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      Three months ago.

      Safe Haven Retreat, Oregon Coast

      

      “Welcome to Safe Haven, Ms. Gaboviv.” The counselor smiled and offered Anastasia her hand. "My name is Margaret, I was assigned to be your personal counselor, and over the next two weeks I will be guiding you on your journey of self-discovery.”

      “Nice to meet you, Margaret.”

      “Please, come in.” The woman motioned for Ana to enter her office.

      The counselor appeared friendly, and her smile was genuine, but she didn’t seem nearly as content and tranquil as Ana expected one of the retreat’s top counselors to be.

      Tension lines marred Margaret’s forehead, there were dark circles under her eyes, and even though she looked to be in her mid- to late thirties, there were gray strands interwoven in between dull brown ones. She was also too thin, but not in a fashion-model kind of way.

      The woman looked worn out.

      Her haggard appearance called into question some of the incredible results for one’s well-being promised by the resort’s literature.

      After all, if the staff hadn’t attained spiritual enlightenment and tranquility, what chance did Ana have?

      It shouldn’t come as a surprise, though.

      They had to oversell the benefits to lure people into shelling out over eleven thousand dollars for a two-week stay in their so-called resort.

      Luxurious, it definitely was not.

      Whatever.

      Ever since Ana had stumbled upon Safe Haven’s website, she’d been obsessing about trying it out. Now that she was here, she was not going to let her skepticism stop her from giving it a fair chance.

      Besides, it was her father’s money, which he had no shortage of and no problem spending on her.

      No questions asked.

      Regrettably, he didn’t do that out of love, but rather out of guilt. Her father used money to compensate for being a crappy parent, whose communications with his daughter amounted to a once-a-month, two-minute phone call.

      When she was younger, Ana had thought that he avoided her company because of the voices in her head. Her father hadn’t made it a secret that having a daughter with a mental problem was an embarrassment that he preferred to pretend didn’t exist.

      Except, she hadn’t mentioned the voices to him or anyone else in years, but his attitude toward her hadn’t improved. It must have been something else.

      Was it because she looked and sounded so much like her mother? Perhaps he just couldn’t stand looking at her or hearing her voice?

      Her mother’s tragic death had dealt a heavy blow to both of them, but more so to Ana than to her father. His way of coping was to forget all about the woman he’d loved, push away the daughter who reminded him of her, and start a new life and a new family.

      Nevertheless, her father wasn’t the reason she was sitting across from a counselor in a spiritual retreat.

      “So, what brings you to Safe Haven, Anastasia?”

      The main reason was the damn phantom voices that made her feel like a misfit for most of her life. But she wasn’t ready to share that information just yet. First, she had to get a feel for the place.

      Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately, Ana had no shortage of issues that she could bring up.

      “In a nutshell, I feel like I’m drifting aimlessly through life. I lost my mother when I was young, I’m not close to my father, and I don’t have any real friends. I need to find a meaning and a purpose for my life.” She looked at the poster hanging on the wall behind the counselor and read one of the retreat’s slogans. “I seek contentment and tranquility.”

      Margaret flashed her a bright smile. “Then you came to the right place.” She glanced at the open file on her desk. “I see here that you are a third-year law student. Do you enjoy your studies?”

      “Not really.”

      “So why do it?”

      “My father wanted me to become a lawyer, and I wanted to please him.” Ana grimaced. “Except, nothing I do ever does, so why bother, right?”

      In fact, the answer to that was simple. As long as she did what he expected of her, the money kept coming. Hopefully, he wouldn’t stop her allowance if she dropped out.

      Ana hadn’t reached a final decision on that yet, which was another reason for coming here and embarking on a journey of self-discovery. Perhaps at the end of the two weeks things would become clearer, and she would figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

      “I see.” Margaret smiled indulgently. “What would you have liked to study instead?”

      “Psychology.”

      That could have at least helped her understand what was going on in her head, and whether the voices she was hearing were real or the product of a diseased mind.

      Ana and her father disagreed on most things, but they were of the same mind when it came to seeking psychiatric help.

      Nothing good would come out of it.

      So far, she’d managed to live a pretty normal life despite her problem, so there was no reason to tarnish her future with a psychiatric diagnosis, which was most likely schizophrenia.

      “Why psychology?” Margaret asked.

      “I would like to help people.”

      That was the answer the counselor probably expected, and it was also partially true. Helping herself was the main reason, but helping others could potentially bring meaning to her bleak life.

      “That’s an excellent goal, and it is also what Safe Haven is all about. With our help, you will be able to bridge the gap between what is actual and what is possible. By promoting integrated growth in spirit, body, and mind, we will help you realize your full potential, and in turn, you and our other graduates will work toward the betterment of society at large.”

      It was almost word for word the mission statement on their website, but somehow it sounded more real when spoken with such absolute conviction. If Margaret believed in it so wholeheartedly, perhaps it was more than a slogan and was actually attainable.

      “Like paying it forward?”

      Eyes sparkling with fervor, Margaret nodded. “Precisely. We provide you with the tools to become the best possible version of yourself, and once you achieve that ultimate state of being, you will become a beacon of light for others. That’s how our message will spread until it engulfs the whole of humanity.” She leaned forward. “Imagine a world with no boundaries, where the ultimate goal of the individual is realizing her or his full potential and helping others achieve the same, where money and status are irrelevant, where poverty and crime do not exist, and where everyone is fulfilled and happy.”

      Despite her natural skepticism, Ana couldn’t help but feel her heart swell with hope.

      The utopia Margaret had described was probably unattainable. But even if only a small part of that became true, everyone’s future would be brighter, and who wouldn’t want that?
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      “I can’t believe that the lesbian thing backfired.” Kri threw her hands in the air.

      To say that she was upset was an understatement. The Guardian was fuming, and Kian couldn’t fault her for it. Kri had been looking forward to her joint mission with Eleanor.

      The two had struck up an unlikely friendship for reasons Kian couldn’t fathom. Eleanor was as likable as a rattlesnake.

      Evidently though, Kri had found qualities in the woman she could appreciate.

      “Isn’t Safe Haven supposed to be all about free love and inclusion?” Leaning back in the conference chair, Kri folded her arms over her chest. “I should sue them for discrimination.”

      With what they were charging for the two-week retreat, Kian hadn’t expected any of the applicants to be rejected, and he’d been right about that. What none of them had anticipated though, was that not everyone would be invited for the same session.

      “It’s not that they have anything against lesbians,” Turner said. “They have a thing against couples attending the retreat together.” The guy seemed just as puzzled, which was uncharacteristic. Usually, he had all the details figured out. “Curiously, this policy is nowhere to be found in their literature or on their website.”

      “Not explicitly,” Eleanor said. “But they talk a lot about individual development. It’s all about unleashing latent capacity and becoming the best version of yourself. Maybe doing it with a partner hinders the progress.”

      “That’s nonsense.” Kian waved a hand in dismissal. “Syssi makes everything better for me.”

      “Humans are different.” Eleanor looked at Turner. “You were a human, and you were single for a long time. You know how it is.”

      He nodded. “I get what you’re saying. Not all relationships are healthy, and some are even destructive. But it’s odd that the retreat separates couples. Usually, this is something that people do together.”

      “So, what now?” Eleanor shifted her gaze to Kri. “Am I going in alone? Or are we canceling the whole thing?”

      She hadn’t been told about Leon and Peter, who were supposed to join her and Kri on the mission. But now that Kri wasn’t going, Eleanor needed to be informed.

      “You are not going in alone,” Kian said. “Luckily for us, Turner always has a contingency plan. We enrolled two more Guardians in the program, and they were both invited to the same session as you.”

      Eleanor arched a brow. “Do I know them?”

      “No, but you will in a few minutes. They are on their way.”

      “They are supposed to keep an eye on me.” She leveled her gaze at Kian. “You still don’t trust me.”

      He snorted. “Of course, I don’t. This mission is meant to test you. But that wasn’t the only reason for their inclusion. Turner suspects that the cult is involved in trafficking, and as you know, putting an end to that vile trade is one of our clan’s major humanitarian efforts.”

      That was only a slight exaggeration.

      Turner had uncovered no evidence of such activity. The complaints he’d found about Safe Haven mostly concerned financial exploitation. There had been a few sexual coercion accusations, but since the plaintiffs had been of legal age and no money had been involved, they had never been prosecuted. It was an integral part of the free-love environment, which Safe Haven openly promoted. Whoever didn’t approve, shouldn’t join.

      Still, several known cults had been involved in trafficking, so it was an angle that Kian wanted to investigate. If they were rescuing one woman, they might as well rescue others who, just like Anastasia, had been brainwashed into joining the Safe Haven community after completing the two-week retreat.

      Besides, something that Eleanor had brought up had made him curious. She’d speculated that cult leaders used more than innate charisma and authority to control their followers, and that they might be using compulsion without even realizing it. Being a compeller herself, Eleanor should be able to ascertain whether Safe Haven’s founder and spiritual leader had such an ability.

      Kian hoped that she was wrong, and that only charisma and charm were at work. The supposition that some cult leaders might have the paranormal ability to compel also suggested that they might be potential Dormants, and that made Kian very uncomfortable.

      It would mean that some of the worst despots in human history might have been the descendants of gods.

      Which gods, though?

      The despots could also have been Doomers, or rather ex-Doomers, which made it a little less disturbing. For the most part the Brotherhood was evil, so finding more skeletons in its proverbial closet wouldn’t be too surprising.

      Navuh wouldn’t have allowed any of his people to amass such power if he could help it, but during the thousands of years since the Brotherhood’s formation, it was possible that some of his disciples had managed to escape his control. Especially if they had compulsion ability, which would have made them impervious to Navuh’s.

      The only problem with that hypothesis was that compulsion was an extremely rare ability.

      So far, the only known compellers were Annani, who had inherited the ability from Ahn; Navuh, who’d gotten his from Mortdh; and Navuh’s two blooded sons, who’d gotten it from him. No one knew who Eleanor and her nephew Parker had inherited their abilities from.

      If there had been others in Navuh’s organization who possessed the rare talent, who could they have gotten it from? And where had Eleanor and Parker gotten theirs?

      Mortdh had been a powerful compeller. What if Navuh hadn’t been his only child?

      According to Annani, the god had had numerous human lovers. Some of them could have conceived without his knowledge. Perhaps the mothers hadn’t even known that their children had been fathered by him?

      After all, he’d availed himself of the services of temple priestesses who hadn’t been exclusive to him.

      But that didn’t make sense either.

      As direct descendants of a pure-blood god, those children would have been born immortal. Unless the other male gods used the fertility temples’ services as well, the mothers should have known that Mortdh had been the father.

      Navuh having half-siblings was farfetched but not entirely impossible.

      After the gods had been annihilated, Mortdh’s other immortal descendants might have fled the area and gone into hiding.

      It was a chilling thought, and Kian sincerely hoped that Navuh was Mortdh’s only child.

      The world couldn’t handle more than one.
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      “I’ll tell you one thing.” Peter pulled the door to the office building open and held it for Leon. “I’m glad to be done with West Virginia. In the two months we’ve been there, I’ve exhausted the entire single female population.”

      In typical Peter style that was a gross exaggeration, but the truth was that it had been damn dreary out there. And to make things even more miserable, the mission had been one of the most boring Leon had ever been on, and that was saying something. He’d had his share of uneventful stakeouts.

      Roberts had been behaving himself, Kalugal’s men were doing their job and not crossing any boundaries, and no new trainees had joined the government paranormal program since it had lost Eleanor, who had been its best recruiter.

      Not that she would have bothered bringing in any of the paltry talents that the Echelon system had flagged as potential candidates. He and Peter had checked out a sample of those, confirming what Kalugal’s men had reported.

      There had been no Dormants among them.

      On the upside, the original group was about to graduate, which would make it easier to snatch them up and bring them to the clan for testing. On the downside, there were only four potential female Dormants in the group, and one of them was too old to transition.

      It seemed that the government paranormal program was not going to provide the answer to the clan’s gender imbalance. Kalugal’s men were going to mate with clan females, and the clan males would have to wait for the Fates to provide them with mates.

      Leon wasn’t a big believer, but so far it appeared that all of the clan’s efforts to find Dormants had been wasted. Sheer luck or the Fates had more to do with those who had been found than anything that Amanda or William had done.

      Could the woman they had been sent to retrieve be such a lucky find?

      Turner had told Peter and him that Anastasia Gaboviv heard voices in her head. If what she heard was real, and not a manifestation of a mental disorder, then she was a potential Dormant.

      It was unlikely, but still, a guy could hope. Otherwise, this mission was going to be just as miserable as the previous one.

      Oregon in the winter wasn’t any better than West Virginia in the fall.

      He groaned. “You are celebrating prematurely. We are going to be freezing our butts off on that ranch, and I don’t even want to think about the New Age crap we will have to listen to.”

      Peter started up the stairs. “Look on the bright side. It’s a spiritual retreat that promotes free love. Talk about fertile hunting grounds. We don’t even have to go anywhere to get some action.”

      “It’s a mission, not a vacation. Seducing the other acolytes is not what we should be doing.”

      The guy shrugged. “We have to pretend to belong and blend in. When in Rome and all that.”

      That was true. If everyone around them was having sex, they couldn’t stay celibate without attracting attention.

      “If free love means orgies, I’m out.”

      Leon wasn’t overly adventurous, and he wasn’t into exhibitionism, not even if his fangs and glowing eyes weren’t an issue.

      “Kinky.” Peter knocked on Kian’s door. “I’ve never taken part in one.”

      “Come in,” Kian called from the other side.

      Leon rolled his eyes. “And you never will. What are you going to do when your eyes start glowing, and your fangs punch out? Thrall everyone there? You are not that gifted.”

      “Regrettably, I can only thrall two humans at a time.” Peter opened the door. “But hey, a threesome might not be an orgy, but I’ve never tried that either.”

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” Kian motioned for them to take a seat at the conference table.

      “What were you talking about?” Kri asked. “I heard Peter mention threesomes.”

      Leon pulled out a chair and sat down. “He’s fantasizing about the free love the retreat is promoting and what it might entail.”

      Curious, Leon cast a quick glance at the woman sitting on Kri’s other side.

      That must be the infamous Eleanor.

      She wasn’t pretty, but she had a rocking body, and there was an intensity about her that he found intriguing. But he was too late. Rumor had it that she’d already hooked up with one of Kalugal’s men and that they were serious about each other.

      That was a pity. Leon would have liked to find out what made her tick.

      Eleanor winced. “I don’t intend to have sex with anyone there. So if that’s a requirement, I’m out.”

      Evidently the rumor was right.

      Turner chuckled. “Did you forget about your compulsion ability? You don’t have to do anything that you are not comfortable with. If having sex with a fellow attendee is expected, you can just compel one of them to think that you had it with him, or rather her. You claimed to be in a relationship with a woman.”

      “I put down that I was bisexual. But that’s beside the point. Compulsion doesn’t work like thralling. I can compel a person to tell everyone that he or she had sex with me, but I can’t make him or her believe it.”

      Turner shrugged. “That will do just as well. Besides, you have the perfect excuse to refuse. They think that you are in a committed relationship with Kri.”

      Eleanor let out a relieved breath. “At least that story was good for something.” She turned to Leon. “What story did you give them?”

      “I claimed to suffer from PTSD. I’m an ex-special ops commando who has seen some shit that I’m not allowed to talk about, not even with my therapist.”

      “Do you?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been a Guardian for a very long time. I’ve seen stuff that I wish I could forget.”

      She shifted her gaze to Peter. “What about you?”

      “I didn’t want to write down the same story as Leon, so I claimed a traumatic childhood. My father abandoned my mother and me.”

      She chuckled. “The poor sod didn’t even know that you existed.”

      “True. But I can honestly claim that I grew up without a father.”

      “Maybe my story wasn’t soppy enough for them,” Kri said. “I claimed that my family was not accepting my girlfriend, and that they wanted me to find a nice guy to settle down with.”

      “You might be onto something.” Turner pulled a stack of photos out of his briefcase. “They make good money from the retreat, but they make even more from those they convince to join their community, and you didn’t appear despondent enough to want to escape the outside world.”

      If that was the case, Leon wondered what story Eleanor had supplied. He was about to ask her when Turner started handing out their target’s photos.

      “That’s Anastasia,” he said.

      “Pretty,” Leon murmured. He’d read the file Turner had compiled on her, but it hadn’t included a picture. “With that face, I doubt that she has trouble fitting in.” If he were a fellow student in that law school Anastasia attended, he would have been all over her.

      “Looks aren’t everything.” Eleanor flipped through the photos. “She’s not smiling in any of them, and men don’t want to hang out with depressed women. Besides, she’s pretty, but not beautiful. She’s quite average.”

      Leon disagreed. Anastasia might not be a classical beauty, but she had intelligent eyes and sexy as sin lips. “I don’t think that she looks depressed.” He searched for a photo showcasing her figure, but they were all portraits that seemed to have been taken by a professional photographer.

      Maybe the rest of her wasn’t as attractive as her face? She could have a huge butt, or crooked legs, but even that wouldn’t have deterred him. She looked interesting, like she was hiding a secret, which he knew that she was.

      Anastasia’s father had dissuaded her from seeking psychiatric help for the voices in her head, or even talking about them.

      As Leon knew from experience, hiding a secret was a huge obstacle to forming relationships. No wonder she felt like she didn’t fit in.

      Eleanor put the photos down on the table and looked at Turner. “What happens if we find her on the first day, and I manage to compel her to leave right away? Do we still have to stay for the entire two weeks?”

      He nodded. “You and Anastasia can leave, but Leon and Peter need to stay longer. Their job is to snoop around and find out whether the cult is involved in illegal activities, and for that, they need to get invited to join the community after they finish the program.”

      Eleanor cast them a pitying glance. “I guess you’ll be stuck there for a while.”

      “We might need your help.” Peter leaned forward. “As you’ve said before, your compulsion ability is different than our thralling, and there are things that you can do and we cannot. Having you there with us could be helpful.”

      Dragging in a breath, Eleanor nodded. “If you absolutely cannot do it without me, I’ll stay. But I really don’t want to. Greggory just moved into the village, and he’s not happy about me leaving on a mission. I told him that it would take only a few days.”

      “Having second thoughts, Eleanor?” Kian asked. “You can still decline the offer.”

      “Not happening, Kian.” One side of her mouth kicked up in a smile. “I’m definitely going. But you can rest assured that I’m coming back.”
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      As Lokan stared at his computer screen, a ripple of anxiety rushed down his spine. He was being summoned for an audience with his father next Tuesday at ten in the morning, two weeks ahead of their regular monthly meeting.

      It had to be connected to the detective agency that had been hired to watch him. But what could they possibly have discovered that warranted an unscheduled summons to the island?

      The work he’d done for the Brotherhood had been top-notch, with several big accomplishments that should have earned him praise from his father, not a punishment.

      Kian, on the other hand, would have been disappointed if he knew about Lokan’s involvement in those shady dealings, but since it had nothing to do with the clan, it was none of his business.

      Lokan had his own agenda, and a big part of it was staying in his father’s good graces until he figured out a way to get rid of him and take over the island.

      The only things that could interfere with those plans were Carol and his connections to the clan.

      Still, there was no way the detective agency had found out about either.

      Carol’s immortality was nearly impossible to detect even by other immortals, so even if the detectives had reported that he had a woman living with him, the worst his father would do would be to reprimand him for keeping a human lover.

      Besides, she wasn’t with him now, and Lokan had never been happier about his decision to send her off to the village.

      His only connection to the clan was their special issue phone, but no one could tap into it. The clan’s network was probably the most secure in the world. His apartment couldn’t be bugged either, thanks to some contraption that William had installed, which rendered listening devices and hidden cameras useless.

      To make a cellular phone call, Lokan had to go out on the balcony, and the only way someone could overhear him out there would be to break into one of his neighbors' apartments and use theirs.

      Perhaps he was being summoned to get praised? Or promoted?

      Not likely.

      His father expected results. He didn’t reward anyone for doing just what was expected of them.

      It was imperative that Lokan find out who’d hired the detective agency to watch him. Kian had been supposed to send Guardians over to their offices to investigate, and he might have the answers by now.

      Grabbing his coat and the clan-issue phone, Lokan opened the balcony doors and stepped out. It was freezing, and the cold, wet wind assaulted his face as he leaned over the railing and checked the other balconies.

      As he’d expected, no one was insane enough to be out there.

      Huddling inside the coat, he pulled the phone out of his pocket and dialed his cousin’s number.

      “Hello, Lokan,” Kian’s gruff voice rumbled through the connection. “I’m glad you called. Turner is here, and we have information about your tail, or rather lack thereof.”

      The disappointment washing over Lokan added another layer of chill to the cold. “Go on.”

      “The detective agency was hired anonymously, and the directive was to follow you and find out who you were meeting with. Whoever did the hiring wanted pictures, names, the places you were meeting with them, and the duration of the meetings.”

      Lokan let out a puff of air and watched it coalesce in front of his face. “That’s bad, but not as bad as I thought. It’s actually a relief. Looks like someone is investigating the connection between me and some of the shady politicians I deal with. They either want to blackmail them or me.”

      “It could also be the Feds,” Kian suggested.

      “If it’s them, they want the same thing. Dirt they can use as leverage on politicians. I’m not worried about that. What worries me is the summons I got for a meeting with my father next Tuesday. It’s two weeks ahead of schedule, and I wasn’t given an explanation. I was afraid that it had something to do with the tail and what they had found.”

      “It could still be that,” Turner said. “But it’s not likely. Hiring a human detective agency doesn’t follow the pattern of how your father operates. A five-thousand-year-old immortal does not change his tactics all of a sudden.”

      “Could it be someone who holds a grudge against you?” Kian asked. “You might have stepped on one too many toes.”

      “The only one I can think of is the Russian. He might not have bought your story about recording my phone conversation with him as part of an investigation. He probably thinks that I sold him out and ruined his submarine deal, which is what actually happened. That’s a good reason to hold a major grudge.”

      Kian snorted. “If Gorchenco suspected that, he would have sent assassins, not detectives.”

      “He wouldn’t do that and jeopardize his relationship with one of his biggest clients. My father buys a shitload of weapons from him.”

      “There is another possibility,” Turner offered. “What if he connected the dots between you and Ella? I keep tabs on Gorchenco, and until recently, he was still recuperating from his stroke. His reappearance in public coincides with the hiring of the detective agency. I don’t believe in coincidence. If he still suspects that Ella is alive, he will try to find her. I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

      “I was sure Putin would take care of that,” Kian said. “The submarine fiasco cost him a tremendous loss. I’m surprised that he didn’t retaliate against Gorchenco.”

      “Perhaps they are related,” Lokan suggested. “They look like they could be cousins.”

      “Putin would have killed his own brother for a failure like that,” Turner said. “Gorchenco must still be useful to him.”

      They were getting off track. Lokan wasn’t nearly as scared of the Russian as he was of his father.

      “If Gorchenco hasn’t sent assassins after me yet, he’s not going to. What I’m worried about is the summons. What if my father has somehow discovered my connection to the clan, and he plans to execute me or imprison me on the island?”

      “Again, that’s not likely,” Turner said. “If he had, Navuh wouldn’t have summoned you for a week from now. He would have ordered you to get to the island right away.”

      The guy’s cold logic and deductive ability were welcome.

      “Maybe he’s unhappy with the job you’re doing,” Kian suggested.

      “I didn’t give him any reason to be.”

      “Then perhaps he has a new position for you,” Turner offered.

      Thankfully, neither Kian nor Turner were using the opportunity to ask him what exactly he’d been doing lately.

      “That’s possible. Navuh doesn’t let anyone get too comfortable in their positions, and he likes to reshuffle things every so often. I’ve been stationed in Washington for a long time, but as the only compeller he has, I’m irreplaceable.”

      “I hate to repeat myself,” Kian said. “And I’ve said it before, but perhaps it’s time for you to bolt.”

      Lokan appreciated Kian for worrying more about his safety than the clan’s best interests, but he wasn’t ready to give up yet. If he severed contact with the Brotherhood, he could kiss his ambitions goodbye.

      “I need to find out what my father is planning. What if it’s a strike against the clan?”

      “Right,” Kian agreed. “There is that.”

      “Are you going to rescue me if Navuh throws me in prison? I doubt that he’s going to execute his only remaining heir.”

      “Somehow, we would get you out,” Kian replied in all seriousness.

      “I was joking. You wouldn’t storm the island to rescue me. How would you even know that I’m in trouble? It’s not like I can call you with updates while I’m there.”

      “Actually, you can,” Turner said. “I’ll give you a number to call if you feel like the noose is tightening. The front is a dry cleaning service in Washington. When you call, tell them that you forgot to pick up your dry cleaning, and that you are out of town. Ask them to store your suits in the back room. That’s going to be the code that you are in trouble, and they will let me know.”

      “That might work only if I’m not immediately thrown into a prison cell.”

      “You could ask someone to call the dry cleaners for you. And just so it looks legit, take a few suits there before you leave.”

      “I’ll memorize the number, but I probably won’t use it.”

      “I hope you don’t need to,” Kian said. “Still, Turner and I need to come up with a contingency plan for extracting you.”

      “Don’t put too much effort into it. It’s going to be okay.”

      Or so he hoped.

      He needed to call Carol and tell her about the summons. She would freak out and demand that he drop everything and come to live with her in the village. If he refused, he wouldn’t be surprised if she assembled several of her Guardian friends and came to get him.
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      “It’s so damn cold out here.” Anastasia stuffed her gloved hands inside her puffer coat pockets. “I wish I'd remembered to bring my scarf.” The ocean-spray-infused freezing air whipped her hair around her face.

      Margaret removed hers and handed it to her. “Here, put it on.”

      The woman was selfless to a fault.

      “You need it more than I do.” Ana took it from her and wrapped it around Margaret’s head and neck.

      “You fuss over me as if you were my mother.”

      “Someone needs to. At the rate you are going, you will work yourself into an early grave.”

      Sometime during the three months they’d known each other, Ana had adopted Margaret as an older sister. At first, it was out of respect and gratitude for the dedication and compassion that she had shown Ana and the other acolytes she was counseling, but it had soon turned into something more.

      Even though Margaret was much older and had come from a very different background than Ana, they had clicked from the very start and formed a friendship, masking it as private counseling. Just like romantic relationships, close ties between just two people were frowned upon by the community. Everything was supposed to be done in groups and be inclusive rather than exclusive.

      Pushing the boundaries of what was acceptable terrified Margaret, but she was doing that anyway because she needed Ana just as much as Ana needed her.

      The counselor was overworked, under appreciated, lonely, and in a constant state of stress. But since all of those things went against Safe Haven’s mission statement, she refused to fess up to any of it.

      “Perhaps we should head back,” Margaret suggested.

      “No way. I love our walks.” Ana wrapped her arm around her friend’s slim shoulders.

      “I do too,” Margaret whispered. “These are the only breaks I get.” She smiled at her. “Thanks to you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Under the guise of additional personal sessions, for which Ana’s father was paying extra, Margaret got to take daily walks with her. Sometimes they talked about Ana’s issues, but mostly they just enjoyed each other’s company.

      Tomorrow a new group was arriving for the two-week retreat, and Margaret had only a couple of days of rest after the last one had ended.

      Not that those had been spent actually resting.

      In addition to counseling at the retreat, she was also running workshops for the permanent residents of the community and giving private sessions to those who needed extra help.

      “Emmett asked me to create a couple of new workshops for the community, so I’m not going to be doing individual counseling at the retreat this time. I will only be running workshops for the community.”

      “That’s still a lot of work.”

      “It is, but I’ll be spending a lot of time in the library and collecting material for the workshops. I really enjoy doing that.”

      They were squeezing every last drop out of the woman, but instead of feeling used, Margaret was elated and grateful to be in a position to help others.

      She was a true giver, and Ana doubted she herself could ever reach such a level of selflessness.

      “Knowing you, that means more work, not less. You’ll be burning the midnight oil in the library and not getting enough sleep.”

      Margaret shrugged. “Helping people gives my life meaning. When you graduate from the program and become a counselor, you will understand. There is no other calling as satisfying.”

      “I’m sure that’s more satisfying than scrubbing toilets.”

      Until she completed the training Ana was assigned to housekeeping, which was where all the newbies started. Supposedly, the simple tasks of cleaning the retreat’s guest rooms and scrubbing pots in the resort’s kitchens were part of the process. It was physically exhausting but oddly relaxing, and since all of them were dealing with one issue or another, resting their minds was deemed therapeutic.

      There was something to it. But after six years of higher education, Ana hadn’t expected to be doing menial tasks.

      It was worth it, though.

      When she wasn’t working, she attended classes and group discussions, and she was finally talking about the voices in her head. After hearing others share their various issues and traumas and seeing how accepting Margaret and the other counselors were of it all, Ana had mustered the courage to share her story as well.

      It had been such a huge relief to get it off her chest. Unlike her father, no one had made fun of her or told her that she needed psychiatric help.

      People actually believed that what she was hearing might be real. But despite her own doubts regarding the origin of the voices, this was the most lighthearted Ana had felt since her mother’s death.

      She was free, even though every minute of her day was accounted for, and she was happy, even though she was working her butt off.

      It was all thanks to Margaret and the friendship they shared. It had filled a void in Ana’s soul, providing her with the first solid, trusting connection of her adult life.

      As they reached their favorite spot on the beach, they sat down on the flat rock that served as their bench. The horseshoe-shaped outcropping behind it provided shelter from the whipping wind and, most importantly, privacy.

      Margaret removed the scarf from her head and wrapped it around her shoulders. “I’ve given some more thought to how you can tell if the conversations you hear in your head are real.”

      Ana tilted her head. “How?”

      “You said that sometimes the voices speak in foreign languages that you can’t understand. You can write it down phonetically, and we can try to match it to known languages. If we can decipher even a few words, you’ll have proof that they are real.”

      Ana sighed. “Don’t you think that I have already tried that?”

      “And?”

      “I’ve managed to decipher a few words, but not enough to string together even one coherent sentence.”

      “Still, it’s better than total gibberish, right?”

      “Not really.” Ana sighed. “We collect a lot of random memories without being aware of them. I could have heard those words in a movie or a song, stored them in my subconscious, and then my imagination could have woven them into the conversations I hear.”

      “You don’t believe that, though. You are convinced that what you hear is real.”

      “Convinced is a strong word. I want to believe that they are real, because otherwise, I’ll have to accept that I’m crazy and that my father has been right all along. I hear the distinct voices, male and female, and the emotions behind them. That’s why they seem so real to me. Also, the stuff they say is sometimes as mundane as making a shopping list, and sometimes as dramatic as professing love or admitting infidelity. It’s encouraging that they don’t talk to me, which is what most schizophrenics report. Auditory hallucinations that are positive or neutral are usually not associated with mental disorders.” Ana closed her eyes. “But what if they are scenes that my mind recorded from movies or books and stored in my subconscious?”

      “Then perhaps you shouldn’t watch so much television.”

      “If I’m focused on a show or a movie, I fall asleep before the voices come. I watch until I can’t keep my eyes open.” Thankfully, the voices didn’t bother her during the day. Mostly, she heard them right before falling asleep, when her mind was relaxed, and she was starting to drift off. “I wish I could get rid of them and whatever is wrong with my brain that makes me hear them, but since I can’t, mitigating the symptoms is the only thing I can do. That’s why Emmett agreed to let me have a television in my room.”

      None of the others had them, but Ana had asked for one and had been granted temporary permission. The device wasn’t connected to any of the networks, and all she could watch were movies that had been approved by the head of their community, but it was better than nothing.

      “Emmett has been very gracious in allowing you to have it.” There was a slight undertone of jealousy in Margaret’s tone.

      Like most of the community's female residents, Margaret worshiped the ground Emmett walked on, and not just as a spiritual leader. They were like a bunch of groupies obsessed with a rock star, fighting for a turn in his bed.

      After the television had been delivered to Ana’s room, the others naturally assumed that she’d expressed her gratitude that way, and even Margaret had doubted that nothing had happened between them.

      When Ana had been granted an audience with Emmett, she’d been apprehensive about him expecting her to be like the others, but he hadn’t shown that kind of interest in her. He’d asked her a lot of questions about the voices, and he’d seemed interested in her as a person, but there had been no sexual innuendos.

      She’d left his reception room somewhat offended.

      The guy had bedded nearly every female in the community, and yet he had shown absolutely no interest in having sex with her. Ana was no beauty queen, but neither were the others.

      Not that she would have been open to his advances if there had been any. Unlike the others, she wasn’t vying for a spot in his bed.

      Emmett was charming, charismatic, and despite being old enough to be her father, he was also quite handsome. Not that he looked his age, but he’d been running the retreat for the past twenty-seven years, so she assumed that he was in his mid- to late fifties.

      The guy kept himself in extraordinary shape for a man his age.

      Nevertheless, despite her daddy issues, she wasn’t looking for a father figure in a lover.

      In fact, the idea grossed her out.

      She hadn’t connected with any of the other men either, which had earned her several stern reprimands about being selfish and closed off emotionally. But because she was still new, she had been given more time to adjust to the free-love culture of Safe Haven.

      Eventually she would have to partake, or she might get voted out of the community. Her father’s money wasn’t the only thing Ana was obligated to contribute to the collective. Members were expected to give everything they had, and in return to receive all that they needed.

      Those who were deemed selfish were not welcome to stay.
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      As the bus stopped in front of the Safe Haven lodge, Leon slung the strap of his duffle bag over his shoulder and followed Peter down the steps.

      The plan was to pretend they didn’t know each other before arriving and then pretend to become friends during their stay, which was why he hadn’t sat next to Peter or Eleanor on the bus.

      Leon stopped next to his friend and looked at the cloudy sky. “Do you think it’s going to rain today?”

      Peter sniffed the air. “I don’t think so.” He offered Leon his hand. “Hi, I’m Devlin.”

      “Sam.” Leon smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      After the driver had finished offloading everyone’s luggage, Peter pulled his suitcase from the pile. Stretching, he took a deep breath. “Just smell this air. You don’t get such a fresh ocean breeze even in Malibu.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” Leon found his suitcase and pulled it aside. “I’ve never been there.”

      Since they were supposed to be from two different states, neither of them being California, Peter shouldn’t have mentioned Malibu.

      “I have an aunt who lives there,” the guy corrected his slip. “She doesn’t have an ocean view, but she gets the breeze.”

      Being walking distance to the ocean shore had been one of the retreat’s main selling points, and in the summer it was probably lovely, but it was too cold now.

      For someone who had grown up in the Scottish Highlands, Oregon’s winter weather was mild, but Leon had gotten used to California’s nearly year-round sunshine and loathed leaving it behind.

      He also didn’t like arriving at the place on a bus and not having his own mode of transportation.

      All the guests had been instructed to get to a nearby train station and were collected from there, which meant that the only way out was either on foot or by hijacking the bus.

      The problem was that Safe Haven was completely isolated, with the nearest town more than half an hour's drive away.

      Eleanor, or rather Marisol, which was her fake name for the mission, passed them by and joined a group of women gathered around a female counselor in a white puffer coat.

      “Men over here!” a male counselor called out.

      “What is this? PE class?” one of the guys grumbled.

      “This is just for the orientation.” The counselor motioned for the men to follow him.

      Leon’s gaze followed the women, who headed inside through a different entrance than the one the male counselor was leading them to.

      The location was breathtaking, but the structure they were entering looked like an enormous renovated barn.

      Inside, it wasn’t too bad though. The decor was simple, with exposed beams on the ceilings and hardwood floors. Several seating areas were arranged around lit fireplaces, and everything was spotless, which he appreciated.

      Cleanliness was a sign of good organization.

      “In here, gentlemen.” The counselor opened the door to a large classroom, where another group of men was already seated.

      Apparently, the bus had made an earlier trip to collect guests from the station. It made sense. Not everyone had arrived on the train. Some had flown in and had taken another mode of transportation to get there.

      “Here it comes,” Peter murmured as he took a seat in one of the student chairs. “The New Age mumbo jumbo.”

      Sitting down, Leon shot him a reproachful look. They were supposed to pretend that they were into the stuff, not scoff at it.

      The counselor walked in last and closed the door behind him. “Welcome to Safe Haven. My name is Henry. Let’s get to know each other, shall we?”

      There were about forty men of various ages in the classroom, but none of them were minors, which took care of one of Leon’s concerns, and none seemed to be over forty, which he found curious. Older humans were usually wealthier than young ones, so apparently, the retreat’s main objective wasn’t to collect members who could contribute the most money to the collective. It seemed they wished to create a cohesive group.

      Once each man had introduced himself by first name, age, and hometown, Henry launched into a short sales pitch, repeating pretty much verbatim what they had already read on the retreat’s website.

      “Any questions?”

      One guy lifted his hand. “If cellphones are not allowed, what happens if someone needs to reach us in an emergency?”

      Leon rolled his eyes. Everything had been spelled out in the brochure they’d received in the mail together with the invitation to the retreat. Apparently, some hadn’t bothered to read the instructions.

      “They can call the office, and we will get you.” Henry turned around, picked up a marker, and wrote the retreat’s main phone number on the whiteboard. “Those of you who didn’t read the instructions, please text this number to your families before surrendering your phones.”

      Several guys pulled out their phones and started texting. Once they were done, Henry distributed Ziploc bags and instructed everyone to turn the devices off, place them in the bags, and write their names on them.

      Peter and Leon’s phones were simple burners that Turner had supplied them with. Their clan-issue phones had been left in a locker at the train station, but communicating with home shouldn’t be a problem if the need arose. They could thrall their way into the office and call from there. And if Turner or Onegus needed to reach them, they could call the retreat with a made-up emergency, or put Kalugal on the line. The guy could compel people using his voice alone, without having to be face to face with them.

      Once the devices were collected, Henry put the box on the desk behind him and leaned against it. “Let’s talk about Safe Haven’s free-love culture.” He waited until the comments and murmurs subsided. “Inclusiveness rather than exclusiveness is a beautiful concept, and connecting with a variety of partners is enriching and invigorating. But only if it is done in a safe environment, where everyone’s health is safeguarded, and their participation is fully consensual.”

      Several men nodded their heads in approval, while some of the others seemed too embarrassed to lift their eyes and look at Henry. A spiritual retreat attracted all sorts of people, especially one that promoted free love.

      It made Leon wonder how many of the men were virgins who’d joined in the hopes of changing that.

      “Let’s address the consent first,” Henry said. “Because some men tend to be overly tenacious in their pursuit of women, in Safe Haven only the ladies are allowed to issue invitations. You can introduce yourselves, strike up a conversation, go for a walk, or do anything else to impress the ladies, but you have to wait for them to invite you to their rooms.”

      Leon approved. Henry had been polite in his description of male behavior when seducing women. The truth was that some, if not most guys, didn’t accept no as a no, and thought of it as a maybe.

      Still, he doubted that everyone in the cult followed those rules. It was a common theme for those in power to exempt themselves from rules they made and enforced on others.

      Henry continued, “That will prevent some of the potential misunderstandings, but not all. The second part of it is that a lady has the right to rescind her invitation at any time, and you have to obey her wishes.”

      One of the men lifted his hand. “Do the ladies know that they need to initiate?”

      “They are being given instructions as we speak. They are also told to be direct, and not to send misleading signals. A no is a no, and a yes is a yes. You should all remember that. Especially the no.”

      “It would be great if they actually did that,” the guy said.

      Many of the others nodded their agreement.

      “It’s a learning period for all of you,” Henry said. “And we are right here to guide you. Trust me. The system works. Any questions?”

      “What about protection?” a guy in the back asked.

      “That’s the other ingredient in Safe Haven’s safety protocol. Everyone gets checked for STDs, and the ladies also receive either a contraception shot or an implant.”

      “You could just give out condoms,” the guy sitting next to Peter suggested.

      “Condoms are freely available in the clinic, but since we cannot guarantee that everyone behaves responsibly, we screen everyone for sexually transmitted diseases first and ensure that no one can get pregnant.”

      “Seems too extreme for a two-week-long retreat,” Peter said.

      Henry lifted his hands. “That’s the only way we can protect everyone and at the same time encourage free love.”

      “What does free love mean exactly?” another guy asked. “Are we talking orgies?”

      Smirking, Peter cast Leon a sidelong glance that had ‘I told you so’ written all over it.

      Henry smiled indulgently. “In Safe Haven, anything goes as long as it is consensual and non-exclusive, meaning no sticking to one partner throughout your stay here while ignoring others. We want everyone to get a fair chance, and we also discourage people from forming attachments because those lead to feelings of possessiveness. Safe Haven strives to create a society where everyone contributes to the best of their ability, and in return, has all of their needs covered. Everything belongs to the community, and every member freely partakes in it. That includes sex and affection.”

      There were only a handful of disapproving murmurs, and most of the men seemed happy with the explanation.

      “What about love?” Leon asked.

      “Love should not be limited to one individual.” Henry pushed away from the desk and spread his arms. “Human beings have a tremendous capacity for love. You will discover that you can love a community of people who are committed to each other with an even greater passion and devotion than you would love a single significant other.”
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      After the orientation, which was more bizarre and twisted than any of the lies Eleanor had told the new recruits in the government’s paranormal program, she and the other women were walked over to the medical wing of the central lodge to get the STD tests and contraceptives.

      Sitting in the waiting room, Eleanor did her best to chat with the others and pretend that she was excited to be there, while scanning the place for hidden cameras.

      After all the talk about consent and how the ladies had nothing to fear because they were the ones in charge of initiating sex, she’d expected to see surveillance cameras everywhere.

      How else would the rules be enforced? And how would Safe Haven cover its butt from potential lawsuits without having proof?

      As far as she could tell, though, there were none, but they could have been too well hidden or too small for her to see.

      When it was Eleanor’s turn in the nurse’s office, she took stock of the lineup of syringes. It occurred to her that instead of birth control, or in addition to it, they might contain miniature trackers.

      That’s how it had been done in the government paranormal program, only over there it was under the guise of immunizations. The women had also gotten what they’d thought were contraceptives, but that had been another lie. Director Simmons and Dr. Roberts had wanted people in the program to procreate and produce super babies who would inherit the paranormal abilities of both their parents.

      “Can you roll up your sleeve for me?” the nurse asked. “I need to take a blood sample for STD testing.”

      Eleanor wasn’t happy about it, but she nodded and did as the nurse had asked.

      They weren’t going to perform genetic sequencing on her blood sample, and even if they did, they probably wouldn’t find anything using current technology.

      When it was done, and the nurse reached for the other syringe, Eleanor folded her arms over her chest and treated the woman to one of her scarier expressions. “I’m already on birth control. I got a new shot just a month ago, and I don’t want more hormones in my system.”

      The nurse put the syringe aside. “In that case, I can give you an IUD. Do you know what that is?”

      “Of course. But why would I need it?”

      “Because if we could just take your word for it, we would have handed you a box of condoms and sent you on your way. The IUD we use here is the copper type, which doesn’t release any hormones, so it’s not going to interfere with any other contraceptive you might be on. After you get back home, you can ask your gynecologist to remove it if you wish. If you leave it in, though, it can protect you from pregnancy for up to twelve years.”

      Her immortal body was just going to push the device out, but Eleanor wasn’t keen on having the thing put in her in the first place.

      “What if I refuse?”

      “That’s entirely up to you. But since you wouldn’t be able to partake in the free-love culture we promote, what’s the point of staying?”

      The nurse hadn’t said that Eleanor would be forced to leave, but she had a feeling that was precisely what would happen if she kept refusing.

      “I’m not going to partake anyway. I was supposed to be here with my partner, but she got invited to the next session.”

      “No one will force you to do anything, but I can’t take the chance that you will change your mind. It’s my responsibility to ensure that all participants are protected against pregnancy.”

      “Will I get a refund? Because there was nothing in the brochure or on the website about STD tests and mandatory birth control.”

      Eleanor wasn’t about to bail, but she had to press the issue to see how serious they were about it.

      The nurse smiled. “Whoever decides to leave on the first day is given a full refund and a ride back to the train station. But are you sure that you want to give up on what is sure to be the best two weeks of your life? People tell us that this was the freest, most supportive environment that they’ve ever enjoyed. The experience has completely changed their outlooks on life.”

      The nurse was just as good at selling the retreat as the counselor who had spoken at the orientation. If Eleanor weren’t so jaded, she might have even bought all the crap they were selling.

      She could have also compelled the nurse to note that she’d given her the shot, but she didn’t want to risk it in case the place was monitored by extremely well-hidden cameras.

      Pretending that the nurse’s sales pitch had convinced her to stay, Eleanor let out a long-suffering sigh. “Fine. I’ll take the shot. Hopefully, I’m not going to grow a mustache with all the extra hormones.”

      The nurse laughed a little too loudly. “That’s not how they work. Nothing will happen to you with a little more progestin in your system. It just prevents ovulation.”

      Eleanor leaned closer, getting into the woman’s personal space. “I have to ask you something. I know that you guys promote free love and non-exclusivity, but why were my partner and I denied the option of participating together? I don’t remember putting down that we were monogamous. We could have hooked up with other participants. Is it because we are a same-sex couple?”

      The nurse’s eyes widened. “Of course that is not the reason. We don’t discriminate based on anything. All couples are discouraged from participating together. We’ve found that people can’t be really free when someone feels possessive of them, which is what happens with couples.”

      “So let me get this straight. No relationships are allowed, only hookups?”

      “We don’t use that term in Safe Haven. We call it connecting, and you will be encouraged to connect with as many people as you can. The more loving relationships you manage to establish, the better. We practice polyamory.”

      “What if I don’t find anyone who I want to connect with?”

      “No one is going to pressure you into participating before you are ready. You can take your time and get to know the other members first.”

      “So I’m not going to get kicked out if I refuse to hook up with anyone?”

      “Please don’t use that term. We find it offensive. But no, you are not going to get kicked out.” The nurse leaned forward and put a hand on Eleanor’s arm. “Don’t worry. We will help you get rid of society’s crippling inhibitions. In a few days, you will feel free as a bird and start truly enjoying yourself. Sampling the available goods will no longer scare you.”
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      “You should grab a table before there are none left.” Wendy took a sandwich out of the toaster oven. “When everything is ready, I’ll bring it over.”

      Richard eyed the tray she’d loaded with coffees, pastries, and sandwiches. “It looks heavy. Let me carry it. You can bring the rest.”

      “Fine, take it. I hope Vlad gets here before everything gets cold.”

      Richard glanced at his watch. On Fridays, Vlad’s shift at the bakery ended at noon, and it was only a little over half-past twelve. “He should be here any minute.”

      “Stella is here.” Wendy waved at her future mother-in-law.

      Turning with the tray in his arms, Richard flashed his mate a big smile. “How is your day so far, love?”

      “Good.” She stretched on her toes and kissed his cheek. “I’m rushing so I can be done early and have plenty of time to get ready for our first real date. I’m so excited.”

      Richard was as well, but he was also a little apprehensive. It would be the first time he'd left the village since he’d arrived there, and for some reason, it made him nervous. Or maybe it wasn’t a case of agoraphobia but an allergic reaction to snobs.

      The thought of dining in one of the fanciest places in the country was intimidating. Would he even know which damn fork to use?

      For his first official date with Stella, Richard would have preferred a restaurant he could actually afford, but his boss had insisted on paying for dinner in the exclusive By Invitation Only. It was owned by a clan member, a guy named Gerard, who refused to live in the village. A snob catering to other snobs.

      After putting the tray on the table, Richard pulled a chair out for Stella. “I wish Kalugal hadn’t butted in and offered to pay for our date.”

      Gathering her long skirt, she sat down. “I don’t know why that bothers you. He said it was a bonus for a job well done.”

      “He already gave me a bonus.” Richard waved a hand over his new body. “Immortality.”

      “He did it as a favor to a friend, not as a bonus to an employee.”

      “Semantics.” Richard sat down. “He’s also loaning me a suit because the one I ordered online is not going to make it here on time.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Stella put a hand on his arm. “Don’t let unimportant details spoil the evening for us. We are going to have a great time.”

      He was sure they would, but he still didn’t like the idea of wearing a borrowed suit while dining among the rich and famous.

      He and Stella didn’t belong with that crowd.

      It wasn’t as if he could’ve refused, though. Kalugal had paid for not one but two of the insanely expensive memberships in the exclusive restaurant, and in exchange, Gerard had agreed to let him use the second membership to reward his men and his business associates as he saw fit.

      Apparently Kalugal considered Richard one of his men, which he had to admit was unexpected and flattering.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Vlad pulled out a chair and plopped down tiredly. “Traffic was bad.”

      “It always is on Fridays.” Wendy put the tray down and leaned to plant a kiss on Vlad’s lips. “Mmm. You taste of powdered sugar. What were you making?”

      Grinning, he pulled a paper bag out of his backpack. “Your favorite. They’re still hot.”

      Wendy’s eyes widened. “You made me beignets?”

      “What are beignets?” Richard asked.

      “Heaven in your mouth.” Wendy pulled out a square-looking donut covered in confectioners' sugar. “Try it.” She took out another one and handed it to Stella.

      “Thanks.” Stella chuckled. “You love these so much that you are probably going to serve them at your wedding.”

      Vlad lifted his hands. “I refuse to bake for my own party.”

      “I’m sure your best friend can arrange something.” Wendy brushed some of the sugar off. “I’ll talk with Jackson.”

      Vlad and Wendy had finally set a date, and the goddess had promised to officiate.

      Richard had had the crazy idea of proposing to Stella and having the goddess marry them at the same time, but that wouldn’t be fair to the young couple.

      Besides, he needed to buy her a ring first. Kalugal was paying him well, and he had spent very little of it, but he hadn’t been working for the guy long enough to save up a substantial amount of money. Perhaps he could ask for an advance?

      Nah, he wasn’t going to do that. In another couple of months, he would have enough for a decent ring. It wouldn’t be anything fancy, but Stella wasn’t the type who cared about the diamond’s size. She cared more about the design, and that was also a problem. Richard had the artistic eye of a four-year-old.

      Come to think of it, Vlad hadn’t given one to Wendy either. Perhaps he wasn’t aware of the human tradition of engagement rings?

      He should have a talk with the kid, and not just about that.

      After the wedding, Vlad planned to pay Wendy’s father a visit, but in Richard’s opinion, that was a mistake. Vlad should do that sooner.

      Wendy was doing great.

      She was no longer the fragile and distraught girl she used to be, and she was strong enough to learn the truth about her mother. If the woman was still alive and the father knew where to find her, they should get it out of him before the wedding and bring Wendy’s mom over for the celebration.

      Now that Richard had transitioned and was free to leave the village, he could go with Vlad and make sure that the kid didn’t kill the bastard even if he deserved it.

      If the guy had murdered Wendy’s mother, the best punishment would be to thrall him to walk into a police station and confess his crime.

      Vlad didn’t need to have the jerk’s blood on his hands or his fangs.

      And as for Wendy handling the confirmation that her mother was dead, Richard believed that she was strong enough not to spiral into depression.

      The girl didn’t remember her mother, so even though it would be a hard pill to swallow, it wouldn’t be as devastating as Vlad feared.

      The problem would be keeping it from Stella. She would freak out and throw a tantrum the size of a category 5 hurricane.

      Watching her and Wendy chatting happily about wedding plans, and Vlad looking on with a contented smile on his face, no one could guess the dark secrets their little family was keeping.

      Vlad still didn’t know that his father hadn’t been a random human who Stella had hooked up with, and Wendy didn’t know that her fiancé was planning to beat up her father and find out what had really happened to her mother.

      But those two secrets weren’t as dangerous as the one about Vlad’s father's real identity. Stella refused to breathe a word of it to Kian, and Richard had promised to keep his mouth shut.

      There was no urgency, though.

      Vlad had been conceived over twenty-one years ago, and no one had heard from those other immortals or had an inkling that they existed. Although given Mey and Jin’s unique talents, Kian should have at least suspected something.

      Perhaps that was a loophole that Richard could use. He could bring up the sisters in a casual conversation and hypothesize about the existence of other immortals in the East.

      The question was whether anyone would take a newly-minted immortal seriously.
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      “Lunch was decent.” Peter stretched his legs in front of him and rubbed his belly. “The selection of ladies could have been better, but there are a couple who’ve caught my interest. And the nurse is a candidate as well. Are we allowed to fraternize with the staff?”

      Leon shrugged. “I don’t know. You can ask Henry when it’s your turn.”

      He hadn’t been impressed with either, but Peter usually wasn’t as discriminating. Before the West Virginia mission, they had never been paired, and during those two months he’d gotten to know the guy well. He was a relatively young immortal and had an easygoing attitude that made him a good partner. The ladies loved him, and not only because he was a handsome bastard. The guy oozed charm, smiled easily, and used his arsenal of jokes to crumble even the most rigid walls of resistance.

      “I hate having to wait.” Peter pushed to his feet. “I’m going to look for a vending machine. If they call my name, tell them I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      It was a good cover for doing some snooping, but now was not the time.

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t. You might be next.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Peter sat back down.

      After lunch, they had been divided into groups of five and assigned counselors. Peter, Leon, and three others had been assigned to Henry and were now waiting for him to finish talking with the first one of their group, a scrawny accountant from Utah named Daniel.

      Peter nodded. “I don’t get why they assign men to male counselors, and the women to female. Personally, I prefer talking about my shit with a woman. Females are better listeners.”

      “You prefer doing everything with women.”

      “That’s true.” Peter crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not a man’s man.”

      Across from them, a guy named Noah lifted a brow. “Could’ve fooled me. You look like a Marine.”

      Peter shrugged. “I like to separate business from pleasure, and whenever possible, I’d rather engage in pleasure than in business. Besides, I’m no longer in the business of war.”

      The answer made little sense to Leon, but it seemed to satisfy Noah.

      The guy nodded. “I get it. You are a manly man who prefers the company of women. I’m the same way.”

      As the two kept shooting the breeze, Leon pulled his wallet out of his pocket and flipped it open. Running his finger over Anastasia’s picture, he whispered so only Peter could hear him, "Whoever goes in first does the questioning.”

      “Agreed.”

      They were both equally skilled in thralling, so it didn’t matter which one of them would interrogate Henry and then make him forget the conversation.

      The door opened and Daniel emerged, looking flustered but not traumatized. Henry walked out as well and put a reassuring hand on the guy’s shoulder. “You can hang out in the common room and get to know some of the ladies.”

      Nodding, Daniel blushed like the virgin he probably was. “I’ll do my best. Thanks for the talk.”

      “My pleasure.” Henry slapped his back. “My door is always open, and unless I’m helping someone else at the moment, you are welcome to come in anytime. I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      After the guy left, Henry called out Leon’s fake name. “Samuel, please come in.”

      Casting a quick glance at Peter, Leon pushed to his feet and stepped into the counselor’s office.

      “Please, call me Sam.” He took a seat in one of the armchairs. “Samuel is what my mother calls me when she’s mad at me.”

      Henry sat across from him and leaned forward. “I sense a conflict. Do you want to talk about your mother?”

      “Not really.” Leon leaned forward and looked into Henry’s eyes. “Let’s switch roles for a few minutes. I’ll be the counselor, and you will be the guest. I will ask you questions, and you will answer them truthfully.”

      The guy’s eyes glazed over. “I will answer truthfully.”

      Leon hadn’t been gentle with his thrall, and it seemed that poor Henry was very susceptible. In a way, it was fortunate that Daniel the accountant had gone ahead of him. After an easy interview with someone so meek, Henry’s shields were down.

      He hadn’t expected Leon to be a hard-ass and give him trouble.

      Pulling out his wallet, he flipped it open and took out Anastasia’s picture. “Do you recognize her?”

      “That’s Ana.”

      “Where can I find her?”

      “She graduated.”

      Damn. Because of the forceful thrall, Henry’s brain was functioning at a diminished capacity. He wasn’t going to volunteer any information because he couldn’t deduce what Leon wanted from him.

      “I know that. Where do people go after they graduate?”

      “Most of the attendees leave, some return for another retreat, and a few are invited to join our community.”

      “I assume that Ana was one of those who joined right after the retreat ended.”

      “Yes. She went home only to store her things, and she came back right away.”

      “Do members of your community live nearby?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where can I find Anastasia’s room?”

      “You can’t. She lives in the compound now.”

      “Where is the compound?”

      “Behind the retreat. But guests are not allowed in there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the staff live there. It’s our private space.”

      That was reasonable. “Can you invite someone over?”

      “Only other community members.”

      “Who decides who gets invited to join? Is it you?”

      Henry shook his head. “I only write the reports. Emmett decides who gets invited.”

      Emmett Haderech was the retreat’s spiritual leader, but not much was known about him. He shied away from the public eye.

      “What’s Ana’s job in the community?”

      “Like all the other newbies, she works in housekeeping. That’s The Way.”

      Leon wasn’t going to ask Henry what The Way was. It was probably part of Safe Haven’s ideology, or rather the bullshit they fed their members to convince them that providing free manual labor was a rite of passage.

      “So Ana is basically a maid?”

      “She is a counselor in training who performs housekeeping chores until she’s ready to ascend.”

      Henry had been thralled to tell the truth, which meant that he really believed the crap he was spewing.

      “Does she work in the retreat or in the compound?”

      “The retreat, of course.”

      “So I might bump into her while she’s working?”

      “That’s not likely. The housekeeping staff is instructed to be unobtrusive. They do the cleaning while the guests attend lectures or engage in other activities. But if she is assigned to the dining hall, then you might catch her working the buffet or clearing tables.”

      Leon wasn’t going to wait for that. He and Peter would have to find a way to sneak out of the lectures or activities and search the resort room by room.

      “Thank you for the helpful information, Henry. Now, you will forget that we had this conversation and that I showed you Anastasia’s picture.” When the counselor nodded, Leon leaned back and crossed his legs at the ankles. “Are you with me, Henry?”

      The guy shook his head in an attempt to clear it. “Forgive me for spacing out on you. What were we talking about?”

      Sam smiled. It was time to spin some tales. “We were discussing my troubled relationship with my mother. When I was a young boy, my mother used to…”
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      Eleanor sat across from Tammy the counselor with a fake smile plastered on her face and what she hoped was an eager expression.

      She saw right through the crap the woman was selling, but it seemed that the counselor didn’t. She was a true believer.

      Pretending to listen, Eleanor made a quick calculation in her head. She’d counted about eighty attendees, and with each of them paying over eleven thousand for the two-week retreat, and sessions running back to back, the cult was bringing in about one and three quarter million dollars in revenue a month.

      Even after accounting for the expenses they incurred running the place, that was really good money. Given that the members provided free labor, she doubted that they were spending more than a quarter of their revenue to cover the retreat and the community expenses combined. And that wasn’t their sole source of income, either. Those who got invited to join the community were required to contribute their assets to the collective.

      Eleanor was willing to bet that only the rich got invited.

      Mr. Emmett Haderech was one hell of a rich dude, and in addition to charisma and charm, he apparently had an excellent head for business.

      The counselor paused her sales pitch to glance at Eleanor’s file. “I see here that your partner is going to attend the next session.”

      “We wanted to do this together, but evidently you have a policy against couples, and what’s worse, we were not aware of that when we applied. It was very disappointing for both of us.”

      “Yes, well.” Tammy steepled her fingers. “As I’ve said before, we believe that the old tribal ways are better suited for the human psyche. We need a community of people to rely on, not just one person who might turn out to be bad for us.” She grimaced. “The possessiveness, the lack of freedom to experiment sexually, the isolation. Naturally, you are free to go back home and reunite with your partner, but after you taste what real freedom feels like, and what it’s like to be part of a community that cares and is committed to your well-being, you might change your mind about the way you want to live the rest of your life.”

      The nurse had spewed the same kind of nonsense.

      The village was a community of people who cared for each other, but within it, couples formed normal relationships. That was healthy. The lifestyle Safe Heaven promoted wasn’t.

      “Do you truly believe in that?” Eleanor pushed a little compulsion into her tone.

      Given that she suspected the community leader of having compulsion abilities, she didn’t want to push her luck with Tammy. Nothing of this conversation and the answers she was given should raise a red flag. That was why the guys were going to ask their counselor about Anastasia. They could thrall the guy to forget the conversation had ever happened, while she could only compel Tammy not to tell anyone about it. Regrettably, and despite Kri’s best efforts to teach her to thrall, Eleanor still couldn’t do that to save her life.

      “With all my heart.” Tammy’s eyes shone with conviction. “Before I found refuge in Safe Haven, I was in an abusive, controlling relationship. If not for Emmett’s generosity, I would probably be dead now.”

      “Generosity? This place costs a fortune to attend.”

      “I came here with just the clothes on my back, and Emmett still let me join. I worked for my keep and still do, but so does everyone else here, even those who bring in a lot of money.” Her eyes blazing with religious fervor, Tammy leaned forward. “And I’m not the only one he has saved. Emmett doesn’t turn people away just because they can’t pay.”

      “That’s very noble of him.” Eleanor leaned back.

      “Emmett has created a real Safe Haven here.”

      So the guy wasn’t all bad, but then that was how cult leaders gained followers. They had to do some real good to justify the exploitation of their members.

      Still, she had to pretend that she was buying into the crap. “There is an African proverb about children’s upbringing belonging to the community regardless of who their biological parents are. I guess it’s easier to raise a child in a place like Safe Haven.”

      For a split second, the mask of satisfaction slipped from Tammy’s face, and she winced. “Generally, yes. But at Safe Heaven we are not allowed to have children. Our community is dedicated to spreading the message to the world and making it a better place for everyone. Parenthood would hinder our ability to do so. That’s a sacrifice we have to make, and personally, I’m more than willing to make it for the greater good. My work in the retreat and the help I provide people fulfills me in ways children could never do.”

      Freaking unbelievable.

      “I hear you. So how does one join your community?”

      “After each graduation, Emmett extends invitations to those who seem to be a good fit for our community.”

      “When are we going to meet Emmett?”

      “This evening. After everyone gets settled in their rooms, we will all meet for dinner, and Emmett is going to officially welcome you to the retreat.”

      “I can’t wait. Does he lecture or lead any of the workshops?”

      Tammy shook her head.

      “So how does he know who to invite to the community?”

      “We fill out daily reports for him. By the end of the retreat, he’s very familiar with each attendee.”

      That wasn’t good. So far, Eleanor hadn’t left the best of impressions. She’d argued with the nurse about contraceptives, and she’d given Tammy a hard time. No harm done, though. She could always compel them to give her a good report.

      Leaning forward, she looked into Tammy’s eyes. “I’m sure that you are going to give me a glowing recommendation.”

      “That’s up to you, Marisol. But frankly, I don’t know what criteria Emmett uses. Sometimes I’m surprised by his choices.”

      That wasn’t the answer Eleanor had expected.

      Was Tammy immune to compulsion? Perhaps Emmett had conditioned his followers to resist influence by others?

      Still, she couldn’t help but speak her mind. “I bet his decisions are based on how wealthy an attendee is. The more money they have, the better it is for the community, true?”

      “You would think so, but that’s not always the case. He accepted me, and I didn’t have a penny to my name, but he rejected the son of a Silicon Valley mogul.”

      The guy was probably a troublemaker and hadn’t been as easy to control as the others. Not all people were susceptible to compulsion, if that was what Emmett was using to enthrall his followers.

      “I would love to meet Emmett in person. Is it possible to get an audience with him?”

      “I can forward a request.”

      “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.”

      “I can’t guarantee that he will see you.”

      “I hope he does.”

      Eleanor wouldn’t be able to tell whether Emmett was a compeller just from talking to him, but she wanted to get a feel for the type of man he was. With her immunity and her bullshit detector, she would see right through him.
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      After a quick shower, Leon pulled a clean outfit out of his suitcase, got dressed, and searched the room for bugs.

      Fortunately, the place was small, sparkling clean, and simply furnished. It didn’t take him long to go over every inch of it and determine that there were no hidden listening devices or cameras.

      They’d been given an hour to get settled in, of which he’d only used up ten minutes to get ready and another ten for the search. That left him with forty minutes to do some exploring before dinner.

      When he stepped out of the room, Peter was already waiting for him in the corridor. “What do you think of the accommodations?”

      “They are clean.” Leon kept walking.

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What else is there?”

      “Did you try the bed? It’s surprisingly comfortable. I expected a monk’s pallet.”

      “That’s not conducive to free love, which seems to be the main appeal of this place.”

      “Not the ideology?” Peter feigned shock.

      “Keep your voice down.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Let’s see if anyone is in the common room.” Leon glanced behind them to make sure that no one was close enough to hear him. “I hope Eleanor is there, so we can compare notes. I would also like to pass by the kitchen on our way to the dining hall. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find our girl there.”

      Peter smirked. “We can pretend to seduce Eleanor together and take her to your room, so we can talk freely. Did you check the place for bugs?”

      “I said that it was clean.”

      “I thought that you meant the other kind of clean.”

      “That too. I have to admit that this place is very well run. Emmett Haderech knows what he’s doing.”

      Peter nodded and dropped his voice even lower. “That’s not his real name, of course. The guy popped up out of nowhere twenty-seven years ago, bought this property, and started running these retreats. Roni couldn’t find anything about him from before, which is strange, given that he has access to government data.”

      “Roni probably hasn’t dug deep enough because it has no bearing on our mission. We have only two tasks here. We need to find Anastasia and get her out. If we discover that something shady is going on, it’s a bonus, but since I don’t think the cult has anything to do with trafficking, it’s of no concern to the clan or to us.”

      “I know, but still. I like a good mystery, and I appreciate a devious mind. Provided that he’s not involved in trafficking or other shit like that, I find the guy admirable. Just think about the money he’s making here, and it’s all tax-free because the retreat is a nonprofit organization. I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “You are going to in less than half an hour.”

      As they entered the common room, Eleanor wasn’t there. A group of four guys were sitting around one of the fireplaces, but none of the women had made it there yet.

      “Do you want to wait for Eleanor?” Peter asked.

      “What for? We didn’t make plans to meet here. We will see her at dinner. Let’s find the kitchen.”

      Following their noses, they found the place easily. It was bustling with activity, with eight people working the various stations, but none of them was Anastasia.

      “Can I help you?” A plump middle-aged woman smiled at them. “Are you lost, boys?”

      Peter dipped his head. “No, ma’am. My friend wanted to see the kitchen and make sure that it’s clean. He has a thing about cleanliness.”

      “My kind of guy.” The woman gave Leon an unabashed once-over. “Emmett runs a tight ship. God help us if he finds a speck of dust anywhere.” She rolled her eyes.

      Leon arched a brow. “What happens if he does?”

      “Nothing good, my friend.” She put a hand on his arm. “I’m Linda.”

      Was she flirting with him?

      It certainly seemed so.

      “I’m Sam. Nice to meet you, Linda.”

      “Oh, the pleasure is all mine.” She gave Peter a sultry look. “And what’s your name, handsome?”

      “Devlin.”

      She giggled. “How appropriate. You look absolutely devilish.”

      Leon stifled a smile. Peter was dark-haired and olive-skinned, and his mustache and goatee added to the bad-boy vibe, which was a total lie. The guy had a heart of gold.

      “I’ll see you after dinner, boys.” She winked and sashayed back to her station.

      “Someone has the hots for you,” Peter said once they were out in the corridor.

      “I have a feeling that Linda has the hots for every pair of pants that passes through here. It's a shame she wasn’t alone, though. I could have asked her about Anastasia.”

      “We will find her tomorrow. I feel bad about getting Linda in trouble, but I think that both of us will wake up with stomachaches and will have to visit the bathrooms quite often.” He laughed. “I’ve never played hooky when I was in school. I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “We will probably get sent to the nurse’s office.”

      “Not a problem. I like the nurse. She has one hell of an ass on her.” Peter spread his arms to demonstrate. “I forgot to ask Henry about fraternizing with the staff, but given how Linda came on to us, it seems that they are fair game.”

      “Remember that you need to get an invitation. You can’t initiate.”

      Peter arched a brow. “Do you doubt that I would?”

      “Nope. What I’m worried about is getting unwanted invitations. I would hate to turn them down.”

      “Then don’t.”

      “Should I remind you that we are not on vacation?”

      “Hey, hooking up is part of this job.”

      “Suit yourself.”
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      Eleanor watched the entrance to the dining hall, waiting for the two Guardians to show up. The place was filling up quickly, and if they didn’t make it there soon, someone was going to take the seats she was trying to save for them by putting the napkins on the chairs.

      When they finally walked in, she stifled the impulse to wave them over and just looked pointedly in their direction. They weren’t supposed to know each other, but since everyone was checking out everyone else, looking at two handsome men wouldn’t seem suspicious.

      Leon spotted her right away, and the two made their way to her table.

      “Are those chairs taken?” Leon asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Mind if we sit with you?”

      “Not at all.” She cast him an inviting smile.

      “Thanks.” He pulled out a chair, sat down, and offered her his hand. “My name is Sam.”

      “I know. It says so on your name tag.” She pointed to her own. “I’m Marisol.”

      “And I’m Devlin.” Peter sat on her other side and offered her his hand as well.

      For the next few minutes, they chatted loudly, telling each other their fake stories about where they were from and what they did for a living. Others joined their table and introductions were made.

      It seemed that she would have to wait until people went to pick up food from the buffet before she could ask the guys what they’d found out so far. And if that didn’t work, she would have to invite them to her room under the pretense of connecting.

      Gregory wouldn’t be happy about her having the two Guardians in her room, and even though it was silly, it made her feel guilty. She wouldn’t have liked it at all if he had done the same with two immortal women he was not related to.

      Come to think of it, leaving him alone in a village full of attractive immortal females was like trusting a dog not to touch a bunch of treats that were left out in the open, free for the taking.

      “What’s the matter?” Peter asked. “You look like you’ve just sucked on a lemon.”

      He was being kind. She probably looked like a deranged ax-murderer.

      “I thought about the partner who I left back home.” She lowered her voice. “I hope he’s behaving himself.”

      Peter put a hand on her shoulder and gave it an encouraging squeeze. “If not, we will beat the jerk up for you.”

      “Thank you, but I can do that myself.”

      Leon leaned closer. “Would you stop that? Focus on the task at hand.”

      Dragging in a calming breath, she nodded. “I’m starting to understand what they are saying here about possessiveness. It’s the ugly sister of love.”

      When it suddenly turned quiet around their table, Eleanor thought that it was because the others had overheard her comment, but since they were not looking at her, she followed their gazes to the front of the dining hall where the buffet was set up.

      There was no mistaking the identity of the man standing with his back to the buffet table and facing the dining hall.

      Emmett Haderech looked precisely like his picture on the retreat’s website. She’d thought that the picture had been photoshopped, but it hadn’t been. Wearing an ankle-length white gown and sporting a dark beard that reached down to his chest, he looked like an actor playing Moses or Jesus. His shoulder-length hair was parted in the middle, with the ends curling up so perfectly that it must have been styled to look like that.

      In fact, Eleanor suspected that he was wearing a wig. A guy his age should have thinning hair and at least some gray at the temples, but Emmett’s hair was thick, lustrous, and nearly black.

      He appeared ageless, which was no doubt the goal and had taken a lot of effort.

      With the loose gown he was wearing, it was hard to tell what his body looked like, but he wasn’t overweight or underweight, his posture was that of an athlete, and he held himself with confidence bordering on arrogance.

      He lifted his arms in the same way Annani did when she was addressing her clan. “Welcome to Safe Haven, where science and mysticism combine to prove that the universe is mindful.” His voice had a melodic quality to it. “By making this pilgrimage, you’ve made the first step in an incredible journey of self-discovery. You will learn to merge your consciousness with that of the universe, and the knowledge you’ll attain will guide you toward becoming the best possible version of yourself. But you won’t be doing this alone. Our highly-skilled and devoted counselors are going to hold your hand throughout this journey, making sure that you do not stumble and that you do not fall. Each individual’s path to enlightenment is different, and each person’s struggle is unique, but the whole is stronger than the sum of its parts and united you will soar to heights you would have never been able to reach on your own.”

      Wow. What a masterful way of saying absolutely nothing but sounding like he had personally communed with God.

      Casting a glance at the people sitting at her table, she was surprised to see that even Peter and Leon seemed impressed. Hopefully for the same reason she was, and not because Emmett’s speech had resonated with them.

      Everyone else looked enthralled, and she wondered whether he had used compulsion, or was it the effect of the total package of the fabulous theatrical performance.

      If only she could think of a way to find out for sure.

      Provided that Emmett agreed to see her, she could try to goad him into using compulsion on her, but that wouldn’t be proof either. The guy was probably used to everyone obeying him without question, so if he acted surprised when she didn’t, that wouldn’t mean that he used compulsion.

      The best test would be for her to try to compel him to do something he absolutely didn’t want to, like take off his wig, and if that didn’t work, it would mean that he was an immune and likely a compeller himself.
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      “I’m so sorry. Is this your room?” The young man in a white staff uniform clutched the duster with both hands as if he’d been caught red-handed stealing a sacred artifact.

      Leon pretended to look around. “I thought it was, but it’s not. I can’t remember my room number.” Wincing, he put a hand on his stomach. “I would stay and chat, but I’m afraid nature calls.” He beat feet out of there before the guy had a chance to respond.

      So far, Peter’s idea to feign an upset stomach had worked like a charm, and Leon added a twist claiming that he could only go in his own bathroom, which would explain what he was doing in the residential area of the lodge.

      Pretending not to remember his room number, though, was stretching the suspension of disbelief. Hopefully, the staff member he’d encountered would attribute his confusion to his stomach problem, and if not, he could make up some other random disorder that he was afflicted with and hadn’t fessed up to in the initial interview. Problem was that Leon knew next to nothing about human diseases.

      He should have asked Eleanor last night when the three of them had gone to her room and pretended to get it on.

      Poor Eleanor had been red like a beet, but she’d done her part, moaning against the wall and calling out their fake names. He and Peter, on the other hand, had a blast making fake sounds of passion, and their only problem with that was keeping down the laughter.

      Leon stopped next to another door, but no sounds were coming from the inside, and the same went for the next four. His room was two doors down, and he wondered what were the chances that he would find Anastasia there.

      Not likely, but even if he did, he still wasn’t sure how he was going to handle the encounter. Should he get straight down to business, thrall her, and find out why she had joined the cult?

      After meeting Emmett, the answer was pretty obvious, but perhaps not the one they had expected. Eleanor couldn’t tell whether the cult leader was a compeller just from hearing him deliver his speech, but Leon had a feeling that the guy didn’t need to use compulsion to attract followers.

      Emmett Haderech was one hell of an impressive actor, and he promised them the moon.

      One had to possess a strongly skeptical mind to resist the guy’s pull, and that certainly wasn’t characteristic of the people who paid a large sum of money for the retreat, believing that it would change their lives.

      Passing by his room, Leon listened at the door but heard nothing from the other side, so he continued down the corridor, until he heard a vacuum cleaner roar to life from behind one of the doors.

      Just like he had done the previous times, he entered the room as if it was his.

      The maid hadn’t heard him come in, and since she had her back to the door, she didn’t see him either, which allowed him to admire her lovely backside.

      Like the other staff members, she wore a uniform made of white pants with a light blue stripe on each side and a white shirt with a blue collar. But somehow, she made the shapeless outfit look good, at least from behind. The pants were cinched around her small waist with a blue belt, and her shapely ass flared out nicely, stretching the white fabric to its capacity.

      Could she be the one he was looking for?

      It was hard to tell from the back, especially since he had only seen Anastasia’s portrait pictures and had no idea how tall she was or the shape of her body. The woman’s hair was gathered in a tight bun, but the few flyaway strands were reddish dark blond, which was the right hair color.

      Not that it was unique in any way, and it could have come out of a box. Come to think of it, Anastasia’s hair could have been colored as well, and she might have changed it since those photos had been taken.

      He had to see her face, but he didn’t want to startle her, so he waited patiently until she turned the vacuum off and turned around.

      Her eyes widened, and as she gasped, her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God, you nearly gave me a heart attack. Why didn’t you say something?”

      Her hand was still over her mouth, but in the split second between the gasp and the hand over mouth cover, he’d gotten a glimpse of her lips. He remembered those well from the pictures. Anastasia’s lips were the stuff men’s dreams were made of.

      “I didn’t want to startle you.”

      She dropped her hand and leaned to pick up the vacuum’s electrical cord. “Well, you did. Would you mind waiting outside while I finish cleaning your room?”

      “This is not my room.”

      She straightened and cast him a glance with an arched brow. “So what are you doing here?”

      “I’m looking for you.”
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      He was looking for her? Why?

      Had someone sent him from the office because there had been an emergency at home?

      Anastasia’s heart squeezed painfully. “Did something happen to my father?”

      They didn’t get along, and her father could barely stand her, but he and her half-siblings were all the family she had left in the world.

      The guy frowned. “Why would that be the first thing to come to your mind?”

      Because it was the only thing that made sense. Why else would a hot guy like him seek her out?

      She wasn’t beautiful, and she wasn’t fashionably thin. With the right clothes, and with her hair styled and some makeup on, she could look pretty good, but she was working, so there was none of that, and the retreat’s uniform did nothing for her short, plump body.

      Her hourglass shape might have been the ideal of beauty in the Renaissance, but when so much butt and boobs were squeezed into a five-foot three-inch frame, it was difficult to make it look good without the help of high heels and flattering designer clothes.

      She’d been there, done that, had gotten tired of it all.

      Even when she’d still given a damn and had made an effort, Ana hadn’t attracted much male attention, and guys like the one frowning at her now had never spared her another glance.

      “I thought that the office sent you with a message.”

      “I have a message for you, but not from the office.” He looked into her eyes. “Come to my room, and I’ll tell you what it is.”

      Should she feel flattered by his invitation? Or threatened?

      Male guests were supposed to wait to be invited, but it was only the second day, so he might have forgotten and fallen back on old habits.

      In the outside world, she would have been offended, but things were different in the one Emmett had created in Safe Haven. In a way, it was liberating to forgo the games and the pretense, and she wished she could be like the others and just let herself live in the moment and enjoy the free love everyone was sharing.

      But she wasn’t ready for that yet.

      “Thank you for the offer, but you’ll have to pick someone else. And you should also wait for an invitation instead of issuing one. Those are the rules.”

      He looked confused, probably because he hadn’t expected her to refuse. “It wasn’t a come-on line. I really have a message for you, and I’d rather deliver it in private.”

      She forced a smile. “It’s only your second day in the retreat, so you still think that you need to trick women into having sex with you. All you have to do is smile and let them know that you are interested. Most would be thrilled to invite you.”

      He cocked a brow. “But not you. Why is that? Am I not your type?”

      Right, as if there was a woman on the planet that would say that about him. He was well over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, muscular, and his face was handsome enough to be on the cover of a magazine.

      Anastasia snorted. “You are every woman’s type. I’m just not ready to take part in Safe Haven’s free-love culture yet. I have issues I need to work out first.”

      That usually shut guys up, and no one ever asked her what those issues were. They just walked away, either because they didn’t want to deal with her crap, or because they thought she wasn’t worth the trouble.

      The guy shook his head. “Let’s start this over. My name is Sam.” He offered her his hand.

      She really didn’t want to shake it.

      He was way too hot, and she was doing everything in her power to keep her cool and pretend that she didn’t find him incredibly attractive. If she took his hand, she was going to blush like a stupid teenager.

      “Ana.” She looked away as she extended her hand.

      Just as she’d expected, the moment he clasped it, a bolt of electricity rushed through her, hitting every erogenous zone in her body and igniting all the small blood vessels in her face.

      She was probably red like a damn tomato.

      Pulling her hand away, she turned around, lifted the vacuum, and clutched it to her chest as if it was a life vest. “Excuse me, but I have work to do.”

      “Anastasia,” he said her full name. “Please, look at me.”

      For a moment she was shocked that he knew it, but then remembered that she had a name tag pinned to her shirt.

      Apparently, the electric shock had fried some brain cells as well.

      She was acting like an idiot, and it was totally unacceptable for a twenty-four-year-old woman with six years of higher education, not to mention for a member of the Safe Haven community who had been supposed to get over her sexual inhibitions a long time ago.

      Letting out a breath, she put the vacuum cleaner down and turned around. “Just deliver the message, Samuel.”
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      “Just deliver the message, Samuel.” Anastasia looked at him warily.

      She hadn’t responded to his thrall, but Leon didn’t know whether it was because he’d frightened her and she was suspicious of his motives, or whether she was immune.

      If that was the case, they were majorly screwed.

      Usually, humans who were immune to thralling were also immune to compulsion, which meant that mind tricks were not going to work on Anastasia, and they would have to convince her to come with them by appealing to her logic.

      Good luck with that.

      If she was as brainwashed as the other members of the Safe Haven community, then they might as well just quit and go home now.

      There was also a third possibility, though. It could be that Anastasia was attracted to him, and for some reason, she was fighting it with everything she had. Perhaps the walls she was trying to erect to protect herself from the unwanted attraction were interfering with his thralling.

      “Are you happy here, Anastasia?”

      “That’s not a message. That’s a question.”

      “Answer it, and I’ll tell you why I was looking for you.”

      “Yes, I’m happy here. Now talk.”

      “I’m not sure that you are. You need to convince me.”

      She let out a breath. “Just forget it.”

      Turning around, she grabbed the vacuum and tried to circle around him toward the door.

      When he blocked her way, she glared at him. “Please move out of my way.”

      “Why are you being so hostile?”

      “I don’t know. I’m usually not like this, but then guys don’t usually pester me either.”

      “I’m not pestering you.” He moved aside and followed her out of the room. “I just want to talk to you.”

      She locked the door and used her keycard to open the next one. “Why? Because you have a message for me?”

      “Yes.” He followed her into the room.

      “I doubt it. But I’ll humor you one last time. What’s the message?”

      “Your father is worried about you. He sent me to get you out of here.”

      She didn’t look as surprised as he’d thought she would be. “If he’s so worried about me, he could have come to visit me.”

      She had a point. “Is family allowed to visit?”

      “Of course. This is not a prison camp.”

      “Are you allowed to visit him?”

      Anastasia hesitated for a moment. “Sure, but I don’t want to, and neither does he.” She started making the bed. “I bet he’s more worried about his money than he is about me.”

      “I have no doubt that money is a big part of it. You are donating your sizable allowance to the community, and he’s not happy about it.”

      She straightened and leveled her blue eyes at him. “Why does he care how I spend it? He’s never cared before. It’s paying for my expenses like it always did.”

      Leon pushed his hands into his jeans pockets. “I don’t know. I’ve never even met your father. He hired a friend of mine to get you out of here, and that friend asked me to do him a favor.”

      Anastasia rolled her eyes. “Your friend must have a very low opinion of women. He sends a handsome guy to bait me and assumes that I will melt on the spot and follow him like a groupie. I’m not that kind of girl.”

      She turned back to the bed and attacked the pillows, fluffing them so vigorously that Leon expected at least one to split open and spill its feathers all over the place.

      He debated what to do next. So far, he’d managed to botch things up pretty badly, and he had no idea how to fix them.

      Perhaps he should let Eleanor deal with Anastasia. It seemed that the girl was mistrustful of men, and maybe she would be less guarded with a woman.

      Except, he didn’t want it to be the end. Anastasia intrigued him, and he wanted to get to know her better and find out whether the issues she’d mentioned were the voices she heard in her head or something else.

      But that wasn’t all.

      He wanted her to melt for him. He wanted to taste those lips of hers, to have his hands all over her sexy little body, and to find out what made her tick. But she was off-limits.

      This was work, and he didn’t mix business with pleasure.

      Instead of letting his libido do the thinking for him, he had to find a way to gain her confidence. But how was he going to achieve that when the woman was skittish like a frightened kitten and had the claws of a tigress?

      What could he offer her that she couldn’t refuse?

      “I understand that you are training to become a counselor, true?”

      She looked up at him. “I am.”

      “How would you like to make me your project? Convince me that the Safe Haven philosophy is the true path to happiness?”

      “I’m not a counselor yet. Besides, you just want an excuse to talk to me.”

      “Is that bad?”

      She shrugged. “Depends on your motives. I should warn you, though. You are not going to convince me that the world outside of Safe Haven is a better place for me.” She let out a breath. “Look, I’m not brainwashed, and I know that this place has its shortcomings, but I feel safe here. I’m part of a community, I found friendship and acceptance here, and I’m not willing to give it up.”

      “I’m not asking you to. I just want us to talk, openly and freely, and see who manages to convince whom. Think of it as an intellectual challenge. You were a law student, so I’m sure you can present an argument much better than I can.”

      A spark of interest ignited in her expressive eyes. “I don’t have a lot of free time. In fact, I will have to give up sleep to talk to you. I can meet you in the common room at eleven-thirty tonight.”

      “It’s a date.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “It’s not a date. We are only going to talk, so don’t get any ideas. Now, would you please leave? I’m falling behind schedule, and that will cost me a reprimand.”

      Feeling like he had won a major victory, Leon shot Anastasia his most charming grin and saluted her with two fingers. “Until later tonight.”
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      “I love welcoming new members to our community.” Syssi wrapped her arm around Kian’s waist.

      “So do I.” He surprised himself with the admission.

      At first, Syssi’s insistence on meeting newcomers in the parking structure had seemed silly to him, and he’d done that only to oblige her, but he’d learned to enjoy it.

      It was a good excuse to get out of the office and spend more time with his wife. Today was Saturday though, so that wasn’t the reason. The truth was that he’d taken a liking to David’s mother and sister.

      “You do?” Syssi looked up at him. “You are usually reluctant to let people in.”

      “I’m concerned with security. That’s the only reason. But things are different now that we have Kalugal to compel new arrivals’ silence. Besides, I enjoy Ronja and Lisa’s company.”

      He was looking forward to them making a home in the village. For one, it would mean more visits from Sari and David. Secondly, he had a feeling that his mother and Ronja would become good friends.

      It was a shame that David’s mother was too old to transition. It had occurred to him that Annani’s blood might potentially help her survive, but even with that, her chances weren’t good. His mother’s blood was potent, but there was a limit to what it could do.

      If Ronja were his mother, he would have advised against her trying to attempt it. Besides, she’d made it quite clear that she wasn’t interested.

      “Parker is pretending that he couldn’t care less about Lisa’s arrival.” Syssi chuckled. “But Vivian told me that he’s been cleaning his room since yesterday.”

      “He’s still too young to induce her. Even in Annani’s time, the boys who were chosen to facilitate a Dormant girl’s transition were usually sixteen.”

      “Still, they could become friends. Parker doesn’t have anyone his age to hang out with.”

      “Lisa is more than a year older than him. At this age, that’s a huge difference.”

      Syssi shrugged. “Parker is mature. If Lisa gives him a chance, she will realize that.”

      “Here is the bus,” Kian said a moment before it pulled into the parking lot.

      As it came to a full stop, and the door opened, Bowen stepped down first, nodded at Kian and Syssi, and then turned around to give Ronja a hand.

      She didn’t need it, but she took it and rewarded him with a bright smile, nonetheless.

      “Do you think something is going on between those two?” Syssi whispered in his ear.

      Shaking his head, he whispered back, “She’s just lost her husband.”

      Bowen was a shoulder to lean on, and the two had probably become friends, but to think that there was something romantic between them was a stretch.

      Then again, what did he know?

      Perhaps different people handled grief in different ways.

      Kian walked toward the bus. “Hello, Ronja.” He offered her his hand. “Let me welcome you officially to your new home.”

      “Thank you.” She shook it. “I’m excited to be here.” She looked up at the Guardian and smiled brightly. “Thank you for loaning Bowen to us. Without him, it would have taken us much longer to pack and finalize things with the house. He even helped us rent it out.”

      Kian arched a brow at the Guardian.

      Had he used more than his charm to persuade the new renters to sign the contract?

      Shrugging, the guy neither confirmed nor denied his suspicion, and Kian decided to let it go.

      Lisa came down the stairs carrying two large duffle bags. “Hi.” She glanced around, looking disappointed that only the two of them had come to greet her and Ronja. “We will need a lot of help carrying boxes to the house.”

      Ronja smiled sheepishly. “I know that it comes fully equipped, but I just couldn’t part with so many things.”

      “That’s fine. Okidu will load everything on the golf cart and bring it over.”

      “One trip won’t do it.” Lisa walked up to them. “I can stay behind and help him.”

      “You can’t.” Kian reached for the duffle bags. “It’s supposed to be a surprise, but we have a small welcome party waiting for you at your new home.”

      Syssi glared at him. “Now, it’s no longer a surprise.”

      He shrugged. “I hate surprises, so naturally, I assume that everyone else does.”

      “I don’t,” Ronja said.

      “But I do.” Lisa fell in step with Kian and Syssi. “I like parties, I just want to know about them in advance so I can get ready. Who is going to be there?”

      “Today, it’s just your new neighbors and Amanda.” Syssi threaded her arm through Lisa’s.

      “Who are our neighbors?”

      “Magnus and his wife Vivian, their son Parker, their daughter Ella and her mate Julian, and lastly Merlin. Vivian and her family organized this little welcoming party for you, and tomorrow, we are having a barbecue over at our house. I invited a few more people to meet you.”

      “Who is Merlin?” Ronja asked. “Is he named after the famous sorcerer?”

      “He’s your other neighbor and our fertility doctor.” Syssi smiled. “And he is not only named after the famous Merlin, but he also pretends to be him. He’s a character. You are going to like him.”

      “He sounds interesting.” Ronja glanced at Bowen. “Are you going to join us?”

      “Of course. I promised to help you unpack.”

      Ronja sighed. “I don’t know what I would have done without you. I’m so grateful for your help.”

      The Guardian put a hand on her shoulder. “It was my pleasure, Ronja.”
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      Ella lifted the curtain and peeked outside. “They should be here any moment now. Everyone get ready to shout welcome when they come in, but not before.”

      The knot in Parker’s stomach twisted so tight that he could barely breathe. He felt like rushing to the bathroom, but then everyone would think he was hiding from Lisa.

      They wouldn’t be wrong.

      Parker wanted to meet her, but at the same time, he didn’t. He used to be a popular guy in middle school, but it had been a long time since he’d hung out with anyone his age. Would he even know what to say to Lisa? Or would he sound like an adult because that was who he’d been surrounded by?

      The one exception was Anandur, who despite being a really old immortal still liked to goof around like a kid.

      But maybe that would work to his advantage?

      If Parker sounded all grown up, maybe Lisa wouldn’t see him as a kid.

      She was fifteen, and although Amanda and his parents had insisted that the age difference didn’t matter, he knew better. She would never think of him as boyfriend material.

      Yeah, right. Boyfriend.

      Given the nonexistent selection, he had the advantage of being the only one available, but Lisa could choose to wait with her transition until she was older and could have her pick of potential inducers.

      He was willing to bet that this was what she would choose to do, and it was a relief. He would have loved having a girlfriend, maybe even share a kiss with her, and not the sisterly kind, but he didn’t want to bite her. That was almost like having sex, and he wasn’t ready for that.

      Amanda and his parents were crazy to think that he could induce Lisa’s transition. According to Bridget his venom glands were fully developed, but since he hadn’t bitten anyone yet, he didn’t know whether he could even produce venom. In fact, he was sure that he couldn’t, but that wasn’t the kind of information Parker wanted to share with anyone.

      Maybe he was a defective immortal?

      His fangs were fully operational, which was more of a problem than an advantage because the damn things elongated whenever he was aroused, and that was almost constantly. And yet, his venom glands hadn’t swelled in response even once.

      The thing was, Parker hadn’t been worried about that until Amanda had come up with the idea of him inducing Lisa, and he realized that everyone assumed he could produce venom.

      They’d probably gotten a glimpse of his huge fangs and had reached the wrong conclusion.

      Stifling a sigh, Parker rubbed a hand over his smooth chin. So far, only a few tiny hairs grew there, proving that despite the monster fangs, he was still a kid.

      The damn things were the reason he’d stopped studying with Wonder. He still had a stupid crush on her, and he couldn’t keep pretending as if something had made him angry to explain the fangs.

      And it wasn’t only that. Wonder was an immortal, so she could probably smell the scent of his attraction. At least Lisa wouldn’t be able to do that.

      “They are here. Everyone be quiet.” Ella threw the front door open.

      Moving behind the couch, Parker schooled his expression and waited for his first glimpse of Lisa.

      First to enter was the mother, who looked much younger than he’d expected, and everyone jumped to their feet and yelled out, “Welcome!”

      Then Syssi walked in with the girl.

      Parker swallowed.

      Amanda had said that Lisa was tall and lanky, but she hadn’t mentioned how beautiful she was. Her hair was stick-straight and so blond that it was almost white, and it was gathered in a ponytail. Her lashes and brows were a little darker, but not by much. She didn’t look washed out, though. Her huge blue eyes and pink lips provided splashes of color to her otherwise pale face.

      Wearing blue jeans, a black hoodie, and red Converse shoes, she looked a little tomboyish, but that made him like her even more.

      As her eyes scanned the room, he knew that she was looking for him and squared his shoulders.

      When she found him, a small smile tugged her lips, and then she looked away and joined her mother next to Amanda and his parents.

      That hadn’t been too bad.

      She hadn’t cringed or winced or looked down her nose at him.

      “Parker.” Amanda waved him over. “Come say hi to Ronja and Lisa.”

      Reluctantly, he left his spot behind the couch and walked over.

      “Welcome to your new home.” He offered his hand to Lisa’s mother. “I hope you don’t mind the home invasion.”

      Smiling, Ronja took his hand and clasped it between hers. “Mind? I love it. It was so kind of your mother and sister to organize this. Lisa and I truly feel welcome.” She turned to her daughter. “Am I right, dear?”

      Lisa nodded and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Parker. I heard a lot about you.”

      He cast Magnus a pretend glare. “What did you tell Lisa about me?”

      Thankfully, he managed to sound much more confident than he felt.

      “Nothing.” The guy shrugged as if he didn’t know what Lisa had been talking about. “Just that you are about the same age.”

      They weren’t, but Fate had been kind to Parker. Despite the lack of facial hair, he looked a little older, and Lisa looked a little younger, so the difference in ages wasn’t as obvious.

      Lisa was tall, but she was still flat-chested and had no curves to speak of. And thanks to the growth spurt Parker had experienced over the last few months, he was about the same height as her or even a little taller. His voice had changed as well, and he sounded like a man, especially when he dropped it on purpose.

      Once the introductions were over, Lisa’s mother glanced around the room. “I thought Merlin would be here.”

      Magnus chuckled. “He was supposed to come, but he forgot and went grocery shopping. He sends his apologies and promises to come to visit later this afternoon if that’s okay with you.”

      Ronja glanced at Bowen. “We have a lot of unpacking to do, so maybe this afternoon is not a good idea.”

      “I’ll let Merlin know.” Magnus pulled out his phone. “He’s probably forgotten again, but just in case he hasn’t, I’d better text him.”
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      Parker was cute, and he was tall, which was surprising given that his mother and sister were short. Maybe he took after his father.

      Magnus was tall, but Lisa suspected that he wasn’t Ella and Parker’s dad. Both of them referred to Magnus by his first name, but they called Vivian Mom.

      It was like David and Jonah had always called her father Frank.

      At the thought, a sharp pain lanced through her heart. She missed him so badly.

      “Let’s eat before everything gets cold.” Vivian summoned everyone to the dining table.

      “Come sit next to me.” Amanda pulled out a chair.

      The seat was right across from Parker, which was going to be awkward given what everyone expected him to do, but at least she wasn’t sitting right next to him.

      Had he been told already?

      Probably.

      He seemed tense, but so was Lisa, even though she had no intention of going through with that. Maybe she should tell him so they could both relax?

      But what if he hadn’t been told?

      She didn’t want to be the one to do that.

      “Ronja.” Amanda leaned over Lisa. “I heard that you have the most interesting talent.”

      Her mother smiled sheepishly. “I’m a bit of a conspiracy buff. And my talent lends itself perfectly to my hobby.”

      As the two launched into a discussion about her so-called talent, Lisa dug into the salmon dish so she wouldn’t have to look at Parker. He did the same, and they both ate in silence while the adults chatted.

      “What about you, Lisa?” Amanda asked.

      She looked up. “I’m sorry. What was the question?”

      Amanda smiled knowingly. “Are you ready to come to my lab for testing?”

      “Sure. But how are you going to test my talent?”

      “I’m just going to put you through the regular battery of paranormal tests and see if you have any other hidden abilities.”

      “What’s your talent?” Parker asked.

      “I’m not sure that I have one, but I think I can sense Dormants and immortals.”

      His eyes widened. “That’s awesome. We could really use a Dormant detector.”

      Kian chuckled. “Don’t get carried away. Even if Lisa can sense Dormants, they are so rare that there is practically no chance of her encountering any.”

      “Can that be a job?” Lisa asked. “Because I don’t mind sitting in coffee shops and sniffing out for Dormants while chilling with a Frappuccino and getting paid for it.”

      For some reason, Parker paled. “Can you actually smell Dormants?”

      “It was just an expression. I think that what I sense is the affinity between immortals and Dormants, but it’s not something that I smell or see. It’s like a sixth sense.”

      He let out a breath. “Yeah, I wondered how you could sniff out anything interesting with your inferior human sense of smell.”

      “That’s not a nice thing to say, Parker,” his mother admonished.

      “But it’s true.” He looked at Lisa. “You’ll get what I’m saying after you transition. It takes time to get used to all the smells. At first, it’s too much, but then you learn to filter the information and only let in what you need.”

      That was her opportunity to let him know that he had nothing to worry about. “I intend to stay human for a few more years. At least until I finish high school.”

      He looked down at his plate. “It’s up to you, but I can tell you that I don’t miss being human. I like it better as an immortal.”

      Was he disappointed? Maybe he’d been looking forward to inducing her, and she’d just crushed his hopes?

      He’d get over it. There was no way she was letting him anywhere near her neck, even though he was kind of cute.

      For a thirteen-year-old going on fourteen.

      Yeah. Not going to happen.

      “How old were you when you transitioned?”

      “Twelve and a half.”

      “Isn’t that too young? Why didn’t you wait until you were thirteen?”

      He glanced at his mother. “It’s a long story. I didn’t want my mother or sister to have to do it before they were ready, which they weren’t at the time, but one of us needed to prove that we were all Dormants. I volunteered to go first.”

      “That was brave of you.”

      He shrugged. “Not really.”

      “You had to fight an older guy, right?”

      “Yeah, but I knew he wasn’t going to hurt me.”

      “Weren’t you afraid of the transition itself?”

      “A little, but Amanda told me that because I was young it would be easy.”

      “Was it?”

      He nodded. “Except for the pain of growing fangs and venom glands, it wasn’t a big deal.”

      Lisa was curious, and she wanted to see Parker’s fangs, but asking him in front of everyone would have embarrassed him. Instead, she waved a dismissive hand. “I’m glad that I’m a girl, and I don’t have to worry about that. But it could have been cool to have fangs.”

      “We’ve had two cases of female Dormants growing them after their transition.” Parker shot a glance at Kian. “Is it okay to talk about it?”

      “I already know.” Lisa reached for the pitcher and filled her glass with water. “Sari told me about Mey and Jin. She thinks that they are the descendants of a different goddess.”
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      “I should check on Scarlett.” Parker brought the last round of dirty dishes to the kitchen sink.

      With Lisa insisting on helping Ella, Parker had had no choice but to offer his help as well.

      “Who’s Scarlett?” Lisa asked.

      “My dog.” Parker wiped his hand with a dishtowel. “Do you want to meet her? My house is next door.”

      Why the hell had he offered that?

      The idea was to get away from Lisa, so he could stop sweating and thinking about his damn fangs elongating, not to prolong his suffering.

      “I would love to.” Lisa smiled. “My parents never allowed me to have a dog, but I always wanted one. How big is she?”

      “Scarlett is a golden retriever, so she’s not small, but she’s not huge either. You'll like her.”

      “I’ll just tell my mom that I’m going to your house.”

      His throat suddenly felt dry. “Okay.”

      Hopefully, Lisa’s mother would say that she needed help unpacking, and that Lisa couldn’t go. The problem was Amanda, who was sitting right next to Ronja and had a dangerously smug expression on her beautiful face.

      Please, merciful Fates, don’t let Amanda make embarrassing comments. If she winked or smirked, he was going to die.

      “I’m going to see Parker’s dog,” Lisa announced.

      Her mother looked up and smiled. “Have fun, dear.” She shifted her eyes back to Amanda.

      Parker stifled a groan. Didn’t she need help to unpack?

      “You should take Scarlett for a walk and show Lisa the village,” Magnus suggested.

      That could work. He could claim to be cold and pull his hood up to hide his face. “Would you like that?”

      “Sure.” Lisa walked up to Syssi and Kian. “In case you are not here when we come back, thank you again for inviting my mother and me to live in your village and giving us this amazing house.”

      “You’re welcome.” Kian cracked a rare smile. “I hope you enjoy living here.”

      “I’m sure I will.” She waved goodbye and headed for the door.

      “Kian likes you,” Parker said as they went down the stairs. “He usually smiles only at Syssi.”

      “Really?” Lisa seemed surprised. “He smiled at my mom too.”

      Parker stopped before the gate to his back yard. “Scarlett might jump on you, but don’t get scared. She just wants love.”

      Lisa nodded. “I won’t. My friend Roxie has a German Shepherd who weighs a ton, and he always jumps on me. I learned to brace for impact.”

      “Then you’ll have no trouble with Scarlett. She’ll also try to lick your face, so be ready for that.”

      Lisa laughed. “I love doggy kisses.”

      Hell. Why had that comment made his fangs twitch?

      Behave! he commanded them, but as usual, they ignored him.

      He would have to pretend to be angry to explain them, and that sucked. Parker wanted Lisa to like him, not think that he had anger issues.

      As soon as he pushed the gate open, Scarlett barreled into him. “Calm down, girl.” He patted her head while avoiding her tongue. “I want you to meet my new friend, Lisa.”

      As if she understood what he’d said, Scarlett paused her efforts to lick his face and turned to look at Lisa with a big doggy smile.

      “She’s adorable.” Lisa crouched.

      Letting go of him, Scarlett dropped down, trotted over to the girl, and started sniffing her.

      “Can I pet her?”

      “You’d better, or she’ll feel offended.”

      While Lisa and Scarlett got acquainted, Parker took the leash off the hook by the gate and attached it to Scarlett’s collar. The moment the clip clicked into place, the dog bolted toward the walkway, pulling him behind her.

      “She seems so excited to go for a walk.” Lisa fell in step with him. “Why do you need a leash, though? She seems friendly.”

      “She is, but if I let go, she might chase a squirrel and get stuck in a bush.”

      “Do you have a fence around the village?”

      “We do, and it has motion-activated surveillance cameras mounted on it. It’s very safe here.”

      “I bet.” Lisa stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Kian had me enrolled in the Zelda Meyer high school. Do you know if it’s any good?”

      “It’s one of the best college prep schools in California. It’s pricy, but the clan covers the tuition, so you don’t need to worry about it.”

      “I know. Kian told my mother.” She cast him a sidelong glance from under her pale eyelashes. “How come you are homeschooled?”

      “It started because I arrived in the village in the middle of the school year.” He hesitated before telling her the real reason.

      It wasn’t a secret. He just didn’t like talking about it. But it was better that she heard it from him than from someone else.

      “Also, I couldn’t leave the safety of the village because my family and I needed to disappear. We were supposed to be dead.”

      Her eyes widened. “Is that what the clan does to erase transitioned Dormants from human records? Are they going to do it to my mom and me?”

      “I don’t think so. We were a special case. Ella was kidnapped and sold to a Russian mafia boss. The clan got her out, but before they could do that, they had to ensure my mother’s and my safety so the mobster couldn’t use us as leverage against Ella. The best way to do that was to make it look as if we died in a car accident.”

      She blew out a breath. “That’s one hell of a story. Are you allowed to talk about it?”

      “I am, but I don’t like doing it. It was a nightmare that I don’t want to relive. Well, most of it was. Magnus was the one bright spot.”

      She nodded. “I get it. Where did your mom meet him?”

      “He was sent to protect us while the clan rescued Ella. They fell in love, got married, and here we are.”

      “What about your dad? Does he know that you are alive?”

      “He died a long time ago when I was still a baby.”

      Lisa looked down at her feet. “I’m so sorry to hear that. My father died too.”

      “I heard.” He put a tentative hand on her shoulder. “It’s so damn unfair.”

      She shrugged. “Nothing that I can do about it, right? He’s gone, and I have to deal because my mother needs me to be strong.”

      “I don’t remember my dad, but Ella was older when it happened, and she helped our mother a lot, so I get why you feel like you need to be there for her.”

      Lisa drew in a shuddering breath. “Let’s not talk about depressing stuff. Let’s talk about school. Do you still need to hide from that mobster? Is that why you can’t go?”

      “It’s no longer an issue.” He waved a hand over himself. “I’ve grown a lot, and I don’t look like I used to back then. Besides, the asshole had a stroke, which he unfortunately didn’t die from, but he stopped looking for Ella. It’s probably safe for me to go to school.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      “I had a study buddy that I didn’t want to leave behind.”

      She frowned. “But there are no other kids your age in the village.”

      “You’ve met Wonder, right?”

      Lisa nodded.

      “She had some catching up to do, so we studied together, and I helped her with math.”

      “Are you still studying with her?”

      He shook his head. “She’s doing fine on her own now.”

      His stupid crush on Wonder had been the reason he’d continued being homeschooled, but since his damn fangs had started acting up, he had to stop studying with her.

      “What grade are you in?”

      “I’m studying on a tenth-grade level.”

      “Impressive. You’re a year ahead.”

      “It’s easy when I can go at my own pace.”

      “Still, not bad, Parker.” Lisa really looked impressed.

      He felt like he’d just grown an inch. “Thanks.”

      “If you enroll in school, we can be in the same class.” She eyed him from under lowered eyelashes. “Our parents can carpool.”

      He’d thought about going next year. Joining mid-semester would be awkward.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Come on, Parker.” She put a hand on his arm. “You are stuck in a village full of adults. You need to get out there and socialize.”

      Even though he wore a long-sleeved shirt and a sweatshirt over it, her hand felt like a brand on his skin, and his damn fangs started itching again. “It’s not as easy for me,” he admitted. “I’m still struggling with my damn fangs. They have a mind of their own and decide to elongate whenever. It’s enough that I have a slightly upsetting thought, and they punch out.”

      That should cover him in case she noticed them.

      “Can I see?” She looked at his mouth.

      Pressing his lips tightly together, he shook his head.

      “Are you embarrassed by them? Because I think having fangs is super cool. And if anyone notices, you are allowed to thrall them to forget what they saw, right? Can you do that?”

      “Magnus is teaching me, but it’s difficult to do with no humans to practice on, so I don’t even know how good or bad I am at it. I’m a good compeller, though. I can compel people to keep their silence.”

      “So, if anyone sees your fangs, can you compel them to forget what they saw?”

      “Not really. I can try, but it’s not going to be as good as thralling the memory away. I can compel them never to mention it, but that’s still not as good as thralling. Those who saw the fangs would act scared around me, and people would start asking them why they reacted like that, and that’s messy. Magnus would have to come in and erase their memories.”

      “You can practice thralling me if you want,” she offered.

      His heartbeat accelerated. “You would trust me to do that?”

      She shrugged. “You seem like a nice guy, but for safety reasons, Magnus should supervise. I don’t want you to mess up my head.”

      “Right.” He winced. “That’s another issue. Thralling should be limited, or it can cause damage. Compelling works differently, and it’s not as dangerous.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Kalugal is a master compeller, and he says it’s safer.”

      “Can he make people forget things?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t think to ask him.”

      “You should.”

      For a long moment they continued walking in silence, but surprisingly, it wasn’t awkward. Lisa was easy to talk to, and she wasn’t judgmental.

      “How come Wonder needed to catch up on basic education?” Lisa asked.

      “That’s a good story.”

      “Can you talk about it? Or is it a clan secret?”

      “Everyone in the village knows, so it’s not a secret.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “Wonder is ancient. In fact, she’s older than the Clan Mother. They used to be best friends back when they were both teenagers.”

      Lisa gaped. “No way.”

      “And that’s not even the best part of the story.”
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      “It’s not a date,” Ana told her reflection in the mirror.

      So why had she done her hair and put on makeup?

      To boost her confidence, that’s why.

      If she was going to convince the guy that Safe Haven was where she belonged, she needed to put on her attorney persona, and that woman had always been well put together and elegant.

      Regrettably, she had very little to work with. Her old wardrobe had been left behind together with the life she hadn’t wanted to live, and she was limited to what members of the community were allowed to wear. White and pastels were the only approved colors, and despite the free-love culture, the outfits had to be modest and simple.

      There were no divas in Safe Haven.

      Well, except for Emmett.

      Their leader was a showman, and his white gowns were over-the-top theatrical, but they were still simple and modest, so he wasn’t breaking his own rules. On someone else, that would have looked ridiculous, but in her opinion, Emmett pulled it off handsomely.

      Sam probably didn’t think so, and he most likely found many of the community’s practices and rules objectionable. She might have a hard time convincing him why they were needed. As an outsider who hadn’t come to find himself, he wouldn’t be open to Safe Haven’s ideology, and she wasn’t going to proselytize or try to persuade him to join, only to explain why she’d chosen it.

      Ana was well aware that this type of communal life wasn’t for everyone.

      Heck, she wasn’t even sure how long she was going to stay. She hadn’t committed to forever yet. Their no-children policy was a hard pill to swallow, but it wasn’t an immediate concern.

      Right now, she wasn’t ready to even think about becoming a mother, and she might never be. If she had a mental disorder, she definitely didn’t want to pass it on to the next generation.

      Besides, to have children she would have to get married, and that didn’t seem likely. For some reason, she had a hard time connecting with people, and not just men.

      Well, the reason was quite obvious.

      She was a mess.

      Between the voices, her mother’s premature death, and her father’s avoidance, she could provide a team of psychologists with enough material to keep them busy for years.

      So why hadn’t she?

      In part, it was because of her father’s mistrust of psychologists and psychiatrists, but mostly it was because she didn’t feel insane. On the contrary, Anastasia thought of herself as sharp and analytical, and her stellar grades had been proof of that.

      And as for her moods, she wasn’t cheerful or upbeat, but she wasn’t miserable all of the time either. Everyone got depressed on occasion, and she might have been down more often than up, but not all of the time.

      On the flip side, crazy people seldom thought that they were insane.

      Still, no one in Safe Haven thought that she was crazy, even after learning about the voices in her head. Perhaps that was the reason why she’d had more up days than down since joining the community.

      Margaret had a lot to do with that as well. They had clicked from the very first time they’d met, and their friendship meant a lot to Anastasia. She’d made other friends as well. The others weren’t as close to her as Margaret, but they also made her feel accepted and genuinely cared for.

      Given what the community had done for her, and what she could do for others if she stayed, sacrificing having her own nuclear family didn’t seem like such a big deal.

      The members of Safe Haven were her family now, and they sure as heck cared about her more than her own father did.

      Dedicating her life to helping others was meaningful and rewarding, and she doubted that having a husband and children would be as satisfying, especially if it meant working as an attorney in the corporate world.

      If she ever went back to law school, she would switch to a nonprofit organization. Her father wouldn’t like that, but she was done trying to please him. She wasn’t like him, and she never would be.

      Pulling on her pink UGGs, she thought about Sam and how he’d towered over her. Heels would have made her feel so much more confident, but she’d left all her fancy footwear behind in self-storage with the rest of her previous life.

      “It’s not a date.” She stomped her feet into the boots.

      Her UGGs were warm and comfortable, and they looked good with her white leggings. A long pink sweater completed the outfit, and after shrugging the Safe Haven white puffer coat over it, she took one last look in the mirror and winced.

      She looked like the Michelin Man.

      Whatever. This wasn’t going to be a date, but rather a debate. It was freezing cold outside, and the main lodge was a ten-minute walk away.

      With a sigh, Ana pulled her pink scarf and gloves from the coat pockets, put them on, and cast one more look at the mirror.

      Instead of looking like the Michelin Man, she now looked like Mrs. Snowman.
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      The common room was packed when Leon walked over to Peter and Eleanor. The two were leaning against one of the pillars, poised to grab seats as soon as they became available.

      “It’s busy in here tonight.”

      “This is the flesh buffet.” Eleanor folded her arms over her chest. “Everyone is looking for hookups.”

      “How long does it take them to choose their snacks for tonight?” Peter braced his foot against the pillar. “We need to commandeer one of these seating areas before Anastasia gets here.”

      “I can compel them to leave,” Eleanor suggested.

      Peter snorted. “So can I. I can go over to that group and fart. That would clear the space real fast.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Men. You never grow up.”

      Peter nudged her with his elbow. “What’s the fun in that?”

      “The three over there are getting up.” Leon strode toward the seating area and dove for the couch before anyone else had the chance to snatch it.

      They still needed a fourth seat, but he could drag one over from another grouping, or he could glare at the humans still occupying the two armchairs.

      He did neither because the two were staff members, and he didn’t want to appear unfriendly. Instead, he smiled and nodded in greeting.

      Naturally, the two did the same before going back to scanning the room.

      The Safe Haven staff were easy to spot among the retreat’s guests. They weren’t in uniforms, but even their off-duty clothing was uniform. Everything they had on was either white or pastel-colored.

      He wondered what was up with that. Had someone decided that light colors were more tranquil than dark ones?

      They seemed to be looking for hookups like everyone else in the room, but in case they were there to watch and report to their superiors, Leon didn’t want to call unwanted attention to himself.

      Fortunately, as soon as Peter and Eleanor joined him on the couch, the two got up and walked over to another group.

      Eleanor leaned on his arm, pretending affection. “Do you think it’s safe to talk with our girl here?”

      “We will keep our voices down and discuss ideology. I’m not going to bring any personal details up. And if she does, I’ll thrall those sitting nearby to forget what they’ve overheard.”

      “I hope my compulsion works on her. I want to be done with this place and get out of here as soon as possible, which means that you guys need to find out if anything shady is going on pronto.”

      Peter stretched his legs in front of him. “As soon as we have the first mission handled, we will tackle the next one.” He scanned the room. “I’m going to find a sexy female staff member and have my way with her in more ways than one.”

      “Good luck with that.” Eleanor pursed her lips. “I didn’t notice any who merited a second glance. Male or female.”

      Peter shook his head. “You’re being harsh.”

      The chances of Eleanor succeeding where Leon had failed were slim. If Anastasia was immune to thralling, she was most likely immune to compulsion as well, but it was still worth a shot.

      The problem was that Eleanor wasn’t the friendliest type, and Anastasia might be just as guarded with her as she’d been with him.

      For some reason, she treated him as an adversary rather than the knight in shining armor who’d come to rescue her from the clutches of an evil cult.

      So far, though, the cult didn’t appear evil. It was strange, and the lifestyle they promoted was weird and unnatural, but he could see the appeal it held for those who had a hard time fitting in. It was also very appealing to those who didn’t want to commit to just one person and loved having a variety of sexual partners.

      To each his or her own.

      It wouldn’t have been his choice, but as long as no coercion was involved, and all the members were consenting adults, they were free to make their own strange choices.

      Spotting Anastasia walking into the common room, he rose to his feet. “She’s here.”

      “I see her,” Peter said. “Now, that’s a woman who merits a second and a third glance.”

      Leon didn’t appreciate the comment. “She’s off-limits,” he hissed before walking over to her.

      With her hair loose and a peach-colored lipstick accentuating her kissable lips, she looked precisely like the picture he had in his wallet.

      Beautiful, mysterious, and vulnerable.

      His protective instincts demanded that he wrap his arms around her, carry her away from the place, and hide her somewhere no one could leer at her.

      Especially Peter.

      Unbidden, his imagination conjured up a cave and a very naked Anastasia lying on a fur pallet.

      That was a big mistake.

      His fangs started itching, and his shaft swelled and elongated in his jeans. His eyes were probably glowing as well.

      Ducking behind a column, Leon closed his eyes, fisted his hands, and dug his fingernails into his palms until he drew blood and his arousal subsided.

      When he got himself under control, he rounded the column and closed the rest of the distance between them.

      “I’m glad you came.”

      “Hi.” Anastasia craned her neck to look at him. “It’s so crowded in here.”

      “Isn’t it like this every night?”

      “I guess so. It’s the first time I’ve been here at night since graduating from the retreat. Unless I’m working, I usually stay in the community’s compound.”

      The sense of relief washing over him was unexpected. Did it make him a hypocrite that he was glad Anastasia didn’t partake in the free-love buffet?

      Yeah, it did.

      If he were in her position, he would probably have taken full advantage of it.

      “Come.” He gripped her elbow lightly with two fingers. “I want you to meet my friends.”

      Anastasia seemed taken aback. “I thought that it would be just you and me.”

      That was a surprise. He’d expected her to be relieved that they wouldn’t be alone.

      “I can get rid of them.”

      “No, that’s okay.” She let out a breath. “I can argue Safe Haven’s case some other time.”

      “They want to hear it as well. But as I said, I can get rid of them.”

      “Who are they?”

      “I’ll introduce you.” He led her to the couch. “This is Marisol, and that is Devlin.”
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      She shouldn’t feel disappointed.

      It wasn’t a date, so why should it matter if two more people were interested in what she had to say?

      The woman looked intimidating, but the guy was even more handsome than Sam, and his smile was charming. He wasn’t her type, though. He seemed too flirty.

      “This is Marisol.” Sam introduced the woman.

      She nodded and smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her dark eyes.

      “And this is Devlin.”

      The guy pushed to his feet and offered her his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Anastasia.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “I’m looking forward to your illuminating lecture on the merits of Safe Haven.” His charming smile made him look approachable but also a little devilish.

      Ana had been right about him being a big flirt, and his charm wasn’t going to work on her. She avoided men like him, and they avoided her as well.

      She wasn’t fun enough.

      Behind Devlin, Marisol snorted and Sam growled.

      Someone wasn’t happy about his friend’s flirty manner. Should she be flattered?

      “Nice to meet you, Devlin.” Anastasia pulled her hand out of his grasp and backed away from the couch.

      “Please, take a seat.” Sam motioned to one of the armchairs.

      It was a shame that after all the prep she’d done and the sleep she was giving up in order to be there, she wasn’t even going to have a nice intimate conversation with the guy. Ana hadn’t planned on anything coming out of it, but she’d expected to at least have a pleasant time with Sam.

      Liar.

      Was it too late to tell Sam to get rid of his friends?

      He sat down in the other armchair and lifted a leg over his other thigh.

      Damn, even his thighs were muscular.

      It should have occurred to her the first moment she’d seen Sam that a good-looking guy like him wasn’t the type to join a spiritual retreat.

      Usually, the people who wanted to escape society weren’t part of the popular crowd who could pick up anyone they wanted in a bar or a coffee shop. They were more like her, introverted nerds with issues, who got tongue-tied and sweaty when talking to an attractive member of the opposite sex. They preferred staying home and watching television to putting themselves out there and getting passed over time and again for the less complicated, better looking, and more outgoing people.

      For most, coming to the retreat was a last resort move after they had tried everything else and failed.

      Marisol leaned forward and leveled her intense dark eyes at Ana’s. “Come home with us, Anastasia. You are wasting your life away here.”

      Wow, that was direct. And rude.

      It took her another moment to realize what the comment implied. “My father hired all three of you to get me?”

      His eyes darting around, Sam uttered what sounded like a hiss. “Keep your voice down. We don’t want to get kicked out of here.”

      Grabbing her coat, Ana pushed to her feet. “You are not going to persuade me, so you might as well leave now.” She glared at Marisol. “Why waste your time?”

      Instead of answering her, the woman turned to Sam. “It didn’t work. What now?”

      “I don’t know.” He pushed his fingers through his hair. “You and Devlin can leave.”

      The woman got up and smiled down at Ana. “Forgive me. Sometimes I’m too direct, and it comes off as offensive, but that wasn’t my intention. I just don’t like beating around the bush.” She extended her hand. “No hard feelings, eh?”

      She seemed to mean it.

      “You don’t have to leave.” Ana shook the woman’s hand. “Let’s start over.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Anastasia, but it's been a long day, and I’m tired.” She looked at the guy. “Are you coming, Devlin?”

      Reluctantly, he got up and wrapped his arm around Marisol’s shoulders. “Do I have a choice? I can’t let you walk to your room alone. Some people might get ideas.” He winked at Ana.

      Rolling her eyes, the woman shook his arm off. “I can take care of myself.”

      Ana didn’t doubt that.

      Marisol was tall and very slim, but not like model thin. She was toned all over, and her shoulders were broad. She looked like a fighter, which she probably was.

      Had her father hired ex-commandos to rescue her?

      Should she be touched? Did it mean that he loved her?

      If she cared to be honest with herself, Ana hoped that he did. The man just couldn’t handle having a daughter who was different and who looked like a carbon copy of her dead mother.

      But that was wishful thinking.

      On the rare occasions she had visited him, her father had ducked into his home office as soon as he could. His wife had shown Ana more affection than he had.

      He shouldn’t still agonize over her mother’s death, though. It had happened a long time ago, and after five years of mourning her, he’d remarried and had two more children. Perhaps that wasn’t why he couldn’t stand looking at his own daughter?

      “Good night, Anastasia.” Marisol yawned, but it looked fake.

      She and Devlin were retiring for the night, but probably not to sleep.

      “Good night.” Anastasia was not sorry to see the two leave.

      But now that she was alone with Sam, her confidence faltered. “Perhaps we should call it a night as well.”

      “You promised me a talk.”

      “We can meet up again tomorrow if you want.”

      He took her hand. “We are going to talk tonight. You have three options. We can talk here, you can come to my room and we can talk there, or we can take a walk on the beach.”

      It was cold outside, and she would hate to get sand in her UGGs, but the lodge was too crowded and noisy, and going to Sam’s room was out of the question. She’d just met him, and she wasn’t the type who could have sex with a complete stranger.

      Besides, Ana hadn’t had sex in over a year, and she hadn’t waxed or trimmed anything because there had been no reason to. There was no way she was getting naked in front of anyone before taking care of that.

      “Let’s take a walk.” She glanced at the thin fabric of his black turtleneck, trying not to stare at the defined muscles under it. “You should get a coat, though. It’s freezing on the beach at night.”
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      Just as Leon had suspected, Anastasia was immune to compulsion as well as to thralling.

      The way Eleanor had conducted her test left a lot to be desired, but it had been pretty conclusive. Anastasia hadn’t had any reason to feel apprehensive about Eleanor, and she hadn’t had time to put up defensive walls to block her out. If she weren’t an immune, springing the demand on her out of the blue would have been an effective tactic.

      And that left him with only one choice. He had to appeal to Anastasia’s logic and convince her that life outside the cult was better, and he had to achieve that goal before the retreat was over.

      Or he could seduce her and make her fall in love with him, but even though she was obviously attracted to him, Leon would never do that as a means to an end. That would be wrong on so many levels.

      Once he got her out of Safe Haven though, she was fair game, and Leon wouldn’t hesitate for even one moment to claim her.

      She belonged to him.

      Damn, where had that come from?

      He’d never felt possessive about a woman before.

      “Let’s take a walk.” She ogled his chest. “You should get a coat, though. It’s freezing on the beach at night.”

      If she kept looking at him like that, all of his resolve might not be enough to keep his hands off her.

      “We can stop by my room.” The problem was that he didn’t want her anywhere near his bed. It was too dangerous. “You can wait for me out in the hallway while I get my coat.”

      Blushing, she looked away. “I’m not afraid of you, Sam. The reason I didn’t want to talk in your room is that I prefer to talk and walk. It helps me think.”

      “I’m the same.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and then removed it quickly.

      The less he touched her, the better.

      “You are?” She pretended not to notice, but there was confusion in her eyes when she looked up at him. “What do you usually think about on your walks?”

      He hadn’t been prepared for the question.

      Leon couldn’t tell Anastasia the truth, but he didn’t want to lie to her either, so he decided to go with the story he’d written on his application. It was close enough to the truth to not be a lie.

      “I’ve seen some ugly shit during my time in special ops that I’m not allowed to talk about with anyone. I think about that.”

      “That’s probably not relaxing.”

      “No, it’s not. But I can’t forget it, and I don’t know any other way to process what I’ve witnessed.”

      Her eyes turned sad. “I don’t want to even imagine that. The only advice I can give you is what I learned in Safe Haven. When you think of ways to help others, it might help you focus on what’s good about humanity instead of the bad.”

      “I am already helping others.”

      She chuckled. “Rescuing damsels in distress that don’t need rescuing?”

      “Among other things.” He stopped in front of his room and unlocked the door. “Do you want to come in?”

      “Yeah.” She walked in behind him and took a look around. “I didn’t clean your room, but whoever did has done a good job.” She sat down on the bed. “Given how neat everything is, I would have known that you were in the military even if you didn’t tell me about it.”

      “Perhaps the guy who cleaned my room has done an exceptional job.”

      She smoothed her hands over the comforter. “We don’t make the beds like that. You can bounce a quarter off of it.”

      He pulled his coat out of the closet. “Is that bad?”

      “No, that’s good. I like that you’re not messy. Most guys are.”

      Anastasia had a half-brother, but he was much younger than her. Had she lived with someone?

      Leon shrugged the coat on. “How would you know?”

      “I lived in the dorms for a while. The guys' rooms were disgusting.”

      “That’s it? What about boyfriends?”

      She grimaced. “I’ve only had one, and we didn’t live together. But his place was messy as hell.”

      “Is that why you dumped him?” He offered her a hand up.

      “Why would you think that I dumped him and not the other way around?” She took his hand, and just as before, the contact sent a bolt of lightning straight to his shaft.

      Thankfully, she was looking at his eyes and not his crotch.

      “Because no guy in his right mind would dump a woman like you. You are gorgeous, smart, and kind.”

      A pretty blush colored her cheeks. “You should wear a scarf and gloves if you have them. I wasn’t kidding about how cold it is out there.”

      She had ignored his compliment. Was it because she hadn’t believed him?

      “I’m a pretty resilient guy.” He didn’t let go of her hand as he led her out the room.

      “I bet you are. So, tell me, when you are not rescuing damsels in distress, how else are you helping people?”

      “Actually, that’s precisely what I do. I work for an organization that rescues trafficking victims.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s something.” She shook her head. “And here I was all preachy about how important it is to help people, when what I do is nothing compared to what you do. You are saving girls and women from a horrific fate. All I can hope to achieve is to help people deal with their issues.”

      “The victims are predominantly female, but we’ve rescued some boys as well.”

      “I can’t imagine the hell they go through.” She stopped before the door leading to the outside and pulled her white puffer coat from under her arm.

      “Let me.” He helped her put it on.

      “Thanks.” She pulled a scarf out of the coat pocket and wrapped it around her head, then pulled out a pair of gloves from the other and put them on as well.

      As Leon opened the door, the blast of freezing wind made him second-guess his decision to take Anastasia on a walk. Even with the coat on and a scarf wrapped around her neck, it was still too cold for her.

      “Are you sure about going out?”

      “Yeah.” She pulled the scarf down over her cheeks. “I’m used to this weather.” She stepped out. “What happens to the victims after you rescue them?”

      “They are taken to a sanctuary run by the organization I work for. The people there help get the victims back on their feet, so to speak. The next step in the rehabilitation is a halfway house, and when they are ready to go out on their own, the organization helps them with jobs and housing.”

      Perhaps that was the key to getting Anastasia out of the cult?

      She wanted to help those in need, but she needed the support of a community of people working together toward that goal. Maybe he could talk her into doing so outside of Safe Haven?

      She could work in the sanctuary, or in the halfway house. They were always short on staff.

      “You have no idea how much I admire you for doing what you do. How did you get into that line of work? Was it because of something personal?”

      He chuckled. “In a way. My entire family works for the organization, so joining was natural for me.”

      She cast him a sidelong glance. “How come you left the military?”

      “I retired.”

      She arched a brow. “You are too young to retire. Did you get dismissed because you got into trouble?”

      “Why would you think that? Do I look like a troublemaker?”

      “No, you don’t. But that doesn’t mean that you aren’t. Your friend Devlin, on the other hand, he definitely looks it. Did you meet him in the service?”

      Leon reached for her hand. “I thought that we were going to talk about you and your reasons for joining the Safe Haven community.”

      “Your story is much more interesting.”

      “I doubt it, and I’m very interested in hearing your reasoning.”

      “So you can convince me that I’m wrong?”

      “I’m going to do my best.”
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      Sam was surprisingly easy to talk to.

      Normally, Ana would have been too nervous to have a decent conversation with a hot guy like him, but he wasn’t full of himself or obnoxious like most handsome men she’d met.

      It also helped that it was dark outside, and her face was partially covered by the scarf. All Sam could see was her nose and her eyes. Her cheeks, which she knew were red like ripe tomatoes, were hidden. Except, they were so hot that there was mist coming off of them.

      Ana was seriously cursed with a redhead’s skin that was prone to blushing, and she was destined to never hook up with anyone that she actually wanted because she couldn’t play the aloof, uninterested game that got guys to chase women.

      Sam seemed to be into her, though, and he’d even given her nice compliments, but that was probably an act. He was getting paid to get her out of the community, and he was using any tactic available to him to achieve his objective, including his hot as sin body and gorgeous face.

      If he decided to seduce her, she would have a difficult time resisting even though she was pretty sure that he was just pretending to want her.

      Why resist? a small voice in the back of her head whispered.

      After all, she lived in a community that believed in free love and didn’t believe in relationships.

      So what if he was just acting?

      But what if he wasn’t even attracted to her? What if that was an act as well?

      Men had a harder time faking arousal than women, but unlike women, they didn’t need much to get aroused. Ana wasn’t a beauty queen, and her body wasn’t fashionably thin, but she knew that she looked sexy when naked, or at least good enough to get a guy in the mood.

      Except, the last time she had been with a man was over a year ago, and her sexual experience was limited to one partner.

      “What are you thinking about?” Sam’s voice sounded husky.

      Had he seen her red cheeks somehow?

      She checked her scarf, but it was still covering most of her face.

      “I was trying to figure out where to start,” she lied.

      He cast her a questioning look. “And?”

      “I can start with why I came to the retreat and then continue to why I decided to stay.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Should she tell him about the voices?

      Nah, that would kill any chance she had with him. But what if he already knew?

      “First, tell me what you know about me. I’m sure you didn’t come here without conducting a thorough background check.”

      “I didn’t, but my friend did. I know that you lost your mother in a freak accident when you were very young, but I don’t know the details. That wasn’t relevant to my mission. I also know that you were an exemplary student, and that you had just one year left to finish your law degree. You come from a very wealthy family, and you’ve never wanted for anything.”

      Except love, but she wasn’t going to say that. It would make her sound needy and ungrateful for the financially privileged life she had led.

      “Is that all you were told?”

      He hesitated for a moment. “You can also hear conversations in your head, not between ghosts, but between people that you are convinced are alive. Your father thinks that the voices are the reason you’ve always felt different and didn’t fit in, and he also believes they are the reason for you joining the cult.”

      She let out a breath. Sam knew about the voices, but he didn’t seem overly bothered by that.

      Gathering her courage, she looked up at his eyes. “First of all, Safe Haven is not a cult.” An image of Emmett in his ridiculous white gowns and his perfectly curled hair popped in front of her mind’s eyes. Maybe Safe Haven was a little cultish, but it wasn’t like those crazy ones with mass suicides or child abuse. Emmett was a good guy. “And secondly, my father doesn’t believe that the voices are real. He thinks that I have a mental problem.”

      There was an implied question in her statement, and she wondered how Sam would respond. Her bet was that he would change the subject.

      His brows dipped low. “I don’t know enough about you or the conversations you hear. But I do know someone who communicates with ghosts, and another lady who can attach a string of her consciousness to a person and hear what they hear and see what they see. Her sister can hear echoes of past conversations that were left embedded in the walls. So, I have no reason to think that what you hear is not real.”

      Ana’s mouth fell open. “And you actually believe that they can do that?”

      The first one’s paranormal ability was somewhat believable. After all, not all mediums were charlatans, and some could prove their claims, just not to her. She’d done a lot of reading on the subject, and she had even gone to see several reputable ones and paid a lot of money to hear that they couldn’t summon her mother. So, the jury was still out on that.

      But she’d never heard about talents like the other two he’d told her about.

      “I know for a fact that what they claim is true. They have proven their abilities beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

      He was either extremely naive or a liar. But since she doubted an ex-commando could still be naive after what he’d seen, he must be the latter.

      “Where did you meet these extraordinary people?”

      He smiled. “My family. All three are mated to my cousins.”

      The term mated threw her off for a moment. Had he meant that they were married to his cousins?

      Not likely. Even though Sam had managed to sound sincere, even fond of those imaginary 'mates,’ what he’d claimed was logically impossible. What were the chances of people with psychic talents that she’d never heard of all marrying Sam’s cousins?

      None.

      Wow, what an actor. He should get an Oscar for that performance.

      What better way to lure her out of the community than to offer her a better alternative? People with psychic abilities who put hers to shame?

      “Good one, Sam.” She pulled her hand out of his. “You almost had me there for a moment.”

      He frowned. “You don’t believe me?”

      “Of course, I don’t. How naive do you think I am?”

      “Everything I told you was true. Why would I invent stuff like that?”

      “To make me come with you. It’s not hard to imagine that I would want to meet these people and compare my experience with theirs.”

      “And that’s bad how?”

      “If it were true, it wouldn’t have been bad. But it’s a big fat lie.”
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      Leon considered himself a patient man, but Anastasia was pushing his limits.

      He might twist the truth to protect his people, and he’d lied about his name because he was working undercover, but he would never deceive or manipulate for any other reason.

      Even if it was for her own damn good.

      “Let’s head back.” He pivoted on his heel and started walking.

      She hurried after him. “I thought that you wanted to talk.”

      “I’m done talking for tonight.”

      “Are you mad?”

      He stopped and turned to her. “What do you think? You just called me a liar. I don’t take kindly to that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re not. If you were, you would take it back.”

      “Would you believe me if I did?”

      He leaned down so he could look into her eyes. “I don’t go around accusing people of lying.”

      “But people lie all the time.”

      “Yeah, a lot of people do, and yet you seem to buy all the crap that Emmett is spewing. You are a smart woman, Anastasia. I’m sure you can do the math. How much money is he making out of the retreat? And that’s in addition to what he makes from people like you who join his cult.”

      She glared at him. “People like me who have issues? Well, excuse me for not being perfect.”

      He shook his head. “Everyone has issues. What I meant by people like you was rich spoiled brats who are searching for meaning to their otherwise meaningless existence and letting themselves get swindled out of their money. Or, in your case, your daddy’s money.”

      He’d gone overboard, and he didn’t even know why.

      Leon rarely lashed out at people, especially at humans, but Anastasia just brought the worst out in him.

      Maybe it was because he was there to help her, and she was spitting in his face, or perhaps it was because he wanted her but couldn’t have her.

      Anastasia was an assignment, and therefore off-limits. No matter how much he was attracted to her, he wouldn’t stoop so low as to seduce her to achieve his objective.

      Fire blazing in her blue eyes, she lifted her hand, but he wasn’t about to let her slap him.

      Catching her wrist, he shook his head. “Don’t even think about it.”

      As fear replaced the anger, she took a step back and tried to pull out of his grip. “Please, let go of me.”

      Letting out a sigh, he dropped her wrist. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said those things.”

      Tucking her shaking hands inside her coat pockets, she looked down at her pink boots. “At least that was the truth. That’s what you really think of me, and I can’t even say that you are wrong.”

      When she’d been verbally attacking him, she’d somehow seemed bigger, but now that she was barely audible, she seemed so tiny. Bundled in the white puffer coat and pink scarf, she looked like a sweet marshmallow.

      And she had tears in her eyes.

      Damn.

      He didn’t want to argue with her. Leon wanted to peel back the layers of clothing one by one and taste her all over.

      “I wish I could take it back.” He reached for her arm, but she twisted away. “And just so you know, that’s not all I think of you. I was angry, so I spewed out every negative I could think of. But there is so much more to you than that.”

      She smiled without lifting her eyes to him. “At least you didn’t call me crazy.”

      “Because I don’t think you are. If I did, I probably would have said that as well.”

      She looked up at him. “I want to believe you, which means that I probably shouldn’t.”

      “That’s a strange logic.”

      “It isn’t for me.” She turned around and started walking. “I want the voices to be real, so I can stop doubting my sanity. But that makes me vulnerable to manipulation.”

      “And yet, you are here because of them.”

      “That’s why I came here, but it’s not why I stayed.”

      Leon was glad they were talking again. “Why did you?”

      “I fit in here. Everyone in Safe Haven has issues, so no one is judgmental or dismissive. No one is trying to convince me that what I hear is real or not, or that I’m crazy or not. I’m just accepted as I am, and that’s liberating.”

      “What about their no-couples policy? You must realize that’s unnatural.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve lived in the outside world for twenty-four years and haven’t found anyone I wanted to share my life with. Maybe there is no one out there for me. I don’t want to give up what I have here for something I might never get anyway.”

      Leon didn’t want to antagonize her again, but he couldn’t think of a gentle way to say what he thought of her decision. “That’s a nihilistic approach to life. You choose to hide and not live life to the fullest because you’re scared of what the future might bring. None of us has a crystal ball, and still, most people wake up in the morning and go out there and work for what they want and what they need.”

      “The fact that everyone is doing things a certain way doesn’t mean that’s the only way. I didn’t choose to be born different, but I can choose the way I want to live my life, and neither you nor my father can tell me that your way is better than mine.”

      She had stumped him, and he didn’t know how to answer that.

      Perhaps he wasn’t the right guy for the job. He was a Guardian, not a philosopher, and he wasn’t going to become one over the next two weeks. Especially since the retreat didn’t offer access to the internet, so he couldn’t even search for what smarter people than him thought about Anastasia’s claim.

      “Is it really your way, though? Or is it Emmett’s?”

      She shrugged. “We all need guides on our journey through life, and Emmett’s way resonated with me.”

      As they reached the lodge, he stopped in front of the door. “Is the way to the residents’ compound through the lodge? I want to walk you home.”

      “It is, but you don’t need to walk with me. It’s safe here.”

      “I want to make sure that you get home without incident.” He pulled the door open and held it for her.

      “The residents' area is restricted. You can’t come in there, but you can walk with me to the back door if you wish.”

      What he wished was to take her hand and lead her to his room, but his wishes were irrelevant.

      Too soon, they were on the other side of the lodge, and Anastasia stopped next to the door. “I guess this is goodbye.”

      “It’s goodnight, but not goodbye.” He took her hand. “Tomorrow at the same time?”

      “What for? You can go home, Sam. Tell my father that you saw me and that I’m perfectly fine.”

      He shook his head. “First, I need to determine that you are indeed fine, and I haven’t yet. Secondly, I’m not ready to give up yet, either. I’m going to spend the night thinking about better arguments for tomorrow.”

      That brought a smile to her lips. “I can’t wait to hear them.” Her tone was mocking, but he detected an undertone of hopefulness.

      Was it possible that Anastasia wanted him to persuade her to leave? Or did she just want to see him again?

      Reaching with his finger, Leon moved her scarf aside, exposing one rosy cheek. His hands were cold, so he resisted the urge to smooth his finger over that soft skin. Instead, he dipped his head and kissed her cheek. “Good night, Anastasia.”

      Her breath hitched. “Good night, Sam.” She pulled the door open and rushed out into the freezing night.

      For a long moment, he remained where she’d left him, watching her through the glass door until her white coat disappeared into the darkness.

      What was it about that young woman that fascinated him so?

      Was it her sexy little body? Her lush lips?

      He wished the attraction was only physical, but it was more than that. She infuriated him, but also intrigued him and challenged him like no other female had ever done before.

      She was contrary, stubborn, and prickly, but also smart, vulnerable, and kind of sweet in the few moments she’d let her guard down.

      Could it be the famous affinity that immortals and Dormants felt for each other?

      If the voices in Anastasia’s head were real, then she had a paranormal talent, which flagged her as a potential Dormant.

      Perhaps that was what he needed to establish first?
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      “The girl is smart.” Eleanor folded her arms over her chest. “You can’t blame her for thinking that you’re full of crap.”

      Leon’s lips twisted in a grimace. “Everything I told Anastasia was true.”

      “Truth is not always the best way to achieve your goals.” She looked down her nose at Leon. “You should be used to that. You guys lie to women all the time.”

      He glared at her. “I don’t lie unless I have to.”

      “Right.” She felt like rolling her eyes but stifled the impulse. “Don’t tell me that you’ve never called a plain Jane beautiful, or told a woman that you’d call her with no intentions of ever doing that.”

      Leaning against the desk, his legs stretched out in front of him, Peter watched their verbal match with an amused expression on his handsome face. “I’ve done that once or twice or a hundred.”

      She nodded. “Thank you for being honest.”

      Leon shook his head. “As difficult as it is for you two to believe, I don’t lie about anything other than who and what I am. That’s why I overreacted to Anastasia’s accusation.” He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I got so angry that I almost blew the mission.”

      “Look at it from her perspective.” Eleanor uncrossed her arms, leaned back on Leon’s bed, and propped herself on her elbows. “You have an ulterior motive to invent relatives with special abilities and occult talents she’s never heard about. Hell, even you, an immortal who lives and breathes the paranormal, wouldn’t have believed a talent like Jin’s existed if you hadn’t known her or seen proof of what she could do.”

      “Eleanor is right,” Peter said. “You shouldn’t have brought up Jin and Mey’s abilities at all. Since mediums are common, it was okay to mention Nathalie, but you should have stopped there.”

      “What’s done is done.” Leon waved a hand. “I can’t take it back, and I can’t thrall her to forget it either.”

      Eleanor turned on her side. “She agreed to see you again tonight, so you can still salvage the situation. We can also fold and tell her daddy that we tried but she stubbornly refused to leave. Turner will get his money whether we get her out or not.”

      “I’m sure he gets a bonus for successful retrieval.” Peter pushed off the desk and sat on the bed next to her. “He also has a reputation that he needs to protect. A failure would cost him future business.”

      Eleanor shrugged. “That’s his problem, not ours. I’m not saying that we should give up right away, but we might have to eventually. Turner sent us because you guys can thrall, and I can compel. He knew that was the only way to extract Anastasia without too much of a fuss.”

      “We still need to find out whether anything shady is going on with this cult,” Peter reminded her. “To thrall some answers from a staff member, I need to catch him or her alone. Except, we didn’t have any one-on-one consultations yesterday, and none are scheduled for today.”

      “Thank you for the update, Captain Obvious.” She slid off the bed. “Let’s get some breakfast. I’m hungry.”

      “Wait.” Peter lifted a hand. “I’m not done. I have an idea. Which staff member do we know that is alone most of the time?”

      Standing by the door, Eleanor put her hands on her hips. “Just spit it out, Peter.”

      “The nurse. I’m going to continue complaining about my upset stomach and ask to see her. If I find her alone, I will get information out of her.”

      “I can come with you.”

      “I can handle the nurse alone.”

      Eleanor suspected that he wanted more than information from the nurse, but that was none of her business. Not only could Peter do whatever he wanted, but it would also provide a great cover for him. No one would wonder why he’d spent so long in the nurse’s office.

      Regrettably, she couldn’t go snooping around on her own. Her compulsion wasn’t any good for questioning unless she had one of the guys remove the memory of the interrogation once she was done.

      The truth was that they didn’t really need her, and she could go home to Greggory. So far, though, Peter and Leon seemed reluctant to let her go, and she couldn’t insist without looking like a quitter. She had something to prove on this mission, and she wasn’t going to achieve her objective by bailing on the guys, even if she was wasting her time.

      She could, however, complain. “Fine. But I have nothing to do other than sitting through those boring lectures and listening to the nonsense they are teaching.”

      Peter shrugged. “At least one of us needs to pretend that she’s here to learn a new way of life.”

      “What are your plans for today?” Eleanor asked Leon as she opened the door.

      “I’ll join you in the classroom, and at night, I’m going to help Anastasia figure out whether the voices she hears are real. I might bring her to my room, so the two of you should hang out somewhere else.”

      Checking that they were alone in the corridor, Eleanor leaned closer to Leon’s ear. “How exactly are you going to help her with the voices?”

      “I don’t know yet. I need to talk to her about them and find out what she hears.”

      “And you need to do it in your room?”

      He shrugged. “In this place, taking a walk with a woman and just talking is more suspicious than hooking up. In my room, we can talk for hours, and no one is going to wonder what we are doing there.”

      “Good point.” Eleanor clapped him on the back. “And good luck.”

      He arched a brow. “I don’t plan to seduce Anastasia. She’s off-limits.”

      “Right.”

      The guy was such a straight arrow. The funny thing was that despite his many years on the planet, he apparently didn’t know much about women.

      It was obvious that Anastasia had the hots for him.

      Leon could have all the best intentions, but she was willing to bet that the girl would change his mind about that.
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      “Syssi said not to use the front door but to go straight to the backyard.” Lisa pushed the side gate and held it open for her mom.

      The place was teeming with immortals, all looking about the same age, and it was difficult to guess who were the young couples that Syssi had told her about.

      “Ronja, darling.” Amanda took her mother’s elbow. “Come join Bridget and me on the couch. She’s dying to meet you.”

      As the two walked away, Syssi threaded her arm through Lisa's. “I want to introduce you to the younger crowd.” She walked her over to a guy who looked no older than eighteen. “This is Roni, our super hacker, and this is Sylvia. She can tamper with electronic equipment with a thought.”

      The woman looked older, about twenty-five, and Lisa wondered whether she was wrong about the two. What if Roni was ancient and Sylvia was the young one?

      “Hi, I’m Lisa.” She offered her hand to the girl. “That’s a cool talent to have. Were you born with it?”

      “My mother says that I started messing around with electronics when I was four, but I don’t remember that. My first memory is of sparks coming off the television, and my mom running to get me out of the house. She thought I’d set the place on fire.”

      That still didn’t tell Lisa how old Sylvia was.

      Roni put his arm on his girlfriend’s shoulders. “My mate is one of a kind. No other immortal can do what she does.”

      “How about you? Is your hacking a paranormal talent?”

      “Some think that it is, but it’s not. I’m just brilliant.”

      Sylvia smiled apologetically. “And so modest.”

      “I don’t believe in fake modesty.”

      Next, Syssi introduced Lisa to Tessa and Jackson. The guy’s talent must have been super-hotness because Syssi hadn’t mentioned any other talents. Tessa, his girlfriend, looked like she was sixteen, and she had no special talent either.

      “This is Wendy,” Syssi introduced her to a brown-haired girl with an easy smile. “And this is Vlad, her mate.”

      The guy looked like a vampire, but the vibe Lisa sensed from him was friendly, even gentle.

      “Do you have a special talent?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I’m a good shrouder. Most immortals can only shroud themselves and sometimes one more person, but I can shroud a room full of people.”

      “He can also thrall a bunch of people at once,” his girlfriend added proudly. “Most immortals can’t do that either.”

      And so it went, until Syssi had introduced her to everyone she hadn’t met before.

      “I still don’t know how old everyone is. They all look the same age to me.”

      “Roni, Jackson, Vlad, and Nick are all young. And so are Tessa, Sylvia, Wendy, and Sharon.”

      “What about Ruth?”

      “For an immortal, she’s considered young, but she’s probably your mom’s age.”

      Lisa glanced at the woman and her much younger boyfriend. “I would have never guessed.”

      Her eyes darting around the backyard, she looked once more for the only friend she’d made so far, but Parker hadn’t materialized since the last time she’d checked.

      Instead, she saw Bowen sitting on the couch next to her mother, with his arm resting behind her along the back of the sofa. Amanda and the red-headed doctor were there as well, so it wasn’t as if they were cuddling somewhere in the corner, but Lisa had noticed the looks they cast at each other when they thought the other wasn’t looking.

      It annoyed the crap out of her.

      Her mother should be still mourning her father, not showing interest in a hot guy who looked half her age but wasn’t.

      It was so confusing. No one seemed to care about age in the village.

      “Where is Parker?” Lisa asked.

      Syssi smiled knowingly. “Parker is inside. He’s helping Ella with the salads. Do you want me to take you to him?”

      “I can find my way to the kitchen.”

      Syssi walked over to the sliding doors and pulled them open. “Go ahead. It’s across the living room.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ella and Parker weren’t the only ones working in the kitchen. Kian’s butler was there as well, and another guy who looked like his fraternal twin.

      “Hi.” She smiled at the brother and sister. “Can I help?”

      “Yes.” Ella handed her a big salad bowl. “You can take it outside.” She handed another one to Parker. “Come back when you’re done.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes, boss.”

      “You bet I am.” Ella flicked his butt with a dishtowel.

      He didn’t seem to mind.

      “It’s cool how well you two get along.” Lisa followed him out. “Was it always like that?”

      From what he had told her, Ella had been to hell and back. He was probably cutting her some slack.

      “Pretty much. Ella thinks that she’s my second mother, and I pretend like I don’t mind because she means well and because of what she’s been through. But sometimes she gets really annoying, and I tune her out, which annoys her even more.”

      Holding the huge salad bowl with one hand, he slid the door open. “After you, my lady.”

      She cast him an amused smile. “If you plan on rejoining young human society, you need to drop the gentlemanly style and omit the lady part.”

      “I’ll try to remember that. I guess I’ve been hanging around Magnus and Merlin for too long.”

      Lisa wanted to ask him about Merlin, who hadn’t come to visit yet, but there were more pressing issues she needed to talk to him about. “Have you decided about high school?”

      “Not yet, but my mother and I are going to accompany you and your mom on the tour tomorrow. I’ve never seen the school, and I want to check it out before I give up my freedom.”

      It hadn’t occurred to her before, but he was right. Freedom was the main advantage of being homeschooled, especially when the parents weren’t too involved.

      Parker could study at his own pace, and no one was telling him when he could go to the bathroom or take a snack break. Perhaps she shouldn’t go back to school either?

      Her mother would have an issue with that, but Parker’s example proved that it was possible to excel and even skip grades while studying at home.

      But that wasn’t the only reason to go to high school. Socializing was important too. But then how was she supposed to do that if she couldn’t invite anyone over?

      “Are there any clan members who live outside of the village?”

      “Very few.” Parker opened the sliding door and waited for her to go in. “Why?”

      “What if we want to throw a class party? Or just hang out with friends from school? We can’t invite anyone here, but if we have relatives in the city who will let us use their place, we could actually socialize with people.”

      Parker’s eyes sparkled with interest. “The clan has apartment buildings in downtown Los Angeles. Maybe Kian would let us use one of them. With parental supervision, of course.”

      “I doubt that he would do that for us.” She followed him to the kitchen. “Those apartments are probably rented out for a lot of money.”

      “We can ask. The worst that could happen is that he says no, right?”

      “I guess.” She cast him a sidelong glance. “Do you have the guts to ask him?”

      “When the time comes, I will. Right now, I’m not even sure that I want to give up what I have here just to socialize with a bunch of snobs.”

      “What about me?”

      He arched a brow. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not a snob, and I could use a friend in the new school.”

      His eyes softened. “That’s why I agreed to check it out tomorrow.”
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      “Hi, Gustav.” Ana pushed her full cart into the retreat’s laundry room.

      “You are done early today.” He leaned back in his tattered swivel chair, causing the thing to groan in protest.

      “I am.” She cast him a tired smile over her shoulder as she put her cleaning supplies away.

      “Do you have plans for this afternoon?”

      “Yeah. I’m helping Margaret with her workshop,” Ana lied.

      At fifty-something, Gustav was one of the older community members, probably one of the founders, but instead of spending his time in Emmett’s inner circle of advisers, he chose to be in charge of the laundry room. The place also served as the staff coatroom, which was probably why he’d taken the job. He got to flirt with all the newbie females working as maids in the lodge.

      The guy was a poster child for Safe Haven’s philosophy of free love. His main goal in life was to charm every female member into extending him an invitation.

      Gustav pushed to his feet and walked over to her cart. “Let me help you with that.” He started unloading the dirty linens into one of the huge laundry machines. “What about tonight?”

      Was he trying to come on to her again?

      She’d given him plenty of hints that she wasn’t interested. “I have a workshop at four that I need to attend. But maybe I’ll check out the lodge after that.” She brushed a strand of hair off her face. “See you Tuesday.”

      “You’re not working tomorrow?”

      “Monday is my day off.”

      He eyed her curiously. “Have fun tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      Hopefully, he wasn’t going to look for her at the lodge. Not that it mattered if he saw her with Sam. She was free to choose whoever she pleased.

      Pulling her coat off the hook, Ana draped it over her arm and stepped out into the hallway.

      Compared to the laundry room's heat and humidity, the corridor was much cooler, but she was still too sweaty to put the coat on.

      Ana had never worked faster than she had today, finishing all of the ten rooms assigned to her in three hours. The time she’d managed to save could now be spent primping for her date with Sam.

      And yes, this time, she was going to treat it as a date, and not just an opportunity to promote Safe Haven’s way.

      If she’d read the signals correctly, and Ana believed that she had, then Sam was interested in more than just talking.

      Last night, he’d held her hand and kissed her cheek. It wasn’t much, but it was significant. If Sam’s intentions were limited to only discussing ideology and trying to convince her that Safe Haven wasn’t the best place for her, he wouldn’t have kissed her.

      So yeah, he had an agenda, but he was into her, and just in case today’s date ended up in his room, she needed to shave and trim and moisturize all those places that had been neglected for over a year.

      Excitement warring with apprehension, Ana tossed her coat on her bed, took off her shoes, and walked into the tiny bathroom in her socks.

      The shower enclosure leaked, so she had to put a towel on the floor before turning the water on, and then had to wait for the hot water to arrive. The modest lifestyle didn’t bother her, but Ana missed the luxurious bathtub she’d had in her father’s house.

      Except, that place was gone.

      After Ana had gone to college, her father had sold it and bought a new one that was even larger and fancier, but even though she had a room there, it had never become hers. On her rare visits, she’d felt like she was intruding on his new family and couldn’t wait to go back to the dorms, and later to the rented apartment she’d shared with two other law students.

      Ana could’ve afforded a place of her own, but she had preferred having roommates to living alone. It hadn’t been about partying, the three of them had spent most of their time studying, but it was less lonely.

      She wondered whether Megan and Linda missed her.

      Probably not.

      When she’d come back after graduating from the retreat and told them that she was moving out, they hadn’t even tried to talk her out of it. Megan had helped her pack, though, and Linda had driven her to the self-storage place and had helped her unload the boxes.

      She missed them, but only a little.

      During the two years she’d lived with Megan and Linda, she hadn’t gotten as close to them as she had to the new friends that she’d made in the community in less than three months.

      With a sigh, Ana dumped the rest of her clothing into the laundry basket and stepped into the shower.

      Taking her time, she shampooed and conditioned her hair and then got busy with the disposable razor. When she was done, she stepped out, wrapped a towel around her hair, shrugged her bathrobe on, and tied the belt around her waist before leaving the humid heat of the bathroom.

      A soft knock sounded at her door. “Ana? Are you there?” Margaret sounded on the verge of panic.

      Ana opened up and waved her friend in. “Come in quickly. I just stepped out of the shower.”

      “Oh.” Margaret slipped in and closed the door behind her. “I heard that you came back early, and I was worried that you were feeling sick. When I knocked, and you didn’t answer, I started to hyperventilate. Is everything okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just worked faster so I could have a longer break before the evening workshop.”

      Letting out a breath, her friend plopped down on her bed. “I’m glad that you’re okay. Sandra is down with the flu, and so is Ryan. One of the retreat guests must have brought it from the outside, and pretty soon, we will all get sick.”

      Margaret had a tendency to overreact.

      “We should take an extra dose of the immune booster Shirley is raving about.” Ana pulled the towel off her head and draped it over the back of a chair.

      “I’ve done that already.” Margaret eyed her curiously. “I’ve heard that you went on a walk with one of the guests last night.”

      She should have known that Margaret would hear about it before she had a chance to tell her. There were no secrets in Safe Haven.

      “I did.” Ana couldn’t help the smile tugging on her lips.

      “How come you didn’t tell me that you were going to the lodge? I would have gone with you.”

      “It was a spur of the moment thing.” The lie rolled off her tongue with ease. “I was sick of being a coward, so I thought I would check out the new guests. I met a guy, we went on a walk, had a nice talk, and then he escorted me back to the lodge.”

      Margaret arched a brow. “And that’s all? I was hoping that you’d finally taken the plunge.”

      Grabbing a comb, Ana sat next to Margaret on the bed. “I might tonight. I’m meeting him again.” She started working out the knots from her hair.

      A grin spread over her friend’s gaunt face. “I’m so happy for you. Just remember not to get attached.”

      “I won’t. He’s not the type who would stay after the retreat is over.”

      “Good. It’s the hardest with the first few. It gets easier later.”

      Ana snorted. “You talk as if you spend each night with a different guy. When was the last time you had some fun?”

      “It has been a while. I’m just too tired most of the time.”

      “That’s because you work too hard.”

      “True.” Margaret pushed to her feet. “Which reminds me that I still have work to do. I’ll see you at the workshop.”

      After she left, Ana felt a twinge of guilt for not telling her the truth about Sam.

      The problem was that as good of a friend as Margaret was to her, she was a hundred percent loyal to the community. She would have had Sam kicked out, and Ana wasn’t ready to part with him yet.
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      As Leon waited by the door for Anastasia, he was getting curious glances from the staff members entering or leaving through the back entrance.

      If the Safe Haven community was anything like the village, the rumor about him and Anastasia going on a walk together had already spread. Her friends probably assumed that the two of them were going to hook up tonight, or connect, as the cult liked to refer to casual sex.

      Regrettably, that wasn’t going to happen, but it was precisely what he wanted them to think.

      Looking out into the night through the glass door, he couldn’t see far even with his exceptional vision. Not only that, but all staff members were also wearing the same white puffer coat. Still, he had no problem recognizing Anastasia by the way she walked and her pink boots.

      He opened the door, ignoring the cold air as he stood in the entrance wearing only a long-sleeved shirt.

      The moment she realized it was him, Anastasia smiled and hurried her steps.

      Her scarf wasn’t wrapped around her head or her neck, and even though her hair was wind-tousled, it looked as if she’d styled it. He also remembered her eyelashes as being lighter, but they were black now, and there was gloss on her lips.

      Had she done it for him?

      A sense of satisfaction washed over Leon at the realization that she had made an effort to look good for their date. Not that any of it was needed. She was a natural beauty.

      “I didn’t expect you to wait for me here.” Anastasia sounded breathless, and Leon wondered whether it was because she’d been rushing or because of the effect he had on her.

      He reached for her hand. “Let’s go to my room.” Invading her personal space, he leaned to whisper in her ear, “We can talk privately in there.”

      A blush spreading over her pale cheeks, she chuckled. “I've heard better come-on lines in my life. How about we grab a cup of coffee first, and maybe find a place to sit down and talk?”

      “We can take the coffee to my room, and that’s not a come-on line.” He leaned down closer, so his cheek was almost brushing hers. “Given the lifestyle this place promotes, that would be much less suspicious than taking another walk to talk. I promise to be a perfect gentleman.”

      Looking uncertain, she dragged her teeth over her bottom lip. “Okay.”

      Thank the merciful Fates, the girl could be reasoned with. After last night, he hadn’t been sure about that.

      “Let’s get that coffee.” He put his arm on her shoulders. “Put your arm around my waist. We need to look like we are about to connect.”

      “Yeah, we do.” She still sounded a little breathy. “You are so tall. I wish I had heels.” Anastasia did as he asked and then leaned her head against his arm.

      As an image of her in a black cocktail dress and stilettos flitted through his mind, he got instantly hard.

      Thank fuck that his fangs behaved and didn’t elongate.

      “I wish so too,” he murmured.

      Anastasia sighed. “I hate being short. You are probably used to dating taller women.”

      He looked down at her. “You are perfect the way you are.”

      “You just said that you wished I wore heels.”

      Way to go, dumbass.

      A guy needed to be careful about what he said to a woman. Females had the annoying habit of interpreting the most innocent remarks in the worst possible way.

      “You said it first, and your comment got my imagination going. I thought that you would look sexy as sin with a black cocktail dress and stilettos.” He smiled. “I usually don’t care about what women wear, but I think that would be a better look for you than all this white and pink fluff.”

      He wanted to take the words back as soon as they left his mouth. What if she liked wearing white and pink and he’d just offended her again?

      Thankfully, Anastasia nodded in agreement. “The uniforms are one of the things that I don’t love about this place, but I see the logic behind them. Paying too much attention to the way we look is frivolous and unproductive. The limited choices we have, in colors as well as in style, liberate us from an unhealthy obsession with unimportant stuff.”

      Did she truly believe that, or was she just parroting her leader’s words?

      Uniforms served a purpose, and that was to strip their wearers of their individuality. When in uniform, a person’s identity became their designation—a soldier, a firefighter, a nurse, a doctor. Except, at the end of their workday, people got to take the uniform off and become individuals again.

      That didn’t happen in Safe Haven.

      As they walked through the common room, Leon scanned the place for his teammates, but they weren’t there. Peter might be hunting the nurse down. He hadn’t learned anything useful from her, but he’d gotten an invitation to connect with her later.

      If there was something shady going on in Safe Haven, nurse Shirley didn’t know about it. Either that or Emmett was such a powerful compeller that his victims believed to their very cores what he wanted them to believe.

      Where was Eleanor, though?

      She could have taken a guy to her room to interrogate, but she would need either Peter or him to thrall the dude later.

      “Do you like cream in your coffee?” Anastasia asked.

      “I take it black.”

      She smiled. “Why am I not surprised? You are such a manly man.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” He grabbed a couple of water bottles from the basket and stuffed them in his back pockets.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?’

      He shrugged. “In today’s world, I’m no longer sure. Men are expected to be more feminine, women are expected to be more masculine, and yet everyone is talking about accepting people the way they are. It’s confusing.”

      Anastasia smiled triumphantly. “Can you see now why I want to live in Safe Haven? Nothing is confusing here. Everyone is accepted just the way they are.”

      “Oh, yeah? What if someone does not want to participate in the free-love culture and wants to bond with a specific person, or start a family?”

      “Then Safe Haven is not the place for them. All the rules are clearly explained, and if you accept them, you can join the community, and if you can’t or just don’t want to, you can leave. But you know precisely what’s expected from you, and you don’t have to second-guess anything.”
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      The guest rooms were larger and better appointed than those in the community compound, but not by much. There was still just one full-sized bed, a desk, a chair, and a dresser.

      “You’ll be more comfortable on the bed.” Sam pulled out the chair and sat down.

      Well, that solved the dilemma of where to sit.

      “I hate to put a dent in this nicely stretched comforter,” she joked to hide her embarrassment.

      He crossed his legs. “You can mess my bed up as much as you want.”

      Was he hiding an erection?

      She hoped so. If seeing her sitting on his bed had such an effect on him, then she wouldn’t have to work hard to seduce him.

      Damn. Her cheeks heated up just thinking about that. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to make the first move because she would probably spontaneously combust as soon as she attempted it. She’d never seduced a guy before.

      The problem was that Sam had promised to be a perfect gentleman, so unless that had been a lie meant to lure her into his room, she would have no choice.

      Great. Last night she’d accused him of being a liar, and now she was actually hoping that he was. Could he be just a little less than a perfect gentleman?

      Mimicking his pose, Ana crossed her legs and leaned forward with the coffee cup cradled in her hands. “You wanted to talk.”

      “I want to find out more about the voices you hear.”

      “Why?”

      “Maybe I can help you find out whether they are real or not. Do they bother you all day long?”

      She shook her head. “Thank God, I only hear them before falling asleep when I’m just starting to doze off.”

      He nodded. “Your mind is more receptive in that state, so it makes sense. What do they say?”

      “It’s usually a conversation between two people, and I can hear both of them. Sometimes there is another person, but I can only hear two.”

      “Males? Females? Couples?”

      “Mostly, it’s couples. Sometimes they talk about mundane things like planning a vacation or making a grocery shopping list. And other times it’s life-changing events like proposing or admitting infidelity and leaving.”

      “What about arguing? Revealing secrets?”

      “If I hear arguments, I force myself fully awake because that upsets me. I don’t think that any of it was supposed to be a secret, other than the few cases of admitting infidelity, that is. But since about half of what I hear is in languages I can’t understand, I might have missed those.”

      He chuckled. “It’s like you’re tuning in to an international radio station.”

      “Maybe I do.” She took a sip from her coffee. “If that’s the explanation, it would be a huge relief. Are any of your cousins married to people who can pick up radio waves?”

      “Good one, Anastasia. But no. No one I know can do that, but that doesn’t mean a talent like that doesn’t exist. Did you investigate that?”

      “I trawled the internet, but you can’t trust the stuff people write there. Anyone can publish bullshit.”

      “That’s true.” He put his cup on the desk. “What about the tone of these voices?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do they sound like they are acting?”

      “They sound real.”

      “What languages other than English do you speak?”

      “I know a little Spanish, and I studied Latin in school.”

      He chuckled. “I would be really worried about you if any of those conversations were in Latin.”

      “They weren’t.”

      “What about Spanish?”

      “A few.”

      “Did you understand what was being said?”

      “Some of it, yes.”

      “Then that’s your proof. If you understood everything, you might have been making it up. But there were parts you didn’t understand.”

      That had occurred to her, but regrettably, it wasn’t the irrefutable proof she needed.

      “There might be another explanation for that. When I was little, we had a housekeeper who loved Spanish telenovelas, and I used to watch them with her. I might have stored some of the conversations in my subconscious. That could be true of the other ones as well. Maybe those are dialog from movies that I’ve seen.”

      “But you said that they sound real.”

      “What if I’m reconstructing scenes from movies and improving on the actors' performances?” She sighed. “I’ve been searching for answers for a very long time. But the problem is that every one I come up with, aside from a mental disorder or a paranormal ability, can be explained away logically. There is no way to prove or disprove that they are real.”

      Sam rubbed a hand over the nape of his neck. “I have an idea, and I assure you that it’s not a trick to get you in my bed.”

      That piqued her curiosity. “I can’t wait to hear it.”

      “I know many languages.” He rubbed his neck again as if it was an embarrassing admission. “If you go to sleep in my bed and hear a conversation in an unfamiliar language, it might be one that I know. You just need to repeat what you’re hearing.”

      That was in the same vein of thought as what Margaret had suggested, but it could still be a ploy to get her in his bed.

      Then again, it was precisely where Ana wanted to be, and she wouldn’t even have to act seductive.

      All she needed to do was play along.

      “How many languages do you speak?”

      Leon closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m fluent in eight, I can have a coherent conversation in another twenty-two, and I can understand most of the rest.”

      That wasn’t humanly possible. Was he lying to impress her?

      But why would he need to? She was already impressed enough.

      “Even Chinese?”

      “I’m not fluent in Mandarin, but I can get by, and my Cantonese is not great either. There are some other Chinese dialects that I can understand but not speak.”

      The guy must be showing off because that was impossible. That was why he’d checked with her what languages she knew. She wouldn’t be able to call his bluff.

      Not that she would have done it even if she could. There had been enough of that last night, and she’d almost blown her chances with him.

      “That’s very impressive. How come you know so many?”

      He rubbed his neck again, and she wondered whether it was a nervous tick that gave him away when he lied.

      “During my time in the service, I was stationed in many places, and learning new languages comes easily to me.”

      “Evidently.” Hiding her doubtful expression, Ana dipped her head and took a sip from her coffee.

      “So, are you going to stay?”

      “Yeah, I think I will.” She pretended nonchalance. “What time is it?”

      “Five minutes after midnight. Do you need to get up early tomorrow for work?”

      “I get Mondays off.”

      Ana had workshops in the afternoon that she needed to attend, but she would be long gone by then. Sam had classes in the morning, but even if he didn’t, she doubted he would want her to stay and cuddle.

      “Good.” He put his hands on his thighs. “Then you can sleep over.”

      She looked down at her sweater and leggings. “Can I borrow a T-shirt to sleep in? I won’t be able to get comfortable with these clothes on.”

      Ana was proud of herself for coming up with the excuse. Her legs were one of her best assets, and they would look awesome from under Sam’s T-shirt.

      “Sure.” He rose to his feet, opened one of the dresser drawers, and pulled out a perfectly folded T-shirt. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” Holding it, she resisted the urge to bring it to her nose for a sniff.

      Even though it had been laundered, Sam’s scent might linger on the fabric.

      “You can change in the bathroom.”

      “Yeah. I should.” Holding the shirt, she pushed to her feet, cast Sam a tentative smile, and ducked into the bathroom.

      Thankfully, the T-shirt wasn’t white, but the light gray color and the thin material did nothing to hide her stiff nipples.

      From the moment she’d decided that tonight was going to be a date and not just a platonic meeting, her breasts had started to feel heavy, and her nipples ached. Perhaps it would have been a good idea to take the edge off with her own fingers before coming over, but Ana had a feeling that it wouldn’t have helped.

      She couldn’t remember ever being so damn horny for a guy. It was like her hormones had lain dormant until Sam showed up, and now they were trying to compensate for all the years of inactivity in one go.

      Cupping her breasts over the shirt, she barely managed to stifle the moan rising up in her throat. Those babies weren’t going anywhere, and there was no way she was going to leave the bathroom like that.

      She had to put the padded bra back on.

      More confident with her under armor on, Ana took ten consecutive calming deep breaths and then padded out of the bathroom.

      She almost stumbled over her own feet.

      Sam had changed into a pair of nylon exercise pants and a white T-shirt. Both were molded to his muscular body, leaving very little to the imagination.

      Evidently, the guy didn’t own pajamas.

      Did he sleep in the nude?

      Wow. If Ana’s libido was on overdrive before, it had just shot up to the sky.
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      As Anastasia stepped out of the bathroom wearing his T-shirt and holding her clothes under her arm, Leon realized that inviting her to spend the night in his bed was one hell of a stupid idea.

      The shirt was roomy, and it reached just above her knees, covering all her beautiful curves. But it didn’t hide her shapely legs, and the way it tented over her generous breasts made his imagination go places it shouldn’t.

      The girl was temptation personified, and the way she looked at him and the strong scent of arousal she was emitting were enough to eradicate his self-control.

      It wouldn’t take any effort at all to get her naked and feast on all that bounty, but Leon had to stop that runaway train before it crashed and burned.

      Anastasia was off-limits, not only because she was his mission, but also because she was an immune. Even though he was tempted to bend his own rules about mixing business with pleasure, her immunity guaranteed that he couldn’t.

      He wouldn’t be able thrall her to forget the venom bite.

      Turning sideways to hide his erection, he lifted the comforter. “Get under the blanket before you freeze.”

      She put her neatly folded bundle of clothes on the dresser, her pink boots on the floor right next to them, and then moved to the bed.

      Ducking under the blanket, she pulled it up to her chin. “Thank you. I was a little cold.”

      “Can’t have that.” He walked over to the light switch and flipped it off.

      Anastasia sucked in a breath. “Can you leave a little light in the bathroom? I can’t see anything.”

      “The idea is for you to doze off.”

      He should be so lucky. With the barrage of scents she was emitting, neither of them would be able to relax enough to sleep. It was going to be a very long night.

      “A little light is not going to keep me awake.”

      “Are you afraid of the dark?” He turned on the light in the bathroom and left the door open just a crack. “Or is it me?”

      “I’m not scared of you.”

      He walked over to the bed and looked down at her. “I can sit on the chair if you are uncomfortable with me lying next to you.”

      “Don’t be silly.” She lifted the comforter. “You can’t spend the night on the chair.”

      As Anastasia’s scent wafted from under the blanket, Leon almost choked on his own saliva.

      Dear merciful Fates, I need help.

      Except, even if the Fates opened a hole in the ceiling and dropped a bucket of ice on him, it would just sizzle off his overheated body and dissipate.

      “Scoot.” He motioned for her to make room.

      When she did, he lay on the very edge, as far away from her as the full-sized bed allowed, but it wasn’t nearly far enough.

      Her scent was driving him insane.

      Closing his eyes, Leon tried to think about nasty stuff, which normally was enough to kill his arousal, but this time it wasn’t working.

      “Try to sleep.” He turned his back to her so she wouldn’t accidentally brush against his erection.

      “Good night, Sam.” Anastasia shifted to her side as well.

      When her soft bottom touched his hard one, he jerked away.

      “Sorry,” she whispered.

      After a few moments, she heaved a sigh. “I can’t relax enough to fall asleep.”

      “Do you want to talk?”

      “About what?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “I would like to talk about you. You know a lot about me, but I don’t know much about you.”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Why did you leave the service?”

      Because he had no longer been needed. “The unit I served in got dismantled.”

      “So you were dismissed?”

      He turned on his back and tucked his hands under his head. “I could’ve performed other duties, but that wasn’t what I wanted to do, so I chose to leave.”

      The respite from military life had been pleasant, but when the Guardians had been offered a chance to come back and fight traffickers, he’d been one of the first to sign up. Leon was a defender, that was what he’d been born to do, and civilian life hadn’t filled that need for him.

      Anastasia was quiet for a moment. “Do you have a girlfriend back home?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I haven’t found my one and only yet.”

      “Ever?”

      He chuckled. “By definition, there is only one who can qualify for the title, and if I had found her, I would still be with her.”

      “So you’re an all or nothing kind of guy.”

      “You could say so, yes.”

      She shifted on her back. “How old are you?”

      “Older than I look.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      He really hated lying to her. “How old do you think I am?”

      “You look twenty-seven or twenty-eight, but since you say that you look younger than you really are, I would guess thirty-two?”

      “Good guess.”

      “What if you never find your one and only? Would you settle for less?”

      “I can’t.”

      She shifted on her side and put her hand on his shoulder. “Looking for perfection will only make you miserable. Ms. Almost, is better than Ms. None. It’s better to compromise than to spend your life alone.”

      “Look who’s talking. You joined a community that doesn’t allow one-on-one relationships because you gave up on finding your Mr. Right without ever looking for him.”

      “I looked. But I couldn’t even find Mr. Almost, let alone Mr. Right.”

      “You didn’t look hard enough.”

      She heaved another sigh. “Maybe I’ll find him here.”

      “In Safe Haven? What are the chances of that?”

      “Stranger things have happened.”

      It occurred to him that Anastasia might be in love with Emmett. It was common for female cult members to fall for their leader.

      “Tell me the truth. Are you infatuated with Emmett Haderech?”

      “No way!” She snorted. “He’s old enough to be my father.”

      That was true, but the guy was impressive, and his voice had an undeniable hypnotic effect.

      “He looks good for his age.”

      “He does, but I know that he’s in his fifties, and that’s enough to gross me out.”

      Leon stifled a groan. If she knew how old he was, it would kill her attraction to him, and he didn’t know how he felt about that.

      Not that it mattered.

      Nothing was going to happen between them, and he needed to keep her talking.

      “Tell me about him.”

      “Emmett?”

      “Yes. What’s your impression of him?”

      “The same as everyone else’s. I admire him greatly, but I’m not attracted to him, even though I’m probably the only woman in the community who isn’t.”

      If Emmett was using compulsion to seduce the women, that would explain why Anastasia was the only one unaffected.

      “Did he try anything with you?”

      “No, and frankly, even though I wasn’t interested, I was a little offended. He’s been with practically every other female in the community, so why not me?”

      “Perhaps he was following his own rules and was waiting for you to initiate?”

      She huffed out a breath. “That still doesn’t explain why he didn’t even try to flirt with me. He was charming and polite, and very eloquent, but he was perfectly proper. I have a problem with men, and I don’t even know what it is. I’m not a great beauty, and I absolutely suck at small talk, but so do many other women who have no problem getting a date. What’s wrong with me?”

      Men were probably intimidated by her, but Anastasia wouldn’t believe him if he told her that. As for Emmett, Leon wasn’t sure.

      The guy was impressive enough to seduce women without resorting to compulsion, but who knew?  Perhaps it was a kink of his, and he couldn’t get it up without it.

      “You’re perfect. Don’t ever doubt it.”

      “Then why didn’t Emmett try to seduce me?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you reminded him of his mother, his sister, or maybe an old flame that broke his heart. Or maybe he had a headache that day. How many times have you been alone with him?”

      “I only had one private audience with Emmett. I had put in a request to have a television in my room to help me fall asleep, and he wanted to find out why I had trouble sleeping. I told him about the voices, and he approved the request. I can still only watch approved content, but I’m the only one in the compound with my own television.”

      “What kind of content gets approved?”

      “Feel-good stuff. Emmett says that exposure to media contributes to stress and depression. There is so much negativity out there.”

      “The world is not all about rainbows and sunshine.”

      “I know. But there is a lot more of the good stuff than you might think given what’s promoted.”

      “I can’t argue with that. Happy families are not newsworthy.”

      “Precisely.” Anastasia turned on her back and closed her eyes. “I don’t think this is going to work. I’m not feeling drowsy.”

      No wonder.

      Instead of helping her to calm down, he’d been asking her questions about her leader and talking about the state of the world.

      Onegus had made a mistake when he’d chosen him for the assignment. Someone like Arwel or Yamanu would have been much better suited for the job.

      They would have known what to say to Anastasia to make her relax. Most importantly, neither of them would have had to deal with a raging erection because they were both mated and would have been unaffected by Anastasia’s sex appeal.

      The girl had no idea how attractive she was, and her innocence only added to the forbidden-fruit allure. She tempted his resolve with every breath she took.

      He needed to focus on how young and inexperienced she was, and how an old immortal like him had no business craving her sweet innocence.
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      “Would you like me to sing you a lullaby?” Sam asked.

      That was unexpected and a little offensive. Did he think of her as a kid?

      He wasn’t that much older than her, and even if he was, that still shouldn’t have mattered.

      Maybe what he had in mind was one of those naughty lullabies?

      Ana should be so lucky. Unless she initiated, and not just by hinting at her interest, he wasn’t going to do anything with her.

      “Do you know any?”

      “I know an old Scottish one that my mother used to sing to me. Do you want to hear it?”

      So it wasn’t a fun one for sure.

      “Yes, please.”

      “I hope that I remember all the words.”

      “If it’s in Gaelic, you can make them up, and I wouldn’t know.”

      As he started singing softly, Ana closed her eyes and concentrated on his voice.

      It was lovely, deep and smooth, and the Scottish accent was just as delicious as the man himself.

      If only he wasn’t such a damn gentleman.

      She’d already made the first move by turning toward him and putting her hand on his shoulder, but it hadn’t been enough. In fact, the move had seemed to irritate him even more.

      Should she just come out and say it?

      Make love to me, Sam.

      Damn, why was it so hard?

      She was in bed with the hottest guy she’d ever met, and she was supposed to sleep?

      Not if she could help it.

      She’d hoped that his offer to help her translate the voices had been a ploy to get her in his bed, but apparently, he’d meant it.

      It was just her damn bad luck.

      For most of her adult life, Ana had been pretty ambivalent about sex. She hadn’t been obsessed with guys or in a rush to lose her virginity, holding out until the ripe age of twenty-three. Marvin had been her first boyfriend, and sex with him had been okay, but it hadn’t been earth-shattering by any means.

      She’d had more fun with her own fingers than she’d ever had with him.

      And now that she’d finally met a man who stirred her blood and awakened her sleepy lady bits, he was too damn honorable to take advantage of her, and she was too shy to tell him that she was more than okay with that.

      Ana wanted Sam with every fiber of her being, but was it enough to overcome her shyness and make a bold move?

      It’d better be.

      As the song ended, she scooted closer and put her hand on his chest. “That was lovely. Thank you.”

      He sucked in a breath. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting warm.”

      Were his eyes glowing? Or was the light from the bathroom somehow reflecting off the white wall and shining at his eyes?

      Maybe he was wearing contacts?

      “I can get you a sweater.”

      She shook her head. “Your eyes are glowing.”

      “They are not. It’s the contacts.” He turned away from her. “I’ll get you the sweater.”

      “Sam.” She put her hand on his arm to stop him.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want a damn sweater.” She smoothed her hand down his chest.

      He put his hand over hers. “Stop.”

      “Why? Don’t you find me attractive?”

      He snorted. “I find you too damn attractive, but you are off-limits.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t mix business with pleasure, and I would never use sex to convince you to leave with me.”

      She chuckled. “An overinflated ego, much? I haven’t been with anyone in over a year, and you are definitely the hottest guy I’ve ever met, but I’m not going to fall in love with you no matter how good you are in bed.”

      “Is that a challenge?” His voice came out in a hiss.

      “You’re on.”

      Ana wanted to pump her fist in the air and do a victory dance, but it would have to wait for after the sex, provided that she could still move. She had a feeling that a night with Sam was going to be thoroughly exhausting, but in the best possible way.
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      There was no way Leon could back down from Anastasia’s challenge without hurting her feelings.

      The girl had been offended when a guy she didn’t even want had shown no interest in her. Her self-confidence would be crushed if Leon turned her down.

      He couldn’t do that, and not just because he wanted to spare her feelings.

      Anastasia was in Safe Haven because the outside world scared her and she’d felt alone and powerless out there. It must have been extremely difficult for her to make the first move, and if that backfired, it would send her careening back into her shell and cementing her decision to stay in Safe Haven.

      Except, it occurred to him that he might be making up noble motives when the truth was that he wasn’t made of stone, and he wanted her as much as she wanted him, if not more.

      There was a problem, though.

      Four of them, to be exact.

      Since his shrouding and thralling didn’t work on Anastasia, he wouldn’t be able to hide his elongated fangs and glowing eyes. Closing the bathroom door and plunging the room into complete darkness might solve the visible part of the fangs problem, but not the feel, and it would make the glowing eyes even more of an issue.

      He needed to blindfold her and pleasure her without slaking his own needs.

      It would be torturous.

      Just imagining her with a blindfold on made his shaft twitch with excitement.

      “Close your eyes,” he commanded.

      “Why?”

      “If you want to play with me, you’ll have to follow my rules.”

      A small smile tugging on her lush lips, she closed her eyes. “Yes, sir.”

      That had been easier than he’d expected, but Anastasia didn’t know what he had in mind, and as soon as he brought up the subject of the blindfold and the restraints, she would probably get scared and want to leave.

      Did he want her to?

      It would solve his immediate problem, but it would get him further away from completing his mission.

      Even if she left of her own accord, Anastasia’s self-confidence would suffer. To pry her away from Safe Haven, he needed to build up her confidence and make her feel good about herself.

      And it had nothing to do with him needing to pleasure her more than he needed to breathe.

      Nothing at all.

      Liar.

      Thinking of what he could use as a blindfold, Leon remembered her pink scarf. His belt could be used to restrain her hands.

      “Where are you going?” Anastasia asked as he slipped out of bed.

      “To get what I need.”

      He pulled the scarf out of her coat pocket. It was soft and not too thick, and he could fold it over twice.

      “You don’t need a condom.” Her voice quivered a little. “I got the contraceptive shot when I got here, and we were both tested for STDs.”

      He opened a drawer and pulled out a belt and a pair of thick socks. He didn’t want the leather to chafe her skin.

      Sitting down on the bed, he put the items next to him. “Before we begin, I want to tell you what I’m about to do so you don’t freak out.”

      As her eyelids fluttered open, he put a hand over her eyes. “I told you to keep your eyes closed.”

      “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

      “That’s why I need to blindfold you. I’m going to tie your scarf around your eyes.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s how I play the game.”

      She swallowed. “Are you into dominance and submission games?”

      Leon had never gone to Brundar’s club or any of its ilk, but like most immortal males, he was naturally dominant. Still, blindfolds and restraints had never been his thing, but they just might become so with Anastasia.

      The idea most definitely excited her, as was evidenced by the intensifying scent of her arousal and the pink hue spreading over her cheeks and her neck.

      “Does it scare you?” He lifted her head with one hand and wrapped the scarf around her eyes with the other.

      “No. I trust you.”

      “You have no reason to, but you are right. You can trust me. I’m only going to give you pleasure.”

      “I know. Do I need a safe word?”

      He chuckled. It seemed like Anastasia had some very naughty ideas.

      “All you have to say is no or stop. But I can promise you that you won’t say either.”

      If he could see her eyes, he was sure he would see disappointment in them.

      Evidently, Anastasia wanted to play a different kind of game than the one he had in mind.

      He tugged on the bottom of the T-shirt he’d loaned her. “I need to take this off before I tie your hands.”

      “Why do you need to do that?”

      He chuckled. “If I tie your hands first, I would have to tear the shirt off you, and I happen to like it.”

      She pursed her lips. “I meant the tying up. If you tell me to keep my hands over my head, I will.”

      “The same way you kept your eyes closed?”

      “Good point.”

      As he started to lift the shirt, Anastasia bit on her lower lip and held her breath.

      “Breathe, Anastasia. There is nothing to be scared of.”

      “You’re going to see me naked.”

      “That’s the idea.” He chuckled. “But there is no need to be bashful. You’re wearing a bra, and if you want, I’ll let you keep it on for a little while longer.”
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      Talk about fantasies come true.

      When Ana was alone in her bed with only her fingers for company, she fantasized about dominant lovers.

      The men in those fantasies had been faceless, but she had a feeling that from now on that was going to change, and she would see Sam’s handsome face whenever she was in a mood for some solo pleasure.

      Had he somehow guessed her preferences? Or was it just a lucky coincidence that they were both into the same thing?

      Except, this would be her first time acting on her fantasies, and it was most likely not Sam’s first rodeo.

      “Lift your arms,” he commanded when the shirt came up to just under her bra.

      He sucked in a breath when he tugged the shirt all the way up and exposed her bra-covered breasts.

      “I knew you would be more than a handful.”

      Did he mean her breasts?

      Her bra was padded, not because she needed the lift, but because her nipples got stiff and painful when they were cold.

      She felt Sam lean over her, and a moment later, his lips were on hers.

      Oh, God. Their first kiss was happening while she had a blindfold on and was nearly naked in his bed.

      Odd. But she wasn’t complaining.

      His kiss was gentle, exploring, and when his tongue darted into her mouth, taking possession of it, he gripped her wrists and pulled them over her head. Holding them there, he kept kissing her, but when she tried to respond and lick into his mouth, he pulled back. “Don’t.”

      “Why can’t I kiss you?”

      “Because I said so.”

      She was starting not to like the game he was playing.

      Transferring both of her wrists into one hand, he wrapped something soft around one and then the other.

      Were those socks?

      Then he pushed them back together and tied what felt like a belt around them.

      “Too tight?”

      She shook her head.

      “Move your fingers.”

      When she did as he asked, he leaned over her and kissed her softly. “You have no idea how damn sexy you look like that.”

      Ana let out a breath.

      How did he know that she’d needed reassuring? “I wish I could see you. All of you.”

      “You will. Just not tonight.”

      As he started trailing kisses down her neck, her collarbone, the top of her breasts, anticipation raced through her sending a flutter of excitement down to her core.

      It was really happening.

      She was about to have sex with Sam.

      Yanking her bra cups down, he drew one aching nipple into his mouth and sucked on it while his fingers closed around the other.

      The moan escaping her throat would have been embarrassing if she gave a damn, but at that point, all Ana could think of were the twin sensations of her nipples being sucked and pinched, and the answering tugging she felt all the way down to her core. It was as if invisible strings were connecting her nipples to her clitoris.

      Sam was merciless, alternating hard pinches with soft licks, and when his hands slid down over her thighs, slowly, as if he was memorizing her curves, she bit on her lower lip to stop herself from begging him to touch her aching center.

      She didn’t have to.

      With a strong yank, he pulled her panties down her legs, and then he was between them, his hot breath fanning over the most sensitive part of her body.

      “Sam,” she whispered.

      “I’m here.” He treated her to a long lick that had her hips jerk off the bed. “Stay still.” He pinned them down with his hands and then licked into her, penetrating her with his tongue.

      No one had ever done that to her, and she should have felt awkward about sharing such intimacy with a man she barely knew. But for the first time in her adult life, Ana felt truly free to enjoy herself without thinking, to submit to the pleasure without worrying about whether she was meeting his expectations, or what he would think of her once the sex was over.

      Was it because she was blindfolded and tied up?

      Had the physical restraint freed her inner wanton?

      As his tongue left her sheath and circled her clit, he pushed a finger inside her, and she almost climaxed right then. But then he pulled it out and pushed back with two, stretching her.

      She was so wet that he could’ve easily fitted a third, but instead, he curled the two and rubbed a spot inside her that she’d only heard of before.

      Her hips jerked again, but even though he was holding her down with only one hand, she didn’t get far.

      Pushing a third finger inside her, his lips closed around her clit, and he sucked hard.

      As the orgasm roared through her like an angry tornado, she threw her head back and screamed his name.

      He didn’t stop his assault. His fingers kept pumping in and out of her, and his lips kept tugging until it became too much. “Please, I can’t take any more.”

      He stopped immediately. Pulling his fingers out, he kissed her folds lightly and then blew on them. “Absolutely, fucking delicious.”
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      No woman had ever looked more beautiful than the one sprawled in post-orgasmic bliss before him. Her reddish-blond hair tussled, her cheeks flushed, and her pouty lips parted.

      Leon wished he could see her eyes, but taking the blindfold off was out of the question.

      By now, his fangs were fully elongated, and his eyes were emitting such a strong glow that they were casting light on her heated flesh.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “I’m just looking at you. You are a very beautiful woman, Anastasia.”

      “Thank you.” A satisfied smile bloomed on her face. “Are you still dressed?”

      “Yes.”

      As much as he needed to be inside her, he couldn’t have sex with her and bite her without her realizing that he wasn’t human. He was going to stay dressed, relieve the pressure with his own hand in the bathroom, and spend the rest of the night sitting on the damn chair.

      “Why?”

      Anastasia asked more why questions than Phoenix, and that was saying something. “Because that’s the right thing to do.”

      “No, it’s not.” As her lips started trembling, he smelled tears. “You don’t want me.”

      “Are you out of your mind, woman? I’m so hard that I could pound nails with my dick.”

      “So what’s the problem? I want you, and you want me, and neither of us is married. Unless you lied to me about that?”

      He really hated it when she insinuated that he wasn’t truthful.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then make love to me, Sam. You promised.”

      He wanted to point out that he’d delivered what he’d promised, which was to give her pleasure, but at that point, his shaft was doing his thinking for him. Somehow, he was going to refrain from biting her.

      Whipping his shirt over his head, he tossed it on top of the dresser, and then pushed his nylon pants down and kicked them in the same direction.

      “I’m no longer dressed.” He straddled her hips.

      Anastasia’s lips lifted in a satisfied smile. “I can tell. I wish I could see you, touch you.” She started to lift her bound hands.

      He gently pushed them back. “You will. Just not tonight.”

      That was only a partial lie. He could never let her see him while he was aroused, but perhaps he would let her touch him once he could trust her not to take the blindfold off.

      Lowering himself over her, he positioned his shaft at her entrance, but didn’t push in.

      “I need you, Sam.” Anastasia arched up.

      He needed to tell her his real name.

      “I’m here.” He took her lips in a soft kiss, careful not to nick her with his fangs.

      What the hell was he going to do about them? Bite the damn pillow?

      Could he really give her what she wanted and not sink his fangs into her, pumping her full of his venom?

      “I need…” she murmured against his mouth.

      “What do you need, beautiful?”

      “I need you inside me,” she whispered.

      Reaching between their bodies, he fisted his shaft and rubbed it up and down her wet slit. For several moments, he teased her with just the tip, and then carefully pushed in the first inch.

      Anastasia groaned. “Yes. More.”

      It took every ounce of restraint not to push all the way into her heavenly heat, but by her own admission, it had been a while for her. He had to go slow and give her a chance to stretch so she could accommodate him comfortably.

      Anastasia arched up, taking in more than he’d intended to give her.

      He gripped her hips, pinning them to the mattress. “Patience, beautiful. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t. Please, Sam. I’ve waited long enough. I need you.”

      He wasn’t made of stone, and that husky plea broke what had remained of the tenuous hold he had on his inner beast.

      Letting out a growl that didn’t sound even remotely human, he surged all the way in.

      Anastasia cried out, and not knowing whether it was in pleasure or in pain, he stilled. “Did I hurt you?”

      Damn. He shouldn’t have listened to her. After a year with no sex, she was tight like a virgin, and he was a big man.

      She shook her head, but he could smell her tears under the blindfold.

      “Don’t lie to me, Anastasia.” His fangs retracted, his shaft softened, and he started to withdraw.

      She arched up as if she couldn’t bear losing the contact despite the pain. “Don’t. I’ll be okay in a second.”

      He stilled. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. It has been a while, and you’re bigger than I expected, but I don’t want this to end. Please, just kiss me.”

      When she used that pleading tone, he was powerless to refuse her anything, even what he knew was not good for her. He might play the dominant role, but the truth was that he was putty in her hands, and she didn’t even realize that.

      Wrapping his arms around her, he lifted her to his chest and kissed her tenderly, his tongue tangling gently with hers and caressing it. Anastasia softened in his arms, and a moment later, she swiveled her hips.

      His shaft hardened and swelled back up, but Leon wasn’t ready to start moving yet. Not before he made absolutely sure that it would be pleasurable to her.

      Reaching between them, he circled his finger around her swollen clit, and when she moaned into his mouth, he pulled out a little and then pushed back.

      Gently caressing her clit, he went slow and shallow until he was positive that there was no more pain, and all she felt was pleasure.

      “It feels good.”

      He allowed himself to go a little faster, and when she moaned again, he went a little harder and faster still.

      “More.” Anastasia arched up, meeting him thrust for thrust and spurring him on.

      With her inner tigress coming out to play, his inner lion responded with a roar.
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      After tonight, Ana knew that she would never be the same.

      Sex with Sam was nothing like what she’d experienced with her ex, not even her best fantasies could compare.

      Her body was on fire, burning for him. He’d already brought her to a reality-bending orgasm, but it wasn’t enough.

      She wanted more.

      Ana felt like a nymphomaniac, wanting more of everything. More of his chest pressing into hers, more of his kisses, more of his hands on her breasts and the bundle of nerves he was massaging so expertly, more of his shaft pistoning in and out of her.

      Gripping her hips, Sam surged into her and pulled back with increased urgency, and when she wrapped her legs around him, his thick shaft swelled even more, stretching her to the limit, and she knew that he wouldn’t last much longer.

      “Fuck!” he growled into her neck, the animalistic sound sending shivers up and down her heated flesh.

      He shifted sideways to give his hand more room to work its magic on her clit, and the new angle hit a spot inside her that was sure to catapult her over the edge.

      Her hips bucking uncontrollably, she threw her head back and screamed as the orgasm exploded over her in a rush.

      She expected Sam’s climax to follow, but he shocked her by pulling out and flipping her onto her belly.

      A split second later, he yanked her by the hips, so she was on her knees, and pushed into her in one brutal thrust.

      She came again, her keening wail muffled by the pillow.

      Three orgasms should have been enough, but they weren’t. Ana still wanted more.

      Her inner muscles clenching around his manhood, she arched back against him, taking him impossibly deeper.

      Leaning over her, he pinched her nipple, and the small sting had her eyes rolling back in her head.

      He growled, and his tongue darted to lick her neck where it met her shoulder.

      “Oh, God, yes.” She sounded like a porn star. “Bite me.”

      She had no idea what had prompted her to utter that insane request, but she knew what they were doing wouldn’t be complete without it.

      “No,” he hissed next to her ear.

      “Yes.” She bucked back against him.

      And then he did, and the burning pain was not at all what she’d expected. But it was over almost as soon as it began, and she climaxed for the fourth time, and the fifth, and the sixth…

      Somewhere through the haze, Ana had a semi-coherent thought that she was about to faint from too much sex. But when it happened a moment later, it wasn’t the lights out she’d expected. Instead of blacking out, she was soaring on a cloud of euphoria, passing incredible landscapes and feeling more contented and happier than she’d ever imagined possible.
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      As the haze of lust cleared, Leon wanted to bang his head against the wall.

      He’d bitten Anastasia.

      He’d promised himself he wouldn’t, and he’d gone ahead and done it because she’d begged him to bite her.

      No, it wasn’t her fault. She’d had no idea what she was asking for. It was all on him, and he was majorly fucked.

      How was he going to explain it when she woke up?

      Was there a chance she wouldn’t remember it?

      The venom was like a drug, its aphrodisiac and euphoric properties muddling the brain. She might think that she’d imagined the bite, but she would wonder why she’d blacked out.

      He would have to convince Anastasia that what she’d experienced had been the result of multiple orgasms, and since the twin incisions were already fading, he could claim that it had never happened.

      It was grossly unfair to her. The woman already suspected that she was suffering from schizophrenia or some other mental disorder, and what he was about to do was going to reinforce that belief.

      He should get whipped for his lack of control and stupidity.

      Regrettably, the intense feeling of guilt did nothing to cool his arousal. He was still hard, and his eyes were probably still glowing. Thankfully, his fangs had retracted, so that was one less thing to worry about.

      Pulling out gently, he got out of bed and padded to the bathroom. A look in the mirror confirmed that his eyes were still glowing, and he didn’t need to look down to know that he was still hard.

      A cold shower should take care of both.

      Except, that was a temporary fix. As soon as he saw Anastasia sprawled naked on his bed, with her hands still bound, a blindfold covering her eyes, and her face relaxed in post-coital bliss, he would be in trouble again.

      Perhaps he needed to put the damn blindfold on himself.

      She’d exceeded his expectations in every way. Not only with the Venus-like body she’d hidden under the unflattering Safe Haven’s approved clothing, but with her insatiable sexual hunger.

      He would have never guessed that the gentle and timid young woman had a wildcat inside her.

      There had been clues, though.

      When Anastasia got angry, her claws came out.

      Shaking his head, Leon turned the cold water on in the shower and stepped in. It wasn’t cold, it was freezing, but he forced himself to stand there and take it, until his erection deflated, and his eyes stopped glowing.

      With that accomplished, he stepped out, wrapped a towel around his hips, and grabbed two washcloths for Anastasia. Wetting them in warm water, he walked back to the bedroom.

      She was out like a light, not moving a muscle as he cleaned her up, untied her hands, and climbed back into bed next to her.

      Checking her wrists, he was glad to see that his idea to pad them with his socks had worked, and they weren’t chafed.

      Should he remove the blindfold now?

      As he’d expected, he’d gotten hard as soon as he laid eyes on her, which meant that his eyes were glowing as well, but perhaps he could use the contact lenses excuse again. As long as his fangs didn’t elongate, he could pull it off.

      Or he could just leave the blindfold on her for the entire night. It would be no different than a sleep mask.

      Right.

      Anastasia had played along for the sex, but as soon as she woke up, she would demand to take the scarf off.

      He kept staring at her for what seemed like hours, watching her chest rise and fall with her even breaths, and at some point, he must have dozed off because when he opened his eyes, he found her looking at him.

      Her small hand was on his chest, and as he’d expected, she’d taken the blindfold off. “Hi.” Her lush lips curved in a tentative smile.

      He cupped her cheek. “How long have you been awake?”

      “Only a few minutes.” She chuckled nervously. “I’ve never fainted from sex before.”

      “You didn’t faint. You just fell asleep. I’ve exhausted you.”

      “No, I fainted.” Her hand moved to her neck. “Right after you bit me.” She rubbed her fingers over the spot. “I thought I would have a bruise, but there is nothing there. Did I dream it?”

      Thank the merciful Fates.

      “I might have nipped you. But I was too far gone to remember much.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She cuddled closer to him. “I never knew it could be like that. It was magic.”

      “Yes, it was.” Smoothing his hand over her back, Leon closed his eyes and sent a silent thank you to the Fates.

      “So it wasn’t just me?” she whispered. “You felt it too?”

      “It was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.” His hand moved south to cup her bottom. “You’ve been hiding a tigress under that good-girl façade.”

      She chuckled softly. “I didn’t know I had one. You brought her out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    







            Anastasia

          

        

      

    

    
      “I consider it an honor to have been the one to set her free.” Sam shifted to his back, pulling Ana with him. “Now, try to get some sleep.”

      His chest was too hard to be a comfortable pillow, but listening to his strong heartbeat was the best lullaby.

      Relaxed and a little loopy, probably from orgasming so many times and then fainting, Ana let out a contented sigh and closed her eyes.

      Sleep would come easily now, if she let it.

      Returning to the fantastic dream world she’d soared through after fainting would be fun, but staying awake and enjoying the closeness with Sam for a little longer would be even better.

      What if this was their last time together?

      The thought squeezed her heart more painfully than it should have.

      She barely knew the guy, and even though the sex had been amazing, she shouldn’t think about a future with him after only one night.

      Evidently, Sam had won the bet, but Ana wasn’t going to admit it even under torture.

      Just remember not to get attached. Margaret’s words drifted through her mind.

      She should heed her friend’s advice and not let herself revel in the closeness. Perhaps falling asleep and going back to that beautiful dreamland would be better.

      Recalling scenes from the fantastic dreams, Ana started to drift off, but instead of floating away into the dream world, a conversation started in her head.

      She couldn’t even tell what language it was, but the female half of the couple enunciated each word like a first-grade teacher, making it possible for Ana to parrot her words phonetically.

      Tapping Sam’s chest, she repeated what the woman was saying. “Nem tudom elviselni, amikor az emberek hazudnak nekem.”

      The guy answered, and Ana repeated it as well. “A saját érdekében. Minél kevesebbet tudsz, annál jobb.”

      Sam’s hand closed over hers. “It’s Hungarian. The first sentence was—I can’t stand being lied to. The second one was—for your own sake, the less you know, the better.”

      “Hazug vagy.”

      “You are a liar,” Sam translated.

      As excitement burned through the last remnants of the hazy dream-like state, the conversation faded until it winked out, and Ana was left alone with just her own thoughts in her head.

      As her eyes popped open, the first thing that jumped at her was the glow emanating from Sam’s eyes. “Your eyes are glowing.” She pushed up to a seated position, pulling the comforter with her to cover her breasts.

      “Did they say it in English?”

      She chuckled. “I can no longer hear them. I was talking about your eyes.”

      “Oh. It’s the contact lenses. They are designed to do that.”

      Sam didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would spend money on such a novelty item. But what if the glow was just a side effect of what the lenses could do?

      What if they were part of his spy gear?

      He’d admitted to serving in special ops and to having been on missions all over the world. At the time, it hadn’t occurred to her that he had most likely been a spy.

      What if the lenses were equipped with tiny cameras? She’d heard about some that were as small as a grain of rice, so it was entirely possible that even smaller ones existed that could be embedded in contact lenses.

      But as fascinating as that technology might be, and even more so Sam’s reasons for having them in, she had more exciting news to mull over.

      Sam had confirmed that what she’d heard was real.

      “I’ve never heard anyone speak Hungarian, not in real life and not in movies. That conversation couldn’t have been something that I retrieved from my subconscious. But it’s still possible that I can pick up radio waves.”

      “I've thought about it, and that’s not likely. You would have heard much more than the occasional conversation. There would have been music, and commercials, and all the other stuff that gets broadcast.”

      “Then the only other option is that what I heard was actually spoken somewhere.”

      “This is your proof that you don’t have schizophrenia.” Sam reached for her and pulled her down to him. “Now the big question is why do you tune into one specific conversation at a time out of the millions that are going on in the world. There must be something special about those people.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they are your relatives.”

      She smiled. “If that’s true, then I must have a huge family that is spread all over the globe.”

      “It could be. Do you know your ancestry?”

      “Like most Americans, I’m a mutt. Each of my great-grandparents was of different ethnicity.”

      “There you go. You might have distant relatives in many different countries.”

      She rested her cheek on his chest. “That can’t be the only explanation.”

      “Maybe those were people you’ve met. As you’ve mentioned, Americans are a mix of many nationalities, and some of the people you’ve encountered during your life might have been bilingual. Maybe you can do something similar to what my cousin’s mate does. She attaches a string of her consciousness to people she wants to keep tabs on.”

      He’d told her about that woman before, and she hadn’t believed him. But now, it no longer sounded as far-fetched to her as it had the first time. If she could hear distant relatives conversing, then everything was possible.

      “I’m not aware of doing anything like that, though, and I don’t know a lot of people. I’m not exactly a social animal.” Ana snorted. “I’m the opposite of that.”

      “Instead of attaching a string of your consciousness, you might be attaching a string of your subconscious, and that’s why you don’t know that you are doing it.”

      Ana sighed. “That’s just as far-fetched as having relatives all over the world who I can hear talking.”

      For a long moment, his hand drew small circles on her back. “The only other option I can think of is that there is something significant about what you hear, but you said that’s not the case. People making shopping lists or planning what to make for dinner is of no importance to anyone beside them.”

      “I guess I'll never find out the answer to that. It’s not like I can track down every person I’ve ever met and ask them if they are bilingual, or find the people whose voices I hear and get them to do a genetic test to determine whether we are related.”
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      Leon’s eyes popped open.

      After Anastasia had fallen asleep, he must have drifted off, and his subconscious mind had processed what had happened, arriving at a realization that his waking mind had been too clouded by lust to deduce.

      He’d fucked up.

      The voices in Anastasia’s head were real, not a product of her imagination or of a diseased mind, which meant that she had a paranormal ability, and that made her a potential Dormant.

      It was a wonderful development, except for the fact that he’d had unprotected sex with her and had bitten her.

      She might start transitioning while still in Safe Haven, and the consequences of that could be devastating. Anastasia might not make it without proper medical supervision. But even if she survived the process, the clan would have a major clusterfuck on their hands.

      If she lost consciousness, as many of the transitioning Dormants had, she would probably get rushed to the nearest hospital, where someone might figure out that what was happening to her was not something they had encountered before or could explain.

      The clan would have a major clean-up job getting her out of there, erasing her from everyone’s memory, and destroying all evidence of her ever being there.

      Then they would have to do the same for all the residents of Safe Haven, and that was another problem.

      If Emmett was a compeller, he was probably immune to thralling the same way Eleanor had been even as a human. How would they make him forget about Anastasia’s hospital stay?

      The guy would wonder how come no one in Safe Haven remembered her or had any record of her ever staying there.

      All that mess could have been avoided if Leon hadn’t allowed his dick to do the thinking for him.

      Kian would chew him up and spit him out, and Leon would bet his ass that his next assignment would be either back in West Virginia or some other godforsaken freezing boondocks.

      That would serve him right.

      But that was nothing. What worried Leon the most was Anastasia’s transition. She would have a much better chance of coming out alive on the other end if she went through the process in the clan’s clinic, monitored by an experienced doctor.

      What a fucking mess he’d made, and he couldn’t even claim ignorance.

      Anastasia had been a suspected Dormant from the start, and he should have stayed away from her like he’d intended. But he’d been weak, succumbing to lust and not using his brain.

      No Dormant should get induced without giving his or her explicit consent, but Anastasia was an immune, which made everything even more complicated because Leon couldn’t tell her anything until she started transitioning.

      He had to talk with Peter and Eleanor, confess his screw-up, and together they needed to come up with a plan to get Anastasia out of Safe Haven as soon as possible and take her somewhere safe.

      Her immunity meant that they couldn’t take her to the village, though. The old clinic in the keep would have to do.

      Startled by a soft kiss on his chest, Leon jerked. Anastasia was awake, and he hadn’t even noticed. One hell of a Guardian he was.

      “Your heart is racing,” she murmured. “Did you have a bad dream?”

      Yeah, a waking nightmare of him being an idiot.

      “No. I was just thinking.”

      “About what?” She lifted her head and looked at him with a pair of blue, guileless eyes.

      “The voices you hear.” It was only a partial lie.

      “What about them?”

      “I was trying to come up with an explanation that made sense.”

      “Did you?”

      “Nope.”

      She smiled. “There’s no reason to stress about it. Just knowing that I’m not mentally ill is good enough for me. I don’t need to find out why or how.”

      “Aren’t you curious?”

      “Of course, I am. But I’d rather be doing other things right now than thinking about that.” She pushed up, pressing her soft breasts to his chest, and kissed him.

      His damn shaft hardened in an instant. Evidently, it hadn’t gotten the message that it was not going anywhere near Anastasia without a condom on.

      If he was lucky, one bite hadn’t been enough to induce her, and he was not going to have unprotected sex with her again.

      He didn’t kiss her back, and when she tried to lick into his mouth, he refused her entry even though his fangs hadn’t elongated yet.

      Anastasia pulled back and frowned at him. “What’s the matter? Does my breath stink?”

      “Not at all.”

      Her brows dipped even lower. “Do you want me to put the blindfold back on?”

      If they had sex again, he would definitely demand it, but he didn’t have a condom, and he wasn’t going to make love to her without it.

      He kissed her lips lightly. “It’s morning, and I need to get ready for class. Save it for tonight.”

      “It’s still early.”

      Peeling her off him, he got out of bed. “I need to get my exercise routine done before classes begin.” He cast her a tight-lipped smile. “Do you need to use the bathroom, or can I go in first?”

      She pulled the comforter up to her chin. “Go ahead. I can wait.”
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      Sam didn’t want her to stay, and the disappointment hurt worse than a punch to the gut. Not that Ana had ever been punched, but that was what she imagined it would have felt like—a  deep burning ache that had her double over and clutch her knees to her chest.

      Stupid and uncalled-for overreaction.

      Perhaps if she hadn’t soared as high last night, she wouldn’t have fallen as low this morning.

      She had come expecting only sex, but had gotten so much more. Ana had felt as if the experience had awakened a different woman, one that had been hidden inside her, just waiting for the right combination of triggers to emerge. Never before had she been so wild, so wanton, so full of passion.

      So free.

      Up until tonight, it felt as if she’d spent her life inside a suffocating bubble, or maybe a better analogy was a tightly sealed panic room. Sam had somehow unlocked it, freeing the real her from that constraining prison.

      It had felt like a new beginning, and maybe it was, but not with him.

      The irony wasn’t lost on her.

      She’d discovered that the voices she’d been hearing were real but had then constructed a fantasy about a connection with Sam that hadn’t been there.

      Perhaps it was better that way, and he’d done her a favor.

      If she decided to stay in Safe Haven, Ana needed to get used to having sex just for the sake of physical gratification. According to Margaret, it took time and experience to get over the need to cling to and possess another and accept that people didn’t own each other.

      Members of their community were encouraged to enjoy each other non-exclusively.

      Margaret would be so proud of her.

      She’d finally taken the first step and had sex with a guy she wasn’t in a relationship with.

      So why did she feel so wretched?

      Because Sam had rejected her this morning, and rejection sucked no matter who you were and how confident you felt.

      But what if it hadn’t been a rejection?

      Perhaps he’d been too tired to go for another round?

      Unlike her, Sam probably needed time to recuperate.

      She needed to talk to Margaret and sort out her feelings.

      Sliding out of bed, Ana lifted the comforter to look for her bra. She found it and the scarf, both still warm. The belt and socks Sam had used to tie up her hands were on the floor, and as she lifted them, a shiver rocked her body.

      With a sigh, she put them on the bed and turned to the dresser where she’d left her clothes.

      There was no time to think about the kinky pleasure she’d experienced. She needed to get out of there before Sam got out of the shower.

      It was still early, and she encountered none of the other retreat guests as she rushed through the lodge and exited through the back door. The morning air was biting cold, and she pulled the scarf out of her coat pocket and wrapped it around her head.

      Another shiver shook her as she smelled Sam’s cologne on the thing. Ana was never again going to wear that scarf without thinking about the night she’d spent with him.

      As soon as she got back to her room, it was going into the bottom drawer of her dresser and never coming out. She had other scarves she could use.

      “Good morning, Anastasia.” Gilda stopped her in the hallway. “Congratulations.”

      Heat spreading over her cheeks, Ana forced a smile. “Thanks.”

      She shouldn’t feel embarrassed. After all, all her friends had been waiting for her to finally connect with someone. What was considered the walk of shame everywhere else, was the walk of pride in Safe Haven.

      So why couldn’t she wait to get to her room and rush into the shower?

      Well, mostly because she really needed to pee and brush her teeth, but also because she wanted to cry but couldn’t allow anyone to see or hear her do that.

      She was supposed to be happy, and she had been, until Sam had escaped into the bathroom to avoid her. If she stopped obsessing over that, she could focus on all the positive developments that had happened last night and had changed how she viewed herself forever.

      The voices were real, and Ana no longer doubted her sanity. But that wasn’t all. She’d discovered that with the right guy, she was also a hellcat in bed, capable of having multiple orgasms in one night.

      Who knew?

      She should be happy, but she wasn’t.

      Maybe she was suffering from an emotional overload, and a good cry followed by a good nap would help release all that excess energy.

      Just as she’d planned, Ana did the crying in the shower, and when she felt clean inside and out, she stepped out and pulled her terry bathrobe on.

      A glance in the mirror confirmed her suspicion that her eyes were red-rimmed, so she slathered cream on her eyelids, moisturizer on her face, and finished with a tiny spray of perfume.

      Feeling a lot better, she changed into her pajamas and climbed into bed. A nice nap would do wonders for her, and it was well worth skipping breakfast for.

      Except, a knock on the door put an end to that plan.

      “Who is it?”

      “Can I come in?” Margaret cracked the door open.

      “Sure.” Ana pushed up against the headboard and pulled the comforter with her.

      Her friend entered the room with a big grin spread over her face, but it turned into a frown as soon as her gaze landed on Ana. “Have you been crying?”

      For a moment, she considered lying. Margaret would be so disappointed in her for getting all emotional over a guy she’d been supposed to connect with for the night and leave behind in the morning.

      But she couldn’t get her friend’s advice without telling her what had happened, or at least the upsetting part.

      She nodded and her damn chin started quivering.

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Margaret sat on the bed and took hold of her hand. “Was it that bad?”

      Naturally, she assumed that the sex had been disappointing.

      “No, it was good. Sam exceeded all of my expectations."

      Margaret let out a relieved breath. “Thank goodness. I was afraid that he’d hurt you.”

      “He was amazing, and that’s the problem. I don’t want it to be the only time with him.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. You can enjoy him during his stay in the retreat. It’s not like you would have enough time to get attached to him, so it’s safe.”

      “I don’t think that Sam wants to be with me again. He acted weird this morning.”

      “In what way?”

      “Like he couldn’t wait for me to leave.”

      Margaret nodded in understanding. “Many men are like that, which is what made Emmett realize that monogamy is an unnatural construct. Sam is actually making it easier for you to internalize Emmett’s way.”

      “I guess. But it still feels like a rejection, and it sucks.”

      Margaret smiled. “That’s the beauty of Emmett’s way. It can’t be a rejection if this is your chosen way of life. You share your body, but not your heart, and you retain your freedom. The same goes for your chosen partners.”

      “I know all that, and I accept it. Still, Sam’s behavior this morning was hurtful. I wanted to have another round with him, and he practically escaped into the bathroom.”

      Margaret arched a brow. “Perhaps he couldn’t?”

      “I would like to think that’s the reason, but what if it was something else?”

      Perhaps she’d been too demanding, too wanton?

      Sam was into dominance games, and even though she’d had no problem with the whole blindfold and bondage thing, she wasn’t submissive. Maybe that was a turnoff for him? Maybe he didn’t like it when a woman initiated?

      “What did he say?” Margaret asked. “Maybe you misunderstood?"

      “He told me to save it for tonight, but I don’t think he meant it.”

      “Why would you think that?” Margaret waved a hand. “Maybe he wasn’t up to it yet, or perhaps he’s just not a morning person, but he still wants to see you again.”

      “What if it was a brush-off?”

      “You’ll find out tonight.” Margaret pushed to her feet. “I’m going to get breakfast. Are you coming?”

      “Maybe later. I’m not really hungry.”

      The truth was that she wasn’t up to meeting everyone in the dining room and hearing more congratulations for getting laid.

      “Do you want me to bring you something?”

      “That would be nice. Thank you.”

      Margaret nodded in understanding. “I’ll grab a tray and come back in ten minutes. We can have breakfast together.”

      “You’re awesome.”

      After Margaret left, Ana wondered why she hadn’t told her about the voices. It was a major breakthrough, and Margaret deserved to know. But the problem with that was Sam’s part in confirming that the voices were real.

      For some reason, Ana had a strange gut feeling that she shouldn’t tell anyone about the discovery, or about Sam’s involvement in it.
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      “Damn it!” Leon lifted the comforter to make sure that Anastasia wasn’t hiding under it.

      She must have left while he was taking yet another cold shower, slinking away like a coward without even saying goodbye, see ya later, or thanks for the orgasms.

      Except, he was well aware that his anger was misdirected. He’d offended her by refusing her tentative advances.

      Or maybe she had remembered the bite after all?

      Or perhaps she’d called the bluff on his glowing eyes?

      Fates only knew what was going through her head.

      He needed to talk to Eleanor and get a female’s perspective because he sure as fuck couldn’t understand why Anastasia had felt the need to run off instead of telling him to his face what had bothered her.

      She might have been a little shy and inexperienced when it came to sex, but she’d had no problem arguing with him and even calling him a liar to his face.

      But then Anastasia had a high degree of confidence in her intellect, but for some inexplicable reason, not in her attractiveness.

      Yeah, he’d screwed up again.

      Pushing his feet into a pair of boots, Leon pulled on a sweater and headed to Eleanor’s room. Hopefully she was awake, and if not, he was waking her up.

      As soon as he knocked, she opened the door with a big smile on her thin face. “You are up early. I thought I would need to drag you out of bed to get breakfast.”

      “I screwed up, and I need advice.” He walked into the room. “Could you get Peter in here?”

      Eleanor frowned, but she was professional enough not to ask him what happened before bringing Peter over. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Both of them entered the room less than thirty seconds later.

      Closing the door, she turned to Leon. “What went wrong?”

      “The voices Anastasia hears are real.” He rubbed a hand over the nape of his neck. “She heard a conversation last night and parroted what was being said phonetically. I was able to translate it.” When Eleanor shook her head, he lifted his hand to stop her. “Before you say anything, the conversation was in a language that Anastasia had never heard before, not even in a movie. She couldn’t have pulled it out of her subconscious.”

      Eleanor closed her mouth.

      “That’s great news,” Peter said. “Anastasia might be a Dormant.”

      “That’s also the bad news.” Leon crossed his arms over his chest. “I had unprotected sex with her. If she’s a Dormant, she might enter transition. We need to get her out of here as soon as possible.”

      If looks could kill, he would be dead from Eleanor’s glare. “Are you out of your freaking mind? Did you bite her?”

      “If I didn’t, would I be worried about her transitioning?”

      “Is she still in your room?”

      “No, and that’s another thing I need your advice on. I might have offended her.”

      “Hold on.” Eleanor lifted her hand. “Are you telling me that you let her go with the knowledge of who and what you are? Are you high on something?”

      “She doesn’t know.”

      “How is that possible?” Eleanor’s voice rose to a shrill pitch. “You bit her.”

      “She blacked out, and when she woke up, there was no sign of the bite. I convinced her that I only nipped her and that she’d imagined the rest.”

      Eleanor shook her head. “That girl is too gullible to live.”

      “As if you were any better.” Peter snorted. “You told me that you believed Greggory was a mutant created by genetic splicing.”

      “That was what he told me. In my wildest dreams I couldn’t have imagined that an entire race of immortals had lived among humans for thousands of years, and that no one knew about them. Frankly, it was easier for me to believe in genetic experiments gone haywire than in the existence of immortal descendants of gods.”

      “So it should be easy for you to understand why Anastasia accepted Leon’s explanation.” Peter leaned against the desk and crossed his legs at the ankles. “The human brain is trained to interpret things based on what it is familiar with and ignore what doesn’t make sense to it. That’s why optical illusions work so well even when you know how the illusion is created. You should check out the works of M. C. Escher.”

      “Fascinating subject, but can we get back to my problem? Anastasia left my room this morning thinking that I didn’t want her. How am I going to fix that and convince her that she needs to leave with me?"

      “Easy.” Peter shrugged. “Find her and show her how wrong she is.”

      “I can’t. The moment things start heating up between us, my fangs elongate, and my eyes start glowing, and I can’t use a shroud or a thrall on her.”

      “Yeah, that’s a problem.” Peter smoothed his hand over his beard.

      “You will need to use your charm,” Eleanor suggested. “Tell her that you are falling for her, and that’s why you freaked out. She is part of a community that doesn’t allow exclusive relationships, but you can’t stand the thought of her being with someone else. You need to convince her that it’s not about sex.”

      Peter snorted. “Good luck with that. Did you see the lush body on that girl?”

      A growl started deep in Leon’s throat. “Don’t talk about her like that. Even better, don’t look at anything other than her eyes.”

      Smiling, Eleanor clapped him on the back. “I was worried about your ability to lie convincingly, but it seems that you won’t have to. You’ve already fallen for the girl.”

      Had he?

      He liked Anastasia, and he lusted after her, but he wasn’t in love with her. But then, what did he know about love?

      Not much.

      “Today is her day off. I need to get into the compound and find her. How am I going to do that?”

      “Shroud yourself to look like Henry,” Peter suggested. “He’s a tall dude, so it shouldn’t be too difficult. When I need to shroud myself, the hardest part for me is adjusting the height. I always choose to look like someone my size.”

      Eleanor nodded in agreement. “Go to the nurse and complain about a fever or a sore throat, and then thrall her to send you to rest in your room. Peter and I will make sure that Henry doesn’t leave the lodge until you come back.”
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      “How long until we get there?” Lisa’s mother asked for the third time.

      “You asked fifteen minutes ago, Mom, and Vivian told you that we are twenty minutes away.”

      “I know. I just didn’t expect the drive to the school to be so long,” Ronja said. “And the traffic isn’t even that bad. It’s just so far from the village.”

      Parker shot Lisa a glance. “Another strike against the school. Two hours of the day wasted sitting in a car.”

      “We can read or do our homework on the way.”

      “Do you always put a positive spin on things?”

      “I try to.” She turned to look out the window.

      He hadn’t meant to offend her, but sitting so close to her for nearly an hour was tough.

      She was so pretty, and she smelled so good, and she was so nice too, while he was acting like a jerk because his hormones were raging.

      Maybe Merlin could concoct a potion for him, something to stifle his urges, make them less urgent. Did all boys his age go through such hell?

      If only he could think of Lisa as a sister.

      Yeah, not likely.

      When they finally made it to the school, his mother stopped in front of the gate. The security guard took a picture of the car’s license plate, verified with the office that they had an appointment with the head of school, and only then were they allowed through.

      “Is Zelda Meyer a clan member?” Lisa asked.

      His mother parked the car and turned around to look at them. “She is, but she had to step down from actively managing the school because she couldn’t hide the fact that she wasn’t aging. Currently, the entire staff is human, so be careful what you say around them.”

      “No problem.” Lisa opened the door and got out. “When did she step down?”

      “I’m not sure,” his mother said. “Why?”

      “If it was recently, her timing was good. Other than Parker, the clan doesn’t have any high-school-age kids, so all the students are human as well.”

      Parker pushed his hands into his pockets. “That shouldn’t bother you. You are still human.”

      His mother shook her head at him. “From now on, no more talking about humans and immortals. Someone might overhear us.”

      “Does it bother you?” Lisa asked.

      He shrugged. “I no longer belong.”

      “That’s precisely why you should go back to school. You’ve turned into a recluse.”

      She had a point.

      As the four of them entered the office, the head of school came out to greet them.

      “Good morning. I’m Mrs. Stephanopoulos.” She offered her hand to Lisa’s mother.

      “I’m Ronja Clarke, and this is my daughter, Lisa.”

      The woman shook Lisa’s hand as well.

      “Vivian.” His mother offered her hand. “And this is my son, Parker. We tagged along to check out the school.”

      “So I’ve been informed.” Mrs. Stephanopoulos smiled at Parker. “I hope that you like what you see and decide to join. I was told that you are a full year ahead in your studies.”

      He nodded.

      “We would love to have an excellent student like you in our school.”

      Yeah, so they could pretend that it was their accomplishment and show him off.

      Parker forced a smile and nodded again.

      “Well, let’s take the tour, shall we?”

      As they walked out of the office, his mother wrapped her arm around his waist. “Why are you so grumpy?” she whispered.

      He shrugged. “It’s not important.”

      The truth was that he couldn’t explain it. What was he going to say? That he was frustrated? That he didn’t know how to be Lisa’s friend without feeling intense attraction to her, and that it was driving him crazy?

      Perhaps he needed to have a talk with Magnus. The guy was old, but maybe he still remembered what it was like to be a teenager and obsess about girls that he shouldn’t obsess about.

      But that wasn’t the only thing bothering him about the damn school. There were guys Lisa’s age there. And just thinking about anyone looking at her made his fangs itch.

      What would happen if they started flirting with her? Or worse, if one of them became her boyfriend?

      That would be straight-up dangerous. He was much stronger than any guy his age or even older, and his fangs were deadly weapons.

      Coming here was a mistake, and as soon as they entered the classroom, and Mrs. Stephanopoulos introduced them, Parker realized how grave.

      Lisa was a very pretty girl, and the guys looked at her like a bunch of hungry wolves salivating after the tasty little lamb who’d made the mistake of wandering into their territory.

      What they didn’t know, though, was that the lamb had a beast from hell to protect her, and that he would tear them all apart before any of them managed to sink their teeth into her.

      “Parker,” his mother whispered. “Close your eyes.”

      Great. Now his eyes were glowing. He lowered his head and looked down at his feet. He had to get control over his beast and do it fast.

      What Parker needed to focus on was his compulsion ability. That was a much more potent power to reckon with than his fangs. He didn’t need to do anything physical to protect Lisa. He could just tell those jerks to keep their distance, and that would be enough.

      It wasn’t allowed, but who would ever find out?

      Besides, it was preferable to tearing their throats out.
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      “Thanks for having breakfast with me.” Ana put her empty plate on the tray.

      Cradling her coffee mug in her hands, Margaret looked at the plate with a satisfied smile on her face. “And you said that you weren’t hungry. You practically licked the plate clean.”

      “It’s because you kept me company.”

      Margaret pushed off the bed and collected the tray from the nightstand. “I need to get ready for the workshop. Are you going to be there? Or are you going to stay in bed and pretend to be sick?”

      “I would never miss one of yours.” Ana stretched and yawned. “But if I fall asleep, would you cover for me and put my name on the roster?”

      Missing classes and workshops was frowned on, but she could always visit the nurse later and complain about a headache or something.

      “You know that I can’t do that. The others will notice that you’re missing. But I can say that you are not feeling well.”

      “Or you can tell them that I’m recuperating from a wild night of sex. That would make everyone happy.”

      “And it’s not a lie.” Margaret winked. “A blindfold, oh my. I didn’t know that you were into kinky stuff.”

      Anastasia’s eyes widened. “Don’t you dare tell anyone about that.”

      She’d shared some of the details with Margaret, but she still hadn’t told her about the voices. It had been on the tip of her tongue several times, but she’d stopped herself at the last moment from saying anything about it.

      Margaret was her best friend, and she trusted her, but not completely. The woman was too loyal to the community, and if she perceived Sam as a threat, she would report him.

      “Don’t worry. Your kinky secrets are safe with me.” Margaret braced the tray on her hip and opened the door. “I hope to see you in my workshop, but if I don’t, have a nice nap.”

      “Thanks.”

      When the door closed, Ana turned on her side and hugged her favorite pillow. It was no substitute for Sam, but it provided comfort, nonetheless.

      Thankfully, she’d gotten over most of her angst, but she was still mad at Sam for how he’d handled things. He should have told her that he wasn’t a morning person, maybe even complimented her on something so she wouldn’t feel rejected and unwanted.

      But as Margaret had pointed out, men didn’t have as much emotional intelligence as women. Well, other than Emmett of course. Margaret worshiped the ground the guy walked on.

      Her thoughts must have summoned Margaret back because a knock sounded at her door.

      Scanning her small room, Ana searched for anything that Margaret might have left behind, but there was nothing. Maybe she'd returned to insist that Ana came to her workshop?

      “Come in.”

      The door opened, but it wasn’t Margaret who entered her room.

      “How did you get in here?”

      “I have my secret ninja ways.” Sam closed the door behind him. “You don’t have locks?”

      “We don’t need them. No one enters without permission.”

      He grabbed a chair and braced its back under the handle. “If anyone comes to visit you, this should give me enough time to duck under your bed.”

      She laughed. “There is not enough space under there for you.”

      “Are you calling me fat?” He sat on the bed.

      She scooted sideways. “Why are you here, Sam?”

      “I came to apologize.”

      Pretending that she had no clue what he was talking about, Ana raised a brow. “Apologize for what?”

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I might have given you the impression that I wasn’t interested this morning, but nothing could be further from the truth. I have feelings for you, Anastasia, and they come with all the possessiveness that Emmett preaches against. I want to have a relationship with you, an exclusive one. The thought of you with someone else makes me homicidal.”

      For a long moment, she was lost for words and just gaped at him.

      First of all, what he was saying was considered blasphemy in Safe Haven, and secondly, it was too good to be true, which meant that it was probably a lie.

      “Let me guess. You’ve fallen for me, and you want me to leave with you so we can have an exclusive relationship and live happily ever after.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Really, Sam? It’s just another ploy to get me out of here and complete your assignment.”

      He shook his head. “I hate it when you accuse me of lying. This is not a ploy, and I don’t expect you to fall into my arms and promise me forever. All I’m asking for is one week. Two would be better, but if you give me one, I’ll take it. You said that you are not a prisoner here and that you can come and go as you please.”

      She was intrigued but still suspicious.

      “That’s somewhat of an exaggeration. Community members don’t just go on personal vacations. That would be considered frivolous and selfish. I need a good reason to ask for a week-long leave.”

      “What qualifies as a good reason?”

      “Medical exams or treatments that are beyond the scope of what the nurse can do, or a family emergency, like hospitalization, terminal illness, or death.”

      “Perfect. We could arrange for a call to come in for you with dire news about your father. He’s in the hospital after suffering a stroke, and he might not make it. If you hint that your care for him or lack thereof might impact your inheritance, I’m sure your leave request would get approved.”

      Ana shook her head. “You seem to think that Safe Haven is all about swindling people out of their money. It is not.”

      He lifted his hands in the air in mock surrender. “I’m sure that it provides a sanctuary for many of its residents, but it also swindles them out of their money.”

      “The money is needed to run the place. It’s not like we get charitable donations from the outside world, and not everyone can contribute as much as I can. Some come here with nothing and are still accepted into the community.”

      Sam reached for her hand, and she let him clasp it. “Once we are out of here, we can have all the philosophical discussions you want. We will be spending our days and nights together, without having to worry about getting in trouble with the establishment for being exclusive, or for missing work and classes.”

      What he’d described was very tempting, provided that it was true, and he wasn’t setting a trap for her.
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      “A phone call is not going to be enough. Emmett might tell someone to verify the information. They can check with the hospital, or even call my father.”

      “Don’t worry about the details. My friends on the outside are professionals, and they will leave nothing to chance. They will coordinate it with your father, and they might even put something in the newspaper about his supposed stroke. He’s a wealthy man, and his health problem might potentially impact his businesses and his employees. That’s newsworthy.”

      Her eyes clouded with suspicion. “Why would my father cooperate with you unless it’s to get me out of here permanently?”

      Because if needed, Kian could arrange for Kalugal to compel Anastasia’s father over the phone to do whatever they needed from him. Kian might punish Leon later for his screw-up, but he wasn’t going to refuse his help. A potential Dormant always got preferential treatment.

      “The decision whether to go back to Safe Haven or not is going to be yours, not your father’s. My friends and I are getting paid regardless of the outcome, and there is no bonus waiting for us if we succeed.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “My father would have never agreed to a deal like that. He would have demanded a guarantee.”

      “Perhaps, but the friend who hired me for the job is known as the best in the business, and he doesn’t provide guarantees.”

      Turner didn’t need to because he had a reputation for success.

      “What is your friend’s business?”

      “Hostage retrieval.”

      She laughed. “I’m not a hostage.”

      “Your father thought that you had been brainwashed.”

      “Do you think that?”

      She was lucky to be an immune, but they still had done a pretty good job on her. Anastasia had bought most of the crap they were selling at Safe Haven.

      “I know that you have doubts, so you can’t be completely brainwashed.”

      Nodding, she dragged her teeth over her lower lip. “It’s true that I have doubts, and it irks me that having doubts is frowned upon. I also know that Emmett’s way might not be right for everyone, but it is for some, and I might be one of those for whom it’s a good fit.”

      He smiled. “You’ll have an entire week to convince me of that.”

      “And you will try to convince me of the opposite.”

      “Of course.”

      “And if at the end of the week I want to come back, you’ll let me go?”

      “I might try to convince you to give me more time, but if you don’t want to, then you have my word that I’ll deliver you back to Safe Haven’s front gate.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      Leon couldn’t blame her for being skeptical of his motives, but her mistrust angered him nonetheless.

      Anastasia must have realized that the thing between them was not just about sex, and she probably wanted to take his offer but needed more convincing. If not for the risk of her possibly imminent transition, he would have let her stew in her own juices until she acknowledged that she wanted him enough to take a risk.

      The problem was that they were running out of time, and he had to get her to agree right away.

      She’d left him no choice.

      Leon was a lousy actor, and he wasn’t in love with her, not yet anyway, but he was going to do his damnedest to convince her that he was. Her life was in danger, and that justified the less than honorable means.

      Anastasia was young, but not a teenager. She was the same age Syssi had been when she’d transitioned, and he’d heard that things hadn’t gone well. The Clan Mother had given Syssi her blessing, and as unbelievable as it was, it had helped her pull through.

      If Anastasia stayed in Safe Haven, she might not make it.

      That morbid thought had brought on a slashing ache in his chest that made it hard to breathe. Perhaps he was really falling for her.

      Leon didn’t need to act as he lifted her hand and put it over his heart. “Remember how I told you that I haven’t met my one and only yet?”

      She nodded.

      “I think that she might be right here.” He gave her hand a little squeeze.

      Anastasia sucked in a breath and tried to pull her hand away, but he didn’t let go.

      “I know that we’ve only just met, and that it’s too early for me to be saying things like that.” He put her hand back on his chest. “We need to get to know each other better, but it can’t happen here. You have work and classes to attend, and I have workshops and personal counseling and all that crap. We can only meet after all that is done, and that leaves very little time. And if someone notices that you spend all your nights with me, you will get in trouble, and I will not be invited to join the community. All I’m asking for is one week. Can you give me that?”

      “I want to.” She sighed. “But I’m scared.”

      “Are you going to let fear make you miss out on this opportunity?”

      “Fear is a powerful motivator. Don’t you know that people would rather avoid pain than seek pleasure?”

      “For me, imagining you with other men is too painful to even think about. Can you honestly tell me that you wouldn’t mind if I took a different woman to my bed tonight?”
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      Would she mind?

      Ana would probably scratch the woman’s eyes out, and she would not only get kicked out of Safe Haven but get arrested for assault.

      Sam chuckled. “You should take a look in the mirror. You have murder in your eyes.”

      He seemed awfully smug.

      “I hope this is not all an act to win the bet we made.”

      He frowned. “What bet?”

      As if he didn’t remember. “I said that I was not going to fall in love with you no matter how good you were in bed, and you asked if it was a challenge. I said yes.”

      “Then it wasn’t a bet. It was a challenge.”

      She rolled her eyes. “What’s the difference? You want to prove to me that I was wrong, and that you are a sex god who can make me fall for you.”

      “A sex god.” He smirked, his cheeks forming two tiny dimples. “I like it.”

      How come she hadn’t noticed them before? They were adorable.

      “I bet you do.”

      “I remember that now.” Sam’s smirk turned into a face-splitting grin. “You said that I was the hottest guy you’d ever met. Now I know for sure that you are coming with me.”

      Ana laughed. “Overinflated ego, much? If you remember, I said that as well.”

      “Yes, you did. So what will it be, Anastasia? Are you willing to give us a chance?”

      Damn, that was a tough decision.

      She wanted to spend more time with Sam, and she couldn’t think of him with another woman without smoke coming out of her ears.

      But she wasn’t ready to give up on Safe Haven either. Despite what Sam thought, a lot of good work was done in the community, and people who would have been otherwise lost had found a true safe haven there. People like Margaret, Tammy, and others who’d been chewed up and spit out by society. Wonderful people who were courageous, hard-working, and giving, and who had no other place to go.

      Ana wanted to do her part to help.

      A small voice in the back of her head whispered that she didn’t need to live in Safe Haven to help those in need. She could complete her law degree and create a nonprofit to assist people like Margaret to get back on their feet. Perhaps she could even get her father and his rich friends to contribute to the charity.

      But those were pipe dreams. She wasn’t brave enough to take up such an undertaking. It was much easier to help people within the walls of Safe Haven. Ana was getting excellent training, and when she was ready, she wouldn’t have to fly solo. Others who had done that before her would watch over her so she wouldn’t mess up.

      “Come on, Anastasia. It’s not a life and death decision. All we are talking about is one week away from this place. I’m sure you can handle it.”

      “It’s not a question of whether I can handle it or not. Even if I trusted you completely to bring me back, which I don’t, I need to decide if leaving Safe Haven for good is even an option. I haven’t completed my training yet, and I really wanted to find out whether I had what it took to help people. I don’t think I can do as much good on my own. If I leave now, I would be giving up on a promise that I made to myself to make a difference in the world.”

      “You’ll have an entire week to decide what you want to do. And if you want to come back and complete your training, I will respect your decision. You have my word.”

      “Can I think about it?”

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “When will you know? We need to put things in motion with your father and the cover story.”

      “Tonight. I’ll come to your room at the same time as yesterday.”

      “Deal.” He leaned and took her lips in a quick kiss. “I’d better leave before someone finds me here.”

      She’d forgotten about that. “I have no idea how you snuck in without anyone stopping you. How are you going to get out?”

      “I told you.” He winked. “I have ninja skills.”
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      Wearing a Henry shroud, Leon had drawn a few curious glances, but he’d smiled and waved and kept on walking. Some of those he’d encountered would doubt their sanity when they found out that Henry had been in class the entire time, but he couldn’t care less.

      Back in his room, Leon lay down on the bed and waited for Peter and Eleanor. Lunch was coming up soon, and they would probably check on him before heading to the dining hall.

      His fingers itched for his absent phone. Texting them the newest development would have been helpful.

      Safe Haven’s rule about cellphones was reason enough to hate the place, and not only because it was just one more way to isolate and control their people. Leon had lived a long time before cellphones had been invented, so not having his phone shouldn’t bother him as much, but like nearly everyone else on the planet, he’d become dependent on it, and functioning without it felt like he’d gone back in time.

      The knock on his door came a little after twelve.

      “Are you decent in there?” Peter asked.

      Leon got up and opened the door. “Come in.”

      Eleanor glanced at the rumpled bedding with a raised brow. “Have you been in here the entire time?”

      “I went to see Anastasia.” He walked over to the bed and straightened the comforter. “The room hadn’t been cleaned yet when I came back.”

      “I wonder if mine was.” Eleanor sat on the bed. “They don’t expect the guests to go back to their rooms until the evening.” She crossed her legs and leaned forward. “So, how did it go with Anastasia? Did she forgive you?”

      “I followed your advice and told her that I have feelings for her and that I want to explore them away from here, where we can be together with no limitations. I asked her to give me one week.”

      “Did she agree?” Peter asked.

      “She promised to give me an answer tonight.”

      Eleanor narrowed her eyes at him, and given how dark and small they were to begin with, she looked damn scary. “Did you mean any of it? Or was it all a lie to get her out of here?”

      “It wasn’t a lie. I want to get to know her better.”

      The woman was still glaring at him. “Is it because she’s a potential Dormant?”

      “Naturally, but I liked her even before I found out about the voices being real.”

      “You knew from the start that she might be one. Did you take the assignment hoping that she would be a nice bonus?”

      “What’s your problem, Eleanor?” Peter pushed away from the desk he’d been leaning against. “Leon did what had to be done. If Anastasia is a Dormant and starts transitioning, she can’t stay here. We need to get her out, and it has nothing to do with our original assignment.”

      She shifted her witchy eyes to the guy. “Leon doesn’t need a defender, and I asked him a question, not you.”

      He had no idea what had crawled up Eleanor’s butt. The woman had a closet full of skeletons. She had no right to judge him. “Where are you going with this? Do you disapprove of my methods?”

      Letting out an exasperated sigh, Eleanor crossed her arms over her chest. “You guys are so dense. What I was trying to ascertain was whether you’ve bonded with Anastasia, and pushing you seemed like a good strategy to get you to admit your true feelings for her.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “How could I have bonded with her after just one night? And what does it matter anyway?”

      She shook her head. “You were in West Virginia when Richard was attempting to transition, but I thought that you’d been told. I lost count of how many times he’s been induced. Apparently, he couldn’t transition until he bonded with Stella. So if you didn’t bond with Anastasia yet, and you manage to keep it in your pants from now on or use a condom, she might not transition.”

      “I heard the rumors about Richard, but I don’t think they are true. Did you and the ex-Doomer bond before you transitioned?”

      “No. And Eva didn’t bond with Kalugal when they hooked up fifty-something years ago either. But maybe we are different.” She smirked. “Eva and I are badasses. We didn’t need to bond with a male to transition.”

      Chuckling, Peter sat down on the bed next to Eleanor and clapped her on the back. “You might be a badass, but that doesn’t change your physiology. The transition is triggered by some sort of a chemical reaction, not feelings.”

      “Oh, really?” She looked at him down her nose. “Feelings trigger the production of hormones, and those are chemicals. The bond is not just some mystical mumbo jumbo. It causes physical changes in the body, and in turn, those help induce transition.”

      “Neither of you are a doctor.” Leon put a stop to their banter. “And even Bridget doesn’t know what happens in the body during transition. So this entire discussion is irrelevant. We need to get Anastasia out of here.”

      “What if she says no?” Eleanor got to her feet. “You will have to knock her out and carry her off. Peter can thrall the guards, and I can compel anyone else we bump into to let us pass. We will steal the bus and hightail it out of here.”

      If Anastasia refused to leave, they might have to do just that. “I hope she comes of her own volition, and obviously, I have to go with her. But you two can stay behind and complete the rest of the mission.”

      Eleanor didn’t look happy. “I want out as well. My compulsion ability is pretty useless here.” She glanced at Peter. “Can you handle this on your own? Or do you need me to stay?”

      “He needs you,” Leon answered for Peter. “Unless there is no other choice, Guardians always work in pairs. You are not a Guardian, but in a pinch, you’ll do.”

      “Thanks for the compliment.” She grimaced. “Now I really feel like my life is complete.”

      She’d misunderstood.

      “You are a civilian, and yet I feel comfortable entrusting you with watching Peter’s back. I consider it a huge compliment.”

      “He’s right,” Peter said. “You are capable, and you have guts. I know that I can count on you.”

      A lovely smile lifted Eleanor’s lips. “If you actually mean it, then I’m flattered. I know that my reputation doesn’t inspire trust, and I also know that the two of you were added to the mission to keep an eye on me.”

      Peter clapped her on the back. “You haven’t disappointed us yet, and I believe that one day you will make a swell Guardian.”

      The woman actually blushed. “Thank you.”

      Leon hadn’t thought she was capable of that. Eleanor was tough as nails.

      “You’re welcome.” Peter sat back down on the bed and looked up at him. “After you get Anastasia out of here, where are you going to take her?”

      “For obvious reasons, I can’t take her to the village, but I can take her to the keep. There is another clinic there, and Bridget or Julian can take care of Anastasia there.”

      “That’s where I transitioned,” Eleanor said. “You’ll have to blindfold her on the way there, and if she makes a fuss, knock her out. The keep is still a strategic location for the clan.”

      Leon smiled. “I don’t think Anastasia will make a fuss about being blindfolded.”

      “What if she doesn’t transition and wants to come back here?” Peter asked.

      “Then I’ll deliver her here myself.”

      “Right.” Eleanor snorted. “As if that’s going to happen.”

      “If that’s what she wants, that’s what she gets. Consent is not optional.”

      Except, it was.

      He couldn’t tell Anastasia anything, let alone get her consent, before the start of her transition. She might never forgive him for that.
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      While Kian and Kalugal pored over the construction plans, Richard tried to come up with a smooth way to steer the conversation toward Mey and Jin and their Chinese origins. He could use the sisters as a segue to hypothesize about the presence of immortals in the East, alerting Kian to the possibility without revealing Stella’s secret.

      Was it worth the risk, though?

      Stella didn’t know how many people were in the sperm donor’s community, or where they were located. Basically, she had nothing that Kian could use to search for those immortals.

      The other problem was that Kian would probably dismiss the idea. The way he saw it, Mey and Jin had been just run-of-the-mill Dormants, the descendants of the original immortals who had perished a long time ago. The only differences between them and the others were their unique abilities, and those could be attributed to that long-gone ancestor as well.

      “Is there a problem?” Kalugal asked him. “You seem concerned.”

      The guy probably thought that Richard had an issue with the blueprints.

      “There is no problem with the plans. I was just thinking about Mey and Jin.”

      His musings would appear random, but he needed to get it off his chest.

      “What about them?” Kian asked.

      “What if there is a community of immortals in the east?”

      Kian shook his head. “If there was, they wouldn’t have put their children up for adoption. Mey and Jin’s mother was a Dormant, and given the one-child policy China had at the time, she might have been forced to give them up so she could have a son.”

      “Those living in rural areas were allowed two and sometimes even three children,” Kalugal said. “Mey and Jin’s parents might have been farmers.”

      The conversation wasn’t going in the direction Richard needed it to go. “What if their mother or grandmother was a lone immortal? The grandmother could have been a former Dormant who had been induced by a random immortal male like what happened to Eva.” He looked pointedly at Kalugal. “From what I understand, the immortality gene is inherited from the mother, but some of the paranormal abilities pass through the father. If their grandmother was induced by a powerful immortal, Mey and Jin’s mother might have inherited the special abilities from him and passed them on to her children. If she later had a son, he probably has a special talent too.”

      “Interesting hypothesis.” Kalugal smoothed his hand over his jaw. “Since I obviously inherited my compulsion ability from my father, it should have occurred to me that humans who possess paranormal abilities, but who are not Dormants, inherited them from a male ancestor.”

      “Obviously.” Kian rolled up the blueprints and inserted them back into their cardboard tube. “But they are of no interest to us.”

      “Not true.” Kalugal still had that faraway look in his eyes. “A geographic location with an unusual concentration of people with paranormal abilities might indicate a presence of immortals.”

      “Not really.” Kian started up the hill. “Very few immortals have special talents for their offspring to inherit. And since our numbers are so small and our fertility so low, the impact on the population around us is negligible. The only place it could have had an impact is your father’s island. It’s home to many more immortals than humans.”

      “True. But the women who service the warriors are on birth control, and they don’t have children. Only the Dormants are allowed to conceive, and they produce other Dormants. So that’s not going to happen there. But if there is a remote village in China with a concentration of people with special abilities, that’s definitely worth investigating. If there is a community of immortals there, they could be hiding in a rural area. The big cities are too intensely monitored for immortals to hide in.”

      “They weren’t twenty-something years ago when Mey and then Jin were born,” Kian pointed out. “Back then, it would have been easier for immortals to hide in a big city.”

      “Still, I would have loved to investigate the possibility.”

      “Why?” Kian arched a brow. “You’ve never been interested in building a larger community for yourself, or even interacting with ours until you were practically forced to. What’s in it for you?”

      Kalugal shrugged. “I love a good mystery, and I’m curious. The problem is that the country is so big and populous, and information is centralized and restricted.”

      The conversation was finally getting on track, but it seemed like they had reached a dead end.

      Richard scratched his head. “Maybe the orphanage Mey and Jin were adopted from could be a good starting point.”

      “I have a better idea.” Kalugal’s eyes started glowing. “Remember the Chinese guy in Simmons’s notes? The one who’s working both sides? We can start with him and the Chinese paranormal program.”

      “I’d forgotten about him,” Kian admitted. “As usual, too much was going on at once, and it had slipped my mind.”

      “Same here. I need to contact the guy and get him to tell me all he knows.”

      “Let’s just hope he’s not an immune,” Kian said.

      “Why would he be?” Kalugal waved a dismissive hand. “Those are rare.”
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      Ana had spent most of the day agonizing over a decision that shouldn’t have been so difficult to make.

      All Sam was asking for was one week.

      “Are you going to see him again tonight?” Margaret asked as they left the classroom.

      Ana shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.”

      The hallway was teaming with other community members who’d attended the same workshop, and she didn’t want to talk about Sam within anyone’s earshot.

      “Let’s grab a cup of coffee.” Margaret threaded her arm through hers.

      “Do you want to go for a walk instead? We have maybe half an hour of sunlight left.”

      “Yeah. It gets dark so early during the winter months. We can take a short stroll and come back in time for dinner.”

      “Let’s get our coats.”

      After stopping by Ana’s room first and then Margaret’s, they headed toward the side gate which opened to a path circling around the lodge and leading straight to the beach.

      Margaret swiped her keycard to open it, closed it behind her, and then Ana had to do the same. It was a safety precaution, so no one could go missing without security knowing about it.

      The area was safe, but the ocean wasn’t, and some people didn’t give it the proper respect. It looked pretty but it was dangerous, especially in the summer when it was actually possible to go for a swim, not for Ana, but for other brave souls who weren’t afraid of freezing to death or getting a foot cramp and drowning.

      “You look tense.” Margaret cast her a sidelong glance. “Are you nervous about confronting Sam?”

      She was, but not for the reasons Margaret assumed. She didn’t know that Sam had somehow snuck into their building and explained his strange behavior of this morning. If she told her about it, Margaret would rat Sam out, and he would get kicked out.

      Ana still wasn’t a hundred percent sure that she wanted to spend a week with him alone, but she wasn’t ready to give him up either.

      “A little.” She shrugged, pretending that it wasn’t what she’d been thinking about nonstop.

      “Perhaps it’s not a good idea for you to seek him out. Tammy told me that there are two super-hot guys in this crop of guests. Maybe you should give the other one a try.”

      Tammy was probably referring to Sam and his friend Devlin.

      “I think I know who she’s talking about. You should come to the lodge and check him out.” Ana regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth.

      Devlin worked with Sam, and the last thing she needed was for Margaret to get involved with him.

      “I can’t. The new project I’m working on is taking up every free minute I have.”

      Thank God.

      Smiling, Ana put her head on her friend’s shoulder. “And yet you make time for me.”

      “Of course.” Margaret wrapped an arm around her middle. “You are like a daughter to me.”

      “Little sister,” Ana corrected. “You are too young to have a daughter my age.”

      A shadow passed over Margaret’s eyes, but she forced a smile. “Hey, if I was a gypsy girl, I could have had you at thirteen.”

      While researching material for her workshop, Margaret had been doing some reading on the gypsy community. They had some pretty strange customs, like an annual marriage auction where girls as young as fifteen were offered as brides to the highest bidder.

      “But you are not. How long until you are done with this project?”

      “Long. The gypsies were just an anecdote. I still have a lot of research to do, and it’s so time-consuming. I’m spending hours each day in the library reading up on the subject and taking notes.”

      “If Emmett allowed us access to the internet, it would have made your life so much easier. You could find a lot of material with only a few clicks.”

      “I’ve heard about the wonders of the internet, but even if I did have access, I would still prefer actual books. There is no substitute for that.”

      Ana regarded her with a frown. “You’ve never used the internet?”

      “I’ve been in Safe Haven for a very long time. There was no internet when I joined.”

      “Of course there was. It just wasn’t widely used yet.”

      Margaret glanced at her. “I like the seclusion and isolation of Safe Haven. The outside world can be so cruel.”

      “Still, don’t you miss it sometimes?”

      Her friend shook her head. “Not at all. In here, I feel safe and cared for. Out there, I feared for my life. The only glimpses I get of the outside world are the retreat guests, and they are by and large my kind of people, so I enjoy their company. Not as much as that of the permanent members, though. I love this community.”

      As much as Ana craved the same kind of bubble to protect her from the outside world, she couldn’t imagine herself spending her entire life in Safe Haven. Even an extreme introvert like her craved seeing new people from time to time. Would the retreat guests suffice to fill that need?

      If she stayed, she would probably turn out to be like Margaret, and it scared her a little. Even though Margaret had dedicated her life to helping others, and that was noble, something about it wasn’t right. Then again, throughout history and across many nations and belief systems, monks and nuns had lived in seclusion and dedicated their lives to prayers and meditation and good deeds. Safe Haven was like a modern monastery, with the main difference being that sex was not only allowed but encouraged.

      In Ana’s opinion, it was an improvement on the original model.

      As she’d told Sam, this kind of life wasn’t for everyone, but it was for some.

      Was it right for her, though?

      Ana wasn’t sure. Perhaps a week away was just what she needed to make up her mind. The problem was that she didn’t trust Sam’s promise to bring her back at the end of it if she so wished.

      She was an adult, and no one had the right to keep her from returning to Safe Haven if she wanted to, but her father might do something insane like locking her up in the house. He might even believe that he was doing it for her own good.

      Why he cared, though, was beyond her. It wasn’t as if he was missing her presence in his life. She hadn’t been a part of it for many years.
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      As Lokan entered his father’s reception room, seeing Losham sitting across from Navuh at the chess table was an unpleasant déjà vu.

      When Losham had still been his father’s top advisor, that was where the two of them usually had their talks. But it had been a long time since Losham had been demoted and charged with supervising the drug and prostitution businesses the Brotherhood depended on for income these days.

      Wars and conflicts around the world had dried out, and there was little demand for mercenaries.

      “Hello, Lokan.” His adopted brother’s smug expression didn’t bode well for him either.

      What had Losham been plotting? Had he been the one who had hired the detective agency? It was in a different league from the first one he’d engaged with, which was why Lokan had dismissed him as a suspect, but perhaps he shouldn’t have.

      “Greetings, Father.” He bowed low. “Losham.” He nodded at his brother.

      “Lokan, my son.” Navuh’s welcoming smile thawed some of the ice that had grown thick around his heart. If his father was smiling, he wasn’t planning on executing him. “Pull out a chair and join us.”

      “Chess is a two-player game.” Lokan lifted one of the heavy chairs and put it down next to the game table. “I see that the two of you have been playing for a while.”

      Losham was losing, but Lokan knew that he was doing that deliberately. The guy was a master chess player, and he could outmaneuver Navuh with ease. Which was why his presence on the island could mean trouble.

      “The game is almost over.” His father made a move. “And as usual, Losham is letting me win.”

      Navuh seemed to be in a superb mood, which was rare, and also worrisome.

      “I am not, my lord,” Losham protested. “You are just better than I am.”

      Taking his drink with him, Navuh leaned back in his chair and focused his intense stare at Lokan. “You are probably wondering about the unexpected summons.”

      Lokan nodded. “Indeed.”

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately about the state of the world we live in, and I came to the conclusion that the days of the United States as a superpower are numbered, and so is its control over the world’s economy.”

      Lokan wondered where his father was going with that. “I don’t think we are there yet. But isn’t that what you wanted to achieve?”

      Navuh took a sip of his drink. “It’s getting close. I’ve lived a long life, and I’ve seen enough empires rise and fall to recognize the pattern.” He chuckled. “And as you know, the Brotherhood played an active role in their rise to power and then their subsequent demise.”

      Losham, who had been the mastermind behind that, smiled smugly. “Indeed, my lord.”

      Things were starting to become clearer. Losham must have come up with a new strategy for the Brotherhood’s world dominance ambitions, and he had convinced their father to adopt it.

      The question was what was Lokan’s part in it.

      “The Brotherhood’s goal has always been to destabilize and divide the human world, and we have done a good job so far. But as is usually the case, once one empire falls, another takes its place, and China is the new rising star.”

      “They still have a long way to go.” Lokan reached for the whiskey bottle and poured himself a drink. “They are not an immediate concern.”

      Navuh nodded. “I was under the impression that their ambitions were limited to economic superiority, but it seems like their long-term plan is the same as ours, and we cannot allow them to beat us to it. The only way we can achieve our objective is if the human world is divided, and conflicts are raging all over the globe. If China takes over, the lines of division between countries will become irrelevant, conflicts would be brutally squashed before they have a chance to flare, and it would become impossible for us to cause its downfall. The new Chinese empire might last indefinitely.”

      His father was painting an overly dark future, and Lokan wondered if that was also Losham’s doing. “How do we prevent it from happening?”

      “We immediately start working on establishing a presence there and gaining connections to the higher echelons of power. I should have sent you there ten years ago, but I didn’t realize how fast their rise would be. We don’t have much time left.”

      Navuh wanted him to move to damn China?

      “I’m not the best candidate for establishing a new base there. Losham is a much better choice.”

      His brother dipped his head. “Thank you for the compliment, Lokan, but I don’t have your unique talent. Your compulsion ability would be invaluable in establishing contacts with the Chinese administration.”

      What the hell was in it for Losham?

      What was he missing?

      Establishing a new base in China was going to be extremely difficult, but it was also a great honor. It wasn’t like Losham to pass up an opportunity like that and give it to one of his brothers, especially Lokan, who he had always envied for snagging the cushy Washington position.

      Perhaps that was Losham’s game? He needed Lokan out of the way so he could take over the coveted station.

      After several failed missions, Losham had been basically banished and demoted to managing the drug trafficking and prostitution businesses. No wonder that he was doing everything in his power to move back into Navuh’s good graces.

      He was probably the one who had hired the detective agency, but since he hadn’t been able to find proof that Lokan was neglecting his duties to the Brotherhood, he’d come up with another scheme to get rid of him.

      Except, Lokan didn’t look Chinese, and unlike Kalugal, he couldn’t maintain shrouds indefinitely. He also didn’t speak the language and was unfamiliar with the culture. Still, all of that was inconsequential compared to how it would affect Carol. She would hate being so far away from her family.

      Lokan needed to wiggle out of it as gracefully as he could.

      “I’m honored to be entrusted with such an important task, but I think that Losham’s ability to foresee his opponents' moves fifty steps ahead is more valuable than my compulsion talent.” He turned to his brother. “You are a brilliant strategist, Losham. You should be the one in charge of establishing a new base of power for the Brotherhood in China. I’ve worked long and hard to acquire our contacts in Washington. Who could possibly replace me?”

      Losham smirked. “After you introduce me to your contacts, I’ll have no problem taking over.”

      Bingo. It was precisely what Lokan had suspected.

      “I have had second thoughts about that,” Navuh said. “Lokan has made a valid argument, and I think that both of you working together would yield faster and better results. I can send Kolhud to Washington.”

      This time, both Lokan and Losham turned to look at their father, but Losham was the one who spoke. “No offense, my lord, but Kolhud is not qualified for such an important job.”

      Navuh waved a dismissive hand. “He’ll learn, just like the two of you had to do each time I moved you to a new position. Besides, Washington is no longer a top priority for the Brotherhood.” He leaned forward. “We need to do everything in our power to destabilize China and prevent its rise. The best way to do that is to create internal political unrest and change the way they govern themselves. As it is now, their leaders hold too much centralized power, and since China is not a democracy, we can’t influence what they do from the sidelines by manipulating their population. We need to have access to the leaders themselves and control them directly.”

      Lokan leaned back. “You mean to compel their cooperation.”

      “Precisely. If we don’t act quickly, the world will soon become a much different place than it is now. Just imagine what would happen if their brilliant social credit system gets implemented globally.”

      “I don’t see what’s the problem with that.” Lokan crossed his arms over his chest. “What do we care if they limit the world population’s freedoms. We would still have access to the leadership, political and economic, and as usual, those in power would be exempt from those limiting measures.”

      Losham shook his head. “It’s not the control itself but the means to achieve it. They will do away with cash and monitor all financial transactions. That’s a big problem for us. Also, their scoring system requires that they have the ability to watch everyone. I expect that every room in every home and office would have recording and transmitting devices, and in addition to that, they will create a network of satellite watchers to monitor outdoor activity. Artificial intelligence will be used to analyze the data and produce their social scores. Forget about privacy, or about personal rights. Not that we care, but it would inhibit our ability to move freely among the humans as well. We would be paralyzed. Not only that, it would become impossible to hide our island. We would be exposed, and as strong and capable as our warriors are, they are no match for an army of over one and a half million human troops.”

      Losham’s predictions were alarming for several reasons. The social scoring system was already being implemented, and it worked. Also, the technology to achieve such a level of global control either already existed or was getting close to that. But more to the point, Losham’s predictions had always been spot on.

      Navuh put his empty glass on the table and motioned for Losham to refill it. “You’re just proving my point, Losham. I need you both in China. Furthermore, I’m going to send you out with a large contingent of men. We need to start inciting hot spots of trouble wherever we can.”

      “North Korea?” Lokan suggested. “Singapore?”

      “Those too. But I meant trouble within China’s mainland. Divide and conquer.”

      “That’s not going to be easy.” Losham sighed.

      “If it were, I would have sent Kolhud to build the new base for the Brotherhood there. Instead, I’m sending my two most talented and accomplished sons.”
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      The last workshop had ended at nine, and Leon had two hours to kill before his rendezvous with Anastasia.

      If she showed up.

      He could have joined Peter and Eleanor on their snooping expedition, but his mind was all over the place, and he would have been probably more of a hindrance than a help.

      Besides, Leon was starting to think that there was no dirt to uncover other than the usual shenanigans common to all cults. Money and power were the obvious motives behind Emmett’s so-called ideology, doubts were unacceptable, and misconduct was punishable by means of social pressure and isolation.

      A scolding from Emmett was considered the equivalent of a whipping and was greatly feared by the community members, but it wasn’t anything that should concern the clan on any level.

      It seemed that no one was being forced to stay, and they were all adults who were free to live their lives as they saw fit.

      So far, everyone Peter and Eleanor had thralled and compelled to tell the truth about the guy had nothing but praise for him. Most of the staff members were apprehensive about their work and worried that they weren’t doing a good enough job even though they were working their butts off and had practically no free time. Their supervisors didn’t dispense praise often, if at all, and getting praise from Emmett was the ultimate reward. Every member of his cult lived and breathed for it.

      According to Eleanor, who had read up on cults, that was a common thread. The members were kept in a state of insecurity on purpose, so they would do more and more to please their leader. She’d explained something about disorganized attachments and dissociation, but it had flown over his head.

      All those psychological terms were confusing.

      Perhaps he just wasn’t the scholarly type.

      The Art of War, which was the only book he’d brought with him, was resting face down on his chest, and Leon couldn’t bring himself to read even one more page. Perhaps the translation sucked. Brundar had loaned it to him, saying that it was one of the best military strategy texts ever produced, but Leon couldn’t read more than a couple of paragraphs before his eyes refused to stay open.

      He didn’t realize that he’d dozed off again until a knock woke him up.

      Bolting out of bed, he rushed to open the door, and for a split second just gazed at Anastasia. Her reddish-blond hair was down around her shoulders, and she was holding her pink scarf in her hands.

      “Hi.” Her lips kicked up in a smile.

      “You came.” He took her hand and pulled her inside.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      He closed the door and took her into his arms. “I didn’t know what to think.”

      She pushed on his chest. “Don’t distract me. We need to talk.”

      “Yes, of course.” He didn’t let go of her. “But we can kiss first.” He dipped his head, but she lifted her hand and put two fingers over his mouth. “Talk first. Kiss later.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Reluctantly, he released her.

      Anastasia pulled out the only chair in the room, sat down, and motioned for him to sit on the bed.

      “I’ve done a lot of thinking, and I came to the conclusion that I would like to take a week off and spend it with you. It will give me a chance to get some perspective and decide if life in Safe Haven is truly right for me.”

      Leon let out a breath. “You have no idea how happy you’ve just made me.”

      She lifted her hand. “I’m not done. The only obstacle to that is my fear that this is a ploy, and that my ability to choose my future will be taken away from me. I need a guarantee that’s not going to happen.”

      “The only guarantee I can give you is my promise. I swear on my honor that your wishes will be obeyed.”

      “What if my father pressures you into handing me over to him?”

      Leon smiled. “Your father has no leverage over me.”

      “That’s good to know.” She drew her teeth over her lower lip. “I guess that’s the best you can do, and I will have to trust you.”

      There was still fear in her eyes, and he didn’t like it. “Do you have friends on the outside whom you trust?”

      “My old roommates. Why?”

      “As soon as we are out of here, and I get my phone, you can call one of them and explain the situation. If you don’t call her in a week to tell her that everything is okay, she will go to the press with the story that your father is holding you prisoner. He’s pretty well-known, so I assume that it would be newsworthy.”

      “I like your idea. Provided that you will really let me call her.”

      How a woman with such a suspicious nature could have fallen for Emmett’s crap was a mystery. Perhaps there was something to Eleanor’s explanation about disassociation.

      “My phone is in a locker room at the train station. If I don’t let you use it, you can raise hell and attract the station security's attention.”

      “That’s a bit excessive, and I’d rather not, but you’re right about it being an option. I accept your guarantee.”

      “Hallelujah.” He lifted his eyes heavenward.

      “Hold on.” She lifted her hand again.

      “What now?”

      “If I can’t make up my mind after one week, can I stay with you for another week? Or a month?”

      “That’s even better.”

      “But will you honor your vow no matter when I ask to go back?”

      If she transitioned, there would be no going back for her. But hopefully, once she turned immortal, Anastasia would realize that the clan was where she belonged.

      “Of course. I didn’t put any conditions on my vow. Your wishes will always be obeyed. Anything else?”

      She shook her head. “What’s the next step?”

      “Arranging for the emergency call to come in tomorrow. I’ll get Devlin on it.” He pushed to his feet. “Can you wait for me here? It will only take me a couple of minutes.”

      Hopefully, Eleanor and Peter hadn’t been delayed and were back already in Peter’s room, waiting for further instructions from him.

      “How is Devlin going to do that? Is he going to steal a cellphone from the storage room?”

      Leon winked. “We have our ways.”

      “One day, you will have to show me those ninja moves you keep boasting about.”

      “I will.” Opening the door, he lifted his finger in warning. “Don’t go anywhere. If I come back and you are gone, I’m going to come to get you.”

      She waved a hand. “I promise not to move from this chair.”

      “You can move to the bed.”

      She laughed. “Go on already.”
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      “Do you have anything to read?” Eleanor paced the length of Peter’s room. “I’m so bored that I started counting the daisies on that picture.” She pointed to the print hanging over his head.

      Sprawled on the bed, his arms folded under his head, Peter turned to look at the painting. “No wonder hooking up is the number one pastime activity here. They have nothing else to do. I have to admit, though, that it’s better than the sinkhole of Facebook or watching some dumb shows on the tube.”

      Eleanor flipped the chair around and straddled it. “They have a decent library, but the fiction section is small and outdated. Same goes for the movie they are projecting in the common room tonight. It’s about Gandhi. Talk about yawn.”

      Peter turned on his side. “I bet no one is watching it, and the movie is an excuse to dim the lights. I can just imagine what all those horny perverts are doing on those couches in the dark.”

      She arched a brow. “Speaking of horny pervs, how come you haven’t hooked up with anyone yet?”

      “Did you see the selection? I have standards. Admittedly, they are not overly high, but still.”

      “I thought that you were into the nurse.”

      “Nah. Her ass is fine, but the woman is annoying.”

      Eleanor rolled her eyes. “Everyone here is so freaking annoying. A bunch of brainwashed losers one and all.”

      “That’s a bit harsh.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Ignore me. I’m antsy because the gym here is a joke, and I can’t train like I’m used to. I need to release excess energy through physical activity.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew Peter was going to twist them into something sexual.

      “I know a perfect remedy for that, and you could have unlimited doses of it. I’ve seen the looks you are getting.”

      She’d gotten a few interested glances, but no one had dared to approach her, which was precisely why she was affecting her don’t-mess-with-me expression, or 'resting bitch face' as some liked to call it. After a lifetime of practice, she didn’t even need to think about it. It came naturally.

      “I might not be mated, but I have a boyfriend.” She got up and walked to the door. “What’s keeping Leon? I hope he didn’t forget that we are waiting for him. If he's gotten busy with Anastasia, he might not come here tonight at all.” Opening the door a crack, she peeked into the corridor. “Should I go to his room and knock to remind him?”

      “Give him a few more minutes.”

      “No need.” She let out a breath. “He’s coming.”

      “It’s a go,” Leon said as he entered the room. “Anastasia agreed to the plan.”

      “About time.” Peter got out of bed. “What do I tell Turner?”

      “We went over this already. He needs to give Anastasia’s father a heads up, arrange for a fake hospitalization record, and then call the Safe Haven office. We will need transportation from the train station, and he can leave all the details in a text message on my phone.”

      “While we were waiting for you, I thought of something.” Peter smoothed his hand over his goatee. “Maybe the keep is not the best place to take Anastasia. Keeping her in one of those underground apartments is not going to be the vacation she has in mind, and with how suspicious she is, she will think that you are holding her prisoner there.”

      “Where else can I take her? A hotel?”

      “What about that cabin that you and Bowen took Vlad and Wendy to? It’s secluded, romantic, and it’s not too far away from the keep in case you need to drive her to the clinic.”

      “That’s actually a great idea.” Leon flicked his gaze to Eleanor. “What do you think?”

      “If you have romance on your mind, then a cabin is a much better choice than the underground. Is it nice?”

      He nodded.

      “Then you should take her there.” She walked over to Peter and threaded her arm through his. “Let’s call Turner and tell him to stock the cabin with lots of wine.”

      Peter looked surprised. “You want to come?”

      “Of course. Leon said that Guardians should always work in pairs. You need a wingman, or in my case, a wing-woman.”

      “Glad to have you with me.”

      Leon followed them outside. “I need to get back to Anastasia. We will talk again in the morning about what Turner had to say.”

      “Should I wake you up tomorrow?” Eleanor asked. “Or are you going to come to Peter’s room?”

      “I’ll come here.”

      “I don’t think that you should be doing anything naughty with her tonight, but I know that you’re not going to listen to me.”

      “I don’t have a choice. She wouldn’t understand why I’m refusing her, and would get upset. That’s a risk I can’t and don’t want to take.”

      “Then at least use protection.”

      “Way ahead of you. I got a supply of them this morning when I stopped by the nurse’s office.”
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      When the door closed behind Sam, Ana let out a breath and braced her elbow on her knee and her chin on her fist.

      Had she done the right thing?

      Her gut said yes, but her brain disagreed. She didn’t know him, and everything he’d told her might have been a big fat lie.

      It wasn’t too late to change her mind.

      She could run after him into Devlin’s room and tell them that everything was off. But she wasn’t going to do that.

      Three months ago, she’d made a decision to change the trajectory of her life and find her place in the world. Going to the retreat hadn’t been an impulsive move. After reading an article about Safe Haven, she’d checked out their website, and their message resonated with her. But she hadn’t applied right away, taking several months to gather the courage to fill out the application.

      Changes scared her.

      Surprisingly though, the decision to join the community after graduating from the retreat had been easier.

      Perhaps she’d been flattered by the invitation to join, her competitive side responding to being one of only two who’d gotten invited out of a group of over eighty attendees. Or maybe it was because she’d had help deciding and hadn’t had to do it on her own in a social vacuum.

      During the retreat, she’d been surrounded by supportive people, had gotten to know Margaret, and had befriended others as well. They had helped her realize that Safe Haven was where she belonged, at least for now.

      Naturally, she had her doubts; some of the rules didn’t make sense to her, and the way everyone worshiped Emmett was just weird, but Ana felt at home at Safe Haven. If the only two options were staying in the community or going back to her old life, choosing Safe Haven was a no brainer.

      But then Sam had arrived and offered her a third choice.

      Just like giving the retreat a try had been a good choice, going away with Sam for a week might be a good way to test drive a new experience and see if it was right for her.

      The main difference was that this time she hadn’t had months to mull over her decision, and perhaps that was why she was so rattled.

      Her father’s involvement was also a problem. Ana would have preferred not to use him as an excuse because he might introduce another unpredictable variable into the experiment. But there were no other relatives she could ask to call the office with a medical emergency and request her presence.

      If no one checked, she would have opted for inventing a grandparent or a sibling with a life-threatening condition, but Ana was quite sure that someone would verify the story.

      Emmett ran a tight ship, and she wanted to make sure that the door to Safe Haven remained open for her.

      After all, the one-week vacation was going to be just an experiment, and even if she decided to leave the community, it wouldn’t happen right away. She needed to make plans, decide whether she would finish her law degree, and figure out what she was going to do with the rest of her life.

      The outside world seemed a lot less scary now that she’d gotten confirmation that the voices in her head were real and that she didn’t have a mental disorder. Ana felt more optimistic about her future prospects.

      Heck, who was she kidding?

      She wasn’t looking forward to reentering society. Ana wanted to spend time with Sam and have as much sex with him as was humanly possible in a week.

      Besides, she wasn’t a hundred percent sure about the voices being real. What if she’d heard that conversation somewhere without consciously registering it?

      The chances of that were small, but still, it was a possibility she couldn’t sweep under the rug and pretend that it didn’t exist.

      Perhaps during the time she was going to spend with Sam, she would hear more conversations in foreign languages that he would be able to translate for her. The more proof she could get of the voices being real, the better.

      As she imagined herself spending seven days of twenty-four-seven with him, a smile tugged on Ana’s lips. They would probably never leave the bed.

      In fact, she shouldn’t waste time, and must take advantage of every moment. Her gaze landing on the scarf still clutched in her hand, Ana’s smile got wider. Sam was in for a nice surprise when he returned from talking with Devlin.
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      The last thing Leon had expected as he opened the door to his room was to find Anastasia in his bed, the scarf tied around her eyes, and the comforter pulled up to just below her naked breasts.

      “Surprise.” Her voice was breathy, and given the strong aroma of her arousal, she had started without him.

      “Have you been naughty?” He hit the light switch and toed off his shoes.

      “What do you mean?” She pretended innocence.

      Sitting on the bed next to her, he cupped her center over the comforter. “You’ve been playing with yourself, haven’t you?”

      She squirmed. “I was bored.”

      He pressed the heel of his hand over the juncture of her thighs, eliciting a stifled moan. “Do you always do that when you are bored?”

      “Only when I’m waiting for a guy with ninja skills to come back and do that for me.”

      Chuckling, he dipped his head and kissed one puckered nipple. “Tell me, Anastasia. What were you fantasizing about when your fingers were dancing over your clit? Were you thinking of me?” He licked around it and then pulled it between his lips.

      “Uh-huh.”

      He released the nipple and blew air on it. “That’s not an answer. I want to hear what you were thinking about.”

      Blushing, she shook her head. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Then it must have been something really naughty.”

      What could it be?

      Anastasia enjoyed bondage, so maybe her imagination had gone a little deeper into the game.

      Only one way to find out.

      Flipping the comforter off her, he stilled for a moment to feast his eyes on her.

      She reached blindly for it, grabbing his leg instead. “Give it back. I’m cold.”

      “You won’t be in a moment.” He pulled her up and over his thighs.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to guess what gets you all hot and bothered.” He slapped one cheek lightly, and then did the same to the other.

      When she didn’t protest, he did it again, a little harder this time, but those were still just love taps. He was incapable of going deeper into the game even if she wanted him to. “Was that what you were fantasizing about?” He rubbed her gorgeous bottom.

      Anastasia didn’t answer, but her body did. The scent of her arousal flared, filling his nostrils and causing his shaft to push against his jeans and his fangs to punch out over his lower lip.

      He gave her a few more taps before dipping a finger between her legs.

      She jerked her hips up.

      “You’re so wet for me, beautiful.”

      Lifting her head, Anastasia turned her face to him as if she could see him through the blindfold. “What are you going to do about it?” she teased.

      He pushed two fingers inside her. “Fuck you senseless.”

      Her breath hitched, but she didn’t back down. “When?”

      The combination of sassy and submissive was sexy as hell.

      “When I’m good and ready.” Pulling his fingers out, Leon delivered a volley of light smacks to her upturned ass and then flipped her on her back. “Spread your legs for me.”

      She obeyed the command, parting her legs no more than a hand width.

      Evidently, Anastasia needed some more spanking to get into a more obedient mood.

      Whipping his shirt over his head, Leon shucked his pants and undershorts, and then climbed onto the bed. Gripping both her legs, he folded them up to her chest.

      He’d intended to deliver a few more smacks, but the view was just too tempting to resist taking a taste.

      Leaning down, he licked into her, and his eyes rolled back in his head. “So fucking tasty.” He folded his tongue, turning it into a spear, and pushed it in as far as it would go.

      As her sheath fluttered around his tongue, she arched her back and let out a hoarse moan. Was that enough to make her orgasm?

      Replacing his tongue with two fingers, he licked around her clit, and when her sheath convulsed and squeezed his fingers, he closed his lips around it and sucked.

      Anastasia threw her head back and released a sound that was something between a roar and a moan.

      “My sweet tigress.” He kissed her center before sliding up and positioning his shaft at her entrance.

      Taking her mouth, he surged into her with one powerful thrust, and this time, he glided in with ease. The fit was perfect.

      Anastasia wrapped her arms around him, holding him to her. “How can you be so perfect for me?”

      Good question. He had a feeling that the Fates had something to do with it.

      Anastasia was perfect for him as well, and what’s more, he hadn’t even known that she was precisely what he wanted and needed. She pushed all of his buttons, making him feel more alive than he’d felt in centuries.
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      By the time Eleanor and Peter got to the office, they’d developed a system. She would go first, compelling her victim to give them the information they needed, and then Peter would make them forget that they had ever interacted with her.

      The first staff member she’d compelled to tell them where the office was, had forgotten to mention that they would need a keycard to enter Safe Haven’s administrative wing, and they’d had to repeat the process with another staff member.

      Eleanor had compelled the woman to open the door, and Peter had thralled her to forget that she’d ever seen them, sending her on her way without the keycard. They’d kept it in case the inner offices were locked as well, and it had been a smart decision.

      The first door they tried was locked.

      Eleanor pulled out the keycard. “They are probably monitoring who goes where with these. I hope that Libby is allowed in this office.” She swiped the card and pushed the door open.

      Peter entered the room. “She won’t remember us, so it’s her problem.”

      “We are in luck. We found a phone.” Eleanor walked over to the desk and picked up the receiver. “We are out of luck. The damn thing is locked.”

      “We need to find an office with someone in it or go back and get a hold of a staff member who knows the code.” Peter was already heading out.

      “Wait. I can try the computer.”

      “Don’t waste your time. If the phone is locked, so is the desktop.”

      “Right.” She followed him out.

      “I hope someone is working late.” Peter tried four more doors before finding one that was unlocked.

      “Can I help you?” The startled guy rose to his feet.

      “Sit down,” Eleanor commanded and then waited until his butt hit the chair. “Don’t move a muscle or open your mouth unless I tell you to.”

      Peter gazed at her with an amused appreciation in his eyes. “I love seeing you in action. You are so delightfully bitchy.”

      She flipped him the finger and then turned to the guy. “What’s your name?”

      “Ted.”

      “Hi, Ted.” She affected a pleasant tone. “What is the procedure if someone needs to leave this place in a rush for a family emergency? For example, if someone’s father is in a hospital?”

      “The request needs to be approved by Emmett.”

      “Does he usually approve those requests?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good to know. What happens after the approval is granted?”

      “We drive the person to the train station.”

      “In a car?”

      “Only Emmett has one, and we are not allowed to use it. They will be taken in the bus.”

      “The same one that collected us from the station?”

      “One of the two we have.”

      Eleanor turned to Peter. “Anything else that you want to ask Ted before calling Turner?”

      “That will do for now.”

      Eleanor turned to the guy. “Thank you so much for providing the information we asked for. Now, please unlock the phone and hand it to my friend.” She grinned at Peter. “I can be polite when I want to.”

      He took the handset from the guy and pulled the base toward him. “I like it better when you are bitchy.”

      Hopefully, he wasn’t flirting with her. So far, they had established a friendly working relationship, and she liked both Peter and Leon as buddies and perhaps future fellow Guardians. It would be a shame if Peter spoiled the good thing they had going by coming on to her.

      Peter leaned down and looked into Ted’s eyes. “You are feeling drowsy. In a moment, you are going to close your eyes and fall asleep. You will wake up when I tell you, and not before.” He wiggled his fingers. “Sweet dreams, Ted.”

      The guy slumped in his chair and started snoring.

      Leaning against the desk with his back to Ted, Peter dialed the number Turner had them memorize and put the call on speaker.

      “Good evening,” Turner answered right away. “Who am I speaking with?”

      “It’s Peter. Eleanor is right here with me. I’ll give you the Spark Notes version of what’s going on. Our dear Anastasia is an immune and a potential Dormant. Leon confirmed that the voices she hears are real by translating a conversation in a language she’d never heard before. That’s the good news. The bad news is that he hooked up with her without using protection, and she might enter transition, which means that we need to get her out of here pronto.”

      “If she’s an immune, then she knows he’s not human.”

      Turner didn’t sound overly concerned, but Eleanor knew that it didn’t mean shit. The guy just looked and sounded totally devoid of emotion no matter what was going on.

      It was quite enviable.

      “She doesn’t know,” Peter said. “Don’t ask me how Leon pulled it off, but he managed to convince her that she’d imagined the bite. He also convinced her to give him a week to see where their relationship was going.”

      “Is there a relationship?” Turner asked.

      Eleanor snorted. “Definitely.”

      “I’ll arrange for transportation. Are the four of you leaving? Or are you and Eleanor staying behind?”

      “We are staying.” Peter glanced at Eleanor. “We haven’t discovered anything fishy yet, but I’m not ready to give up. I have a feeling that we are missing something.”

      “What about you, Eleanor?”

      “I can’t leave Peter alone. He needs a wing-woman. But back to getting Anastasia out of here. She doesn’t want to burn bridges and she wants to have the option to return to Safe Haven after the week is up. The problem is that members are not allowed to take vacations just for the fun of it. They are only allowed to leave for medical treatment or a family emergency. We need to arrange an emergency.”

      “Something with her father, perhaps?” Turner suggested.

      “You’ve got it,” Peter continued. “So here is the plan. Tomorrow, her father or his assistant will call the office to inform Anastasia that her father has suffered a stroke and she needs to rush to the hospital. She believes that they will check the story, so you will have to get her old man to cooperate.”

      “He will. I assume that Leon will accompany Anastasia, and since she is an immune, we can’t let her into the village. He will need to take her to the keep.”

      “We think that the cabin is a better option,” Eleanor said. “The keep is a dreary place, and Anastasia won’t appreciate it as her vacation destination. Besides, the lovebirds need a nicer environment to bond than the keep’s underground.”

      “I’ll discuss it with Kian. How are Anastasia and Leon going to get out of there? Will they be provided with transportation?”

      “A staff member will drive Anastasia to the train station, and Leon will probably have to sneak onto the bus.”

      “Very well. Tell him to call me once he gets his phone from the locker. By then, I’ll have all the details ready for him. Tomorrow morning, I’ll call the office with the news and leave a call back number for Anastasia. It’s going to be either her father’s cellphone number or his personal assistant’s, but the call will be redirected to me.”

      “Good deal. Thanks, Turner.”

      Peter was about to end the call when Turner asked, “Anything you want to report at this stage?”

      “Regrettably, there is nothing to report yet.” Eleanor leaned over the phone. “The place is very well organized, and the people here worship Emmett. It’s a typical cult scenario, but other than Emmett making shitloads of money off the suckers who come here to find themselves, nothing seems overly nefarious.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            55

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

        

      

    

    
      As Kian’s phone rang, he picked it up and looked at the display. An incoming call this late could only mean trouble.

      “What’s up, Turner?” Grabbing his pack of cigarillos, he pulled the sliding doors open and walked out into the backyard.

      “I got a call from Peter and Eleanor.”

      Letting out a breath, Kian sat on a lounge chair. “I thought that you’d heard from Lokan. I’m worried about the guy.”

      Surprising himself, he was not only worried about Lokan spilling clan secrets, but also about him getting in trouble with his father.

      Provided that Carol had kept her mouth shut and hadn’t told her mate things she shouldn’t have, Lokan didn’t know anything that his father could use against the clan, so that wasn’t a big concern. But Navuh was a cold bastard, and Kian wouldn’t put it beyond him to execute his own son upon discovering his treachery.

      “Lokan is still on the island,” Turner said. “He won’t call until he gets back.”

      “True. So what did Peter want?”

      “Turns out that Anastasia is an immune and possibly a Dormant.”

      “I’ll be damned. You were right.”

      “I don’t have all the details yet, but apparently Leon was able to translate a conversation she’d heard in her head, and it was in a language she’d never heard before. Peter didn’t say which one it was, and it doesn’t really matter. The important part is that what she hears is real.”

      “That’s good news, but since you are calling me this late, I know that’s not the whole story.” Kian pulled a cigarillo out of the box and lit it.

      “It’s not. Leon and Anastasia got intimate without protection, and he bit her. I assume it happened before he found out that the voices were real and she was a potential Dormant.”

      Stupid man. After discovering that she was an immune, he should have known to stay away from her. “Leon knew what you suspected going in, and after finding out that he couldn’t thrall the girl, he should have kept it in his pants.” Kian took a long puff on the cigarillo. “He messed up big time.”

      “Could be. But what’s done is done, and now there is a chance that she will enter transition. They need to get her out of there and take her somewhere close to a clinic. I thought that the keep would be perfect for that, but Eleanor thinks that the cabin would be a better choice. It’s not too far from the keep, and if Anastasia starts transitioning, Leon can take her there.”

      “I have no problem with them using the cabin. In the meantime, what are they doing to keep her from talking?”

      “Apparently, Leon has managed to convince Anastasia that she imagined the bite, and she still doesn’t know what he is. But since they’ve gotten romantically involved, she agreed to spend a week with him away from Safe Haven.”

      Kian sighed. “I thought that having access to Kalugal would solve the problem of keeping Dormants in the dark about who they are until it’s safe to reveal the secret. But it would seem that there are more immunes out there than we suspected.”

      “It could be that Dormants are more prone to be immune than the general population. Out of the twenty-two discovered so far, three are immune. That’s about fourteen percent. Including Anastasia, that’s four out of twenty-three, which is seventeen percent.”

      Kian did a quick calculation in his head but counted only twenty. “I’m short two Dormants. I wonder who I am forgetting.”

      “Lisa and Ronja. They didn’t transition yet, but we know that both are Dormants.”

      “Right. So almost one out of five Dormants is an immune.”

      “It would seem so. I’m organizing Anastasia and Leon’s extraction for tomorrow. Can you send Okidu to prepare the cabin for them?”

      “I can do that. What about Peter and Eleanor?”

      “They are staying behind to do more snooping around. So far, they didn’t discover anything suspicious, but Peter has a gut feeling that things are not as they seem.”

      “I don’t know about leaving him alone with Eleanor. She could double-cross him.”

      “I doubt that, and we can’t send a replacement for Leon at this stage. Peter can take care of himself.”

      “What about the men you have guarding the perimeter?”

      “I don’t have anyone there. I scrapped that idea after we decided to send Leon and Peter in. Eleanor doesn’t require an army to keep an eye on her.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Turner chuckled. “Have I ever been wrong?”

      “There is a first time for everything.”
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      “We should wake Ted up and ask him some more questions.” Eleanor leaned over the desk to look at the computer screen. “We can get him to show us what they are hiding.”

      “Not tonight.” Peter put the phone back in its place. “I’d rather not stay here too long. We need to find whatshername and return the keycard.”

      “Libby. We can just drop it on the floor somewhere in the common room. She will think that she lost it there.”

      Peter shook his head. “If we find her, I’d rather thrall her to remember that she came back here to look for something. The fewer loose ends we leave, the better. Leon is out of here, but you and I still have a mission to complete.”

      He leaned over Ted. “You are going to wake up in thirty minutes and remember that you just fell asleep because you were tired.”

      Eleanor opened the door and waited for him to join her. “Kri told me that thralling works by entering a human’s mind, but you seem to be doing it differently. Did you thrall him just by talking to him?”

      “No, I entered his mind and planted a scenario there. I just like to say it out loud if I can. It helps me focus.”

      “I thought that it worked similar to compulsion. I can’t enter anyone’s mind. I can only command them verbally.”

      They left the administrative wing without bumping into anyone, which wasn’t surprising since it was after midnight, and no one was supposed to be there.

      “You know what I find strange?” Peter asked.

      “What?”

      “They have keycards, and they lock their office phones, but there are no surveillance cameras anywhere.”

      “Maybe it’s a budget thing.”

      “They have the money. I think that it’s intentional. If something shady is going on, they wouldn’t want it recorded.”

      “True.”

      As they entered the common room, Eleanor scanned the place for a suitable victim. “I want to find a staff member and take him to my room.”

      Peter grinned. “Naughty girl.”

      She rolled her eyes. “To interrogate him. And you need to be there to thrall the guy after I’m done with him.”

      “Good plan. We can take our time with the dude, and after that I will thrall him to remember that we had a threesome.”

      Eleanor winced. “That’s gross.”

      “Why? I’m a good-looking guy, and I have a charming personality. You could do worse.”

      She lifted a hand. “Please, stop before I gag. I have a boyfriend, and we are work buddies. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “You have no sense of humor.”

      “Whatever.” She zeroed in on a staff member who seemed to be on his way out. “Let’s catch him before he leaves.” She pointed.

      Peter grinned. “Do your thing, girl.”

      “I’m not a girl.” She strode toward the guy, catching up to him as he rounded the corner.

      “Stop.”

      He froze.

      “Turn around.”

      The guy pivoted on his heel, and as he saw her, a hopeful expression replaced his puzzled one. “How can I help you?”

      “You can come with me to my room.”

      “It would be my pleasure.” He walked up to her and offered her his hand. “My name is Wesley.”

      “I can read.” She pointed at his name tag.

      He looked at her chest, and at first, she thought that he was staring at her boobs, realizing a second later that he was searching for her missing name tag. She and Peter hadn’t put them on before heading out tonight.

      “I’m Marisol.” She shook his hand. “Let’s go to my room, Wesley.”

      He glanced at Peter. “What about him?”

      “He likes to watch.”
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      As Kian walked into the bedroom, Syssi put her reading tablet down. “I heard you talking outside. Trouble?”

      “That remains to be seen. Do you want a cup of tea?”

      “Are you making it?’

      “I wouldn’t suggest it otherwise.”

      She flung the comforter off and reached for her fluffy robe. “I could snack on something too.” She tied the belt loosely around her protruding belly. “I get hungry at the oddest hours.”

      Putting his hands on her belly, he dipped his head and kissed it. “Our daughter is a night creature. She wants you to eat when she’s awake.”

      Syssi stroked his head. “I can’t wait to meet her, but I’m also a little scared.”

      “Of what?” Straightening, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her out of the bedroom.

      “I’m afraid that I won’t know what to do, and that I will make mistakes. Babies are so fragile.”

      “I’m sure Nathalie and Eva will be glad to help. And if you want, my offer to invite your parents to live in the village is still on the table. Just say the word, and I’ll make it happen.”

      She smiled sadly. “I wish it was that simple. Regrettably, my wishes are not my parents' top priority, which is fine. I want them to be happy and live their lives to the fullest. I just wish that I was more important to them.”

      Perhaps it was time that he had a talk with his parents-in-law.

      Syssi wouldn’t be happy about that, though. And it might not help either. He wasn’t going to thrall them into spending more time with their daughter.

      “Did you talk with them about visiting when the baby comes?” He pulled a barstool out for her.

      “My mother said that they would try to be here for the delivery and stay for a couple of weeks.”

      “That’s good.” He opened the fridge and took out a couple of containers with dinner leftovers.

      “Not really. They also tried to come for my graduation and didn’t. So it’s not a sure thing that they will make it.”

      “They came for the wedding.” He put the containers on the counter and took out two plates.

      “Let’s see what we got.” She opened the first one. “The salad was good. I’ll have some of that.”

      He emptied half of the container onto her plate. “Anything else?”

      “That will do. I don’t want to eat anything heavy before bed.” She took the fork he handed her. “You still didn’t tell me what the call was all about.”

      “It was Turner. The young woman Eleanor and Kri were supposed to get out of a cult turned out to be an immune and a potential Dormant. Kri wasn’t invited for the same session as Eleanor, but luckily, Turner enrolled two additional Guardians in the program to keep an eye on her. One of them had unprotected sex with the girl and bit her, and now they need to get her out of there before she starts transitioning. Eleanor suggested for him to take the girl to the cabin. I guess Peter told her about it.”

      “Or she might have heard about it from Wendy.”

      “Are those two even on speaking terms?” Kian put cold pasta on his plate and the rest of the salad.

      “They’ve made their peace.” Syssi smiled. “It warms my heart to see Wendy thriving. From a sad, mistrustful girl, she's turned into a confident young woman.”

      “The love of a good man.” Kian winked.

      “One of the best. I adore Vlad.”

      “Turner made an interesting observation. Immune Dormants might be more common than we thought. Out of the twenty-three we’ve discovered so far, four are immune. That’s almost twenty percent.”

      “Twenty-three? Who am I missing?”

      “I made the same mistake. I forgot about Ronja and Lisa, and there is the new girl, Anastasia. Or so we hope.”

      “Amanda will be tickled when she hears about yet another couple using the cabin as their love pad. Buying that place was a good move.”

      “I didn’t have much choice.” Kian twirled some noodles on his fork. “We destroyed it. It was either repairing it to look as if nothing had happened or purchasing it and fixing it up properly.”

      “I’m sure the Fates had something to do with that.” Syssi waved with her fork. “They guided Dalhu to the cabin. Just think how perfect it is, and how many couples fell in love within its walls.”

      Kian chuckled. “Maybe we should get Mey to listen to the echoes embedded in that cabin. There could be love magic stored in them.”

      “Don’t make fun of me.”

      “I would never do that.”

      Smiling, she leaned and kissed his cheek. “You are a terrible liar.” She leaned back and got that far away look in her eyes that meant she was coming up with an idea.

      “With Anastasia being an immune, Leon can’t tell her anything until she starts transitioning, which is terrible. But what if we send Lisa up there to check her out? She might be able to tell whether Anastasia is a Dormant or not.”

      “We don’t know whether Lisa can do that. She claims to be able to feel immortals, but it could be just a heightened sense of affinity.”

      “True, but it’s a rare opportunity to test her ability on a potential Dormant. She can tell us what she feels about Anastasia, and later we will discover whether she was right.”

      “It’s not going to be a conclusive test either way.”

      “I know. But we need to start testing her. If she is right more times than she’s wrong, then she’s worth her weight in gold. We could use a Dormant detector.”

      “How? Are we going to have Lisa sit in coffee shops and scan the customers?”

      Syssi shrugged. “We will think of something. Maybe psychic conventions? That’s where Julian found Vivian.”

      Leaning over, he kissed her cheek. “I have a feeling that no matter what we do, we won’t find any Dormants unless the Fates want us to find them.”

      “You might be right, but that shouldn’t stop us from continuing to try.”
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      “Sit.” Eleanor pointed at her bed.

      Casting a worried glance at Peter, Wesley obeyed her command.

      To those who didn’t know him, Peter looked scary. He was built like a pro-wrestler, and his pointy dark beard added a devilish flare, which women found sexy, and men found intimidating, especially short and scrawny ones like Wesley.

      Eleanor was half a head taller than the guy, had wider shoulders and more muscles. It never ceased to amaze her how clueless men could be. Did he really believe that she wanted to have sex with him?

      Pulling out the desk chair, she flipped it so the back was facing the bed, and straddled it. “Don’t mind him, Wesley. He’s not going to touch you.”

      Not physically, but he was definitely going to touch the guy mentally to erase his memories of their encounter.

      Wesley let out a relieved breath and looked at her expectantly.

      “I’m not going to touch you either, so you can wipe that hopeful expression off your face.”

      “Harsh,” Peter murmured.

      She turned her head to glare at him. “Would you stop with that? He’s not going to remember any of it anyway. Why waste time on being nice?”

      Leaning against the dresser, his arms folded over his chest, Peter lifted one dark brow. “Why not? It will make you feel better about yourself.”

      “It won’t.” She turned back to look at Wesley.

      After hearing their exchange, he’d finally figured out that he wasn’t getting laid tonight, and he looked positively terrified.

      “Why can’t I get up?”

      “Because I told you to sit, and you’ll stay seated until I tell you it’s okay to get up.” He looked even more scared. “I’m a hypnotist,” she added, to give him an explanation he could accept. “You have nothing to worry about. I’m going to ask you a few questions, you are going to answer them truthfully, and then I’ll let you go.”

      After Peter took care of his memories, but she didn’t see the need to mention it at that point and scare the dude even more.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How long have you been a member of Safe Haven?”

      “Two years and seven months.”

      “That’s long enough to notice things that are not a hundred percent okay. Did you see or hear anything that seemed suspicious to you, or that bothered you?”

      Hopefully, the guy wasn’t a psycho and his sense of right and wrong was still functioning properly. But if not, she was just going to rephrase the question.

      “Emmett.” Panic flared in the guy’s eyes, making it obvious that he hadn’t intended to say that but had been forced to by her compulsion.

      “Don’t worry. Emmett is never going to find out about our little talk. You are safe.” She embedded the last sentence with more forceful compulsion.

      Wesley’s shoulders slumped. “I think he is rough with the women he has sex with. He preaches kindness and gentleness, but I don’t think he follows his own rules.”

      Eleanor frowned. “Are they bruised when they leave his bedroom?”

      Wesley shook his head. “I didn’t see any bruises, but they look like crap when he’s done with them. Exhausted, disoriented. I’ve noticed that many don’t show up to work the next day. It takes them twenty-four hours to recuperate, and yet they can’t get enough of him.”

      Wesley sounded a little jealous. But her compulsion didn’t allow him to make the stuff up. He had to believe it to be true.

      “Perhaps he’s exhausting them with fabulous sex,” Peter suggested.

      “That’s what I thought too,” Wesley admitted. “But the guy is in his late fifties, and yet he fucks at least two every night, and sometimes three or four or five. That’s physically impossible.”

      “Maybe he takes Viagra,” Peter suggested. “That would make him hard for hours.”

      Eleanor glanced at him over her shoulder. “How would you know?”

      He smirked. “I have human friends.”

      Wesley gasped.

      “Ignore him.” Eleanor waved a dismissive hand. “It’s a joke.”

      Wesley smiled.

      Damn. Had she compelled him to do that by saying that it was a joke?

      After all the years she’d been compelling people, she was still learning how to use it precisely.

      “Did you notice anything else other than Emmett’s sex partners looking exhausted?”

      “Yeah. No one talks about booze. We don’t have any, and no one seems bothered by it. That’s unnatural too.”

      “Have you asked anyone about it?”

      He shook his head. “I figured that if no one else missed booze, something is wrong with me. I didn’t want to appear frivolous.”

      Evidently, everything that Emmett didn’t want in his community was labeled frivolous. Alcohol, vacations, the freedom to choose which colors to wear, and having doubts.

      She turned to Peter. “Anything else that you want to ask?”

      “Money. Are you guys being paid?”

      “We get an allowance, which we can use to buy stuff in the community’s store.”

      “What if you want to buy something the store doesn’t have?”

      “We can put in a request, and if enough people ask for the same thing, the store manager gets it for us.”

      Peter pushed away from the dresser and sat down next to Wesley. “Doesn’t it bother you that you have no idea what’s going on in the outside world? You don’t have television, internet, or even newspapers or magazines.”

      The guy shrugged. “The people here come to escape the ugly outside world. I’m glad that it’s not allowed in here.”

      Talk about brainwashed. Apparently, the only thing they hadn’t managed to expunge from his brain was the love of booze.

      “Anything else?” She looked at Peter.

      He shook his head.

      “I don’t have anything either. Please escort Wesley out, and after you’re done doing your thing, come back here. We need to talk.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You can get up, Wesley.”

      As the two left, Eleanor reflected on what the guy had said about Emmett. Was it possible that he was an immortal?

      That would explain the compulsion ability and the incredible stamina. Compulsion was a rare ability even for immortals, so maybe he was thralling his people instead. If the guy was powerful enough and clever about it, thralling could be just as effective as compulsion.

      The problem with that hypothesis was that neither Leon nor Peter had sensed it. Their built-in alarm warning them about potentially adversary immortal males hadn’t been triggered.

      Then again, they had only seen him once, and they hadn’t been seated near the front where Emmett had stood. Perhaps that was why they hadn’t sensed him?

      As the door opened and Peter walked in, she motioned for him to take the chair she’d vacated. “How did it go?”

      He smirked. “Dear Wesley is going to sleep with a smile on his lips. I thralled him to remember that he had sex with you.”

      “Pervert.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did you create a porn film for him with me starring in it naked?”

      He lifted his hands. “I don’t know what you look like under your clothes. I just used my imagination.”

      “Please, never imagine me naked again.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Right. As if he meant it.

      “While you were making a porn flick for Wesley, I was thinking. What if Emmett is an immortal? That would explain the stamina.”

      Peter shook his head. “First of all, I would have sensed it if he was. And secondly, his sex partners would have left his bed looking invigorated, not exhausted. The venom is a miracle drug.”

      “True. I forgot about that.”

      He pretended shock. “How could you? Greggory would be so offended.”

      “Screw you.” She flipped him off.
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      Cleaning was an activity Anastasia usually found calming, but not today. She was a bundle of nerves as she waited for the call about her father to come in.

      Would she be able to pull it off?

      She was a decent actress, but not great, and they would probably watch her closely. She needed to give the performance of her lifetime.

      But why was she stressing over it so much?

      What was the worst that could happen? They would tell her to pack her bags and never come back?

      Ana sincerely doubted that. With the money she was funneling into the community, they wouldn’t be so quick to get rid of her.

      And yet, she felt as if she was orchestrating a major heist just so she could enjoy a week-long vacation with Sam. Something was wrong with her.

      But what if the cause of her stress wasn’t the subterfuge that she needed to pull off to get out of Safe Haven, but the prospect of spending a week with Sam?

      The sex was phenomenal, but what if that was it? What if he got bored with her? What if she didn’t want to return to Safe Haven but didn’t have a choice?

      That was a stupid thought. Even if things didn’t work out with Sam, she had plenty of other options. The problem was that most of them scared her, and the only place she’d ever felt truly safe in was Safe Haven.

      Her thoughts were running around in circles and not making any sense.

      As the door opened and Riley from the office peeked in, Ana’s heart skipped a beat. There was only one reason the woman could be looking for her.

      “Anastasia.” She walked in with a pained expression on her face. “I’m afraid that I have bad news. Your father’s wife called. He’s in the hospital.”

      Ana clutched the duster to her chest. “What happened?”

      “He had a stroke. Your stepmother left a phone number for you to call. Come with me to the office.”

      As the tears rolled down her cheeks, Ana dropped the duster on the floor and put a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my God. What am I going to do?”

      Riley patted her back. “You are going to call your father’s wife, and hopefully she will tell you that he is doing fine.” She wrapped her arm around Ana’s shoulders. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      Nodding, Ana let Riley lead her out of the room.

      The offices were a good ten-minute walk away, and by the time she made it there, her shirt was soaked with tears.

      Why the hell was she reacting like this to a lie? Her father hadn’t really suffered a stroke, and she was not going to hear any bad news when she called the number his wife had left for her. Had it even been her?

      Probably not.

      “Here.” Riley handed her a note with a number scribbled on it. “I’ll get you an outside line and then give you some privacy.”

      After putting in her access code, she handed Ana the handset and left the room, but didn’t close the door behind her.

      Not that it mattered. The call was probably monitored.

      With her hands trembling for no good reason, Ana dialed the number.

      “This is Joseph, Mr. Gaboviv’s personal assistant. Who am I speaking to?”

      She didn’t remember her father having an assistant named Joseph. Was he a recent hire? Or were the name and title fake?

      “This is Anastasia. What’s going on with my father?”

      “I’m so glad you called. Your father is stable at the moment, but he wants you by his side.” He sighed audibly. “I don’t want to scare you, but you should get to the hospital as soon as possible. Things can deteriorate unexpectedly.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Which hospital is he in?”

      “Cedars-Sinai. The address is 8700 Beverly Boulevard in Los Angeles.”

      “What is he doing in L.A.?

      “He was attending a business meeting in Beverly Hills when he collapsed. Your stepmother is on her way as well.”

      “Are you with him now?”

      “Your father is in intensive care. I’m outside in the waiting area.”

      “Is there a way you can let him know that I’m on my way?”

      “I can ask one of the nurses to deliver the message.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You are most welcome, Ms. Gaboviv. I’ll see you here.”

      As soon as she put the handset down, Riley returned. “Is your father okay?”

      “He is stable, but his assistant said that I need to hurry up because his condition might deteriorate unexpectedly.”

      “I can arrange transportation to the train station. I can also find out when the next train to Los Angeles leaves. But first, I must get Emmett’s approval.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Since this is an emergency, I don’t expect him to refuse. You can go to your room and start packing. I’ll get you when I have everything ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      Only when she was out in the hallway did Ana realize that she hadn’t told Riley that her father was hospitalized in Los Angeles. Just as she’d suspected, the woman had been listening in on the conversation.

      Good thing that her performance had been perfect. Too perfect. She’d actually felt pain in her chest as if her father was really in danger. They didn’t get along, but he was all she had.

      Well, that wasn’t true. She also had Margaret, and she needed to find her and say goodbye.

      Damn, that thought triggered another outpouring of tears. What if she was never going to see her friend again, and this was goodbye forever?

      Margaret was probably in the library, researching material for her workshop.

      Thankfully, her friend was the only one there, and as soon as she saw Ana, she pushed to her feet and rushed over to her. “What happened?”

      “My father is in the hospital. He had a stroke.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Margaret pulled Ana into her arms. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m heading out to Los Angeles. He was in a business meeting there when he had the stroke.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Ana shook her head. “Just give me a big hug.”

      “Always.” Margaret crushed her to her chest. “He’s going to be alright. You must believe it. Emmett says that beliefs have power, and when you are a true believer, you can bend reality to grant your wishes.”

      “Yes. I know. My father is going to be okay.”
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      “You are on.” Eleanor leaned toward Leon and pointed at the guy waving at her from the dining hall’s entrance. “That’s the staff member I asked to keep an eye on our girl. I told him to find me and wave after the thing we were waiting for happened.”

      Eleanor had been whispering so quietly that none of their lunch companions could hear her, but she was still thinking in human terms, which was why she’d been talking in code.

      Leon pushed to his feet. “Let’s go.”

      “I’m not done eating,” Peter complained.

      “You don’t have to come.” Leon put a hand on his shoulder.

      They’d already finalized their plans as best they could, and they could forgo goodbyes. Leon was probably going to see both his teammates in a week.

      “I’m coming.” Peter grabbed two slices of bread and sandwiched the grilled chicken breast between them. “I’m taking my lunch to go.”

      Leon had expected the call to come in the morning, but it seemed like organizing the fake hospitalization of Anastasia’s father had taken Turner longer than he’d thought it would.

      The guy was good, but he wasn’t a miracle worker.

      “Are you all packed?” Eleanor asked when the three of them stepped out into the hallway.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need Peter and me to help you get on that bus?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Eleanor didn’t look happy, and Leon wondered whether she was worried about staying behind with Peter.

      “You are going to be fine. I don’t expect you to spend more than a couple more days here.”

      “I don’t know.” Eleanor tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “I still need to find out what you-know-who does to the women to make them look like crap afterward, and I can’t just compel my way into his bedroom. Peter and I need to come up with a plan.”

      “You could issue him an invite,” Peter suggested. “And check it out for yourself.”

      The glare she cast his way would have petrified a less courageous man. But then a calculating gleam appeared in her eyes. “You know what? I might do just that.”

      Eleanor wasn’t beautiful, but Leon thought her attractive, nonetheless. The problem was her abrasive personality. If Emmett was a compeller, then her best talent would be useless on him, and regrettably, her second-best talent wasn’t her seduction technique. But who knew? Maybe Emmett was into assertive women with witchy eyes and a mean streak.

      When the three of them entered his room, Leon walked over to the dresser and put the remaining items into his duffle bag.

      Eleanor eyed the rolling suitcase by the door. “I still think that Peter and I should accompany you to the bus. What if your shroud doesn’t extend to your luggage? We can compel and thrall the people on your way.”

      “I can manage the shroud.” Leon lifted his suitcase.

      “So this is goodbye.” Looking oddly discomforted, Eleanor pushed her hands into her pockets.

      “Are you sorry to see me go?”

      She shrugged. “I got used to working with the two of you. It was fun.”

      “You still have Peter.”

      The guy put his arm on her shoulders. “It’s just you and me, babe.”

      She flicked it off. “That’s why I’m sorry to see you go. I’ll have to deal with him on my own.”

      “You wound me.” Peter put a hand over his heart. “I thought we were pals.”

      “Behave.” Leon pulled him into a quick one-armed embrace. “Keep an eye on Eleanor.” Realizing that she could have misunderstood his meaning, he clarified, “I meant to keep you safe. I trust you.” He embraced her briefly as well. “Good luck, people.”

      “Yeah, you too.” Eleanor clapped him on the back.

      Closing his eyes for a moment, Leon cast an invisibility shroud around himself and his luggage and stepped out of the room.

      As he’d expected, the shroud held just fine, and he made it to the bus without incident.

      The driver wasn’t there, but the door was open. Leon climbed in and walked down the aisle to the last row.

      Several minutes later, the driver returned, and as his eyes registered the surprise, Leon took hold of his brain and thralled him to believe that he was supposed to be there, and that he should pay no attention to him, or even look in his direction. Once he and Anastasia were dropped off at the train station, he would erase himself from the guy’s memory.

      More than half an hour later, Anastasia climbed up the stairs. “Hi, Brody. Thanks for taking me to the train station.”

      “No problem. I hope your father pulls through.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She turned to the aisle, and her eyes widened.

      Leon put a finger on his lips to shush her and motioned for her to join him in the back.

      “How did you get in here?” She dropped her bag on the next seat over.

      He waited until the bus cleared the gate and eased into the road. It was an old clunker, and the engine made enough noise to drown the sound of their conversation. “The same way you did. I climbed the stairs, walked in, and sat down.”

      Waving an impatient hand, she sat next to him. “How did you get past Brody?”

      “I hypnotized him to think that I was supposed to be on the bus.”

      Anastasia narrowed her eyes at him. “You didn’t tell me that you could do that.”

      “It’s part of my Jedi tricks.” He waved his hand in front of her eyes and mimicked Qui-Gon Jinn from Star Wars. “Credits will do fine.”

      “No, they won’t-a.” She got the reference and answered as Watto. “Besides, you told me that you’re a ninja, not a Jedi.”

      “I’m both.”

      “How wonderful for you.” Her eyes narrowed into slits. “Did you use any of those tricks on me?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Seriously. I would be very upset if I discovered that you hypnotized me into eloping with you.”

      He arched a brow. “Was that a Freudian slip?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “Okay. The truth is that I tried, and so did Marisol, who is even better at this than I am. But you are completely immune to hypnosis, which is quite rare.”

      “I hardly exchanged more than two words with the woman. When did she try to hypnotize me?”

      “When she told you to come with her. Usually, that’s all she has to do. Her voice has a hypnotic quality.”

      “Really? I would have never guessed. She sounded abrasive to me.”

      “That’s because you are immune.” He cupped her cheek. “Why are your eyes red? Have you been crying?”

      She nodded.

      “Why?”

      She leaned into his palm. “I got so deep into the role-playing that at some point I actually believed that my father was in the hospital.”

      He chuckled. “Does that happen to you often?”

      “Not at all. I’m a lousy actress. Maybe that’s why I made myself believe in the lie so I could give a convincing performance.”

      Leon doubted that was the reason. She was probably stressed about leaving the perceived safety of the cult.

      “You don’t need to act any longer. I can handle Brody.”

      “How are we going to get to Los Angeles?”

      “I don’t know yet. We will find out when we get to the train station, and I retrieve my phone.”

      “Don’t forget what you promised me. I get to call one of my friends.”

      “I didn’t forget.”

      “Good.” She rested her head on his shoulder. “So, where are you taking me?”

      “My family owns a cabin in the mountains. If no one is staying there, we can use it. If not, I will find someplace else for us to stay.” If Kian said no to the cabin, he would take her to a hotel.

      “Is it in L.A.? Is that why my father is supposed to be in Cedars-Sinai?”

      “Obviously.”
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      The first thing Lokan did upon entering his apartment wasn’t to put his luggage away or use the bathroom. Instead, he pulled the clan’s phone out of his coat pocket, walked out onto the balcony, and called Kian.

      “Lokan, what a relief. I was worried about you.”

      “I didn’t want to risk calling on the way. I waited until I got back home.”

      “What did your father want?”

      Lokan sat down on one of the outdoor chairs. “He wants me and Losham to move to China and start gaining influence there.”

      For a long moment, his cousin didn’t respond. “I think the Fates are pulling the strings and directing our attention to China. It seems like lately it comes up in every other conversation.”

      “Navuh is right, and for once, his concerns align with the clan’s. China is a major threat to both our futures, but the problem is that I don’t want to go. How am I going to hide Carol from Losham?”

      “Do you think that Kalugal can compel him?”

      “I’m not sure. The guy is too smart for his own good, and I can’t figure out whether he is under my father’s compulsion or just pretends to be like I do.”

      “He’s not a compeller, we know that,” Kian said. “But he might be like Turner. Just too damn smart to be compelled.”

      “Lokan switched the phone to his other ear. “Do you think that’s what protects them? Their insane IQ?”

      “I don’t know Losham, but with Turner it could also be his diminished capacity to feel emotions.”

      “Losham is not like that. He’s not an overly emotional guy, but he’s not as flat as Turner.”

      Lokan still remembered how deeply Losham had mourned the death of his perverted adopted son, the same one who had tortured Carol. If the bastard wasn’t dead already, Lokan would have taken every iota of pain out of his hide multiplied by a thousand. The death Dalhu had dealt Sharim had been too swift and merciful.

      “We need to test Losham,” Kian said. “Kalugal can call him and try it over the phone. He can pretend to be a telemarketer like he does with Roberts.”

      “I would love to test this. If Kalugal can compel him, that would help, but it won’t solve my problem. My father plans to send a full contingent of warriors to the new center. He wants us to start trouble wherever we can.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “The usual. Find hotspots and escalate the situation. He wants us to destabilize the central control.”

      “That’s one hell of a task.”

      “I know, and I don’t think even Losham is up to it. I, for sure, don’t feel like I am. But on the other hand, the future of all immortals is hanging in the balance. My ambitions about the island would become irrelevant if we can no longer hide its existence, which could happen if China controls the globe. As much as privacy is a problem now, with them in charge, things would get much worse.”

      “Can Losham handle it on his own?”

      Lokan chuckled. “I don’t think that the two of us together could handle it even if we had the entire Brotherhood at our disposal. But Losham will most certainly need my help to compel cooperation.”

      “That’s too bad. It seems like I need you there just as much as your father does, but you can’t leave Carol behind. It would devastate you both, and you won’t be able to function anyway. The mate bond can’t be stretched that far.”

      “Tell me about it. I didn’t call her yet because I don’t know what to tell her. It’s a damn catch-22.”

      “We need to talk to Turner. Maybe he can come up with a solution. But in any case, my offer stands. If you decide that it’s time to leave the Brotherhood and cross over, I’m not going to argue against it.”

      “This time, I’m seriously considering it. Leaving Carol behind is not an option, and I can’t figure out how to hide her from Losham and a platoon of warriors. I think that I don’t have a choice, and I will have to take you up on your offer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            62

          

          

      

    

    







            Anastasia

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good luck.” Brody opened the door. “I hope your father makes a full recovery.”

      “Thank you.” Ana smiled at him before glancing back at Sam, who was a few steps behind her, holding all their luggage. “Are you coming?”

      “I need a moment with Brody. Can you wait for me outside?”

      “Okay. Just be careful.”

      He was going to either release the guy from the hypnosis or hypnotize him again, and she didn’t know whether that was safe.

      “Don’t worry.”

      Casting one last worried look at Brody, she slung her purse strap over her shoulder and went down the steps.

      Sam had given her evasive answers when she’d asked him where he’d learned to hypnotize people, so she assumed it had been during his special ops period. He’d probably used it in his spying missions.

      It was a shame that Sam couldn’t talk about it. He must have so many fascinating stories she could live through vicariously. Ana would have never had the guts to do what he had done.

      Yawning, she stretched her arms over her head and twisted her torso from side to side. Sometime during the drive she’d fallen asleep on Sam’s shoulder, waking up only when the bus stopped at the train station, and her body felt stiff.

      The truth was that she’d been exhausted. Ana had slept less than three hours last night, and the stress of putting on the charade and leaving Safe Haven had drained the last of her energy reserves.

      It felt odd to be away.

      Ana had expected to feel free, but instead, she felt lost. There weren’t that many people at the station, but there were enough to remind her how different the outside world was. No one was looking her way, smiling or waving hello, no one knew who she was. She was just one more person adrift in the sea of humanity. Alone.

      A hand on her shoulder startled her. “Let’s find my locker.”

      No, she wasn’t alone. She had Sam, but for how long?

      And what would she do once he left too?

      No one stuck around her for long. Her mother had died, her father was distant, and her only boyfriend had broken up with her. Before joining Safe Haven, Ana had accepted her fate and resigned herself to the loneliness, but she’d shed that armor in the community, and now she felt vulnerable again.

      Schooling her features to hide the surge of panic, she flicked her gaze up to Sam. “How is Brody? Is he okay? Or did you turn him into a zombie?”

      “He’s perfectly fine. I hypnotized him to forget that he’d ever seen me.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Not at all.” He lifted her bag and put it on top of his rolling suitcase. “I just wonder what they are going to think when they discover that I’m gone.”

      “They’ll think that you hid on the bus. But you could’ve just walked into the office and told them that you wanted to leave. They don’t force people to complete the retreat. They would have most likely offered you a ride on the bus.”

      “True. But they would have tried to convince me to stay, and I didn’t have the patience for that.”

      “Poor Brody. He will be in so much trouble.”

      “How will they know that I left on his bus? I could have also walked out the front gate and had someone pick me up.”

      She shook her head. “They keep track of everyone who leaves the property. Hitching a ride on the bus was the only way you could have left incognito.”

      “I feel bad now.”

      Did he? She didn’t think so.

      As they reached the row of lockers, Sam put their luggage down, pulled a key out of his pocket, and checked the number. “It’s that one.”

      Walking over to the locker he’d pointed at, he opened the door and retrieved the only two items there. A phone, and a big-ass battery charger.

      “I’m glad that Eleanor convinced us to get separate lockers.” He disconnected the phone from the charger and turned it on.

      “Who’s Eleanor?”

      There was a look of surprise in his eyes as he shifted them to her. “I guess it’s safe to tell you now. Marisol’s real name is Eleanor.”

      If Eleanor had used a fake name, then Sam probably wasn’t his real name either. Should she ask?

      He wasn’t going back to the retreat, so it was probably okay.

      “Your name isn’t Sam, is it?”

      Smiling sheepishly, he reached for her hand. “My real name is Leon, but I’m still the same guy.”

      Ana tilted her head. “Leon suits you better. What’s Devlin’s real name?”

      “Peter.”

      “In his case, the fake name fits better. He has this devilish look about him.”

      “That’s why he chose it.”

      “Are your friends going to complete the retreat now that their mission is done?”

      “They are going to stay a few more days.”

      “Why?”

      “You weren’t our only mission. The other one was to find out whether something fishy was going on in the cult. They will do some more snooping around and then leave.”

      She didn’t like him referring to Safe Haven as a cult, but she understood why he thought so.

      “Do you have reason to suspect it?”

      “Nothing concrete. Just a gut feeling.” Sam, or rather Leon, let go of her hand to check his messages.

      It would take some time to get used to the new name, and she hoped that would be the last surprise in store for her.

      For some reason, she had a feeling that it wasn’t.

      “My friend arranged for a private jet to pick us up from the airport. We can take an Uber there.”

      “A private jet? That’s impressive. Even my father doesn’t have one. Who does it belong to?”

      “My family.”

      “Is your family rich?”

      He seemed unsure about the answer. “Yeah, I guess we are.”

      “You guess? What does that mean?”

      “I’ve never given it much thought. My family has resources, but they are not spent on extravagant lifestyles. We are involved in a lot of philanthropic activity.”

      “And yet you own a private jet.”

      “Yeah, there is that.” His expression closed off as if he was uncomfortable talking about his family’s wealth.

      Interesting.

      Most of her father’s rich acquaintances, including her father, loved to flaunt their money. Even the charities they were involved in were for show.

      Perhaps Leon was lying to her?

      She still didn’t really know him, and her gut telling her that she could trust him could be motivated by raging hormones and an infatuation with an incredibly handsome guy, who had ninja and Jedi skills.

      Ana extended her hand. “Can I have the phone now?”

      “Yes, of course.” He handed her the device.

      She dialed her friend’s number.

      “Who is it?” As always, Megan sounded suspicious.

      “It’s Ana. Can I ask you a favor?”
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      “This is a really nice jet.” Anastasia sat down and started playing with the seat controls. “Wow, it turns into a bed.” She glanced over at Leon. “It’s a shame that the armrests are in the way.”

      “Why? What do you have in mind?”

      She leaned closer. “I never thought that I could have the opportunity to join the mile-high club. But here we are.”

      Damn. If her sexual appetite was an indicator, then Anastasia was a Dormant for sure. She could give immortal females a run for their money.

      Charlie entering the cabin saved him from having to answer.

      “Hello, Anastasia.” He offered her his hand. “I’m Charles, your pilot for this short flight.”

      “Nice to meet you.” She shook it. “You look a little young for a pilot. How long have you been flying?”

      The guy grinned. “I look young for my age. I’ve been flying this baby since we’ve got her seven years ago, and before that, I piloted her predecessor. You have nothing to worry about, but you should fasten your seatbelt nonetheless.”

      “Of course.” She found the two ends and clicked the buckle into place.

      Charlie leaned over Leon and pulled the bar compartment open. “Help yourselves to whatever is in there. You have about fifteen minutes until takeoff.”

      “Thank you.” Anastasia looked over the selection. “Can I have some wine?”

      Leon pulled out the bottle. “Are you nervous on planes?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “Not the big ones, but this one is really small.”

      “You are perfectly safe, little lady.” Charlie winked before pivoting on his heel and returning to the cockpit.

      Leaning over Leon, Anastasia looked at Charlie until he closed the door behind him. “We have complete privacy in here.”

      Leon chuckled. “I’ve created a monster.”

      She blushed. “You did. I’ve never been like this with anyone.”

      Reaching for her hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed the back of it. “I love how wild and lustful you are.”

      She seemed relieved. “I’ve only been with one other guy, and it was good, but nothing like it is with you.” Her blush deepened. “Apparently, I’m into kink. I love it when you blindfold me and tie me up.”

      Perhaps he should blindfold her right now because all that talk was having an effect on him. He hadn’t bitten her last night, which meant that his venom glands hadn’t emptied, and they were rapidly readying for action.

      Dipping his head over her hand to hide his glowing eyes, Leon kissed it again. “I’m honored that you trust me enough to allow it.” He let go of her hand and pushed to his feet. “I need to visit the restroom, and I’d better do it before takeoff.”

      He turned around without looking at her and ducked into the bathroom.

      Leaning against the door, he closed his eyes and counted back from twenty. There was no way he could oblige her wish and make love to her on the jet. It had taken a monumental effort not to bite her last night, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to refrain again.

      What the hell was he going to do?

      Obviously, he hadn’t thought it through when he’d come up with her extraction plan, and neither had Turner and Kian.

      Otherwise, they wouldn’t have allowed him to accompany her. Which reminded him that he’d been supposed to call Turner once he’d gotten his phone.

      Leon had texted the guy, telling him that he and Anastasia had made it out safely and were heading to the airport.

      He should call. Maybe they had a solution to his problem. But what could they possibly have come up with that he hadn’t thought of already?

      It was a catch-22 and then some.

      Eventually, Anastasia would figure out that she wasn’t imagining the bites. He would have to come up with some crazy shit like Greggory had for Eleanor. Except, Eleanor had been exposed to the government’s shady dealings, so she was prone to believe the crazy story Greggory had told her about his fangs and venom being the result of gene-splicing experiments.

      Anastasia wouldn’t buy a story like that.

      Besides, he shouldn’t induce her without telling her what was going on and getting her consent. But then if it turned out that she was not a Dormant, he couldn’t thrall her to forget what she’d learned either.

      Perhaps Kalugal would be able to compel her silence?

      He was a much more powerful compeller than Eleanor, so there was a small chance that he could do that.

      The other option was to forget about the whole thing. They could watch Anastasia for several days, and if she didn’t transition, they could let her go without finding out whether she was a Dormant or not.

      The clan would lose a potential Dormant, but that would eliminate the risk of exposure.

      Except, he knew that he couldn’t do that either, and not just because he wanted her and hoped she was his one. Anastasia deserved a chance at immortality, and it wasn’t fair to deprive her of that.

      It wasn’t his decision to make though, and perhaps it was a blessing because his thinking might be clouded by what he wanted.

      Pulling out his phone, Leon dialed Kian’s direct number.

      “Hello, Leon.” Kian sounded even more gruff than usual.

      “Hi. We are on the plane.”

      “I know. Charlie called me when you got there. Is Anastasia next to you?”

      “I’m calling from the bathroom. What am I supposed to do with her?”

      Kian chuckled. “It’s too late for you to be asking that question. You should have done it before you had sex with her.”

      “I messed up. But what’s next? She will eventually figure out that the biting is not in her imagination, and I will have to tell her the truth. But if she turns out not to be a Dormant, what are we going to do with her?”

      “I have a feeling that she is. This story has the Fates' handprints all over it. But in case she isn’t, try to keep her in the dark as long as you can, or claim a weird biting fetish. Brundar used to tie up his partners and blindfold them, and they thought that the painful incisions were part of the BDSM game.”

      “His partners weren’t potential Dormants, and he wasn’t concerned about inducing their transition without their consent.”

      Kian let out an exasperated sigh. “When the choice is between keeping our existence secret and a Dormant’s consent to induction, the clan’s safety comes first, even when her life might be in danger. Does that answer your question?”

      “Yeah. It does.” Kian’s directive eased Leon’s burden of responsibility, but not by much. “I thought that perhaps it’s worth a shot to have Kalugal try to compel Anastasia. He is a much stronger compeller than Eleanor.”

      “We can try, but don’t get your hopes up.”

      “I know it’s a long shot.” He closed his eyes and slumped against the door. “Am I taking Anastasia to the cabin? I don’t want to take her to the keep.”

      “The cabin is all yours. Okidu will pick you up from the airstrip with the limo and drive you there. I had him stock it for the entire week.”

      “Thank you. What if we run out or if I want to get something? I will need a mode of transportation.”

      “Can you ride a motorcycle?”

      “I’m sure I can manage.”

      “There is one in the shed, and you are welcome to use it. The keys are hanging on a hook to the right of the door.”

      “Whose is it?”

      “Turner’s.”

      “I didn’t know that he rode a bike.”

      “Neither did I. The guy is determined to master every possible skill, and riding a motorcycle was his latest. Bridget didn’t like the bike, and he wasn’t too keen on it either, so he left it in the shed for whoever stays there to use.”

      “He has my thanks.”

      “I’ll tell him.”

      “What about Anastasia’s father? What did Turner tell him?”

      “He told him that we’d managed to convince her to leave Safe Haven for a week-long vacation, during which we would try to undo the brainwashing. But since she’s an adult, the decision to stay or to return would be hers.”

      “That’s close enough to the truth. If she transitions, we will have to come up with a different story.”

      “Let’s worry about that when the time comes. Good luck, Leon.”
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      Leon was talking to someone in the bathroom, but as much as Ana strained to hear, she only caught fragments of words. The ones that had raised her hackles were consent and compel, but she wasn’t sure that was what she’d heard.

      Still, unless Leon hadn’t made the call and someone had just happened to call him while he was in the bathroom, it was damn suspicious that he was hiding it from her.

      Way to start their so-called relationship.

      Looking at the scarf she’d pulled out of her coat pocket, Ana felt like a fool for wanting to surprise him again by blindfolding herself. She’d even closed all the window shades to darken the cabin. Perhaps she should get up and open them before Sam got out of the bathroom.

      Leon, not Sam.

      She lifted the shade next to her and leaned to lift the one on Leon’s side as well.

      Perhaps that wasn’t his real name either.

      As long as he honored his promise to release her in a week, it didn’t matter, and she’d ensured that he would by calling Megan.

      Her ex-roommate was even more paranoid than her, and the safety protocol she’d suggested was solid. If Ana didn’t call her next Monday evening, Megan was going to put it in motion.

      Bottom line, she should stop obsessing, relax, and start enjoying herself. A week wasn’t long, and she’d better make the most of it.

      Anastasia chuckled softly. It was her own version of Rumspringa, a last hurrah before deciding to either become a permanent member of the Safe Haven community or stay for a little longer and leave when her training was complete.

      When she heard the bathroom door open, she lifted her gaze to Leon. Framed by the light slipping out from the compartment, he looked like a god—breathtakingly handsome.

      “Sorry about that.” He sat down next to her. “I forgot to call my boss from the train station.”

      “Did he call you?” She hoped he would say yes.

      “I called him.”

      Well, at least he was honest. “Is he okay with you taking a week-long vacation? Or am I still considered an assignment?”

      Leaning over the armrests, he reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. “I don’t mix business with pleasure, and even if the mission wasn’t officially done, I would have resigned. From now on, it’s about us, not your father, and not Safe Haven.”

      “Speaking of my father. What am I going to tell him?”

      “For now, nothing. He is under the impression that the mission is still on, and that over the coming week, we will be working hard on undoing Safe Haven’s brainwashing and convincing you to leave it permanently.”

      She arched a brow. “Isn’t that precisely what you are planning to do?”

      “Yes, but for my own selfish reasons, not his.” One side of his lips lifted in a lopsided grin. “Besides, I’m sure he wouldn’t approve of my methods.”

      Stifling a laugh, Ana affected a serious expression. “And what might those methods be?”

      “Lots and lots of kinky sex. My plan is to get you so addicted to my particular brand of pleasure that you will never want to live without it.”

      She wasn’t sure whether he’d been joking or had actually meant it, but if he’d been serious, then it sounded like he was offering her much more than one week of wild sex.

      He was offering her forever.
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      THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS ORIGINS

      1: Goddess’s Choice

      When gods and immortals still ruled the ancient world, one young goddess risked everything for love.

      2: Goddess’s Hope

      Hungry for power and infatuated with the beautiful Areana, Navuh plots his father's demise. After all, by getting rid of the insane god he would be doing the world a favor. Except, when gods and immortals conspire against each other, humanity pays the price.

      But things are not what they seem, and prophecies should not to be trusted...

      

      THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS

      1: Dark Stranger The Dream

      Syssi's paranormal foresight lands her a job at Dr. Amanda Dokani's neuroscience lab, but it fails to predict the thrilling yet terrifying turn her life will take. Syssi has no clue that her boss is an immortal who'll drag her into a secret, millennia-old battle over humanity's future. Nor does she realize that the professor's imposing brother is the mysterious stranger who's been starring in her dreams.

      Since the dawn of human civilization, two warring factions of immortals—the descendants of the gods of old—have been secretly shaping its destiny. Leading the clandestine battle from his luxurious Los Angeles high-rise, Kian is surrounded by his clan, yet alone. Descending from a single goddess, clan members are forbidden to each other. And as the only other immortals are their hated enemies, Kian and his kin have been long resigned to a lonely existence of fleeting trysts with human partners. That is, until his sister makes a game-changing discovery—a mortal seeress who she believes is a dormant carrier of their genes. Ever the realist, Kian is skeptical and refuses Amanda's plea to attempt Syssi's activation. But when his enemies learn of the Dormant's existence, he's forced to rush her to the safety of his keep. Inexorably drawn to Syssi, Kian wrestles with his conscience as he is tempted to explore her budding interest in the darker shades of sensuality.

      2: Dark Stranger Revealed

      While sheltered in the clan's stronghold, Syssi is unaware that Kian and Amanda are not human, and neither are the supposedly religious fanatics that are after her. She feels a powerful connection to Kian, and as he introduces her to a world of pleasure she never dared imagine, his dominant sexuality is a revelation. Considering that she's completely out of her element, Syssi feels comfortable and safe letting go with him. That is, until she begins to suspect that all is not as it seems. Piecing the puzzle together, she draws a scary, yet wrong conclusion...

      3: Dark Stranger Immortal

      When Kian confesses his true nature, Syssi is not as much shocked by the revelation as she is wounded by what she perceives as his callous plans for her.

      If she doesn't turn, he’ll be forced to erase her memories and let her go. His family's safety demands secrecy – no one in the mortal world is allowed to know that immortals exist.

      Resigned to the cruel reality that even if she stays on to never again leave the keep, she'll get old while Kian won’t, Syssi is determined to enjoy what little time she has with him, one day at a time.

      Can Kian let go of the mortal woman he loves? Will Syssi turn? And if she does, will she survive the dangerous transition?

      4: Dark Enemy Taken

      Dalhu can't believe his luck when he stumbles upon the beautiful immortal professor. Presented with a once in a lifetime opportunity to grab an immortal female for himself, he kidnaps her and runs. If he ever gets caught, either by her people or his, his life is forfeit. But for a chance of a loving mate and a family of his own, Dalhu is prepared to do everything in his power to win Amanda's heart, and that includes leaving the Doom brotherhood and his old life behind. 

      Amanda soon discovers that there is more to the handsome Doomer than his dark past and a hulking, sexy body. But succumbing to her enemy's seduction, or worse, developing feelings for a ruthless killer is out of the question. No man is worth life on the run, not even the one and only immortal male she could claim as her own… 

      Her clan and her research must come first…

      5: Dark Enemy Captive

      When the rescue team returns with Amanda and the chained Dalhu to the keep, Amanda is not as thrilled to be back as she thought she'd be. Between Kian's contempt for her and Dalhu's imprisonment, Amanda's budding relationship with Dalhu seems doomed. Things start to look up when Annani offers her help, and together with Syssi they resolve to find a way for Amanda to be with Dalhu. But will she still want him when she realizes that he is responsible for her nephew's murder? Could she? Will she take the easy way out and choose Andrew instead?

      6: Dark Enemy Redeemed

      Amanda suspects that something fishy is going on onboard the Anna. But when her investigation of the peculiar all-female Russian crew fails to uncover anything other than more speculation, she decides it's time to stop playing detective and face her real problem—a man she shouldn't want but can't live without.

      6.5: My Dark Amazon

      When Michael and Kri fight off a gang of humans, Michael gets stabbed. The injury to his immortal body recovers fast, but the one to his ego takes longer, putting a strain on his relationship with Kri.

      7: Dark Warrior Mine

      When Andrew is forced to retire from active duty, he believes that all he has to look forward to is a boring desk job. His glory days in special ops are over. But as it turns out, his thrill ride has just begun. Andrew discovers not only that immortals exist and have been manipulating global affairs since antiquity, but that he and his sister are rare possessors of the immortal genes.

      Problem is, Andrew might be too old to attempt the activation process. His sister, who is fourteen years his junior, barely made it through the transition, so the odds of him coming out of it alive, let alone immortal, are slim.

      But fate may force his hand.

      Helping a friend find his long-lost daughter, Andrew finds a woman who's worth taking the risk for. Nathalie might be a Dormant, but the only way to find out for sure requires fangs and venom.

      8: Dark Warrior’s Promise

      Andrew and Nathalie's love flourishes, but the secrets they keep from each other taint their relationship with doubts and suspicions. In the meantime, Sebastian and his men are getting bolder, and the storm that's brewing will shift the balance of power in the millennia-old conflict between Annani's clan and its enemies.

      9: Dark Warrior’s Destiny

      The new ghost in Nathalie's head remembers who he was in life, providing Andrew and her with indisputable proof that he is real and not a figment of her imagination. 

      Convinced that she is a Dormant, Andrew decides to go forward with his transition immediately after the rescue mission at the Doomers' HQ.

      Fearing for his life, Nathalie pleads with him to reconsider. She'd rather spend the rest of her mortal days with Andrew than risk what they have for the fickle promise of immortality.

      While the clan gets ready for battle, Carol gets help from an unlikely ally. Sebastian's second-in-command can no longer ignore the torment she suffers at the hands of his commander and offers to help her, but only if she agrees to his terms.

      10: Dark Warrior’s Legacy

      Andrew's acclimation to his post-transition body isn't easy. His senses are sharper, he's bigger, stronger, and hungrier. Nathalie fears that the changes in the man she loves are more than physical. Measuring up to this new version of him is going to be a challenge.

      Carol and Robert are disillusioned with each other. They are not destined mates, and love is not on the horizon. When Robert's three months are up, he might be left with nothing to show for his sacrifice.

      Lana contacts Anandur with disturbing news; the yacht and its human cargo are in Mexico. Kian must find a way to apprehend Alex and rescue the women on board without causing an international incident.

      11: Dark Guardian Found

      What would you do if you stopped aging?

      Eva runs. The ex-DEA agent doesn't know what caused her strange mutation, only that if discovered, she'll be dissected like a lab rat. What Eva doesn't know, though, is that she's a descendant of the gods, and that she is not alone. The man who rocked her world in one life-changing encounter over thirty years ago is an immortal as well. 

      To keep his people's existence secret, Bhathian was forced to turn his back on the only woman who ever captured his heart, but he's never forgotten and never stopped looking for her.

      12: Dark Guardian Craved

      Cautious after a lifetime of disappointments, Eva is mistrustful of Bhathian's professed feelings of love. She accepts him as a lover and a confidant but not as a life partner.

      Jackson suspects that Tessa is his true love mate, but unless she overcomes her fears, he might never find out.

      Carol gets an offer she can't refuse—a chance to prove that there is more to her than meets the eye. Robert believes she's about to commit a deadly mistake, but when he tries to dissuade her, she tells him to leave.

      13: Dark Guardian’s Mate

      Prepare for the heart-warming culmination of Eva and Bhathian's story!

      14: Dark Angel's Obsession

      The cold and stoic warrior is an enigma even to those closest to him. His secrets are about to unravel...

      15: Dark Angel's Seduction

      Brundar is fighting a losing battle. Calypso is slowly chipping away his icy armor from the outside, while his need for her is melting it from the inside. 

      He can't allow it to happen. Calypso is a human with none of the Dormant indicators. There is no way he can keep her for more than a few weeks.

      16:  Dark Angel's Surrender

      Get ready for the heart pounding conclusion to Brundar and Calypso's story. 

      Callie still couldn't wrap her head around it, nor could she summon even a smidgen of sorrow or regret. After all, she had some memories with him that weren't horrible. She should've felt something. But there was nothing, not even shock. Not even horror at what had transpired over the last couple of hours.

      Maybe it was a typical response for survivors--feeling euphoric for the simple reason that they were alive. Especially when that survival was nothing short of miraculous.

      Brundar's cold hand closed around hers, reminding her that they weren't out of the woods yet. Her injuries were superficial, and the most she had to worry about was some scarring. But, despite his and Anandur's reassurances, Brundar might never walk again.

      If he ended up crippled because of her, she would never forgive herself for getting him involved in her crap.

      "Are you okay, sweetling? Are you in pain?" Brundar asked.

      Her injuries were nothing compared to his, and yet he was concerned about her. God, she loved this man. The thing was, if she told him that, he would run off, or crawl away as was the case.

      Hey, maybe this was the perfect opportunity to spring it on him.

      17: Dark Operative: A Shadow of Death

      As a brilliant strategist and the only human entrusted with the secret of immortals' existence, Turner is both an asset and a liability to the clan. His request to attempt transition into immortality as an alternative to cancer treatments cannot be denied without risking the clan's exposure. On the other hand, approving it means risking his premature death. In both scenarios, the clan will lose a valuable ally.

      When the decision is left to the clan's physician, Turner makes plans to manipulate her by taking advantage of her interest in him.

      Will Bridget fall for the cold, calculated operative? Or will Turner fall into his own trap?

      18: Dark Operative: A Glimmer of Hope

      As Turner and Bridget’s relationship deepens, living together seems like the right move, but to make it work both need to make concessions.

      Bridget is realistic and keeps her expectations low. Turner could never be the truelove mate she yearns for, but he is as good as she’s going to get. Other than his emotional limitations, he’s perfect in every way.

      Turner’s hard shell is starting to show cracks. He wants immortality, he wants to be part of the clan, and he wants Bridget, but he doesn’t want to cause her pain. 

      His options are either abandon his quest for immortality and give Bridget his few remaining decades, or abandon Bridget by going for the transition and most likely dying. His rational mind dictates that he chooses the former, but his gut pulls him toward the latter. Which one is he going to trust?

      19: Dark Operative: The Dawn of Love

      Get ready for the exciting finale of Bridget and Turner’s story!

      20: Dark Survivor Awakened

      This was a strange new world she had awakened to.

      Her memory loss must have been catastrophic because almost nothing was familiar. The language was foreign to her, with only a few words bearing some similarity to the language she thought in. Still, a full moon cycle had passed since her awakening, and little by little she was gaining basic understanding of it--only a few words and phrases, but she was learning more each day.

      A week or so ago, a little girl on the street had tugged on her mother's sleeve and pointed at her. "Look, Mama, Wonder Woman!"

      The mother smiled apologetically, saying something in the language these people spoke, then scurried away with the child looking behind her shoulder and grinning.

      When it happened again with another child on the same day, it was settled.

      Wonder Woman must have been the name of someone important in this strange world she had awoken to, and since both times it had been said with a smile it must have been a good one.

      Wonder had a nice ring to it.

      She just wished she knew what it meant.

      21: Dark Survivor Echoes of Love

      Wonder’s journey continues in Dark Survivor Echoes of Love.

      22: Dark Survivor Reunited

      The exciting finale of Wonder and Anandur's story.

      23: Dark Widow’s Secret

      Vivian and her daughter share a powerful telepathic connection, so when Ella can’t be reached by conventional or psychic means, her mother fears the worst. 

      Help arrives from an unexpected source when Vivian gets a call from the young doctor she met at a psychic convention. Turns out Julian belongs to a private organization specializing in retrieving missing girls. 

      As Julian's clan mobilizes its considerable resources to rescue the daughter, Magnus is charged with keeping the gorgeous young mother safe.

      Worry for Ella and the secrets Vivian and Magnus keep from each other should be enough to prevent the sparks of attraction from kindling a blaze of desire. Except, these pesky sparks have a mind of their own.

      24: Dark Widow’s Curse

      A simple rescue operation turns into mission impossible when the Russian mafia gets involved. Bad things are supposed to come in threes, but in Vivian's case, it seems like there is no limit to bad luck. Her family and everyone who gets close to her is affected by her curse.

      Will Magnus and his people prove her wrong?

      25: Dark Widow’s Blessing

      The thrilling finale of the Dark Widow trilogy!

      26: Dark Dream’s Temptation

      Julian has known Ella is the one for him from the moment he saw her picture, but when he finally frees her from captivity, she seems indifferent to him. Could he have been mistaken?

      Ella’s rescue should’ve ended that chapter in her life, but it seems like the road back to normalcy has just begun and it’s full of obstacles. Between the pitying looks she gets and her mother’s attempts to get her into therapy, Ella feels like she’s typecast as a victim, when nothing could be further from the truth. She’s a tough survivor, and she’s going to prove it.

      Strangely, the only one who seems to understand is Logan, who keeps popping up in her dreams. But then, he’s a figment of her imagination—or is he?

      27: Dark Dream’s Unraveling

      While trying to figure out a way around Logan's silencing compulsion, Ella concocts an ambitious plan. What if instead of trying to keep him out of her dreams, she could pretend to like him and lure him into a trap? 

      Catching Navuh’s son would be a major boon for the clan, as well as for Ella. She will have her revenge, turning the tables on another scumbag out to get her.

      28: Dark Dream’s Trap

      The trap is set, but who is the hunter and who is the prey? Find out in this heart-pounding conclusion to the Dark Dream trilogy.

      29: Dark Prince’s Enigma

      As the son of the most dangerous male on the planet, Lokan lives by three rules:

      Don’t trust a soul.

      Don’t show emotions.

      And don’t get attached.

      Will one extraordinary woman make him break all three?

      30: Dark Prince’s Dilemma

      Will Kian decide that the benefits of trusting Lokan outweigh the risks? 

      Will Lokan betray his father and brothers for the greater good of his people?

      Are Carol and Lokan true-love mates, or is one of them playing the other?

      So many questions, the path ahead is anything but clear.

      31: Dark Prince’s Agenda

      While Turner and Kian work out the details of Areana's rescue plan, Carol and Lokan's tumultuous relationship hits another snag. Is it a sign of things to come?

      32 : Dark Queen’s Quest

      A former beauty queen, a retired undercover agent, and a successful model, Mey is not the typical damsel in distress. But when her sister drops off the radar and then someone starts following her around, she panics.

      Following a vague clue that Kalugal might be in New York, Kian sends a team headed by Yamanu to search for him. 

      As Mey and Yamanu’s paths cross, he offers her his help and protection, but will that be all?

      33: Dark Queen’s Knight

      As the only member of his clan with a godlike power over human minds, Yamanu has been shielding his people for centuries, but that power comes at a steep price. When Mey enters his life, he's faced with the most difficult choice.

      The safety of his clan or a future with his fated mate.

      34: Dark Queen’s Army

      As Mey anxiously waits for her transition to begin and for Yamanu to test whether his godlike powers are gone, the clan sets out to solve two mysteries:

      Where is Jin, and is she there voluntarily?

      Where is Kalugal, and what is he up to?

      35: Dark Spy Conscripted

      Jin possesses a unique paranormal ability. Just by touching someone, she can insert a mental hook into their psyche and tie a string of her consciousness to it, creating a tether. That doesn’t make her a spy, though, not unless her talent is discovered by those seeking to exploit it.

      36: Dark Spy’s Mission

      Jin’s first spying mission is supposed to be easy. Walk into the club, touch Kalugal to tether her consciousness to him, and walk out.

      Except, they should have known better.

      37: Dark Spy’s Resolution

      The best-laid plans often go awry...

      38: Dark Overlord New Horizon

      Jacki has two talents that set her apart from the rest of the human race.

      She has unpredictable glimpses of other people’s futures, and she is immune to mind manipulation.

      Unfortunately, both talents are pretty useless for finding a job other than the one she had in the government’s paranormal division.

      It seemed like a sweet deal, until she found out that the director planned on producing super babies by compelling the recruits into pairing up. When an opportunity to escape the program presented itself, she took it, only to find out that humans are not at the top of the food chain.

      Immortals are real, and at the very top of the hierarchy is Kalugal, the most powerful, arrogant, and sexiest male she has ever met.

      With one look, he sets her blood on fire, but Jacki is not a fool. A man like him will never think of her as anything more than a tasty snack, while she will never settle for anything less than his heart.

      39: Dark Overlord’s Wife

      Jacki is still clinging to her all-or-nothing policy, but Kalugal is chipping away at her resistance. Perhaps it’s time to ease up on her convictions. A little less than all is still much better than nothing, and a couple of decades with a demigod is probably worth more than a lifetime with a mere mortal.

      40: Dark Overlord’s Clan

      As Jacki and Kalugal prepare to celebrate their union, Kian takes every precaution to safeguard his people. Except, Kalugal and his men are not his only potential adversaries, and compulsion is not the only power he should fear.

      41:  Dark Choices The Quandary

      When Rufsur and Edna meet, the attraction is as unexpected as it is undeniable. Except, she's the clan's judge and councilwoman, and he's Kalugal's second-in-command. Will loyalty and duty to their people keep them apart?

      42:  Dark Choices Paradigm Shift

      Edna and Rufsur are miserable without each other, and their two-week separation seems like an eternity. Long-distance relationships are difficult, but for immortal couples they are impossible. Unless one of them is willing to leave everything behind for the other, things are just going to get worse. Except, the cost of compromise is far greater than giving up their comfortable lives and hard-earned positions. The future of their people is on the line.

      43: Dark Choices The Accord

      The winds of change blowing over the village demand hard choices. For better or worse, Kian’s decisions will alter the trajectory of the clan’s future, and he is not ready to take the plunge. But as Edna and Rufsur’s plight gains widespread support, his resistance slowly begins to erode.

      44: Dark Secrets Resurgence

      On a sabbatical from his Stanford teaching position, Professor David Levinson finally has time to write the sci-fi novel he’s been thinking about for years.

      The phenomena of past life memories and near-death experiences are too controversial to include in his formal psychiatric research, while fiction is the perfect outlet for his esoteric ideas.

      Hoping that a change of pace will provide the inspiration he needs, David accepts a friend’s invitation to an old Scottish castle.

      45: Dark Secrets Unveiled

      When Professor David Levinson accepts a friend’s invitation to an old Scottish castle, what he finds there is more fantastical than his most outlandish theories. The castle is home to a clan of immortals, their leader is a stunning demigoddess, and even more shockingly, it might be precisely where he belongs.

      Except, the clan founder is hiding a secret that might cast a dark shadow on David’s relationship with her daughter.

      Nevertheless, when offered a chance at immortality, he agrees to undergo the dangerous induction process.

      Will David survive his transition into immortality? And if he does, will his relationship with Sari survive the unveiling of her mother’s secret?

      46: Dark Secrets Absolved

      Absolution.

      David had given and received it.

      The few short hours since he’d emerged from the coma had felt incredible. He’d finally been free of the guilt and pain, and for the first time since Jonah’s death, he had felt truly happy and optimistic about the future.

      He’d survived the transition into immortality, had been accepted into the clan, and was about to marry the best woman on the face of the planet, his true love mate, his salvation, his everything.

      What could have possibly gone wrong?

      Just about everything.

      

      47: Dark haven Illusion

      Welcome to Safe Haven, where not everything is what it seems.

      On a quest to process personal pain, Anastasia joins the Safe Haven Spiritual Retreat.

      Through meditation, self-reflection, and hard work, she hopes to make peace with the voices in her head.

      This is where she belongs.

      Except, membership comes with a hefty price, doubts are sacrilege, and leaving is not as easy as walking out the front gate.

      Is living in utopia worth the sacrifice?

      Anastasia believes so until the arrival of a new acolyte changes everything.

      Apparently, the gods of old were not a myth, their immortal descendants share the planet with humans, and she might be a carrier of their genes.

      48: Dark Haven Unmasked

      As Anastasia leaves Safe Haven for a week-long romantic vacation with Leon, she hopes to explore her newly discovered passionate side, their budding relationship, and perhaps also solve the mystery of the voices in her head. What she discovers exceeds her wildest expectations.

      In the meantime, Eleanor and Peter hope to solve another mystery. Who is Emmett Haderech, and what is he up to?
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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.

      

      
        
        Perfect Match 2: King’s Chosen

      

      

      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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