upon her with lust, but also with love.

      “You are so beautiful.” He lifted his arms so she could tug the shirt off. “I wish that towel would fall.”

      “You don’t have to wish it, just do it.”

      With shaky fingers, he reached for the knot she’d made and unraveled it.

      As the towel slowly slid down her body, Wendy suddenly lost her confidence and bit on her lower lip. What if he thought that she was fat? She had a rounded belly, and her hips were too wide.

      Vlad was staring at her with an expression she couldn’t read, silent and unmoving. Was he disappointed?

      Instinctively, she lifted the towel and covered her front.

      “Don’t.” He tugged it out of her hands. “Don’t hide from me.” Moving inhumanly fast, he lifted her by her waist, as if she weighed no more than a pillow, laid her on her back, and covered her with his body.

      “You have the figure of a goddess, my Aphrodite.”

      Wendy giggled nervously. “You’re such a sweet liar. But thank you.”

      “Do you think that’s a lie?” He swiveled his hips, letting her feel the hard length that was still trapped in his jeans.

      Vlad was surprisingly heavy for a skinny guy, but she loved his weight on top of her. It felt so right to have his smooth chest against her bare breasts, so good.

      “Kiss me.”

      “First say that you believe me.”

      Biting on her lower lip, Wendy nodded, not because she believed the sweet compliment, but because she wanted him to kiss her so badly, to touch her all over with his strong, elegant hands.

      “Right now, you still don’t believe me, but you will. I promise.”
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      Vlad gazed down at Wendy’s beautiful, blushing face and wondered where the courage to get her under him had come from.

      Perhaps the Guardians had been right, and lovemaking just came naturally to him. The less he thought things through, the better the outcome was. If he’d stopped to think instead of following his instincts, he wouldn’t have dared to do any of the things that he had done so far. Not that it was much, but it was definitely more than he’d ever done before.

      He was on top of Wendy, his bare chest pressed against her soft breasts.

      Fates, they were so perfect. Mouthwatering. He couldn’t wait to touch them, take the little turgid nipples between his lips and suckle on them.

      As lust slammed through him at the thought, his erection grew impossibly harder, getting dangerously close to the point of no return.

      Should he shuck his pants and let it happen like Wendy had suggested?

      Another surge of lust barreled through him, urging him to get on with it. If he was going to come, he was going to do it all over Wendy’s soft belly and not inside his pants.

      Could he refrain from biting her, though?

      If he could manage that, he was good with climaxing and easing the pressure, but if he couldn’t, he’d better stick his shaft inside the ice bucket that he’d brought the wine in. Biting Wendy would send her flying on a euphoric cloud, and she would be out for hours, but maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. She would climax from the bite, and when she woke up, she would be good to go for the main event.

      Should he warn her?

      Better not. It would only scare her.

      She knew that the bite was coming, and she was fine with that. The only difference would be that it would happen sooner rather than later, and she would still be a virgin after that.

      Not a problem. Given the way his venom glands were swelling, he would have enough for another bite when they gifted each other with their virginities.

      It was a good plan.

      Arching up, Vlad braced his weight on one arm and reached with the other to pop his jeans button loose.

      “Let me help you with that.”

      As Wendy pushed his jeans past his hips, Vlad freed his swollen erection from the confines of his boxer briefs and pushed them down as well.

      They both groaned as his shaft dropped over her mound, making a plopping sound that made it seem much heavier than it really was.

      “You’re so big,” Wendy whispered. “Can I touch it?”

      That was a conundrum.

      Vlad was desperate to caress and kiss Wendy’s gorgeous breasts, but he also wanted her to touch him, and both would probably bring about the same result in thirty seconds or less.

      That space shuttle was already in countdown mode, its engines revved up to the max, blasting fire and ready to launch into the stratosphere.

      Could they touch each other simultaneously? The difference in their heights would make it difficult.

      “May I?” Wendy repeated.

      “You may if you can reach it while I kiss your breasts.” He slid down so he was facing those twin hills of perfection.

      Wendy sucked in a breath. “Oh, God, please.”

      Cupping both mounds from the bottom, Vlad marveled at how soft and yet firm they were. “You have gorgeous breasts.” He moved his thumbs back and forth over the hard peaks. Dipping his head, he kissed each before gently taking one between his lips.

      Wendy hissed, and for a split second, he was afraid that he’d accidentally nicked her with his fangs. But then she arched up, pushing more of her breast into his mouth.

      “Yes! Oh, God, yes!”

      She’d forgotten all about touching him, but that was okay.

      Pressing his throbbing erection into the mattress, he managed to hold the climax down while feasting on her breasts.

      Vlad alternated between suckling her nipples and dragging his tongue over the sweet berries, licking them, and nipping softly with his blunt front teeth.

      His erection throbbed and wept, releasing precum over the bedsheet, but he welcomed the sweet torture.

      Could he make Wendy orgasm like that?

      Given her moans and hisses, she was close, but to bring her over he’d better pay homage to the most erogenous spot on her body.

      As he slid further down, the friction of the bedsheet almost did him in, and when his nose aligned with the source of the best scent on earth, the countdown to liftoff reached zero, and he had to press down hard to stop the launch.
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      Wendy lifted on her forearms so she could watch Vlad kissing her down there. She was no stranger to masturbation, and she’d read and watched enough to know exactly what he was about to do, but what surprised her was that she didn’t feel shy at all.

      Was it because she loved him?

      Or maybe it was because he looked so unreal as he gazed at her from between her spread thighs.

      Wendy felt like she was in an anime scene.

      Vlad was like one of those gorgeous illustrated heroes. If he had watched as much anime as she had, he would have noticed that most of them were drawn willowy thin just like him, with long hair either up front or in the back. Some of them had purple eyes or even red, so his beautiful dual-colored ones fit right in as well.

      Her guy wasn’t aware that he was a work of art.

      If Wendy had any artistic talent, she would have created an anime series starring Vlad. With his beautiful glowing eyes, one blue and one green, his puffy red lips, his white gleaming fangs, and his raven black hair that was shorter in the back and longer in the front, he would make the perfect anime hero. She wouldn’t have to embellish a thing.

      When he kept gazing up at her, as if waiting for her to say something, she realized that Vlad was seeking her permission.

      “Yes,” she breathed. “Kiss me there.”

      As his lips made contact with her sensitive bud, Wendy cried out and threw her head back.

      Encouraged by her response, he treated her to a long lick, starting at the top and culminating at the center. With shallow thrusts of his pointy tongue, he probed her entrance, scooping up her juices and making delighted sounds in the back of his throat.

      Was he really loving this so much?

      Too preoccupied with the pleasure he was giving her, Wendy hadn’t paid attention to the extrasensory perception she’d been gifted with.

      Letting her empathic senses flare out, she was astounded by the torrent of feelings blazing her way.

      Love, lust, wonder, adoration, even awe.

      She’d never felt Vlad so happy and so at peace, and that was despite the overwhelming need that he was working so hard to suppress so he could give her pleasure first.

      Was it possible to love him even more?

      Apparently it was because her heart had just swollen with love and gratitude for the incredible gift of him.

      When he went deeper, somehow penetrating her with that long tongue of his, she reached for his silky hair and threaded her fingers through it.

      Holding on to Vlad’s head, Wendy rocked her hips in sync with his tongue thrusts. She was so close. One more swipe over the pulsating bundle of nerves at the top of her cleft, and she would catapult over the edge.

      “Yes, yes, oh, yes! Please!”

      She was incoherent, but Vlad knew what she wanted. Pulling his tongue out, he replaced it with one long finger, then two, and when she mewled like a cat in heat, he took her clit between his lips and sucked.

      The orgasm exploding out of her was the most violent she’d ever experienced, and as her body quaked and shuddered, Vlad kept licking and sucking, prolonging the aftershocks until Wendy felt as though she was going to pass out.

      As a sharp pain in her inner thigh momentarily jolted her out of her post-orgasmic bliss, she was shocked to realize that Vlad had bitten her. Except, just as soon as the pain registered, another orgasm blasted through her, and then another, and another, turning her body into a puddle of goo.

      But then, just as abruptly, all bodily sensations dissipated, and Wendy was floating, passing through psychedelic landscapes as she rode on the euphoric cloud.
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      For long moments after Wendy had floated away on a cloud of euphoria, Vlad didn’t move. Lying face down between her spread thighs, he was in heaven, and he didn’t ever want to leave that sweet spot.

      He was quite satisfied with himself and with how well he had done. With Herculean effort, he’d managed not to climax until she had, and when his seed had jetted out of him, he’d managed to last a couple more minutes before biting her lush inner thigh.

      What an experience.

      His first bite ever, and he’d timed it perfectly so the pain of his fangs piercing her flesh barely registered.

      He was indeed a natural at this.

      Hell, it was like he was born to be Wendy’s lover. With no prior experience, and with barely any knowledge other than overhearing his friends boast about their lovemaking skills, he’d done pretty well.

      He’d also made a huge mess and was lying in a semi-catatonic state in a puddle of his own semen. He must have emptied a gallon onto the bedsheet, and he needed to clean it up before Wendy floated back to earth.

      The night was far from over, and they still had to properly complete their joining.

      He had no idea how long Wendy was going to stay out, but from what his friends had described, it could be anywhere from an hour to six hours or even more, so he had enough time to clean up.

      For a brief moment, he contemplated licking Wendy clean, but with her being out cold, or hot, or whatever she was experiencing in the euphoric realm, it would be creepy.

      What if she didn’t want him to do that? Since he couldn’t get her consent, it was a no. What about a washcloth cleanup, though? Was that okay without asking permission?

      Since it wasn’t sexual, he was willing to take a chance. He was quite certain that she would appreciate waking up not sticky.

      Forcing himself to lift his head away from his heavenly spot, Vlad pushed back to his knees and then stayed like that to look at his beautiful, blissed-out mate.

      She was smiling in her sleep, her cheeks rosy, her hair tussled, and her sweet nipples still erect as if they hadn’t gotten enough love. He dipped his head and kissed each one tenderly, promising them more attention later.

      With a sigh he got up, padded to the bathroom, and turned the water on in the shower. He needed to wash himself thoroughly in preparation for act two of the night. When he was done, he wetted several washcloths in warm water and went back to the bedroom.

      Wendy didn’t move a muscle when he cleaned her up, not even when he rolled her from side to side so he could remove the soiled bedsheet and put on a new one.

      With that done, he got back in bed, gathered Wendy into his arms, and covered them both with a blanket.

      It felt heavenly to hold her close, skin to skin with nothing between them, and when she sighed contentedly and cuddled into his chest, Vlad offered the Fates a prayer of thanks.

      Who knew that their rocky beginning would bring them to this moment?

      So much had happened that could have derailed their relationship, but against all odds, they had persevered.

      Perhaps the Fates wanted to teach them both a lesson. Or several of them.

      The first one was that everything worth having was also worth fighting for. The second one was that holding on to grudges and wallowing in self-pity helped no one, and that forgiveness, although difficult to achieve, was always a better choice.

      Was there a third?

      Yeah, and maybe that was the most important one.

      Relationships were difficult because everyone carried around baggage of some sort that had to be addressed first, either accepted, solved, or rejected. For a relationship to work, issues had to be brought into the open and shared. Hiding, pretending, and masking could work for a short while, but in the end, they had the potential to poison even the best of things.

      Also, in the long run, it was better to roll with the punches than give up and walk away at the first sign of trouble or the first fight.

      He was well aware that not every relationship was worth saving, some were doomed, but in his opinion, people tended to give up too soon.

      Vlad was so thankful to Vanessa for convincing him to give Wendy a second chance. Without her intervention, he would still be sulking alone in his room instead of holding in his arms the love of his life.
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      Wendy didn’t want to wake up. She didn’t want the dream to end. But as the cobwebs of sleep slowly parted, she became aware of the warm chest she was pressed against and the male scent she’d grown to associate with safety and love.

      “Vlad.” She pressed a soft kiss to his smooth pectoral. “I was dreaming.”

      “Was it a good dream?” he murmured sleepily.

      “The best. But I don’t know which part was a dream and which was real. Did you bite me?”

      “I did.”

      She opened her eyes and looked up at his handsome face. “Was it as good for you as it was for me?”

      He caressed her back, his hand drawing slow downward circles. “It was the first time I’ve bitten anyone. It was like climaxing for the first time.”

      She giggled. “That’s all? I think that’s unfair. I had multiple orgasms, flew away on a euphoric cloud, and visited alien cities on alien planets. Your venom is the best drug out there. It’s good that humans don’t know that you exist. Your immortality is not the only thing they would hunt you down for.”

      “There is no way to harvest the venom, so my captors would have been disappointed.”

      “Well, you have only one captor, and she knows how to get it from the source.” She smoothed her hand over his chest and down his belly until she reached what she’d wanted to touch before and hadn’t gotten the chance.

      Vlad hissed, and his fangs started elongating at an alarming rate.

      He was so hard, and yet his skin felt velvety soft. Watching his face, she stroked him from tip to base and back up again. And as she ran her thumb over the mushroom head, she found a drop of pre-cum and spread it to lubricate her hand on the downward stroke.

      Had he somehow managed not to ejaculate when he’d bitten her? The thought disturbed her. What if she hadn’t excited him as much as he’d excited her?

      “Did you climax when I did?”

      He nodded.

      That was a relief.

      The bed felt dry, though, so Vlad must have cleaned up. But how had he done it without waking her up?

      Perhaps he was lying about climaxing to spare her feelings?

      Nah, that was her paranoia talking. With his strength, Vlad could have lifted her with one arm, removed the soiled sheet with the other, and then spread a new one over the bed.

      Her man had Herculean strength, and how sexy was that? He was also ready for another round, and that was sexy as well.

      “You really recuperate fast. How long have I been asleep?”

      “Three hours, maybe more.” He sounded strained. “Are you thirsty? We haven’t drunk the wine.”

      “Now that you mention it, I am.” After such a long journey over the clouds, her breath probably wasn’t fresh, and the wine could help with that. Or make it worse. She wasn’t sure.

      Vlad cleared his throat. “I can’t turn around as long as you have your hand on my handle.”

      “Yes, you can.” She pushed him on his back and rolled on top of him. “Now you can reach.”

      He lifted the bottle out of the ice bucket, pulled out the cork with his fingers, and handed it to her. “I can’t reach the glasses.”

      “That’s fine. Lift the bottle to my lips.”

      As he did, some of the wine spilled on his chest, which gave Wendy an idea. After taking a small sip from the bottle, she dipped her head and licked the small puddle off his skin. “It tastes better like this.”

      His erection twitched in her hand. “You’re playing with fire.”

      She lifted her head and smirked at him. “My Vlad the Impaler still has to do the impaling part.”

      As he put the bottle back into the ice bucket, his eyes blazed, one green and one blue, and then in a move faster than humanly possible, he twisted them around, so she was under him.

      Wendy spread her legs, cradling him between them, and as he aligned his shaft with her center, they both groaned.

      Dipping his head, he kissed her softly, his tongue entering her mouth with one gentle sweep, but he didn’t make a move to even nudge her entrance.

      Wendy arched up a little, pressing herself against the very tip, but instead of pushing in, Vlad moved back. “You’re not ready.”

      Was he kidding?

      What happened to his sense of smell?

      “Says who?” She arched up again. “Try me.”

      Reaching between them, he probed her entrance with his finger. “You’re wet, but I need to stretch you first.”

      He’d already had two fingers inside her, and it hadn’t been uncomfortable. After all, she’d played with herself plenty of times, so it wasn’t as if she was really untouched.

      “Then do it.”

      She moaned as he pushed a finger inside her, and when he came back with another one, she spread her legs even wider. His long, strong fingers felt much better than her own ever had, but she was impatient for the real thing.

      When he added a third finger, it became a little uncomfortable, but then he pressed his thumb to her clit and rubbed it gently. A new outpour of lubricant made it all good again.

      “I’m ready, Vlad. Stop torturing yourself and fuck me already.”
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      Wendy’s dirty talk slammed down hard on Vlad’s already fraying self-control, grinding it to dust.

      His hips moved of their own accord, and his erection found her entrance like it was a heat-guided missile.

      “Oh, God,” Wendy moaned as he breached her folds.

      Even though she was impatient, he had to slow down and enter her gradually. Just like the rest of him, his shaft was very long, but it wasn’t overly thick. Still, the first time was the hardest, and the last thing he wanted was for Wendy to experience pain.

      Except, his mate wasn’t the timid virgin who waited for her man. Crooking a leg around his hip, she braced her other foot on the bed for leverage and pushed up.

      As half his shaft slid inside her with little effort, they both groaned. Vlad had felt no barrier, there had been no tearing, and given her lust-infused expression, Wendy hadn’t experienced any pain either.

      With eyes open wide, she gazed at him with need, love, and fearless determination. “You feel so good inside me.”

      He wanted to say something to that effect, but the only thing that came out of his mouth was, “I love you.” And then he pushed the rest of the way in.

      As he hit the end of Wendy’s channel, Vlad shuddered. Somehow, despite the difference in their heights, the fit was perfect, and he was all the way in.

      “Are you okay?” he managed to murmur.

      She nodded, and then a smile curved her lips. “The most delicious impaling imaginable.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down. “Kiss me, my mighty Vlad.”

      He wanted to move so badly, but despite the brave face Wendy had put on for him, he detected a little discomfort and wanted to give her time to get accustomed to him.

      Cupping her face, he kissed her softly, his tongue doing most of the work because his fangs were so long that it was difficult to press his lips to hers without hurting her.

      When her body went slack under him, Vlad retreated and then pushed back slowly, watching Wendy’s face the entire time, and when she moaned her pleasure, he did it again.

      With strokes that were deep but gentle, he concentrated on every nuance of the way she engulfed him, responded to him. When he learned the right angle to bring her the most pleasure, he used it to go a little faster.

      “Yes,” she groaned. “Just like that.”

      Thinking of ways to enhance Wendy’s pleasure, Vlad braced his weight on his elbow and knees and cupped her breast.

      She gasped and dug her fingertips into his straining back muscles, spurring him on to go faster, harder.

      Sliding his hand from her breast down to her side, he squeezed it under her butt cheek and pulled her up to meet his thrust.

      With the new angle allowing him to go even deeper, Vlad’s thrusts turned more frantic, and Wendy’s moans turned hoarser.

      This time when he felt his seed tunneling up his shaft, Vlad didn’t hold back. Sealing his lips over the spot he was about to bite, he licked it once, twice, and then bit down at the same moment his climax torpedoed out of him.

      Wendy screamed, her body arching up violently as her own orgasm crashed through her, and then another one came crashing down, and another.

      After the storm subsided and Wendy drifted off to her psychedelic dreamland, Vlad retracted his fangs and licked the puncture wounds closed.

      With a contented sigh, he buried his nose in her hair and lay still, just breathing her in, luxuriating in the feeling of joining.

      The two had become one, and it was magical.

      “I love you,” he murmured into her hair. “Thank you for giving yourself to me. I know that you can’t hear me, but I need to say this. I am forever yours.”
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      Doctor Roberts entered his friend’s old office and sat behind the desk.

      How many times had he sat on the other side of it?

      How many plots had they conceived together since their Harvard years?

      Damn. He missed the crazy old philanderer. In their younger years, Roberts hadn’t been any better, but he’d been sensible enough to abandon the skirt chasing when he’d become too old. Besides, times had changed, and the atmosphere had become inhospitable for office flirtations and the like.

      Simmons, on the other hand, hadn’t known when to stop, and he’d paid the ultimate price for perpetuating his favorite hobby. If not for the underage prostitute he’d unknowingly engaged with, they would have never gone to California, would have never committed murder, and Simmons would have never gotten into the fatal car accident that Roberts had miraculously survived.

      The details of what exactly had happened were fuzzy. Roberts remembered the general flow of events, but not the details, which was odd. Memory loss just didn’t work this way, not even after head trauma.

      Perhaps he should see a neurologist.

      Except, he preferred to put the entire episode behind him and pretend that it had never happened. He had done some shady things in his life, but he had never committed murder before. The prostitute and her pimp had been lowlifes, and the world was probably better off without them, but their deaths still haunted him.

      He tried to convince himself that it had been Simmons’s doing, not his, and Simmons had paid the ultimate price for his crime, but Roberts had been an accomplice. Not only had he supplied Simmons with the long-range acoustic device, he’d gone with him to meet the prostitute, knowing what his friend had intended to do with it.

      They’d covered their tracks well, and the only loose end was the guy who’d loaned him the device. The cover story was that they’d gone looking for the missing trainees and wanted to use the device to capture them, but it wasn’t foolproof. Someone might connect the mysterious deaths of the prostitute and her pimp to the device.

      He’d searched the internet for mention of the deaths but had found nothing that was accessible to the general public. There had been no news story about the deaths, and for a few happy moments, he had hoped that he’d dreamt up the entire episode, which would have explained the hazy memories.

      Except, his high security clearance allowed him access to police reports, and there had been one about the two unexplained deaths. Thankfully, since no injuries were detected other than ear damage, no foul play was suspected, and the case had been closed.

      With a sigh, Roberts pulled out a yellow pad and a pen from his friend’s old desk drawer. Correction. It was his office now. He’d been promoted by the higher-ups to head the paranormal talent division, and if he didn’t screw up too badly, the position was his to keep.

      He wasn’t as gutsy as Simmons, and the shady practices they’d employed since the start of the program had to go. From now on, everything would be legit, or as legit as the higher-ups wanted it to be.

      Using drugs to enhance paranormal performance had been approved, but not on the minors, so that would have to stop.

      Also, the secret breeding program had to go because it wasn’t possible without Marisol’s help, and the woman had to go as well.

      She had the power to compel him to do as she pleased, and without Simmons there, Roberts was defenseless against her.

      The problem was that he needed her until he got his bearings in the new position. For the next two weeks or so, he was going to pretend to be her best buddy, so compelling him wouldn’t even cross her mind.

      Once he no longer needed her, he would fire her via email and have her access to the facility revoked. Except, she could potentially compel the guards to let her in. He would have to devise a contingency plan in case that happened.

      Under no circumstances could he allow her access to him.

      First order of business, though, was adding new trigger words to the list. While convalescing after the accident, his brain had spat out a large number of them, and the sooner they were entered into the Echelon system, the better.

      He also needed to hire new recruiters to replace Marisol, but that would have to wait until she was gone. He didn’t want her to get suspicious.

      Frankly, the best thing would have been to eliminate her. But Roberts already had two murders on his conscience, and he didn’t want to add a third.
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      The first thing Wendy wanted to do upon waking up was to lift the blanket and check the bedsheet for bloodstains.

      After all the horror stories she’d heard about how awful the first time was, she’d expected it to be painful, at least until the venom bite took care of it, but there had been no pain, and no sensation of breaking through a barrier. There had been a slight burning feeling when her sheath stretched to accommodate Vlad’s impressive manhood, but it had lasted only a few seconds.

      Could she accidentally have done away with her hymen by using tampons? Or maybe by masturbating?

      Since she hadn’t bled while self-pleasuring, tampons were the more likely culprit.

      Gently untangling herself from Vlad’s arms, Wendy carefully lifted the blanket and shifted to the side. Unless it was under his body, she couldn’t see even a single drop of blood on the white bedsheet.

      “What are you doing?” He pulled her back down.

      “Checking the sheet.”

      “Why? Is it sticky?” He smiled sheepishly. “I fell asleep after we made love, so I didn’t clean us up.”

      “It is a little sticky, but I don’t care about that.” She pulled away again and lifted the blanket off both of them. “Can you move to the side?”

      His eyes roaming over her nude body, he smiled, revealing his already elongating fangs. “What are you looking for?” He did as she asked.

      “Bloodstains.”

      “Oh, that. There aren’t any. I was very careful when I bit you, and then I licked the puncture wounds closed, so if there was any blood, I would have cleaned it up.”

      Wendy flopped back down. “It didn’t even occur to me that your bites could have made me bleed. I was looking for my virgin blood, but apparently, I wasn’t a virgin.”

      Vlad frowned. “Do you think that Marisol compelled you to have sex with someone and then forget it?”

      That hadn’t occurred to her either.

      As Wendy considered the disturbing possibilities, a shiver ran through her body. Could Marisol have compelled her to have sex with Simmons, and then compelled her to forget it?

      If the damn bitch had done that to her, Wendy was going to track her down and kill her with her own two hands. But only after she turned immortal, so Marisol couldn’t compel her to stop choking the life out of her.

      “I was thinking along the lines of tampons being the culprit, not compulsion. Damn. Now that you’ve planted the idea in my head, I won’t rest until I know for sure. Is there a way to check if I was compelled to forget that I had sex?”

      “We can ask Kalugal to do a more thorough compulsion removal than what Lokan has done.”

      Wendy grimaced. “Talk about embarrassing. But I have to find out. What time is it?”

      “I have no idea. My phone is next to the television.”

      “I’ll get it.” Wendy padded to the dresser and lifted the device. “It’s ten after nine.” She handed it to Vlad. “Do you have Kalugal or Jacki’s number? I want it done as soon as possible.” Another shiver rocked her body. “I feel so dirty.”

      “Come here.” Vlad reached for her and pulled her into his arms. “I’m sure it was the tampons, so stop freaking out. I just didn’t think of them as a possibility because immortal females don’t get periods and don’t use them. So, it wasn’t in my frame of reference. But it’s a much more logical explanation than Marisol compelling you to have sex with someone and then to forget it. That’s not how she did it with the others. She just compelled them to like each other and the rest was up to them, right?”

      Wendy nodded. “Jin didn’t have sex with Richard, which given how brazen she is should have been a big, fat clue that he wasn’t her choice. She and Arwel hooked up on the first day.”

      “You see? Even Marisol wasn’t a complete bitch. She didn’t compel anyone to have sex. It just happened because people thought that they were in love with each other.”

      Wendy sighed. “Yeah, but I might have been the exception.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      A tear slid down her cheek. “Because my uncle had the hots for me. I thought that he had never acted upon those urges I felt empathically, but maybe I just don’t remember it. If it were one of the trainees, I wouldn’t have felt as awful because he was a victim of compulsion as well, but if Simmons had sex with me, it was rape.” More tears slid down her cheeks. “Way to ruin what should have been the best morning of my damn life.”

      “I’m sorry.” Vlad hugged her to him, his strong arms encircling her in warmth. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “It’s not your fault.” She kissed his jaw. “You were amazing last night. Better than I could have ever hoped for.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m sorry too.”

      “For what?”

      “For saddling you with a bag of damaged goods.” Wendy pressed her forehead to Vlad’s chest. “The last thing I needed on top of all the other crap I’ve been through was rape. Now the clusterfuck that’s called my life is complete.”

      “Don’t say that. You don’t know if it’s even true.”

      “Can you text someone in Kalugal’s house?”

      “I don’t have any of their numbers. But Bhathian can probably put me in touch with one of the Guardians assigned to them.”
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      “Rufsur is worrying me,” Jacki said quietly. “I think he has feelings for Edna, but she doesn’t reciprocate.”

      Kalugal had watched his lieutenant at the party, and he had to agree with Jacki’s assessment. Although what Rufsur found attractive in the woman was beyond him.

      For the celebration, she’d worn the same loose slacks and button-down shirt that she wore to work, just without the suit jacket. She wasn’t completely shapeless under those clothes, that was true, and her face could have been pretty if she smiled from time to time. She didn’t scowl at people, but the vibe she emitted wasn’t friendly.

      Kalugal had a feeling that Edna was always in character. She was a judge and a council member, and she made sure no one forgot that.

      It was a great way to keep people away.

      “He’ll get over it.” Kalugal wrapped his arm around Jacki’s shoulders and pulled her closer against his body. “Rufsur isn’t used to women refusing him, so his ego must have suffered a blow.”

      “I refused him, and he was fine. He kept joking and flirting even after I made it clear that I wasn’t interested.”

      “Don’t remind me. But that was different. You explained why you couldn’t be with him. You didn’t tell him that he was no good.”

      Jacki’s eyes widened. “Do you think she was that mean to him?”

      “Not everyone is as nice as you, my love.” Kalugal leaned and kissed her forehead. “Many women think nothing about hurting a guy’s feelings, especially when they think he’s too cocky or presumptuous.”

      “Still, it’s mean to tell a person that he’s not up to par.”

      “I agree.”

      When the door opened, and Rufsur walked in, a dark cloud followed him inside. Hopefully, that was temporary. Kalugal missed his cheerful friend.

      “Theo got a text from Bhathian, who got one from Vlad. The kid is asking if he and Wendy can come over. She suspects that they compelled her in the program to forget some things, and apparently, Lokan didn’t do a thorough enough job of removing that compulsion.”

      Jacki frowned. “I can’t imagine what Marisol could’ve compelled Wendy to forget. Her usual shtick was to compel loyalty to the program and limit communication with outsiders. She did compel people to hook up, but not Wendy. I’ve never seen her with anyone.”

      “We will find out soon.” Kalugal pushed to his feet and walked out to the front porch, where their two Guardians spent their days. “Tell Vlad that he and Wendy are welcome to come whenever they wish. I’ll gladly help the girl.”

      It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do. He couldn’t access his stock portfolio from the clan-issued devices or conduct any other business. The upside was that he was spending his days with Jacki, taking relaxing walks through the village, and catching up on his reading. It was sort of a honeymoon, just without the exotic locales that he planned on taking Jacki to when she fully recuperated from the transition.

      When Theo’s phone buzzed with a return text, he read the message and then lifted his head. “They will be here in ten minutes.”

      “Excellent.” Kalugal turned to Rufsur. “Can you brew coffee for our guests?”

      His second-in-command glared at him. “I’m not your damn maid, Kalugal. You can load the coffee maker yourself. I’m going to the village café.” He looked at Hivak. “Are you coming?”

      Hivak cast Kalugal a worried glance. “I’ll brew the coffee first, and then we can go.”

      The best approach in a situation like that was to ignore the insubordination and pretend that it had never happened. Rufsur was in a bad place, and he could cut him some slack.

      “That’s okay, Hivak. Rufsur is right. I don’t know how to operate the oven, but I do know how to load a coffeemaker. Go and enjoy yourself watching the clan’s single ladies.”

      “That’s what I intend to do.” Rufsur walked down the steps. “There are plenty of fish in this pond, and they are all mighty fine.”

      Poor guy, to talk like that, he really had to have it bad for the judge.

      “I’ll come with you.” Jay pushed to his feet. “Theo can stay here.”

      By now, even their Guardians thought that watching them twenty-four-seven was ridiculous, but they had to follow orders. At least Kian had eased the rules by allowing their group to split into two, so they no longer needed to go everywhere together.
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      By the time they reached Kalugal and Jacki’s place, Wendy had worked herself up into a full-blown panic frenzy of rage and despair.

      Vlad prayed that what she feared hadn’t happened because if it had, it would break her. And this time he wasn’t sure he, or even Vanessa, would manage to pull her back together again.

      “Go ahead.” Theo, the Guardian assigned to keep an eye on Kalugal and his group, waved them over. “They are expecting you.”

      “Thanks for arranging this for us.” Vlad knocked on the door.

      “No problem.” Theo cast a worried look at Wendy but said nothing.

      Jacki opened up. “Good morning. You are right in time for coffee.” She pulled Wendy into a quick hug. “What’s the matter? You are as pale as a ghost.”

      “Thank you for agreeing to see us,” Wendy said in a strained voice. “Is Kalugal available?”

      “Yes, of course. Come on in.”

      As they entered the living room, Vlad was glad to see that Kalugal’s men weren’t there. It would be difficult enough for Wendy to share what was on her mind with Kalugal. She didn’t need the additional male audience.

      “Hello, Wendy, Vlad.” Kalugal motioned to the couch. “Please, take a seat.”

      He sat on an armchair across from them and leaned forward. “So what is this all about, and what did my brother fail to do?”

      “He didn’t fail,” Wendy said. “He didn’t know that I would want to leave with Jin and the others, so he did only what Jin had told him to do, which was to free me from the compulsion to trust Marisol. He also didn’t want to sound too obvious, so he did it as a pickup line. He told me that he was a trustworthy guy and that he was the only one I could trust. That was enough to break Marisol's compulsion to trust her, and at the same time to mistrust strangers. He didn’t think that anything else was needed.”

      “I see.” Kalugal nodded. “So what exactly do you want me to override?”

      Wendy swallowed audibly. “I’m afraid that Marisol compelled me to do things that I wouldn’t have done of my own free will, and then she compelled me to forget that I’d done them.”

      Thankfully, Kalugal was smart enough to figure out what Wendy meant and didn’t ask her to spell it out. “So basically you want me to override a compulsion to forget. That should be easy to do. I just need a moment to figure out how to phrase it precisely, so I don’t accidentally compel you to do or not to do something unrelated.” He smiled. “Since I’m not actually removing Marisol’s compulsion, but overriding it with my own, it needs to be very precise.”

      Wendy nodded. “I understand.”

      “Would you like something to eat?” Jacki came out of the kitchen and handed a cup of coffee to Wendy and another one to Vlad. “I can put some ready-made waffles in the toaster.”

      Vlad could have done the polite thing and said no thank you, but he was famished. They’d rushed over without eating breakfast. “I would love some. Thank you.”

      Jacki smiled. “I’ll be right back.”

      Several long moments passed with Kalugal smoothing his fingers over his chin while deep in thought. “If I compel you to remember everything that you’ve forgotten, your brain won’t be able to process it. What I can do is command you to remember everything that Marisol told you to forget. Would that suffice?”

      “Yes.” Wendy put her coffee mug down. “I don’t care about other things I might have forgotten. I only care about specific things that I might have done in the program.”

      He looked at her gravely. “I really don’t want to pry, but it would be better if you told me what you suspect. That way, I can target very specific memories. Perhaps whatever Marisol compelled you to forget was upon your own request and would be better left alone?”

      Wendy glanced at Jacki, as she returned from the kitchen with two additional coffee mugs. “There is something I haven’t told you. In fact, Vlad is the only one who knows, and I would appreciate it if neither of you mentioned it to anyone else.”

      “No problem.” Jacki handed Kalugal one of the mugs. “I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

      “And so am I.” Kalugal brought the mug to his lips and took a sip.

      “Director Simmons was my uncle.”

      “That explains a lot.” Jacki sat down on the other armchair. “You called him because he was family. I get it. But what do you think he made you do? Or told Marisol to compel you to do?”

      Wendy looked down into her coffee mug. “He had the hots for me. I could feel it, but I thought that he never acted upon it, and thinking bad thoughts is not a crime, right? I've thought of killing several people over the years, but I can’t be arrested for that, true? But what if he did act on those perverted urges and then told Marisol to make me forget?”

      Jacki frowned. “Gross. But what makes you suddenly suspect that?”

      Wendy cast a sidelong glance at Kalugal and then shrugged. “Whatever. You will probably figure it out anyway. So, until last night I believed that I was a virgin, but then Vlad and I made love, and it didn’t hurt, and there was no blood.”

      Jacki chuckled. “That’s all? That's what made you lose your shit?” She glanced at Kalugal apologetically. “Can I tell her?”

      He nodded. “It’s your story to tell.”

      “I’ll let you in on a secret. I was a virgin on my wedding night, and I also didn’t experience any pain, and there was also no blood. We are just both lucky to have such gentle and thoughtful men who know what they are doing.”

      Vlad’s ears started burning. He was not in the same league as Kalugal. While the guy was a pro who’d probably shagged hundreds if not thousands of women, Vlad was a greenhorn. He’d had no clue what he’d been doing, but somehow his instincts had been spot on.

      Letting out a breath, Wendy slumped against the couch cushions. “God, I hope you are right. Do you think it was the tampons’ fault?”

      Jacki shrugged. “Maybe. Who cares? It’s not important. I had nothing to prove. I’d stayed a virgin because I didn’t like the idea of casual sex, not because I wanted to save myself for my husband and prove to him that I hadn’t been with anyone else. My word should be good enough.”

      “I know.” Wendy waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t care about that either. I just want to make sure that I haven’t been raped.”

      “That’s perfectly understandable,” Kalugal said. “And now that I know what this is all about, I can make my compulsion very precise.” He leaned forward again and looked Wendy in the eyes. “Wendy, you will remember if you had sexual intercourse or any other sexual interaction with anyone in the government program.”

      Wendy shook her head. “Nothing. I remember what I did before, which is several flirtatious attempts from the other trainees, but that’s all.”

      Vlad released the breath he hadn’t been aware of holding, but then what Kalugal had said about Wendy wanting to forget something triggered a disturbing thought. What if she’d been sexually assaulted before she’d ever gotten to the program and had suppressed the memory herself?

      She’d fessed up to her ability to disassociate. What if physical abuse hadn’t been the only thing she’d repressed?

      What if her father had raped her?

      It was a terrible thing to consider, but things like that happened, and a man who could physically abuse a child and possibly murder his wife was capable of anything.

      Except, Vlad was not going to repeat his mistake and bring it up. What he was going to do, though, was find the bastard and force his way into his mind to find out the truth.

      The question was whether he was going to kill the maggot even if he hadn’t murdered his wife or raped his daughter. The torment he’d put Wendy through was reason enough to beat him to a pulp and then tear his throat out.

      “Vlad?” Wendy looked at him with worried eyes. “What’s going on? Why are you so angry? Nothing really happened. I just panicked.”

      “It’s the thought of what might have happened. I guess I didn’t allow myself to internalize it until now.” He forced a smile. “Perhaps I should go for a run to let off some steam.”

      It had helped to calm down the murderous rage he’d felt when Wendy had told him about the abuse she’d suffered. Except, this time, Vlad didn’t want to let go of the rage. He was a nonviolent guy, or so he’d thought, but the need to avenge Wendy had triggered instincts that had apparently lain dormant in him.

      There was a reason he’d been endowed with incredible strength and trigger-happy fangs. He was a born predator who’d spent his life pretending that he was a sheep.

      No more, though.

      He would still be the good son he’d always been, and the good friend his buddies could depend on, but now that he was a mated man, his first priority was taking care of his mate.

      He was going to avenge her and find out what had happened to her mother. In fact, searching for Wendy’s mom would be the perfect cover for the many questions he needed to ask her. Telling her about his latest suspicions and his plans for her father was out of the question.

      It would only upset her, and she wasn’t strong enough yet to deal with that.

      “Instead of going for a run, I can treat you to some good whiskey.” Kalugal pushed to his feet. “Kian has graciously sent us a new supply.”

      Jacki arched a brow. “Isn’t it a bit early for alcohol?”

      “Of course, my love. It’s not even ten o’clock in the morning. But this is a medical emergency. Given the color of his ears, our young friend is in danger of spontaneously combusting.”
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      “I need a damn phone.” Richard pushed off the couch and walked into the kitchen.

      “There is one right here.” Wendy pointed to the house phone hanging on the wall over the counter.

      “I mean a cellphone with programmed phone numbers.” He pulled a can of beer from the fridge and popped the top. “I don’t know when the ceremony is, or what I need to do to prepare for it, and I don’t have Bowen or Leon right here so I could ask them. I would have walked over to their place, but I don’t know where it is.” He looked at Vlad. “Do you?”

      “I can find out, but it won’t do you any good. They are probably not home. It’s not a weekend, and they were reassigned. The ceremony is usually done close to midnight.”

      “Why so late?” Wendy asked.

      “To symbolize the transition. By the time the ceremony is complete, a new day has started, a new beginning.”

      Richard rubbed a nervous hand over the back of his head. “Maybe I should take a nap, or I’ll be too tired to fight.”

      “That’s a good idea. But if you still want to talk to Bowen or Leon, I have their numbers programmed in my phone. You can call either one.”

      Richard walked up to the kid and extended his hand. “Can I borrow it?”

      “Sure.” Vlad unlocked the device. “Which one do you want to call?”

      “Let’s try Bowen first. After all, he’s supposed to be my initiator.”

      Vlad selected the contact and handed him the phone.

      Bowen answered right away. “What’s up, Vlad?”

      “It’s Richard. When is the ceremony, and what do I need to do to prepare?”

      “I’m on my way to your place. I’ll answer all of your questions when I get there. I also have clan-issue phones for you and Wendy.”

      “Hallelujah.”

      “See you in five.”

      Richard handed the device back to Vlad. “Wendy and I are getting new phones.”

      “I heard.” Vlad tapped his ear.

      “Oh, right. I forgot about that.” He stifled a smirk.

      Enhanced senses were not the only advantages immortals had. Last night, Ingrid had really shown him what she was made of. The problem was that he couldn’t keep up, but she hadn’t complained. Unlike Vlad’s mom, Ingrid was easygoing and not judgmental.

      It was a shame that they hadn’t bonded.

      She’d said that if it was meant to be, it would have happened already, and that he should give other clan females a chance.

      Well, he'd tried, and it hadn’t worked. Stella had been flirty for the first half an hour, and suddenly she had just lost interest. Richard was still trying to figure out what he’d done wrong. He’d been on his best behavior, hadn’t told any crude jokes or made inappropriate remarks, so what was her problem?

      If Stella was that difficult to please, he didn’t want anything to do with her. Life was too short to walk on eggshells around a stuck-up, judgmental woman. Even an immortal’s life.

      “Do you want me to make you a sandwich?” Wendy asked.

      “Sure. I’m always ready to eat.”

      She smiled. “I noticed. How come you don't gain weight?”

      “I will now that Bowen and Leon are no longer busting my butt with training.”

      “Still, even with exercise, if I ate as much as you do, I would look like a beach ball.” She glanced at Vlad. “I hope the transition will help me lose weight.”

      “I don’t want you to lose anything. You are perfect the way you are.”

      The kid was a natural. That was the only right answer to such a comment, but it had taken Richard years and many failed responses to learn that.

      As a knock sounded at the door, he walked over and opened it.

      Bowen grinned. “Miss me?”

      “I did.” Richard clapped him on the back. “Is the offer to crash on your couch still good? I need you guys to keep training me, or I’ll get fat.”

      “Hi, Bowen.” Wendy waved from the kitchen. “I’m making sandwiches. Do you want one?”

      “Did Vlad bake the bread?”

      “I wish, but no. It’s store-bought.”

      “Then I’ll pass.”

      “I’ll make it just in case you change your mind.”

      Bowen took two phones out of his pocket, handed one to Richard, and then walked into the kitchen and handed the other to Wendy. “For now, they are limited to communication only within the village.”

      “That’s fine.” Wendy looked at the display. “It’s not like I have anyone I want to call on the outside. What about the internet? Can I surf and order stuff?” She grimaced. “Oh, right. I don’t have any money.”

      “I’ll pay for whatever you need,” Vlad said.

      “I need a job.” She brought the plate of sandwiches to the dining table. “Come and get it. They are all the same.”

      Richard tore a paper towel from the roll and put one sandwich on top of it. “So, when is the ceremony?”

      “Eleven at night.” Bowen sat next to him. “Wear exercise clothes. That’s all you need.”

      “But it’s going to be a big party, true? Don’t I need a change of clothes for after? The goddess is attending. I can’t look like a hobo.”

      Bowen chuckled. “After I bite you, you’ll be out, buddy.” He clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to overdose you, but for you to transition, you need to get enough of it in your system, which means a trip to la-la land.”

      “What do you mean? Is it like a drug-induced trip?”

      “Similar. First, you’ll black out, then you are going to wake up very relaxed and a little loopy. It will take a few hours until you’re back to normal.”

      “How long am I going to be unconscious?”

      “Not long. It can last anywhere from ten minutes to an hour.”

      “How soon would the transition start? If it starts?”

      “It depends. For most, it takes a day or two before symptoms manifest. But it can take longer.” Bowen’s expression turned serious. “You are older than the typical Dormant, so it might be dangerous for you. But you are lucky that the goddess is in the village. She can give you a blessing, which has proven a great help during some of the more difficult transitions.”

      Richard arched a brow. “A blessing? Like a prayer?”

      “I’m not sure what it is exactly, but I guess it’s a prayer. The Clan Mother doesn’t allow anyone in the room when she gives it.”

      “Maybe it’s witchcraft,” Wendy teased. “And she doesn’t want anyone to hear her incantations.”

      Richard shrugged. “I don’t care what she does as long as it keeps me alive.”
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      Several ideas had come up since the last time Kian had spoken to Kalugal about the problem of his men mating clan women, and since the guy was leaving soon, he should have another talk with him and negotiate something more concrete.

      After debating whether to invite Kalugal to his office or meet him at the house, he decided on the second option so they could have privacy.

      Besides, he could smoke in the backyard.

      Pulling out his phone, he sent Kalugal a message. I have several ideas that I need to run by you. Are you free?

      Not surprisingly, the return message came in ten whole minutes later. The guy was probably keeping the phones in the refrigerator because he suspected that they were bugged, which they were, and was checking them only periodically for incoming messages.

      Where do you want to meet?

      I can be at your place in fifteen minutes.

      See you here.

      When he got to the house, Kian opened the sliding door and motioned for Kalugal to join him. “Let’s go out to the backyard. That way, your bodyguards and mine can watch us through the glass, but we can talk in private.” He cast Jacki an apologetic glance. “I hope that’s okay with you.”

      She waved a hand. “After all the excitement of this morning, I need a little rest. I think I’ll take a nap while you two decide the future of the world.” She winked at her mate.

      Kian had no idea what excitement she’d referred to, and he wasn’t going to ask. If she and Kalugal had wild monkey sex this morning, it was none of his business.

      Given Anandur’s smirk, he was thinking along the same lines.

      Kalugal, on the other hand, kept his usual poker face. “I’ll get one of the bottles of fine whiskey that you sent us.”

      Kian arched a brow. “Are there any left?”

      Kalugal shrugged. “I’m not a big drinker, and neither are my men. Vlad, on the other hand, consumed half a bottle by himself this morning.”

      “Vlad?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.” Kalugal brought out a bottle of Macallan 18 and two glasses.

      After closing the sliding door behind them, Kian walked over to the small fountain and activated it.

      “That’s a cool feature.” Kalugal sat down on a chaise. “I thought it was just for decoration.”

      “The noise the water makes helps keep conversations private.”

      “You are starting to worry me. What is this all about?”

      “Nothing major. But there are a few things I need to renegotiate, and I’d rather we reached an agreement and presented a unified front before revealing the details to both our people.”

      “Very well.” Kalugal opened the whiskey bottle and poured it into the two glasses.

      “So what’s the story with Vlad? What was he doing here this morning, and why did he drink half a bottle of whiskey?”

      Kalugal hesitated. “I can’t go into details because it’s not my story to tell. The gist of it was that Wendy suddenly suspected Marisol of compelling her to forget some things, and she wanted me to remove the compulsion. The idea that someone had tricked Wendy into doing something against her will enraged Vlad, so I offered him whiskey to calm him down.”

      Kian’s hackles rose. “Was it true?”

      “No. It was just a panic attack.”

      “So why did Vlad get so upset?”

      “He said that just thinking about the what-ifs was enough to anger him.”

      “But you don’t think so.”

      “No. I think it occurred to him that there might have been another explanation for what had upset Wendy, and that was what got him so enraged. Long story short, he took me up on my offer of fine whiskey.” Kalugal shook his head. “Regrettably, he didn’t seem to appreciate the quality, and it was wasted on him.”

      Kian took out his box of cigarillos and offered it to Kalugal.

      “No, thank you. But go ahead. I find that I enjoy the smell, but I don’t like the taste.”

      Pulling one out for himself, Kian lit it up and leaned back. “We need to revisit our conversation about your men mating clan women. I’ve discussed it with Amanda, and she had some interesting ideas.”

      Kalugal nodded. “The immortal dating application she and Carol are working on seems like an excellent idea.”

      “Perhaps. First, though, we need to decide how we are going to ensure a fair split. If my clan women mate with your men, where are they going to live? Which community are they going to belong to? I can’t afford to lose members, especially females, who are the key to the clan’s continuity, and I’m sure that you don’t want to lose your men to me either. Half of the couples will have to stay here and half will join you.”

      “That’s more or less what we agreed on before. I don’t like the idea of losing even one of my men, but I understand your position. Then again, I thought that you were opposed to my men joining your clan. Are you going to pick and choose who will join and who will remain with me?”

      This was where things were going to get tricky.

      “I don’t want to be the bad guy who chooses, and Amanda came up with a possible solution. Your men will have to go through several challenges to be considered for membership. And since there is a lot of internal opposition from the clan males to any females leaving the clan, we will have to make it very difficult for your men.”

      “Difficult how?”

      “First of all, I can’t have them sitting in the café and checking out all the females the way Rufsur and Hivak did. I didn’t anticipate so much resentment, but people really don’t like strangers, especially men, and especially former Doomers invading what they regard as their sanctuary.”

      Kalugal crossed his legs and took a small sip of his whiskey. “Amanda and Carol’s dating application could be a solution to that.”

      “Not really. Where would they meet?”

      “A hotel?”

      “That’s a possibility. But Amanda came up with another idea. Those of your men who are interested in exploring the possibility of an immortal mate will offer themselves for bidding at an auction. The females will bid on them, and the proceeds will go to charity. The winners will get to spend one night with your men. If there is a spark, they would go to the next step, which will include some kind of a challenge. If there is no spark, the man can offer himself for another auction and spend the night with a different winner, and so on until the right match is found.”

      Kalugal shook his head. “I doubt my men would go for that. It’s demeaning.”

      “Not really. It’s honest, and it could be quite an ego boost. I expect the bidding to go wild. After all, that’s the only chance the clan females will have to spend the night with an immortal male. Besides, your men will be doing it voluntarily and for a good cause.”

      Tilting his head, Kalugal regarded him with a raised brow. “Would the clan females be willing to be auctioned for charity?”

      “I’m sure some would, especially when the ones bidding on them are immortal males. There is a lot of pent-up demand. Some are too shy and reserved to put themselves on display, but I think most would find it exciting.”

      “Would you? If you were single and in the situation my men are in?”

      “I wouldn’t, but I’m the exception. For an immortal mate, most of my clan males would jump through burning hoops and fight fire-breathing dragons.”

      With a sigh, Kalugal put his glass down. “Before I can give you an answer, I need to give it some thought and discuss it with my men.”

      “Naturally. Also, I’m afraid that I can’t give your men priority access to the dormant females that we find through the government paranormal program. Since your men will have access to our females, and some of them would inevitably leave to join your community, it will create an imbalance in ours. We will need to replenish our numbers.”

      Kalugal reached for the bottle and refilled his glass. “Since I have no use for the male Dormants that we will get through the system, your women will get them all, and that’s not fair to my men and me either, especially given that I’m doing most of the work on that front.”

      “True. How about we split the female Dormants?”

      Kalugal chuckled. “We can auction them the way you want to auction my men.”

      “It’s not the same, and you know it.”

      “I was just teasing. But that’s another thing we will need to figure out. How are we going to split them? Who decides which one gets to meet whom? That’s not an easy problem to solve.”
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      “Amanda, what an unexpected surprise.” Edna opened the door wider. “Please, come in.”

      “Thank you.” Amanda’s conspiratorial smirk didn’t bode well. “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought that you could use a little sprucing up for tonight, and since makeovers are a favorite hobby of mine, I decided to surprise you.”

      “Why would I need a makeover?”

      Raising an eyebrow, Amanda waved a hand over Edna’s face and body. “You rock the spinster matron look, but I think it’s time for a change, especially since you’ll be part of Annani’s procession tonight. She requested that everyone accompanying her to Richard’s ceremony dress up elegantly.” She walked over to the coffee table and put down her large satchel.

      “First of all, this is the first time I've heard about it, and secondly, why is Annani coming to the ceremony? As far as I know, she's never attended before, and frankly, neither have I. I wasn’t planning on it.”

      “She has her reasons.” Amanda sat down on the couch and crossed her legs. “Annani wants to show Kalugal how it is done in the clan, but she also wants to conduct an experiment which requires a large crowd, and her attending the ceremony will ensure that most of the village residents will show up.”

      “What kind of experiment?”

      “I can’t tell you, or it would ruin it. But I promise to do so once we have the results.”

      “Who else is going to accompany her? You said something about a procession. Annani has never done anything like that before.”

      “She wants to impress Kalugal. The procession will include all the council members, her children and their mates, and all seven Odus. The Odus are for her protection.”

      “Aha, so she doesn’t fully trust Kalugal.”

      “It was Kian’s condition.”

      “I see. So what do you want to do with me? I’m afraid that the only fancy dress I have is the one I wore to all the weddings, and it’s too formal for the occasion.”

      Amanda patted her satchel. “I brought a few things.”

      “I don’t like wearing makeup, or revealing clothes, or high heels, or jewelry. So your options are limited.”

      “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing. Do you want to sit in front of a mirror? Or do you want to see the results once I’m done?”

      Edna really wasn’t looking forward to this, but since Annani commanded it, she had no choice. The question was what the goddess’s agenda was, and Edna had a feeling that it had nothing to do with the procession.

      Annani was playing matchmaker, and she’d recruited her number one yenta for the job.

      “If this is about making me more attractive to Rufsur, it’s a waste of time. My appearance is not the problem, my job is.”

      “Who said it has anything to do with him?” Amanda started taking things out of her bag. “Annani just wants everyone in her procession to be well-dressed, and your frumpy business suits just don’t cut it.”

      “My clothing is professional.”

      Ignoring her, Amanda pushed to her feet, walked over to the dining area, and pulled out one of the chairs. “Sit here. I want to start with your hair, and I’m going to put a little makeup on you. Just some eyeliner, mascara, and a nude-colored lipstick. You are still going to look professional, just a little more put together.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Good.” Amanda released Edna’s hair from the tight bun it was gathered in. “You are lucky to be immortal. Otherwise you would have gone bald from pulling your hair back so tightly.”

      Thankfully, the entire makeup and hair session took no more than ten minutes, and even though her eyes felt a little gunky from the eyeliner and mascara, it wasn’t unbearable. She could survive one evening like that.

      Amanda pulled out a handheld mirror from her bag and handed it to her. “Take a look.”

      The effect was subtle, but Edna had to concede that it was a vast improvement over her usual look. Her eyes were well-defined, and her hair was gathered only partially and loosely pinned in the back, with the rest of it falling down her shoulders. The lipstick wasn’t glossy, and the color was nearly the same shade as her natural lips.

      “So, what do you think?”

      “I like it. That doesn’t mean that I’ll start to put makeup on every day, though. It’s a one-time thing.”

      “That’s up to you. But I believe that an exterior change can influence an interior one, and that’s why I love makeovers so much. When you feel good about how you look, it makes you happier and livelier.”

      There was something to that.

      Except, Edna’s problem wasn’t a lack of confidence. She genuinely didn’t care about her looks, which was just another facet of the melancholy that had been her companion ever since Robbie’s death. Could eliminating the symptoms cure the disease instead of the other way around?

      Already, Edna felt a little lighter, a little more optimistic, and the heaviness in her heart was just a little less oppressive. It was a tiny change, but it was significant nonetheless.

      “What about the clothing? What do you have in mind regarding that?”

      Amanda pulled out a long, lavender shawl from her satchel, draped it over Edna’s shoulders, and then arranged it artfully before pinning it in place.

      “This will give you a gentle splash of color. You can wear one of your button-down shirts under it.”

      “It’s beautiful.” Edna fingered the silky fabric. “I love the color. But I have nothing that will match it.” Amanda was right about the shirt being invisible under the shawl, but what about the rest?

      Her loose-fitting trousers and comfortable shoes would look awful with it.

      “I’ve got you covered.” Amanda pulled out what looked like a pair of black leggings from her bag.

      “I can’t wear yoga pants to the party.”

      “They are not leggings. These are slim pull-on pants.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      Amanda chuckled. “About a thousand bucks. And once you put them on, you’ll see that they are worth every penny.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Trust me.” She pulled out a pair of black low-heeled pumps. “I think we are the same shoe size, and those are brand new, never worn before. Luckily for you, they’ve been hidden on a top shelf in my closet, so they didn’t end up in my donation box.”

      The shoes looked very elegant.

      “Why did you buy them if you’ve never worn them?”

      “I’m a shopaholic.” Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “I buy a lot of things that I never wear. But since everything eventually goes to charity, it’s not really a waste. It makes me feel good to think that thanks to my addiction, some needy ladies get to dress very well for free.”
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      Bowen wrapped his arm around Richard’s shoulders. “I have a surprise for you.”

      Hopefully, it was a flask of whiskey or some other kind of booze. Richard didn’t care which. He hadn’t expected the whole damn clan to show up for his initiation ceremony. Bowen had warned him that the turnout would be larger than usual, but not that everyone would come.

      Why the hell had they?

      He was a nobody, he knew only a few people and was friends with two.

      “Did you bring booze? I don’t think I can handle any more surprises tonight.”

      “The only alcohol you are allowed tonight is a ceremonial wine. The surprise is that the Clan Mother is not only coming to witness your initiation, but she will honor you in front of the entire clan by officiating over your ceremony. Think of how much it will impress the ladies.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      Bowen shook his head. “You should consider it a big honor.”

      “I do.” Richard rubbed his chest. “Damn. I don’t know how I feel about it. Why would she want to do that? I’m no one important.” He looked Bowen in the eyes. “Level with me. What’s going on?”

      Bowen shrugged. “It has nothing to do with you personally. The large turnout is because Annani is attending, and I suspect her reason for coming is Kalugal, and not you. The initiation where he comes from is brutal. She wants to show him how differently things are handled in the clan. We treat this as a rite-of-passage celebration, and instead of the inducer beating the crap out of the inductee, it is done in the name of friendship.” He clapped Richard on the back. “After tonight, you are stuck with me forever. I’ll become your honorary big brother.”

      “I have no problem with that. Frankly, you are the best friend I ever had.” He pulled Bowen into a fierce embrace. “Thank you.”

      As Bowen stiffened and pushed him away, Richard thought that he’d crossed the line. Some guys were not into shows of affection with other men. But when a hush fell over the crowd gathered in the enormous underground gym, Richard followed Bowen’s eyes to the double doors.

      Two butlers held the doors open for the goddess and her entourage.

      The Clan Mother was tiny compared to the people flanking her, but her aura was huge. Richard was not an aura reader, but no paranormal ability was needed to see the glow emanating from the goddess.

      But it was more than that. She was so beautiful that it was painful to behold, and she radiated power.

      The problem was that she was heading his way, and Richard had the absurd urge to drop down to his knees and touch his forehead to the floor in an obeisance. Now he understood why certain religions had the practice. It probably dated back to the gods' era.

      “Take a bow,” Bowen whispered in his ear. “And say, greetings, Clan Mother.”

      He could do that.

      As the Clan Mother and her procession stopped in front of him and Bowen, Richard dipped his head. “Greetings, Clan Mother. You honor me with your presence.”

      “Hello, Richard. You may raise your head and look at me. It is not forbidden.”

      If he stood up straight, he would be looking over her head, and he really didn’t want to look down at the goddess. Beholding her face might have been allowed, but he was sure there was protocol about not looking down at her.

      Remaining in his bowed position, he lifted his head just enough to look at her. “Thank you, Clan Mother.”

      Hooking a tiny finger under his chin, she pushed his head up. “Stand up straight, Richard. I am used to everyone being taller than I am. It does not offend me.”

      There was incredible strength in that little finger, and even more in the tone of command in her voice.

      “That is much better.” The goddess smiled at him. “You are a handsome and respectful man, and you have two Guardians vouching for your worthiness. You will make a fine mate to one of my great-granddaughters.”

      “Thank you, Clan Mother.” He dipped his head.

      Annani nodded and turned sideways to face the crowd of spectators. “We are gathered here to present this fine young man to his elders. Richard is ready to attempt his transformation. Vouching for him are Guardians Bowen and Leon. Who volunteers to take on the burden of initiating Richard into his immortality?”

      “I do,” Bowen announced.

      The goddess turned to Richard. “Richard, do you accept Guardian Bowen as your initiator? As your mentor and protector, to honor him with your friendship, your respect, and your loyalty from now on?”

      “I do.”

      “Very well.” The goddess turned to the crowd again. “Does anyone object to Richard becoming Bowen’s protégé?” She waited for a couple of seconds before continuing. "As everyone present agrees that it is a good match, let us seal it with a toast.” She took a small glass of wine from a tray one of the butlers offered her, and then waited until everyone was holding a glass. “To Richard and Bowen.”

      Richard emptied his glass in one go and put it back on the tray. Bowen did the same and then pulled him into a bro hug. “Hello, little brother.” He clapped him on the back. “Ready to give it your best shot?”

      “As ready as I will ever be.” Richard bowed to the goddess again. “Thank you, Clan Mother.”

      “It was my pleasure.” She patted his arm and then glided away with her entourage in tow.

      When everyone was seated, Bowen led Richard to the sparring mat that had been spread out in the center of the room.

      “Remember. You only have to last long enough for my fangs to reach full length. Don’t keep fighting after that because I won’t be able to moderate my response. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “That’s okay, Bowen. I can take whatever you dish out.”

      The Guardian shook his head. “I knew that you would be a stubborn ass and keep on fighting until I subdued you.”

      “I’m not good at surrendering without giving it all I have first.”
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      “The guy is a fool,” Hivak murmured.

      Rufsur disagreed. He understood perfectly where Richard was coming from, and if it were him, he would have done the same.

      Hell, he had.

      The Brotherhood had handled the transition ceremony very differently, and he hadn’t been given a choice. He doubted things had changed since he and his friends had escaped.

      To give up without a fight was to risk being assigned to domestic duties, which was considered demeaning and unbecoming of a warrior, or just invite endless humiliation.

      Stupid sentiments, but at the time, they’d seemed so important to him. Still, even if surrendering had been an acceptable option, it just wasn’t in his nature. He would have fought until forcefully subdued.

      As Richard and his initiator embraced and slapped each other’s backs, Rufsur turned his head a little to the left so he could see Edna from the corner of his eye.

      She looked beautiful tonight, and he wondered whether she’d dolled up for him. Except, he hadn’t caught her looking at him even once, so maybe that hadn’t been the motivation. Each of the council members who’d accompanied Annani had been dressed festively, so Edna might have been following orders.

      Still, he was going to pretend that she’d done it for him and approach her again.

      They were leaving tomorrow afternoon, and he wanted one last night of passion with her. For now. He was going to be back in two weeks, and they would hook up again then.

      If those biweekly visits became a thing, perhaps they could have a long-distance relationship after all. Two weeks apart wasn’t that bad. They were both mature adults with demanding jobs and responsibilities, so it wasn’t as if they had nothing to do with their time but pine for each other.

      In any case, he was going to suggest it because he just couldn’t give up on her. Rufsur had felt something that he had never felt before, and he wanted to explore it.

      Perhaps the special connection that he felt to her had more to do with Edna being an immortal than her as an individual. She’d been his first immortal sex partner, and it was possible that he could have felt the same for any of the other clan females.

      Right.

      Since arriving at the village, he had chatted and flirted with quite a few of them, but none had caught his interest beyond the standard male appreciation for an attractive female. None had tugged at his heart, and made him want to take care of her, protect her, make her happy.

      Only Edna.

      As people got up and started clapping, he realized that the match was over and that he’d missed all of it.

      But since Edna was smiling and clapping too, he preferred that view over the one of two sweaty men on the sparring mat.

      When the clapping died out, and people sat back down, he got a clear view of the two guys. As he’d expected, Richard was down and out, but Bowen hadn’t left him there to be carried off. He sat on the mat next to Richard and watched him. Evidently, he took his vow as mentor and protector to heart.

      “Congratulations,” the goddess said. “That was beautifully executed.” She clapped, and everyone joined her in the applause. “I seem to have lost an earring. Could you all please look for it under your tables and between your feet? I would very much like to recover it.”

      Like everyone else, Rufsur pushed out of his chair and started looking even though the goddess hadn’t passed by their table. In fact, after stating the ritual words, she had taken her seat at the front table, so there was no reason for everyone in the gym to frantically look for her missing earring.

      Still, since the goddess asked for everyone’s help, no one could just sit back and do nothing, whether it made sense or not. Even Kalugal was crouching low and scanning the floor.

      “I found it!” Amanda called out. “You can all stop looking.”

      Except, they couldn’t, and Rufsur realized what was going on the same moment Kalugal did. Their eyes met briefly under the table, but neither of them could stop searching.

      The goddess had compelled everyone in the room, either intentionally or unintentionally, including the mighty Kalugal, who even Navuh couldn’t compel.

      The only ones unaffected were Jacki, the cyborg butlers, and Turner.

      That was bad news, but at least one member of their group was immune. Not that Jacki would do them much good if the goddess decided to command Kalugal to do whatever her heart desired. He would be forced to obey, and Jacki wouldn’t be able to help him.

      “Everyone!” The goddess clapped her hands. “Amanda found my earring. You can all stop looking now.”

      As if she’d waved a magic wand, the effect of the compulsion lifted, and people returned to their seats.

      Glancing at Edna, he saw her staring at Annani with narrowed eyes. She’d figured out what had just happened, and she wasn’t happy about it.

      He wondered why.

      Maybe Annani wasn’t in the habit of compelling her own people?

      Or maybe it had been a test to check whether she could bend Kalugal to her will as well. Edna should be happy that Annani had nothing to fear from Kalugal, so perhaps her pinched expression was about something else.

      Once the mingling part of the evening started, he would ask her.

      As a moment later more clapping started, Rufsur followed everyone's eyes to the mat.

      Richard was awake and attempting to stand up with Bowen’s help. The Guardian patiently waited for him to get on his feet, and then escorted him out of the gym to even louder applause.

      “It was a very nice ceremony.” Jacki wiped a tear from under her eye. “It was so obvious that Bowen cares for Richard, and now they are going to be lifelong friends.”

      “An evening full of surprises.” Kalugal grimaced. “Except, I should have expected that from a powerful goddess like Annani.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jacki asked.

      “I’ll explain when we get home.”

      As the cyborg butlers started putting trays of appetizers on the tables, it became clear that the party was just starting.

      “I wonder if there will be dancing,” Jacki said.
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      Kian leaned back in his chair and let out a relieved breath.

      The test had worked.

      He’d seen Kalugal searching for the missing earring, unable to stop until Annani gave the command.

      That made everything so much easier, and he no longer dreaded having the wedding party in the village. As long as Annani could take control of Kalugal and all of his men, they were in no danger.

      Still, Kian was glad about the month he would have to prepare.

      Loudspeakers would have to be installed all over the village, so Annani’s compulsion could reach everyone, and the double fence between the two sections of the village had to be reinstalled. That all required time.

      There was only one problem. Kalugal knew, which meant that he could take precautions and could supply himself and his men with earplugs. Then again, Kian intended to have them all thoroughly searched, and if earplugs were found in their luggage or on their persons, they could be confiscated.

      Except, that would be hypocritical of him. Kalugal had allowed him and his bodyguards to wear earplugs in his house to protect themselves from his compulsion, and he could rightfully demand the same.

      “I’m so glad that it worked,” Syssi whispered in his ear. “Now, we don’t need to worry about having the wedding here.”

      Annani waved a dismissive hand. “There was no need for worry before. Kalugal’s intentions are honorable.”

      Amanda leaned forward and whispered, “We also have the answer to Turner’s susceptibility. If he was unaffected by Annani’s compulsion, he is for sure immune to Kalugal’s.”

      “We also have the Odus,” Annani said. “Naturally, they were unaffected. I can program them to incapacitate Kalugal and his men if needed.”

      Syssi threw her hands in the air. “Why didn’t we think about that before? It would have saved Turner the trouble of being on call all of the time. You could have kept Okidu by your side.”

      Kian lifted his wine glass and took a sip. “I admit that it didn’t occur to me, but I’d rather not use the Odus in that capacity.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they were designed to be domestic servants, not soldiers. It would set a dangerous precedent.” Kian glanced at his mother. “They were used as weapons before, and it didn’t go well.”

      Annani shrugged. “This is different. They are already programmed to defend my children and me, and adding a provision for what to do in case of a compulsion attack falls under that category. We are not going to use them as an offensive weapon.”

      “This isn’t the time or place to have this discussion.” Kian glanced at the nearby tables.

      There was little chance that Kalugal or his men could overhear the conversation from where they were sitting. The place was noisy, with music blaring through the loudspeakers and people talking and laughing, and the tables around Annani and her party were all occupied by Guardians and council members. Still, one could never be too careful.

      “Richard did well,” Dalhu changed the subject. “I was impressed with how long he lasted against Bowen.”

      Amanda smiled. “You weren’t the only one who was impressed. Richard’s display of machismo was noticed by the single ladies.” She sighed. “For some reason, the guy has no luck in love. Stella lost interest pretty quickly. And even though Ingrid swooped in and took over, she is not interested in anything long-term with him.”

      “I hope that does not mean that he is not a Dormant,” Syssi said. “That might be the reason he has not bonded with Ingrid and that Stella walked away. They just don’t feel an affinity toward him.”

      Amanda tapped a finger over her lower lip. “There might be something to that. But on the other hand, he is getting along splendidly with Bowen and Leon.”

      “They might like him as a friend,” Alena said. “But that doesn’t mean that they feel an affinity toward him. You should talk to them.”

      Kian waved a dismissive hand. “It’s too late for that. He’s already attempting transition, and we will soon know whether he is a Dormant or not.”

      “It took four attempts with Roni,” Syssi pointed out. “And longer than two weeks. We kept trying because we knew that he was a Dormant for sure.”

      “Speaking of Roni and his elusive granny,” Amanda said. “What’s up with that?”

      Kian shrugged. “I forgot all about her. We’ve been dealing with one crisis after another, and so has Turner. I doubt that he has any new leads on her."
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      Rufsur’s frequent glances hadn’t escaped Edna’s notice, and as much as she would have liked to claim that she’d been unaffected by them, it would have been a lie.

      His quick looks had given her pleasure, a feminine satisfaction that was absolutely silly. She shouldn’t have enjoyed his attention so much, but she wasn’t made from stone.

      Moments from the night of passion that they’d spent together kept replaying in her head despite her best efforts to think about something, anything else. Her legal cases, Kian’s business contracts that were waiting for her to go over, her laundry, the dusting of her many bookcases that she’d neglected to do for weeks, none of that could distract her from her lustful musings.

      What a mess. She was like a teenage girl with a crush, but with the wisdom of an older woman who knew that nothing good would come out of her infatuation with the bad boy.

      Not that Rufsur was bad. He was a decent guy who was honest and loyal and smart. But he had that dangerous vibe that appealed to the primitive female in her. It was the same kind of vibe that had drawn her to Robbie.

      They had so much in common.

      Except, Rufsur was a mature man with a boyish attitude, while Robbie had been a boy who’d had to assume a man’s responsibilities before he’d been ready. As the eldest son, he’d taken leadership of his clan after his father had been killed in battle, but his rule hadn’t lasted long. Less than four months later, he’d suffered the same end as his sire.

      “You look lovely tonight.” Standing behind her, Rufsur put his hands on her shoulders and leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Would you care to dance?”

      “I’m afraid that I’m a lousy dancer.”

      Next to her, Brandon stifled a chuckle. “I haven’t seen you dance even once. How would you know?”

      “That’s why I don’t dance.”

      Rufsur squeezed her shoulder. “Come on, lady judge. You can stand on my feet.”

      Arguing in front of the other council members sitting at her table would be worse than agreeing, and she could tell bad-boy Rufsur in private to lay off the charm.

      “One dance.”

      “That’s all I’m asking for.” He moved to her side and offered her a hand up.

      After leading her to the dance floor, he put his hands on her waist. “Step on my feet.”

      “I can dance, just not well.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “I thought that we agreed to stay away from each other.”

      “I said that I understood why you want to stay away from me. I didn’t agree to actually do it.” He dipped his head and planted a soft kiss on her cheek. “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      “I know.”

      “We should spend the night together.”

      She shook her head. “I told you why we can’t.”

      “I’ve thought it through, and there is a way we can make it work.”

      Despite knowing better, Edna’s heart latched onto the spark of hope. “How?”

      “Kalugal and Kian have agreed to meet here again in two weeks, and then we are all coming for the wedding two weeks after that. I expect the two of them to keep working together and continuing their biweekly meetings, which means that you and I can meet twice a month. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than nothing.”

      Edna was tempted.

      She wasn’t a young girl who couldn’t live without her love interest for more than an hour. She could last two weeks between visits.

      Was Rufsur her love interest, though? Or was he her lust interest?

      Did it matter?

      He made her feel alive after centuries of numbness, and he alone had managed to lift her melancholy at least momentarily. Should she give up on that little slice of goodness only because she feared the what-ifs?

      “What if Kalugal and Kian have nothing more to discuss after the wedding?”

      “Then I’ll make up something. And if not, I’ll come to visit by myself.” He chuckled. “Or I can volunteer to be the one escorting our men to the auctions.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Kian didn’t tell you?”

      “Evidently.”

      “Nothing has been decided yet, but Kian doesn’t want clan females to leave and join our community. He wants it to be an equal exchange, with half the resulting couples staying with the clan and the other half joining us. So he came up with the crazy idea of auctioning our men to your clan females.”

      “How will that solve the problem of who goes and who stays?”

      “I asked the same question. I can understand his other idea of putting the men who want to join your clan through some really difficult tests, but I don’t get where the auctions come into play.” He chuckled. “I guess it’s like speed dating. A guy gets bought for a night, and if there is a spark, he goes to the second stage, which is the testing. If there is no spark, he gets auctioned again and again until a match is found.”

      “It sounds demeaning.”

      Rufsur shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind. The auction money will go to the clan’s charity, which I happen to approve of, and I would love to have a bunch of immortal females fight over me.”

      She arched a brow. “Oh, really? I thought that you were interested only in me.”

      “I am.” He pulled her closer against his hard body. “But in case you want nothing to do with me, I’m willing to consider putting myself up for an auction.”

      Given the smirk on his face, he was goading her to get jealous, and it was working.

      Edna could just imagine the bidding frenzy Rufsur would cause. There wasn’t a single clan woman who wouldn’t bid on an impressive specimen of immortal maleness like him.

      The thought was infuriating, enraging, and evoked aggression that Edna hadn’t felt since Robbie’s death.

      She’d lost her first love to a senseless rivalry between clans, she wasn’t going to lose Rufsur to a rivalry with her fellow female clan members. Not until she set him free.

      “You are not going to put yourself up for sale.”

      He smirked. “You could bid for me.”

      “Why would I do that when I can have you for free?”
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      “Good night.” Rufsur headed for the door.

      Naturally, Edna hadn’t wanted them to leave the party together, and Rufsur hadn’t had a problem with that. He’d felt better about escorting Kalugal and Jacki home first.

      The important thing was that his plan to make Edna jealous had worked like a charm, and she’d invited him over.

      Besides, it had given him an opportunity to shower, shave, and put on a fresh set of clothes.

      “Are you coming back tonight?” Kalugal asked.

      “I don’t know. If I have my way, I’ll only return tomorrow morning.”

      “Have fun,” Jacki said.

      Pretending to watch the tube, Hivak said nothing.

      Despite the many hours the two of them spent in the café, Hivak hadn’t responded to the many flirtatious looks and smiles that both of them had gotten from the clan’s single ladies. It wasn’t because the selection was poor, or because Hivak was a shy guy. Rufsur had seen him operate in clubs, and the guy had had no problem finding bed partners. But apparently, he was intimidated by immortal females.

      Or maybe he was waiting for the one who would stir something in him like Edna had done for Rufsur.

      As he stepped out onto the front porch, Alfie pushed to his feet. “Another date with the judge?”

      He hadn’t been there the other time, which meant that the damn Guardians had been gossiping. He would have to have some harsh words with Jay and Theo.

      “Which one of the assholes told you about it?”

      Alfie slapped his back. “Relax. It’s our duty to report everything that’s going on with your group, and who goes where and why. Every move you make is recorded.”

      He should have realized that. “Are you telling me that the entire Guardian force knows about my visit?”

      “Only those who check the log. But Onegus knows, and he probably reported it to Kian. What’s the big deal, though? After all, this is why you are here, right? To court our women?”

      “I’m not sure Edna is okay with everyone knowing about our involvement.”

      “It’s difficult to keep things private in the village.” Alfie waved a hand at the homes they were passing by. “Someone might be looking out the window and notice you going to Edna’s place. If she wanted to keep your relationship secret, she wouldn’t have invited you over.”

      That was a good point. But then why had she insisted on leaving the party alone?

      Perhaps she’d needed a breather, or time to prepare. Or maybe her house was a mess, and she needed to tidy up.

      He could have told her that it didn’t matter to him, but then Edna was a prideful woman, and she probably hadn’t wanted him to think that she was a slob.

      When they reached her home, Alfie took a seat on the bench across from it and pulled out his phone. “I trust you to behave.” He smirked. “No one dares not to in Edna’s presence.”

      Knocking on the door, Rufsur reflected on how narrow-sighted and judgmental people were. Edna’s own clan members were afraid of her and her probing ability. They didn’t see the kindness behind the severity, or the sadness behind the assertiveness. To them, she was the judge, the councilwoman. She wasn’t a real female who needed love and companionship like everyone else.

      When she opened the door, he was surprised to see her still wearing the lavender shawl. “I thought you would have gotten comfortable by now.”

      She glanced at the Guardian sitting across the pathway from her house and waved at him before beckoning Rufsur inside. “That’s another downside of us having a relationship. Guardians are following you around, and nothing we do is private.”

      He pulled her into his arms. “We have nothing to hide, Edna. Perhaps we will set an example for others. Think about it, we are the first couple.”

      With a sigh, she rested her forehead on his chest. “That’s exactly the problem. I’m the spokeswoman for those who oppose our clan females leaving with Kalugal’s men, and here I am, consorting with the enemy.”

      “I’m not the enemy.”

      “You and your men represent a threat to the clan. Not a military one, or at least I hope that you don’t. But by luring our females away, you will do more long-term damage to us than by launching an actual attack.”
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      Way to spoil the mood, Edna.

      Her plan had been to enjoy sweet lovemaking with Rufsur, or wild lovemaking, or any kind there was of lovemaking before parting with him for two weeks.

      The distance would have helped her figure things out, perhaps even get over her infatuation and put the entire episode behind her.

      But instead of taking Rufsur by the hand and leading him to her bedroom, she had slipped into her doomsayer role and got busy reinforcing her conviction that there was no future for them.

      It was okay for her to be depressed on her own, but it was a travesty to drag Rufsur down with her.

      He came to her house to make love, or schtup or shag as he would have called it. That was what she’d promised him, not more talk about the deep divide between them.

      Except, Rufsur wasn’t the kind of man who let himself get dragged down. He was the kind of man who lifted others up.

      Hooking a finger under her chin, he tilted her head toward his face, looked into her eyes, and smiled. “I thought that you hated makeup.”

      That was an abrupt change of subject, but a welcome one. “Amanda came over and insisted on making me look presentable for Annani’s procession.”

      He smirked. “But you didn’t rush home to wash it off. Did you keep it on for me?”

      The guy was so full of himself.

      But he was also right, and she wasn’t going to repay his candor with evasive talk.

      “I saw the way you were looking at me at the party, and it made me feel good. Pretty, feminine. I haven’t felt like that in so long.”

      “Not true.” He dipped his head and kissed her lips. “The night before last, I made you feel all of those things and more.”

      “Do you really have to be so smug about it?”

      “I’m not smug. I’m honest.” He swung her into his arms. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten, and I need to remind you.”

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, Edna suddenly felt like playing along. For this night, she could leave the big picture out in the living room and focus on having fun.

      “I must have a very short memory.” She kissed the side of his jaw. “I need to remind myself of how your skin tastes and smells. And you need to remind me of how good of a kisser you are.”

      He sat on the bed with her still in his arms. “I’m all yours to taste and to sniff.”

      Sliding her hands down his back, Edna leaned into the crook of his neck and inhaled his aroma. “I love your scent.”

      It felt so good to be held in his strong arms, to feel his manhood stir beneath her and know that he desired her.

      “Kiss me, your honor.” He pursed his lips.

      She chuckled. “You are really getting a kick out of bedding a judge, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just impressed with myself for snagging such a high-class lady.” He smacked his lips. “I’m waiting to be tasted.”

      Sliding a hand up his back, she cupped his neck and pressed her lips to his, and then licked her way inside his mouth.

      He tasted just as she’d remembered, of toothpaste and licorice and nutmeg and sunshine. If sunshine had a taste, it would taste like Rufsur. Cheerful, hopeful, optimistic, and a little wild.

      For a long moment, he let her explore his mouth, but Edna could feel the tension coiling his back and neck muscles. When he snapped, she wasn’t surprised.

      With a growl that didn’t sound human, he threaded his fingers through her loose hair, pulled her head back, and took over the kiss.

      His tongue ravished her mouth as if he was thirsty for her and couldn’t get enough, and as his hand snaked under her shirt and cupped her breast, she moaned into his mouth.

      He was possessing her, devouring her, and it was precisely what she needed.

      Her hands caressing his back through the fabric of his button-down, Edna slumped against his arm and surrendered to the possession.

      For tonight, she could let go and just be herself like she used to be before life weighed her down. Tonight, she wasn’t a judge, or a councilwoman, or a mourner. For the next few hours, she would forget about her responsibilities, about all the myriad reasons for her melancholy, like the state of the world or the future of her clan. Tonight she would become a simple creature of passion. A female animal enjoying one of the best male specimens of her kind.
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      Finally, Rufsur had gotten Edna to let go of her tight self-control and surrender to her more primitive urges.

      The woman spent way too much time up in her head and let everything else in her shrivel.

      That was the power of habit.

      When Rufsur was a young man, he’d taken it upon himself to cheer his friends up. They had been a miserable bunch of young trainees who’d gotten torn away from their mothers and sisters to never see them again. They had been forced into fights with older and stronger immortals, and gotten the crap beaten out of them. Things hadn’t improved much after their transitions. They had still gotten pummeled into a pulp by their so-called instructors day in and day out.

      He’d had two options: either wallow in misery over how terrible his life was or find solace and hope in friendships with the other boys.

      He’d chosen the second one, discovering that with a joke or a pat on the back, he could make someone’s day a little brighter, or at least a little less miserable. Their lives had been brutal, and they had nothing. A smile and an encouraging word or a joke were all he’d had to give, but he’d made a difference, and that had empowered him.

      Cheering others up had become a habit, and Rufsur couldn’t be any other way even if he tried.

      Granted, a major tragedy could bring him down, but probably only temporarily.

      Edna, on the other hand, seemed to have chosen another path.

      Something had happened to her a long time ago that had made her sad, and after a while the melancholy had become so entrenched that it had become a habit.

      Except, he was just the man to break that habit and show her another path, either with phenomenal sex or with his upbeat personality. So yeah, Edna had been right to accuse him of suffering from a savior syndrome, but he saw nothing wrong in that.

      If she would just let him, he would change her outlook on life one night at a time.

      Lifting her off his lap, he laid her on the bed and went for her shirt buttons. In moments, he had her naked and sprawled for the taking.

      Smoothing his hand down her ribcage, he rested it on her soft belly. “It’s a crime to hide such a magnificent figure under clothing.” Since she’d been dressed nicely for a change, he omitted the word ugly.

      “Ditto.” Edna’s eyes were hooded with desire. “Your turn.”

      He was out of his clothes and on top of her in less than thirty seconds.

      Bracing his weight on his forearms, he kneed her legs apart and pressed his erection against her feminine core.

      With a roll of her hips, Edna wrested a groan from his throat. “Kiss me.”

      As he took possession of her mouth, she pressed her fingers into his bottom and rocked against his hard shaft.

      He broke the kiss to cup her cheeks and look into her eyes. “If you keep this up, I’ll be inside you in two seconds flat.”

      “And that’s a problem why?”

      Given the scent permeating the room, Edna was more than ready. Nevertheless, he would have loved to double-check with his tongue and his fingers, but Edna’s wish was his command, at least for the first round of lovemaking.

      If she wanted to be in charge, he would give her the opportunity. Snaking his arms under her, he flipped them around and pushed against the headboard.

      “I’m all yours for the taking.”

      There was a moment of hesitation in Edna’s eyes, but then she started to move, swiveling her hips and grinding her sex against his erection.

      Cupping her bottom, he pressed up, adding to the friction. “Put me inside you, beautiful.”

      She shook her head and kept going, her breaths becoming harsher the closer she got to climaxing.

      Was Edna just enjoying the foreplay too much to stop, or was she being shy?

      Or maybe she just preferred for him to take the initiative?

      The way she was going at him, though, he would come in no time, and he much preferred to plant his seed inside her rather than spill it all over her belly.

      It was an absurd notion that he could get her pregnant, but if he did, judge or no judge, she would have to be his.

      Would she resent him for it?

      Or would she feel liberated?

      If Edna resigned to become a full-time mother, no one would judge her for it. Motherhood was revered by the clan, and children were considered miracles.

      Nothing was more important.

      With a primitive urge to procreate surging through him, Rufsur rolled them over and plunged inside her.

      At the joining, they both groaned.

      And then he began to thrust.

      Like a rutting animal, he was driven by instincts he hadn’t known he possessed. Gripping her tightly, he went fast and hard with a ferocity that would have broken a human female.

      Except, Edna was an immortal, and his wild shafting excited her.

      Throwing her head back, she screamed out his name as her climax erupted like a volcano.

      As his own orgasm geysered out of him with no less ferocity, he hissed and struck with his fangs.

      Edna screamed again, and her sheath tightened around him in a vice grip that was almost painful, milking him for all he was worth.

      Rufsur had never climaxed so powerfully before, and for a brief moment, he felt like blacking out.

      Waiting for the weightless sensation to pass, he retracted his fangs and licked the puncture wounds closed.
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      Kalugal glanced at his watch. “When are your friends coming over?”

      Only the girls were coming, but they were Kalugal’s friends as well. “Our friends should be here at any moment.”

      He looked at Jacki with amusement in his eyes. “And why are you cleaning? Kian’s butler will do that after we are gone.”

      Jacki paused her scrubbing of the stovetop. “It’s dirty, and we have guests coming over.”

      He chuckled. “You’ve been at it for at least ten minutes. It’s clean.”

      “I’m restless. Okay? Cleaning calms me down.”

      He walked over and pulled her into his arms. “I thought that you wanted to go home. If you wanted to stay longer, you should have said so. We could have left after the weekend.”

      She sighed. “I’m conflicted. I want to go home, but I don’t want to say goodbye to my friends. I’m going to miss them.”

      “You are going to see them again in two weeks. That’s not a long time. And then two weeks after that when we get married for the third time.”

      She chuckled. “Let’s hope that third time’s the charm, and nothing will happen this time.”

      “Nothing happened the other two times. After we pledged ourselves to each other, we made love for the first time, and that was fantastic, and then we pledged ourselves again in front of our friends, and that was a beautiful moment I’m never going to forget. The only thing that got ruined was the party.”

      “You’re right. I’ll rephrase. I hope nothing happens to ruin our wedding celebration in the village.”

      “Nothing will. I promise.” He kissed her softly. “Your friends are here.”

      The doorbell rang a moment later.

      “How come you can still hear better than I do?” Jacki pushed out of his arms and headed toward the door.

      “Your transition is far from complete, my love. Your hearing and other senses are still improving.”

      Perhaps. Given the way her immortality test had gone, they might not. She was a weak immortal with diluted genes.

      “If you say so.” Jacki opened the door and grinned. “Hello, my besties. What do you have there?”

      “Food.” Jin walked inside and put a tray on the counter.

      Next was Callie and Syssi, each holding a container, and Amanda who brought a bag full of bottles.

      “I didn’t know what you had here.” She lifted the bag. “I’ve gotten everything needed to make margaritas.”

      “Vlad baked a chocolate cake.” Wendy handed the container to Hivak. “Thank you. It was getting heavy.” She walked over to the couch and sat down next to Kalugal. “How did you like the ceremony last night?”

      “Your friend Richard did well. How is he feeling today?”

      “Just peachy.” Wendy wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. “Unlike me. I think I’m coming down with something.” She chuckled. “Or maybe I’m still in shock from meeting the goddess. That was an experience I’m not going to forget soon.” She rolled her eyes. “I almost fainted.”

      Jacki sat on her other side. “Annani is something, isn’t she?” She put a hand on Wendy’s forehead. “You feel a little warm. Maybe you’re transitioning?”

      Wendy cast Kalugal a sidelong glance and blushed. “It’s too soon.”

      “It happened pretty fast for me.” Jacki smiled. “But then I was induced by a demigod.” She winked. “His venom is probably more potent than most.”

      Kalugal cleared his throat. “I think I’ll join Rufsur and Hivak in the backyard.” He pushed to his feet, leaned, and kissed Jacki’s forehead. “Enjoy your time with your friends.”

      She didn’t try to stop him. He probably felt uncomfortable in a room full of women. Besides, Rufsur was in a bad mood, and she was sure he could use a pep talk from his boss.

      He’d spent the night at Edna’s, so that was a good sign, but perhaps saying their goodbyes hadn’t gone well.

      Except, after her friends had arrived, Theo and Jay moved from their station on the front porch to the backyard, and Rufsur wasn’t going to say anything about Edna in front of them.

      “Wonder apologizes for not coming,” Callie said. “But she couldn’t leave the café.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll stop by there on my way out. And anyway, I’m coming back in two weeks, so it’s not like this is really a goodbye party. Is Bridget coming?”

      The doorbell ringing was the answer.

      “That’s probably her.” Syssi opened the door.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Bridget walked in with a large salad bowl cradled in her arms.

      “You’re not late,” Syssi said. “We’ve just got here.”

      “Who wants a margarita?” Amanda asked.

      “Everyone.” Syssi grimaced. “Can you make mine a virgin?”
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      While her friends chatted, snacked, and drank one margarita after the other, Wendy battled nausea.

      Could she be pregnant?

      After only two nights of sex, pregnancy didn’t make any more sense than transition. Neither could happen so soon. Besides, she and Vlad had been taking Merlin’s potion, which was supposed to prevent ovulation. So unless it was snake oil, conception shouldn’t be possible. But even if she’d somehow conceived, there was no way her symptoms could have started so soon either.

      Just to make sure that she was right about it, Wendy pulled out her new phone and did a quick internet search. Most sites claimed that two weeks into the pregnancy was the earliest nausea could start.

      So, she wasn’t pregnant. But feeling nauseous wasn’t one of the transition’s symptoms either. Could she have eaten something bad?

      From across the dining table, Bridget frowned at her. “What’s going on, Wendy? You look pale.”

      “I’m not feeling well. I think that I’m coming down with something.”

      The doctor pushed to her feet. “Let’s see what’s up with you.” She walked over and put her hand on Wendy’s forehead. “You feel hot, but my hand is not a medical instrument. I’d better take you with me to the clinic.”

      “Is Wendy transitioning?” Jacki asked.

      “She might be.” Bridget offered Wendy a hand up. “I need to run some tests and exclude other possibilities first.”

      As Wendy tried to get up, her head spun, and if not for the doctor’s hand, she would have flopped back down. “I don’t think I can walk to the clinic.”

      “Definitely sounds like transition to me,” Jin said.

      Bridget cast her a look that said she should leave the diagnosis to the professional, but Wendy had a feeling that Jin and Jacki might be right.

      She hoped they were.

      After all, she hadn’t had contact with the outside world to catch anything, and immortals didn’t transmit germs. Except, the nasties could have hitched a ride on one of them and then jumped over to the only susceptible host in the bunch.

      “I’ll ask one of the guys to get the golf cart.” Syssi opened the sliding door to the backyard where the men had been spending their time while the women took over the living room.

      A moment later, Rufsur stepped inside together with one of the Guardians.

      “I can carry you to the clinic,” he offered.

      If anyone was going to carry her, it would be Vlad. In fact, she should call him.

      “Thanks for the offer, but it’s not an emergency. I can wait for the cart.”

      “I’ll get it,” the Guardian said.

      As he headed out the front door, Wendy pulled out her phone and called Vlad.

      “Hello, Dona Juanita.”

      Wendy smiled. Even though she’d been the one who’d invented the nickname, she loved it when he called her that. It made her feel sexy, implying that Vlad thought of her as some great seductress with incredible bedroom skills.

      For a novice, she wasn’t bad, but she still had a lot to learn.

      They both did, and it was awesome that they got to do it together. It was a rare treat for two people of their generation to be each other’s firsts.

      Regrettably, though, she couldn’t call him Vlad the Impaler in front of her friends. “Hi, yourself.”

      “Are you ready to go home? I can come to pick you up in ten minutes. I’m almost done helping my mom with her new embroidery machine. You wouldn’t believe how sophisticated this thing is. She can design the pattern on her laptop, import it into the machine, and the thing does everything automatically, including choosing different color threads.”

      “Fascinating. But I can’t go home yet. Bridget is taking me to the clinic.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      Despite her attempt to deliver the news gently, he sounded panicked.

      “I’m running a fever, and I’m nauseous. I might be transitioning.”

      “So soon? Is it even possible?”

      “Bridget thinks it is.”

      “I’m coming over.”

      “Don’t. Go straight to the clinic. One of the Guardians went to get the golf cart, and he should be back any moment.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      “I’m dizzy, but it’s not bad. If I’m transitioning, it’s good.”

      “Theo is here,” Jacki said.

      To be back so soon, the Guardian must have either found the cart parked somewhere nearby or sprinted the entire way to the parking garage to get it.

      “I have to go. The golf cart is here.”

      “I’ll meet you at the clinic.”

      Aided by Jacki on one side and Jin on the other, Wendy followed Bridget out the door.

      “I’m coming with you.” Jacki helped her into the cart and then joined her on the bench.

      “Me too.” Jin hopped in on the other side.

      Bridget replaced Theo behind the wheel and waited patiently for Syssi, Amanda, and Callie to finish wishing Wendy good luck on her transition.

      Once the cart started rolling down the pathway, Wendy leaned her head on Jacki’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for ruining your going-away party.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Jacki wrapped her arm around Wendy and pulled her closer. “You’ve given me the best goodbye present possible. I thought that I would miss your transition.”

      “I don’t know if that’s what’s going on. I’m nauseous, so it might be food poisoning.”

      “Or you could be pregnant,” Jin said.

      “Not possible. Vlad and I made love for the first time the day before yesterday, and Merlin gave us a contraceptive potion to drink. But even if I got pregnant on the first go, I wouldn’t be nauseous yet. It’s too soon. But anyway, thank you both for coming with me to the clinic. It’s less scary with friends.”

      “Of course.” Jin patted her hand. “We are a team.”
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      After Jacki had called Kalugal to tell him that Wendy was most likely transitioning, Rufsur wondered whether he could use the news as an excuse to see Edna.

      They had already said their goodbyes that morning, and Rufsur had nothing more to add to what had already been said, but he wanted to see Edna again. He wanted to memorize her face, kiss her one more time, and hold her in his arms for a few more minutes.

      He’d been fooling himself thinking that they could keep things casual. Apparently, immortal relationships didn’t work that way. Was there some chemical component to it? Some powerful attractant that made separation difficult?

      Since he hadn’t known Edna long enough to fall in love with her, that could be the only logical explanation.

      And if that was the case, then Dormants must produce the same kind of chemical, and that was why Kalugal had fallen for Jacki so fast.

      Did Kian and his clan members know about it?

      Did Edna?

      Perhaps that was the reason she’d resisted hooking up with him more than once. But why not tell him?

      Except, she kind of had. He’d just refused to listen and had kept pushing until she’d given in.

      Was he sorry for having done that?

      Hell, no.

      The addictively delicious cake might never be his, but that was no reason to give up on even one scrumptious crumb. Like a junkie, he would be returning for more as long as they kept coming. So yeah, it seemed that the next two weeks would be more difficult than he’d anticipated, but he would survive just so he could sample another crumb. Or two. Or three.

      “Just go.” Kalugal waved a hand.

      Rufsur stopped his pacing and looked at his boss over his shoulder. “Go where?”

      “You can’t fool me. I know you too well. Although I have to admit that I never expected to see you act like a love-sick puppy.”

      “I’m not in love. Besides, you are one to talk.” Rufsur snorted. “The mighty Kalugal has not fared any better.”

      “True, but I didn’t try to pretend that it was nothing.”

      “You didn’t have to. To keep your woman, all you had to do was pay Kian twenty-five grand a day. I don’t have that option.”

      Kalugal rose to his feet and put a hand on his shoulder. “Perhaps a different kind of bribe would work on Edna?”

      Rufsur grimaced. “It has occurred to me. I’m still trying to figure out what that bribe might be.”

      That was a lie. He knew the answer to that. The only reason Edna would ever consider leaving the clan was if they had a child together, but the chances of that were so minute it was like wishing upon a shooting star.

      He’d even contemplated asking the clan’s fertility doctor for his potion and slipping it into Edna’s drink. Except, after a talk with Jay and Theo, he’d realized that wasn’t an option. Apparently, Merlin’s potions were formulated specifically for each couple, and what worked for one might not work for another. In addition, those taking the potions had reported that they were potently vile, which meant that there was no way to slip it into a drink unnoticed.

      Besides, it had been just a crazy idea, and he would’ve never done that.

      But what if he could tempt her with the prospect of motherhood? Given immortals’ life spans, she could take a hiatus from her responsibilities to dedicate twenty years or so to raising a child together with him. Wouldn’t she want to experience that?

      Hell, he would, and he’d never felt the urge to procreate before. But that was because the option hadn’t been on the table.

      Now it was.

      It was true that any clan female could give him that, but he didn’t want anyone else. He wanted Edna.

      Rufsur stifled a chuckle.

      No one could ever accuse him of shying away from a challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            77

          

          

      

    

    







            Edna

          

        

      

    

    
      Edna had trouble concentrating on the complicated land deal that Kian had put on her desk. The words just swam in front of her eyes, and the legal jargon she was fluent in suddenly seemed incomprehensible.

      It was Rufsur’s fault, or rather her obsession with him. She’d known it was a bad idea to indulge her cravings and invite him to her bed one more time. Letting him spend the night had been even worse. It had felt too good to wake up in his arms, and letting go had been painfully difficult.

      She was weak.

      She should have cut the cord when it had been only a thread.

      Swiveling her chair around, Edna looked out the window at the village square and the café, which was quite busy this time of day. Lately, she’d been working mostly from her clan office rather than the city one that served her human clients. Kian had been keeping her busy with one contract after the other, and she had no choice but to refuse to accept new cases.

      At least for the time being.

      She missed her relative anonymity in the human world. It was liberating to interact with people who didn’t know about her probing ability and didn’t fear her. She even missed Lora. In her absence, her secretary was holding the fort, taking messages, forwarding phone calls, and providing notary services.

      Perhaps by straddling both worlds, she was spreading herself too thin.

      Keeping as busy as possible had been a good strategy that had kept Edna sane and prevented her from spending too much time in her own head. But then Rufsur had barreled through all her defenses, demolishing her carefully and rigidly structured world, and bringing a fresh scent into her stale life.

      She was going to miss him.

      As a golf cart stopped in front of the clinic, Edna pushed to her feet so she could have a better viewing angle. Could it be that one of the two resident Dormants was already transitioning?

      She hoped that was the case and not a medical emergency.

      Edna’s heart squeezed with worry. In a village of immortals who never got sick, the only such emergencies could be Syssi encountering complications with her pregnancy or little Ethan getting ill.

      When she saw Jin and Jacki assisting Wendy out of the cart, Edna let out a long, relieved breath.

      Wendy was either sick or transitioning, probably the latter.

      Returning to her chair, she lifted the contract, but then her phone rang.

      She picked it up without checking the caller. “Edna here.”

      “Hi.” Rufsur’s voice made her heart squeeze again for a very different reason than before. “I thought that you would like to know that Wendy is transitioning.”

      “I just looked out my window and saw her arriving at the clinic. It’s good to know that she’s transitioning and not sick.”

      “Are you working in the office building today?”

      “Yes. I have contracts that I need to go over.”

      “Can you take a break? I would love to have a cup of coffee with you at the café.”

      That was such a bad idea, but Edna felt powerless to refuse. “When can you get here?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      She chuckled. “You’ll have to run to make it in ten.”

      “I intend to. I don’t want to waste time that I could be spending with you.”

      Edna choked up but forced her tone to remain steady. “I’ll order us cappuccinos. How do you like yours?”

      “I don’t really care. Black coffee is good enough for me.” Given his labored breathing, Rufsur was already running.

      “I’ll see you here.” She disconnected the call and closed her eyes for a moment.

      They were both acting silly. It wasn’t as if they were parting forever for Fates' sakes. He was coming back in two weeks.

      Pushing away from the desk, Edna grabbed her wallet, stuck it in her jacket pocket, and headed out.

      As she felt an absurd urge to free her hair from its tight bun and open the top two buttons of her shirt, Edna realized how deeply in trouble she was and resisted the impulse.

      Her drab appearance was her shield, her armor, and she couldn’t afford to discard it. Especially now.
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      About a hundred feet away from the café, Rufsur slowed down from a sprint to an energetic walk. As it was, people had been giving him funny looks, especially since Jay was behind him, and it looked as if the Guardian was chasing him.

      “You have it bad, my man.” Jay fell into step with him. “What’s the rush? She’s not going anywhere.”

      Rufsur cast him a sidelong glance. “I like you, Jay, I really do, but I’d appreciate it if you shut up and let me think. And when we get to the café, please sit somewhere that is far enough away not to eavesdrop on our conversation.”

      “Good luck with that. The place is not reserved for you exclusively. At this time of day, it’s not packed, but it’s not deserted either.”

      Rufsur cast him another glare.

      “Fine. I’ll shut up and keep my distance.”

      As he cleared the bend, Rufsur spotted Edna right away, sitting at a table that was on the edge of the enclosure. She was back to wearing her unflattering business clothes, and her hair was gathered in a tight bun.

      Except, she could no longer fool him. He knew what she looked like under the disguise, and that was mighty fine.

      He couldn’t help the smile blossoming on his face. It was like he was privy to a secret that Edna had shared only with him. To the clan, she was the austere judge and alien probe. To him, she was a delight.

      She smiled back. “You seem happy.”

      He pulled out a chair and sat across from her. “I am.”

      “Care to share the reason why? I could do with cheering up.”

      He was glad that she admitted to agonizing about his departure. Unless she was referring to something else.

      “Has something happened? Or are you just sad about me leaving?”

      “The second one, although I shouldn’t tell you that and embolden you further. You are tenacious enough as it is.”

      He leaned forward. “Admit it. You like that about me.”

      She nodded. “You know that I do. Now tell me what that smile was all about.”

      He leaned even closer. “The secret you shared with me.”

      Edna arched a brow. “And what might that be?”

      “That you are a hot babe under this disguise. I like it that I’m the only one who knows what you’re hiding. Your clan sees only what you show them. The strict judge, the uncompromising councilwoman, and the intrusive alien probe. You keep everyone at a distance.”

      “And what do you see?”

      “I see a woman. Beautiful, soft, gentle, compassionate, and very smart. I see the future mother of my children.”

      Edna pulled back. “Please don’t do that, Rufsur. You don’t have to tempt me with empty promises, so I’ll allow you in my life.”

      “Why empty? I’ve been told that Merlin has found a solution to our fertility problem. Don’t you want a child? One that will have a father to raise him or her alongside you?”

      A tear slid down Edna’s pale cheek. “I gave up on that dream such a long time ago.”

      He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. “I’ve never even dreamt of having a child because for me the option didn’t exist. But things have changed, and now we can both do more than hope and dream. We can make it a reality.”

      Edna sighed. “Perhaps one day we will. We are not even in love, Rufsur. We are in lust. For now, dreaming and hoping will have to suffice.”

      “I’m not in a rush.” He turned her hand up and kissed her palm. “First comes the idea.” He kissed her pointer finger. “Then comes love.” He kissed another finger. “And then the hope.” He kissed another one. “And then comes the plan.” He kissed her pinky. “And before you know it, the dream becomes a reality.”

      “I wish it was that simple.”

      “It is.”
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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.
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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.

      

      
        
        Warning: This fantasy contains a hot, domineering crown prince, sweet insta-love, steamy love scenes painted with light shades of gray, a wedding, and a HEA in both the virtual and real worlds.

        Intended for mature audience.
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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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