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      Fear is the enemy of reason.

      Sari had reached that profound realization while lying awake in bed and staring at David. Her eyes were burning from the lack of sleep, but she hadn’t dared to close them and doze off even for a minute.

      What if she woke up and found him dead?

      Talk about overreacting, but no amount of self-talk could quell her anxiety.

      What if he started transitioning and slipped into a coma while she was asleep?

      She needed to watch him closely, listen to his heartbeat and monitor his breathing, and check his forehead for fever. The moment he started to exhibit symptoms, she would transfer him to the clinic and have Steven hook him up to the monitoring equipment.

      Why was she gripped by such intense anxiety though?

      The induction ceremony had gone well, and like most inductees, David had woken up from the venom trip about half an hour later, feeling a little woozy but none the worse for wear. She’d been so relieved when he’d opened his eyes that her fear had subsided, but the reprieve hadn’t lasted long.

      After the ceremony, they had returned to her apartment and gotten busy with the pampering she’d promised him. The moment David had fallen asleep, though, the fear had returned in full force. Fortunately, her guy was a sound sleeper, and he hadn’t woken up when she’d checked his fever, which had been every five minutes or so.

      Unable to help herself, Sari did it again, but David’s forehead was just as cool as it had been all the other times.

      Was it possible to lose consciousness without showing any of the other symptoms of transition?

      Maybe he was unconscious already?

      Panic seizing her, she shook his shoulder. “Wake up, David!”

      His eyes popped open in alarm, and he bolted upright. “What happened?”

      Sari let out a relieved breath. “Nothing other than a minor panic attack. I wanted to make sure that you are just sleeping and not unconscious. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m perfect.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and plopped back down on the bed, pulling her down with him. “I’m just tired.” Holding her close against his warm body, he caressed her back in leisurely up and down strokes. “What time is it?”

      “It’s a little after six in the morning.”

      He eyed her from under his long, dark lashes. “Did you get any sleep at all?”

      “I couldn’t.” She kissed his bare chest. “I was watching you.”

      He smiled. “I know that I’m a good-looking fellow, but that’s no reason to lose sleep.”

      “You are so full of yourself. I was listening to your heartbeat, monitoring your breathing, and checking your forehead for fever.”

      His eyes softened. “Oh, sweetheart.” He hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her head so their lips were aligned. “Give me a kiss.”

      When she didn’t respond quickly enough, he fused their lips for a closed-mouth kiss, probably because he was concerned with morning breath.

      Sari couldn’t care less about that, and she wanted more kissing, more caressing, more of everything, but to start something now would weaken David, and he needed his strength. Reluctantly, she pulled away. “I’m sorry for waking you up. You should go back to sleep.”

      “So should you. You’re exhausted.” He patted his chest. “Put your cheek right here so you can listen to my heart while you sleep.”

      The offer was too tempting to refuse, and even though Sari knew that sleep was not going to come, she closed her eyes and let herself enjoy the closeness.

      David dozed off in no time, and his deep, even breaths combined with the steady beat of his heart were like a lullaby, luring her into the oblivion of sleep.

      Feeling herself drifting off, Sari forced her eyes open.

      “What’s wrong?” David’s hand on her back resumed its slow caresses.

      “I can’t sleep.” She pulled out of his arms. “I’m going to make myself coffee. You should go back to sleep, though. You need to preserve your strength.”

      As she got out of bed and reached for her bathrobe, David’s eyes roamed over her nude body. “How can I possibly lose consciousness and miss waking up to this magnificence?”

      “Regrettably, it’s not up to you.” She shrugged the robe on.

      When she closed the two halves and tied the sash, David let out a disappointed sigh. “I’ll join you for a cup of coffee.”

      “Stay in bed. I’ll bring it to you.”

      “Only if you bring yours here as well. I like having my morning coffee with you. But first, nature calls.” He flung the comforter off, got out of bed, and stretched his arms over his head.

      With his perfectly-shaped physique and impressive morning erection on display, she couldn’t help but stare.

      He was a fine male specimen and, given the way his lips curved in a satisfied smirk, he was well aware of his effect on her.

      “Do you like what you see?” He sauntered up to her and pulled her into his arms.

      “You know that I do.”

      The feel of his hard length pressed against her soft belly evoked a jolt of desire, but as tempting as it was to push him back on the bed and have her wicked way with him, Sari couldn’t act on her impulse. As it was, she’d taken a risk making love to David last night. She shouldn’t have drained his energy when he so desperately needed every little bit of it to transition successfully.

      “Go.” She pushed on his chest. “You said that you needed to answer nature’s call.”

      “I do.” He let go of her and walked toward the bathroom with an exaggerated swagger.

      “Show-off,” she called after him.

      Glancing at her over his shoulder, David smiled and flexed his butt muscles. “Are you sure that you don’t want to join me in the shower?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “If you change your mind…” He flexed again before closing the bathroom door behind him.

      As she waited for the coffee to brew, Sari wondered how she would survive the next few days. While David was awake and she was with him, the fear subsided, but she couldn’t be with him every second of the day or keep him awake all night. Both of them needed to sleep.

      Perhaps she could ask Steven to hook David up to the medical monitoring equipment at night? Those things sounded the alarm when something went wrong, so she could sleep without worrying that she wouldn’t wake up in time.

      But that meant spending the nights in the clinic and sharing a narrow hospital bed with David.

      Perhaps she could move her bed down there?

      Everyone would think that she’d lost it, including David, but Sari didn’t care. The most important thing was to keep him alive, and everything else was secondary to that.

      Once the coffee was ready, she took their two mugs to the bedroom.

      David was already back in bed, and he’d even shaved.

      “Here you go.” She handed him a mug and climbed into bed holding hers. “Now that you are awake, tell me how you are really feeling?”

      “Excellent.” He took a sip from the coffee. “Kalugal’s bite was one hell of a trip. All through the night I kept dreaming about the things I saw while floating on the euphoric cloud his venom bite brought about.”

      “What things? I’ve never experienced the venom’s effects. I’m curious.”

      As Sari’s imagination supplied the information she was missing, arousal coursed through her and her traitorous nipples puckered under her silk robe, giving her away.

      David’s eyes hooded with desire. “I can’t wait to give you everything that you crave.”

      Sari put her mug on the nightstand and crossed her arms over her chest. “Both of us will have to be patient. First, you need to transition. Then, you need to grow fangs and venom glands, which is no fun and takes up to six months. Only when your fangs and glands are fully functional, will you be able to give me the coveted venom bite. Provided that you transition in the first place that is.”

      “It will happen.” He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Assume the win, true?”

      “Correct.” Sari turned to pick her mug up and hide the tears pooling in the corners of her eyes. “So, what did you see when you were floating on a cloud of euphoria?”

      David rubbed a hand over his clean-shaven chin. “It was similar to what I experienced on Ayahuasca, just better and without the nasty physical side effects. I didn’t have a care in the world. I was floating over beautiful landscapes and alien cities, and everyone I encountered there was friendly.” He smiled at her sheepishly. “I don’t know if Ayahuasca works on immortals, but if it does, you could give it a try to get an idea of what the venom bite is like.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never tried hallucinogens, but I was told that their effect is very short-lived on immortals. Our bodies metabolize them too quickly. How come you did that, though? Isn’t it illegal?”

      “It was part of my PTSD research. Until recently, Ayahuasca wasn’t legal in the US, so I had to travel to South America. I talked with researchers there and looked into their data on the drug’s effectiveness in curing or diminishing the severity of PTSD symptoms. Naturally, I got curious and decided to try it myself.”

      “And?”

      “It was a fascinating experience, but not one that I would want to repeat.” He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “It’s a shame that female immortals don’t have fangs. I wouldn’t have minded many more venom trips if they came from your bite. But even though the bite was necessary to induce my transition and the trip was extraordinary, I don’t want Kalugal’s fangs anywhere near me ever again.”
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      “Your phone is vibrating.” Syssi yawned. “Who can be sending you a text message this early?” Then her eyes widened. “Maybe it’s about David? Can he be transitioning already?”

      Doubtful. Kian could recall only one instance when his own bite had sent a male Dormant directly into transition without even waking from the venom induction. Usually it took a couple of days, and sometimes even longer.

      “It could also be from home.” He reached for the device and read the message. “It’s from Alena. My mother is inviting us for breakfast in her suite.”

      “When?”

      “In half an hour.”

      Syssi groaned. “This early? What time is it?”

      “Six-thirty Highlands time. Ten-thirty at night back home.”

      “I’m on vacation.” She stretched her arms over her head. “I don’t want to get up yet. And if I do, it’s to make love to my husband.” Smiling, she wrapped her arms around his middle and pulled him on top of her.

      “Half an hour is plenty of time.” Bracing on his forearms to keep his weight off her pregnant belly, he kissed her softly and then nibbled on her lower lip. “So damn tasty.”

      “It tickles.” Syssi pulled a ventriloquist act and giggled with her mouth tightly closed.

      “Oh, yeah?” He flicked his tongue over the seam. “Open up for me.”

      She shook her head. “Morning breath.”

      Kian was about to tickle her sides until she had no choice and opened her mouth, but his damn phone started vibrating again.

      He groaned. “What is it now?”

      “Check it. It might be about David this time.”

      If it wasn’t, he would be majorly pissed. Nothing short of an invasion justified interrupting his morning fun with his wife.

      Rolling off to the side, Kian reached for his phone and read the message. “It’s Turner. He’s asking if I can call him.” He put the phone back. “Turner can wait.” He wrapped his arm around Syssi and pulled her on top of him. “Where were we?”

      She shook her head. “Call him. Turner wouldn’t be bothering you this early in the morning if it wasn’t important.”

      “First of all, this isn’t early. Back home, I’m usually in the office by six. Besides, if something happened, Onegus would have called me.”

      “Nevertheless, call Turner. He always accepts your calls or calls you right back.” Syssi rolled off him, sat up, and crossed her arms over her chest, which meant that she wouldn’t relent until he did as she asked.

      Whoever thought that he was the boss in their relationship didn’t know Syssi well enough. When something was important to her, she didn’t budge until she got what she wanted. Not that Kian had a problem with that. On the contrary. Syssi’s advice was always spot on.

      “You are right. I owe the guy more than I can ever repay him.”

      Letting out a breath, Syssi dropped her arms and lay down next to him. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. You are the voice of reason that I often lack.” Kian pushed up on the pillows, placed the call, and activated the speaker. “What’s up, Turner?”

      “I’m sorry to bother you and Syssi on your vacation, but I have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything that you need and I can provide is yours.”

      “I need to borrow a couple of Guardians for one of my private operations.”

      That was an odd request. Turner had plenty of ex-special ops crews that he used for his hostage retrieval business, and he’d never needed clan resources for that. The opposite was true, with the clan using Turner’s people on more than one occasion.

      Still, even though Kian owed the guy big time, he wasn’t about to lend him his men without finding out first what was expected of them.

      “What do you need them to do?”

      “It’s not a complicated job, but it requires thralling, and regrettably, I haven’t mastered it yet. The young lady I was hired to retrieve was not kidnapped, and she is not a hostage. She joined what her father believes is a cult, and she won’t leave voluntarily. I did some investigating into the man she’s hooked up with, and her father might be right. She’s an adult, so there is no legal way to get her out, and I’m not about to kidnap a woman on American soil. But if she can be thralled to leave, her father can get her into rehab to undo the brainwashing.”

      “What if she’s not brainwashed? She might have joined out of her own free will, and her father just doesn’t like what she’s doing. As an adult, it’s her choice to do whatever she wants with her life, including throwing it away.”

      “In principle, I agree. But we both know how effective brainwashing can be, and how insidious are the methods used to attract and trap followers. She was a law student with only one year left to complete her degree. Then one day, she just disappeared without letting anyone know where she was going. Her father hired a private detective, who found out that she was donating her generous living allowance to an organization with a questionable reputation.”

      “How so?” Syssi asked. “What did he find out about them?”

      “Officially, they operate as a spiritual retreat. Their website talks about self-actualization through meditation, introspection, fasting, and other nonsense like freedom from the shackles of an oppressive society, etc. What they are really after is their members’ money, slave labor, and in some cases, also sexual exploitation.”

      “Is the group militant?” Kian asked.

      “They might be. I need to find out, but to do that, I need to infiltrate their compound. I can have an operative sign up for the retreat and investigate, but that would take too long. I want to get her out as soon as possible.”

      “This is not your usual kind of work. How come you took the assignment?”

      “The lady’s father said something that intrigued me. He told me that his daughter was always a strange bird who never felt like she belonged anywhere. That was why he thought she’d been easy to exploit. When I asked him in what way she was strange, he tried to backtrack and said that she was just a little odd. When I pressed, saying that I need all the information he can give me about her, he admitted that she claimed to hear voices in her head.”

      “Like Nathalie?” Syssi asked.

      “She claimed that they belonged to living people.”

      “I don’t get it. Did she hear the thoughts of people she was with? She might be a telepath.”

      “That’s what I thought as well, but her father said that she heard the voices even when she was alone. He thinks that she’s a schizophrenic.”

      “Did he have her evaluated?” Syssi pushed up on the pillows.

      “He didn’t want to. Until she joined the cult, she was functioning well despite the voices, and he didn’t want the stigma of mental illness attached to her. It could be that he’s right, but I think it’s interesting and worth investigating.”

      “I assume that you suspect she is a Dormant.” Kian shifted the phone to his other hand. “What about her mother?”

      “She died in a freak accident when Anastasia was a little girl. Her father thinks that the trauma of losing her mother messed with her head.”

      “Any siblings?” Syssi asked.

      “The father remarried. Anastasia has a half-brother and half-sister.”

      “Not relevant as far as dormancy goes,” Kian said.

      “True. What about those Guardians I asked for? Can I borrow a couple?”

      It seemed like an easy in and out mission that didn’t involve a lot of risks. Even the less experienced Guardians could handle it.

      “Of course. Call Onegus. Tell him that I approved the request.”

      “Thank you.”
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      “Breakfast at Annani’s.” David wrapped his arm around Sari’s waist. “Did it have to be at seven in the morning?”

      Closing the door behind them, Sari didn’t lock it because there was no lock. Evidently, she deemed all members of her clan trustworthy.

      Was that wise?

      What if someone decided that it was time to replace her at the helm?

      Had no clan member ever harmed another?

      David found it unlikely. Immortals were still people, and utopia didn’t exist.

      “Maybe she couldn’t sleep either.” Sari leaned against his side. “I’m glad that I woke you up at six, though.”

      “Yeah, definitely.”

      Despite his best efforts, the hour hadn’t been spent making love because Sari wanted him to preserve his energy, but he would have preferred to stay in bed for a little longer and cuddle. Who knew? Maybe his persistence would have eroded Sari’s resistance. He could think of several things they could have done that didn’t require a lot of energy expenditure, but it wasn’t like they could refuse an invitation from the goddess.

      “Who else is invited?” he asked.

      “Probably the usual suspects. Kian and Syssi, Amanda and Dalhu, and Alena, of course. Kalugal and Jacki as well. Annani makes a conscious effort to include him in family affairs. Growing up the way he did, the guy needs it.”

      “He seems well-adjusted to me.”

      Kalugal was full of himself, but since he was a demigod, his feelings of self-worth were justified. Other than that, he was charming, easygoing, and very smart. David had no problem with the eternal pledge he’d made to him in exchange for the induction. Besides, the way he saw it, he was the one who would gain the most from their alliance. The pledge David had taken only required him to offer his loyalty and friendship to Kalugal, while Kalugal’s pledge required him to be David’s mentor.

      He could learn a lot from the guy.

      Sari nodded. “Surprisingly, he is. I don’t know how he managed that given that his mother was not around, and his father was a power-hungry despot whom he feared.”

      That was indeed surprising. Even child demigods needed love to thrive and flourish. They might be a highly evolved species, but they had too much in common with humans to be significantly different in that regard.

      “Kalugal must have had someone who loved and nurtured him as a child. Otherwise he wouldn’t have turned out the way he has.”

      “I guess that he had nannies who cared for him.” Sari stopped in front of Annani’s suite and knocked on the door.

      Her older sister opened the door. “Hello.” She smiled at David. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “I feel great, thank you.” He followed Sari inside.

      “That’s my venom at work.” Kalugal grinned. “I hope that you enjoyed the trip.” He beckoned David and Sari over. “Come sit with me and tell me all about it.”

      The goddess was sitting at the head of the table, but her other children and their mates weren’t there yet.

      David dipped his head. “Good morning, Clan Mother.”

      “Good morning.” She cast him a warm smile. “I am glad that you are feeling well, David.”

      “Thank you.” He pulled out a chair for Sari and then one for himself next to Kalugal. “So, what are your duties as my mentor? What are you going to teach me, wise master?”

      Kalugal smirked. “The wonders of immortality, my friend. But not just yet. After your transition.”

      David couldn’t imagine what else Kalugal could tell him about immortality that Sari hadn’t already. He was more interested in the guy’s investments in promising new technologies.

      Next to him, Sari groaned. “The waiting is so stressful.” She looked at Jacki. “How long did it take for your transition to start after Kalugal’s first bite?”

      Jacki’s cheeks pinked. “The first bite was on Monday, and I started transitioning on Thursday. But maybe it didn’t happen because of the first one, and the second bite triggered it.”

      Kalugal wrapped his arm around her. “I assure you that it started after the first one. It just took three days for the transition process to start manifesting symptoms.”

      When a knock sounded at the door, one of the goddess’s butlers rushed to open the way.

      “Good morning, Master Kian and Mistress Syssi.” He bowed. “Good morning, Mistress Amanda and Master Dalhu.”

      “I apologize for arriving a little late, Mother.” Kian walked over to the goddess and kissed her cheek. “I had an interesting call from Turner.”

      “I have no excuse.” Amanda walked over and kissed her mother as well. “Not a good one anyway.” She winked at her mate before taking a seat next to the goddess.

      The lack of response from Annani indicated that she had no problem with her children sharing that kind of information with her. For someone so ancient, she was surprisingly progressive. David would have never dared talk like that in front of his father or his mother.

      “What was the call from Turner about?” Kalugal asked.

      “A new case that he’s working on. As you know, he runs a hostage retrieval operation. People come to him when all other options have been exhausted. This time, however, it’s not about a hostage but about a woman who joined a cult voluntarily and doesn’t want to be rescued. He asked me to lend him a couple of Guardians.”

      “What does he need the Guardians for?” Amanda asked.

      “He can’t get her out against her will, and his own thralling ability is so-so. He needs a Guardian to thrall her so she leaves voluntarily. Or at least it seems so.”

      “He could use Kri,” Amanda suggested. “As a woman, she would attract less suspicion.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Kian pulled out his phone. “I’ll have Onegus suggest her to Turner. It’s a low-risk mission, and Kri would love to see some action.”

      “Maybe she’s happy in the cult?” Jacki asked. “What if the Guardian forces her to leave, and then she throws a tantrum about having been abducted?”

      “She might.” David leaned forward so Jacki could see him. “She probably thinks that the cult leader is her savior and that he loves her. It will take a lot of work to undo the unhealthy attachment.”

      Kian lifted a brow. “Can you explain?”

      “I’m not an expert on the subject, but I can give you an overview that will shed a little light on how totalitarian systems work. Cults, dictatorships, terrorist groups, even abusive partners and some political movements are all totalitarian systems that use similar methods. They distance their members from family and friends, often alienating them by painting them in horrid colors. They create an isolated and self-contained environment and supply a total world view and a total ideology that has all the answers. People need to belong, to be loved, and to feel safe, and since those are basic survival instincts, they are hardwired into us. Those needs are exploited by cults. When we are isolated, overwhelmed, and insecure, we seek all that from the authority figure in charge.”

      “Do they also use intimidation methods?” Jacki asked. “I don’t think that isolating people from family and friends and supplying them with a complete world view is enough to brainwash them.”

      David nodded. “A cycle of punishments and rewards keep members off-balance and vulnerable, allowing an unhealthy attachment to replace the healthy ones that existed prior to the indoctrination.”

      “You mean that they feel attached to the cult leader,” Jacki said. “Or the commander of the terrorist group. Now I understand why Director Simmons isolated us from the outside world, and why they drowned us in work. They were using the same tactics in the program.” She chuckled. “But something must have been missing from the mix because I never liked the bastard, let alone felt attached to him.”

      David frowned. “What program are you talking about?”

      “The government collects people with paranormal abilities and trains them in a secret facility. I was part of that program, but the clan got me out.” She smiled. “I wanted to leave, though. No one needed to thrall me to do that. Not that they could. Even as a human, I was immune to mind manipulation.”

      David had read about the military and the intelligence community’s investigation of paranormal phenomena. The program had existed from the fifties all the way to the nineties, but he’d thought that it had been shut down after the Cold War had ended.

      The arms race with the Soviets was over, including the psychic one.

      Apparently, though, there was a renewed interest in the subject, and he wondered about the reason for it. The original program had been created after both the Soviets and the Americans had discovered research done by the Nazis on what they’d called the occult sciences, aka paranormal abilities.

      As far as he knew, the success of that program had been very limited, which was an additional reason for its termination.

      What could have been the impetus for its revival?

      Perhaps Jacki could shed some light on that. “What did they train you for?”

      Jacki shrugged. “To be spies, I guess. What else are paranormal talents good for?”

      “Creating super-humans,” Kalugal said. “Did you forget about the breeding program?”

      “Right.” Jacki turned to David. “They had a compeller whose job was to make us hook up with complementary talents so we would produce super babies.” She chuckled. “They wanted to jump-start the next step in human evolution.”

      Images from the X-men movies came to mind.

      “Unbelievable.” David rubbed a hand over his jaw. “If Sari’s story about gods and immortals was the stuff of myths and legends, what you are telling me now sounds like the stuff of comic books.”

      “Or science fiction.” Sari put a hand on his shoulder. “Aren’t you glad that you accepted Kalugal’s invitation? Just think of all the ideas for stories you are collecting here.”

      He took her hand and kissed it. “Kalugal has my eternal gratitude because he brought me to you. The story ideas are just a nice bonus.”
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      Kalugal dipped his head. “Your gratitude is appreciated, David. I’ll send you the bill later.”

      The teasing was just what had been needed to break the uncomfortable silence that had followed David’s public declaration. He hadn’t mentioned the word love, but his meaning hadn’t been lost on anyone around the breakfast table.

      Sari assumed that the discomfort was about the uncertainty of his future, and not about David as a person or as her partner. He was an exceptional individual, and she couldn’t conceive of anyone finding fault with him.

      “Fascinating subject.” Amanda put her hand on Dalhu’s shoulder. “What you said about the unhealthy attachment replacing healthy ones is also true in reverse. To free a person from a cult, a new healthy attachment is needed. When Dalhu decided to tie his life to mine, it enabled him to break free from Navuh’s compulsion. We thought it was the mated bond that did that, but perhaps another healthy attachment could have done it as well. The bond doesn’t even have to be romantic in nature. A bond between a parent and child or even a close friendship might work just as well.”

      “The distance also had something to do with it,” Kian said. “There is a good reason Navuh requires all his men to return to the island at least once a month. He needs to reinforce the compulsion periodically.”

      Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not talking about the compulsion. In my opinion, it is used to reinforce the underlying organizational structure of the Brotherhood, which operates like a cult. Its members remain loyal to Navuh even when they are away from the island for extended periods of time and the compulsion loses its hold on them. The main reason that Dalhu was able to break free of the cult’s brainwashing was his new bond with me, not the weakening of Navuh’s influence. But what I’m trying to say is that any healthy bond could have done it. Right, Dalhu?”

      The guy looked uncertain. “Don’t forget that I’d been having doubts about Navuh’s so-called holy war long before I met you, and his hold on me was already weakening. That being said, I had nowhere to go. The Brotherhood was my home, my family, my entire world, so even though I had doubts, leaving was extremely difficult. I needed a major catalyst, and I don’t think I would have jumped ship and dove into the deep for anyone other than you. A good friend would not have been enough.”

      “That’s precisely the power of cults,” David said. “Even those who somehow realize the truth of their situation can’t leave because they have nowhere to go. They are led to believe that they have no support system on the outside, no safety net. For better or for worse, the cult is their entire world.”

      “Hmm.” Sari put her hand on David’s thigh. “You might be onto something. Let’s take a random former Doomer for an example. He was brainwashed to hate us, and the prime objective of his conditioning was the annihilation of our clan. If we were to capture him and offer him our support, give him decent living conditions, and assign him one of us as a Big Brother of sorts to form a bond of friendship with, would that be enough to break apart his indoctrination?”

      “Not every Doomer,” Kalugal said. “When I planned my escape, I carefully assembled a unit of men whom I could trust. I had the ability to override my father’s compulsion and set them free, but only a select few were worth the effort. Most were so rotten that they were beyond salvage. Don’t forget that Navuh’s breeding program favors thugs, and then the training camp reinforces those inborn traits. Some of the men were lucky to inherit their mothers’ personalities, but my observation is that the thuggish genes are dominant.”

      “What do you think, David?” Amanda asked. “Is it possible to redeem the sons of thugs and bullies who inherited their fathers’ violent tendencies?”

      “That’s a tough question. If you are asking me whether nurture or nature determines a person’s personality, I would say that nature is the dominant force. But from what you are telling me, in the Brotherhood’s case, nature and nurture were combined to produce monsters. What I’m going to say will not sound politically correct, and I wouldn’t say it in a faculty meeting, but I doubt that anything could be done about those men.”

      Kalugal sighed. “That’s what I’ve tried to tell my brother. He has those naive fantasies about freeing the island’s population. He thinks that once the men bond with mates, they will have a new and positive purpose for their lives, start families, and live happily ever after.”

      From the corner of his eye, David saw the goddess’s expression turn from impassive to determined.

      “We can save at least some of them,” Annani said. “Not all of them were born bad. The problem is determining who is who.”

      Leaning back in his chair, Kalugal crossed his arms over his chest. “I have an idea for an interesting experiment. You have all those Doomers in stasis in your catacombs. We could start waking them up one at a time. Either Annani or I can compel them to break Navuh’s compulsion if it’s still affecting them, and then we can try to implement David’s theory of healthy attachments.”

      Kian regarded him as if he’d lost his mind. “And how do you propose to do that? Bring them to the village and show them how good life can be?”

      “Why not? If I compel them to behave, they won’t be a threat. Besides, you can put one of those exploding cuffs on them. That’s one hell of an incentive for good behavior.”

      Kian shook his head. “As long as I’m in charge, that is not going to happen. Those Doomers were murderers and rapists, and the only reason we spared their lives was that my mother didn’t allow us to kill them.” He looked at Annani. “With all due respect, Mother, that was and still is your biggest mistake. The world is a better place without those vermin, and I have no intention of ever releasing them so they can once again hurt innocent people, humans or immortals.”
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      Kian was an intense guy, but his vehemence had taken David by surprise, especially given the familial setting and at whom his anger had been directed.

      Was it wise to antagonize she-who-must-be-obeyed?

      Except, the goddess didn’t seem offended by her son’s outburst. Regarding him with indulgence rather than anger in her eyes, she smiled. “We agreed to disagree on the subject, Kian. You are not going to change my mind, and I am not going to change yours, but my decree stands. If even one of these men can be saved, then it is worth the effort of keeping them all entombed. There are not many of us left in the world, and I will not contribute to the extinction of our kind.”

      Letting out a breath, Kian deflated like a balloon. “My apologies, Mother. Your heart is in the right place.”

      The goddess nodded. “I think Kalugal’s idea has merit. We should give it some further thought.”

      Kian did his best to school his features, but it was obvious that he wasn’t happy about the direction the conversation had taken. “Perhaps in the future. Right now, I see no merit whatsoever in waking up any Doomers. We just don’t have the resources for that. Kalugal and his men are about to move into the village, and that’s a major undertaking for all of us. Let’s focus on making that work first.”

      “Very well.” The goddess turned to her butler. “You may serve breakfast now, Oshidu.”

      “Yes, Clan Mother.” He bowed and turned around.

      As soon as Oshidu opened the suite’s front door, the other two butlers rolled in carts loaded with covered trays. The food must have been delivered from the castle’s kitchens while the family had been talking, and the butlers had just waited for the goddess to give them the okay to serve it.

      David watched them as they removed the lids and put trays on the table. It was hard to believe that they were cyborgs. Perhaps part of the illusion was that they didn’t look young or handsome. They were stocky, had a few wrinkles, mainly smile lines around their eyes, and although their facial expressions were equally mellow and servile, they were not identical.

      The one named Oshidu seemed in charge, and the other two looked to him for cues. Their movements were not mechanical but rather fluid, which was probably the best telling sign that their middle-aged appearances were misleading. They moved like young, agile men.

      David was incredibly curious about them and how far their cognition went.

      It was a shame that the goddess refused to let them be examined. Their internal logic structures could serve as a model for the development of human-looking artificial intelligence that was safe. According to Sari they were ancient relics, but despite having thousands of years to learn, they hadn’t become sentient, which was the biggest fear of those working on AI.

      As a psychologist, though, he might be able to get a good picture of how their cyborg minds worked without having to take them apart.

      David still hadn’t had a chance to talk to Sari’s butler and ask him about Annani’s past. If their brains operated like computers, chances were that Sari was right and that the goddess had ordered them to forget whatever she didn’t want anyone to know. That was the best way to ensure her secrets were safe.

      Still, on the slight chance that she’d neglected to do so, it was worth a try.

      “Did I tell you about my idea for opening a pub in the village?” Syssi broke the silence.

      “A pub?” Kalugal asked. “I like the sound of that. Is it going to be near the café?”

      Lifting her coffee cup for Oshidu to refill, Syssi cast a sidelong glance at Kian. “Can I tell everyone about the eastern slope development?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not a secret. I’m sure that Gavin has already spread the rumor.”

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Amanda said.

      “I did not hear any rumors either.” The goddess turned to her son. “Are you embarking on a new building project, Kian?”

      “The idea came up only a day before we left, so it’s not like I was trying to keep it a secret from you all. I just wasn’t a hundred percent sure that I would go through with it.” He looked at Syssi. “Do you want to tell Mother how it all started?”

      “Sure.” She put her coffee cup down. “I wanted a larger dining room so I can host family dinners.” She smiled at Kalugal. “Our family keeps growing, which is absolutely fantastic, but as you’ve pointed out, our house is too small. We decided to put in an addition and enlarge the dining room, but even with the addition it’s still not big enough. Kian suggested that we build a larger house, but since there is no space in the village, he thought about building it on the eastern slope. Except, it doesn’t make sense to build just one house there. Naturally, we will also need several houses for the Guardians assigned to us. And since we are already putting up a new neighborhood, we thought about adding several amenities, like a full-service restaurant and a pub.”

      Kian leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Syssi met with Gavin the same day, so hopefully, by the time we return, he will have some initial sketches for us.” He looked at Sari. “My initial offer still stands. So, if you want to move your people into the village, this is your chance to design your new habitats the way you want them.”

      “I thought that you were offering me the houses in phase two.”

      “You can have your pick.”

      Sari sighed. “I have to admit that it’s tempting, and I could use the change of pace, but we need the European base.”

      “What you need is a Chinese center,” Kalugal said. “China is the next superpower, and those who establish a base there will have a big advantage over everyone else. The problem with that is that operating under the Chinese government’s nose would be extremely difficult.”

      Raking his fingers through his hair, Kian cast a sidelong glance at Kalugal. “I know what you are thinking. In a decade or so, Jin could be the perfect leader for that center. But right now, she’s too young and inexperienced.”

      Kalugal shrugged. “Someone who has the experience can join her. Given her unique talent, just imagine what she could do for the clan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Eleanor

          

        

      

    

    
      It was after midnight when Eleanor picked up her new phone for the umpteenth time and stared at it as if it was her damnation and the answer to her prayers at the same time.

      She’d had the phone since Thursday, but she’d been too chicken to make the call.

      What if Greggory didn’t want to hear from her?

      If he wanted to talk to her, he could’ve found a way. He wasn’t as restricted as she was. He could’ve called Onegus and asked for Vivian’s home or cell phone numbers. And if he didn’t have Onegus’s number, his boss could have gotten it for him.

      Bottom line, Greggory had the means to contact her but hadn’t, so he was either uninterested in pursuing their so-called relationship, or he lacked initiative and was too much of a yes-man.

      Granted, he wasn’t the brightest or most intriguing guy she’d ever met, but there was something about him that called to her.

      For some inexplicable reason, he made her feel safe, and that was something that Eleanor hadn’t felt even as a little girl living with her parents.

      Her entire life, she’d relied only on herself. Some of it was the knowledge that she could do better than most people, so why bother, but a big part of it was her conviction that no one had her back, and that she was on her own.

      It hadn’t been only in her mind either.

      Even though her expectations of people were very low to start with, they still managed to disappoint her time and again.

      People were selfish, fearful, and mostly indifferent.

      Not that she was any better, but sometimes Eleanor wondered if it was the chicken or the egg that came first, and whether she was that way because of how she’d been treated, or she’d been treated badly because of the way she’d behaved toward others.

      Perhaps subconsciously, she’d made sure to be unworthy because she’d been let down too many times. Believing that she’d been treated like a pariah because she’d earned it was better than having no reason for it at all.

      Leaning on the pillows stacked against her headboard, Eleanor opened the device. It was already cued in with Greggory’s number on the screen. All she had to do was to press the green call button, but her finger refused to close the distance.

      “Don’t be such a damn chicken, Eleanor.” She let her head drop back.

      Greggory would probably disappoint her just as everyone else had done. She should just get it over with and find out one way or another. He wasn’t the only fish in the sea, and if he didn’t want her, others would.

      “Since when were you such a coward?”

      Since she’d found out that not everyone was inherently bad.

      It suddenly dawned on her that it was Vivian’s fault.

      Well, not exclusively. She shared the blame with Kri.

      The two had proven to Eleanor that not everyone was selfish and indifferent. Vivian had come through for her when she’d had absolutely no reason to, welcoming her into her home and sharing her family with her.

      Parker was such a great kid. He was happy to have his aunt living with him, accepting her even though she had never been there for him in that capacity before.

      And as for Kri, she had befriended Eleanor despite what everyone thought of her, and even helped her get a phone.

      What that meant was that Greggory might surprise her as well, but the fear of getting that hope smashed was paralyzing. As long as she didn’t call and confront him, that hope could remain alive.

      Except, living with the uncertainty was driving her insane. She had to know. If he didn’t want anything to do with her, she might take Kri’s advice and start hanging out in the café. Perhaps someone else would be willing to take a chance on her.

      Right. There might be plenty of takers for hookups, but nothing more than that. Besides, she didn’t want anyone else in her bed. Hell, just thinking about hooking up with anyone other than Greggory made her feel dirty.

      It was stupid. They were not in a committed relationship or any kind of relationship for that matter. She was free to sleep with whomever she wanted.

      Angry at herself and at Greggory, Eleanor forced her finger the rest of the way and touched the green circle.

      The phone rang twice before Greggory answered in his familiar baritone. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Eleanor.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Eleanor. I thought that they didn’t allow you to make calls.”

      “They didn’t. Well, they still don’t. I can only call people within the village or you.” She gripped the phone tighter. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I wanted to, but I couldn’t. I don’t know anyone in the village.”

      What a convenient excuse.

      “Your boss does. You could have asked him.”

      There was a long moment of silence. “I’m just a simple soldier, Eleanor. I’m not close to Kalugal, and after my blunder with you, I walk on eggshells around him.”

      His excuses were pissing her off. “What about his second-in-command? He could have asked for you. If you don’t want to talk to me, just say so. Don’t make up excuses.”

      Greggory sighed. “I miss you, and I want to talk to you. But even if Rufsur could have arranged for us to talk, it would have been monitored for security reasons. I don’t want to talk to my girlfriend with Guardians hearing every word.”

      He thought of her as his girlfriend? Eleanor’s mood improved in an instant.

      “You are right, and the call is being monitored, but I’d rather talk to you with them listening in than not talk with you at all. There are plenty of things we can talk about that are okay to share in public. I can tell you about my days, you can tell me about yours, we can talk about the weather for all I care. I just want to hear your voice.” Eleanor’s voice hitched on the last sentence, and she got mad at herself for getting emotional.

      “Oh, Eleanor, I’m so sorry. You are absolutely right. Just hearing your voice makes my day better. Talk to me, tell me what you’ve been doing. Are they treating you well?”

      Letting out a breath, Eleanor pushed up against the pillows. “I’ve been doing great. I started training with a Guardian named Kri, and she is awesome. We’ve become good friends. In fact, she and I are going on a virtual ski adventure. We volunteered to test out the two new virtual experience machines William put together.” She chuckled. “They were originally designed for virtual hookups, but Kri and I are obviously not going to do that.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous?”

      “The technology is already used commercially in the human world, and people are paying a fortune for the privilege. So far, there have been no negative incidents. You can google them. I think they are called the Perfect Match Virtual Experience Studios.”

      “I will. Do you know if they have an office in the Bay Area?”

      “I can ask William, but if you are wondering whether we can have a shared experience while you are still there and I’m here, the answer is no. William is not going to connect the village machines to the commercial studios’ network. If you want to play with me, you will have to come here. Perhaps you can ask your boss to give you a leave of absence?”

      “I wish I could. I need to wait for him and Rufsur to return from Scotland, and when they do, I doubt that I’ll get permission to visit the village ahead of the move. We all have our hands full packing my boss’s archeological artifacts, and besides, our part of the village is not ready yet.”

      “You could move ahead of time, and in the meantime use the same homes that you stayed in for your boss’s wedding.”

      “I don’t know if that’s an option.”

      “Can you suggest it to Kalugal when he comes back?”

      “I can ask Rufsur.”
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      As Sari and David left Annani’s suite, Sari was still mulling over Kalugal’s suggestion of establishing a base of operations in China. It was good advice, but as Kian had pointed out, Jin was too young and inexperienced to lead the center, and even though she’d been born in the country, she’d grown up in the US and knew nothing about Chinese culture or politics.

      The problem was that they had no one in the clan suitable for the job.

      Unless they found a Chinese Dormant who lived in the country and was well-acquainted with its customs, politics, and economy, it would take many years before a center there could become an asset.

      “That was an intense breakfast.” David misinterpreted her silence. “Your mother is surprisingly tolerant.”

      “My brother and mother are often at odds. Lately, they have been getting along better, but sparing the captured Doomers has always been a sore point of contention between them.”

      “What does Kian want to do with them? Execute them? I know that the Geneva Convention doesn’t apply to a secret war between immortals, but still. Your brother doesn’t seem like the type to advocate executing prisoners of war.”

      “That’s not how it works. Doomers don’t surrender. They fight until they are incapacitated.”

      “What’s the difference? Once they are overpowered and captured, they are considered prisoners of war.”

      David had the luxury of naïveté. He’d never been forced to make the kind of hard choices that Kian and other military leaders had to make. War was an ugly business, and taking the moral high ground could cost the lives of those they were trying to protect. More often than not, it boiled down to kill or be killed.

      “That’s precisely what Kian would have liked to avoid. The Guardians have a choice to either give Doomers a lethal dose of venom or inject them to the brink, which puts them in stasis. If not for Annani’s directive, the instructions would have been to kill, not to spare them.”

      “What if they disobey?”

      “In the heat of the battle, the Guardians sometimes lack the restraint needed to stop in time before the dose becomes lethal, and Annani understands that it happens. It’s difficult to gauge the precise moment when the heart slows down to where it needs to be for the body to enter stasis. A split second can make the difference between that and death.”

      David shuddered. “Are you telling me that Kalugal might have overdosed me with his venom and put me in stasis? Or even killed me?”

      “Not unless he wanted to. It would have taken much more venom than what he gave you.” Sari opened the door to her apartment. “To induce transition in a male, the venom bite shouldn’t last longer than a minute. I don’t know the precise timing for stasis or for a lethal dose, but it takes much longer than that. The male who’s doing the biting must listen carefully to his victim’s heartbeat. To put an immortal in stasis, he needs to pull out before the heart stops completely.”

      “Scary.” David walked over to the bar and poured them both a glass of water.

      “Is stasis a sort of hibernation?”

      “I guess it’s a similar state only deeper.” Sari took the glass he handed her and sat on the couch. “The heart and all other body functions slow down to a level that is almost undetectable. Our bodies can survive without food or water or even air for thousands of years.”

      “How is that possible?” David joined her on the couch.

      “Bridget thinks that our bodies can absorb nutrients from the earth and convert them to the essentials needed.” She chuckled. “I wonder if the stories about the undead originated with immortals in stasis who’d been buried and accidentally found and revived. They look like mummies, and the poor mortals who found them must have been terrified enough to run for their lives when the mummy started breathing.”

      David frowned. “How are immortals in stasis revived?”

      Sari lifted her glass. “With water.”

      “That’s all?”

      “That’s what I’ve been told. I never tried to revive an immortal from stasis. Wonder, Anandur’s mate, was Annani’s childhood friend. She escaped just before the attack, but she was caught in an earthquake. She was buried in the Egyptian desert for thousands of years until a water pipe burst in a new housing development and flooded the cavern that she was in.”

      “Did she retain her memories?”

      “She didn’t remember anything at first. Not who she was, not where she was from, but she knew that she was an immortal and that she was different from the humans. After a long while, she started having little glimpses from the past, and when she saw Annani’s portrait, the rest of her memories were unlocked.”

      David’s eyes shone with excitement. “Fascinating. I would love to talk with her about her experience.”

      Sari didn’t know Wonder well, and she wasn’t sure whether her mother’s best friend wished to relive the traumatic experience. “Let me check with Anandur first. I can’t imagine how traumatic it was for her to be buried alive and spend weeks awake and aware until her body entered stasis on its own. In that regard, venom-induced stasis is much more merciful.”

      “I’m less interested in what happened before than what happened after she woke up. She might be more willing to talk about that.”

      “Makes sense. But in any case, I would like to ask Anandur before approaching her. I don’t want to inadvertently spoil Wonder’s vacation.”

      “Of course.” David got up and put his empty glass on the bar’s counter. “So, what are our plans for the rest of the day?”

      “How about a picnic by the lake?”

      “Sounds lovely. But we’ve just had breakfast. By the way, where is your butler?”

      Sari pushed to her feet and walked over to the bar. “There is no shortage of work around the castle.” She put her glass in the sink. “When I don’t need Ojidu’s services, he’s working somewhere else. I’ll ask him to prepare our picnic, and while he’s doing that, we can go horseback riding to tour the grounds. We didn’t get a chance to do it the other night.”

      David chuckled. “That wasn’t the other night. It was The Night. You turned my world upside down.”

      “I hope for the better.”

      He lifted his hands and brushed his fingers through her hair. “With you, my world is infinitely better.”

      Sari swallowed. “So is mine with you.”

      Except, the happy dream could be cut short at any moment. David still had the transition ahead of him, and she was worried sick about him. Perhaps she should ask Bridget to fly over?

      Steven was a good doctor, but he had no experience with transitioning adults.

      “Stop worrying.” David kissed her lips softly. “Let’s go riding, have a picnic on the lakeshore, make love on a blanket, and then take an afternoon nap under the sky.”

      She laughed. “The lakeshore is a popular spot on the weekends. I don’t think making love in the middle of the day is an option.”

      He made a disappointed face. “Then we will have to make do with enthusiastic necking, or we can come back to your place.”

      “We can do both.” She lifted up on her toes and kissed him back. “I need to change.” She glanced down at his loafers. “You don’t happen to have boots, do you?”

      “Are riding boots required? Other than these, I only have flip-flops and running shoes.”

      Evidently, David wasn’t much of a horseman.

      “Running shoes can provide the grip, but you need at least a two-and-a-half-centimeter heel to help your feet stay in the stirrup and not slide through it. Good riding boots also support your legs and ankles, making it easier to maintain a correct leg position.”

      He didn’t look convinced. “Indians rode barefoot or in moccasins, and they were excellent riders.”

      “We are in Scotland, David. I know nothing about Indians and their riding style. You need boots.” She glanced at his feet again. “Size eleven?”

      “Twelve.”

      “American twelve is British eleven.” She pulled out her phone and called the stables’ manager. “Fergus. Do you have any size eleven riding boots left?”

      “I sure do. Who needs them?”

      As if he didn’t know.

      “David and I want to tour the grounds, but he didn’t bring with him any footwear that is appropriate for riding.”

      “Are you on your way?”

      “We are just heading out. We will be there in a few minutes.”
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      “I hope the boots are new.” David followed Sari into the stables. “I have a thing about wearing someone else’s footwear.”

      She cast him an incredulous glance. “I would never have you wear used boots. One of my clan members makes them. But just so you know, they will probably need some light breaking in.”

      “Not at all.” A smiling immortal walked toward them with a pair of brand-new black boots dangling from his hand. “This leather is as soft as butter.” He offered David his other hand. “Fergus at your service.”

      “Thank you.” He shook what was offered and then took the boots. “Do you keep them on hand in all sizes?”

      “Pretty much. Once Vernon decided that the readymade stuff wasn’t good enough, he started making these by hand, and he brings me a couple of pairs every day. I’m doing the selling for him, but the supply exceeds the demand. I told him that he needs to start advertising them online.”

      “How much do I owe you? Or rather Vernon?”

      Fergus shook his head. “Those are on the house.”

      “I’ll pay for them,” Sari said.

      “Vernon wouldn’t hear of that.”

      “I insist. Have you ever known me to accept free stuff from our artists?” She pointed at the boots. “And those are artisan quality.”

      David smoothed his hand over the soft leather. “They feel amazing. But if anyone is paying for them, it is me.” He cast Sari a stern look that didn’t leave room for negotiation.

      “Fine.” She turned to Fergus. “How much is Vernon charging for the boots?”

      “Two hundred pounds, which is a bargain given the quality.”

      As David patted his back pocket, he recalled that his wallet was still in his satchel back at Sari’s place. “I have to go back to get my wallet.”

      Fergus waved a hand in dismissal. “Rubbish. You can bring me the money later. Vernon is not in a rush to get paid.” He sized David up. “What’s your skill level?”

      “Beginner,” David admitted.

      Even though Sari didn’t look surprised, she arched a brow. “I thought that you’d ridden before.”

      David smiled sheepishly. “When I was a kid, my mother took Jonah and me to ride ponies almost every weekend. But that was a long time ago, and all we did was trot in circles around a corral.”

      “Not a problem.” Fergus clapped him on the back. “I’ll get you a very gentle horse.”

      When the guy returned with the animals, the black one approached Sari and nudged her hand.

      “Hello, Handsome.” She patted him fondly. “By the way, that’s his name.”

      “You named your horse Handsome?”

      “Why not?”

      “Indeed. He’s a good-looking animal.” David patted the neck of the brown one. “Hello, buddy. Are we going to be good friends today?”

      As if the animal understood, he nodded his head.

      “Hey, he can understand me.”

      Fergus laughed. “Moray nods his head at anything that sounds like a question.” He patted the horse’s flank. “Are you a unicorn, Moray?”

      The horse nodded.

      “Can you fly?”

      The horse nodded again.

      Fergus laughed. “You see?”

      David shrugged. “After what I’ve seen and heard so far, a flying unicorn that is shrouded to look like a normal brown horse would not surprise me. Moray might be telling the truth.”

      “Good one.” Fergus clapped him on the back. “Do you know how to mount him?”

      Hating to admit that he wasn’t sure, David shook his head. “If you tell me what to do, I’ll manage.”

      “First, always check the saddle to make sure that it’s secure, but not too tight.”

      As Ferguson talked, Sari demonstrated on Handsome.

      “Second, ensure that your horse is standing square and balanced. Third, stand close. Now gather the reins in your left hand and rest your left hand on the pommel.”

      Sari demonstrated and David followed her example.

      “Now, place your left foot in the stirrup, your right hand over the side of the saddle, and propel yourself up and over.”

      David watched Sari do that and copied her moves.

      “Good job.” Fergus smiled and then turned to Sari. “Keep an eye on him. He’s a newbie and a fragile human.”

      Ouch. From the immortal’s perspective, it was the truth, but David hated being referred to as fragile.

      Sari grimaced. “I’m well aware of that. You don’t happen to have a helmet that will fit David, do you?”

      Fergus shook his head. “I only have some for the kids, and they are all too small.”

      “We will be careful.” She turned to David. “The only ones who need helmets for riding are pre-transition boys. That’s why we don’t keep them in larger sizes.”

      As Sari lifted the reins and Handsome started toward the exit, Moray followed obediently.

      “What about the girls?” David asked.

      “When they are old enough to ride, they are already immortal. Our girls transition as babies or toddlers.”

      Sari had told him that the children born to immortal males did not have the immortal genes and couldn’t transition. And although those born to the females had the necessary genes, they still needed to transition to become immortal. The boys transitioned as part of a coming of age ceremony, so it had to be done when they were teenagers, but she hadn’t explained how it was done for the girls.

      “How come boys and girls don’t transition at the same age?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Somehow it is enough for the girls to be around my mother to enter transition. Boys have to go through the same ceremony that you did.”

      That was odd, but then so was everything about this new and fascinating world  Kalugal had brought him to. Besides, the goddess emitted palpable energy, so it was possible that alone was enough to induce the girls’ transition. The question was why the same didn’t work for the boys.

      If Sari didn’t know the answer to that, though, then no one else did either. Other than perhaps the goddess, who had decided to keep it a secret.

      David had a feeling that was just one of many things that Annani chose not to share with her children. Another example was her encounter with his prior self. Perhaps she wasn’t proud of some of the things she’d done, or maybe she thought that shrouding herself in mystery amplified the awe her people felt for her.

      As someone who was no stranger to pride and its consequences, David couldn’t fault the goddess for it. “I owe you an apology for implying that I was a better rider than I actually am. One of my many failings as a human and a man is an over-inflated confidence in my abilities. I always think that I can figure out how to do anything in whatever situation.”

      “That’s a good approach to life. A can-do attitude is much better than an afraid-to-do, or can’t-do.”

      “So, you are not angry at me?”

      “I might have been if you didn’t fess up. I don’t want to endanger you in any way.” She smiled. “Then again, I knew that you were a newbie. Asking whether boots were necessary for horseback riding gave you away.”

      “Jonah and I rode ponies wearing sneakers, so I thought that only professional riders wore boots.” He cast her an appreciative look. “By the way, I love your riding outfit. These tight pants look extremely sexy on you.” He slowed down so he could get a better look at her from behind. “They hug your ass to perfection.”
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      “The lake is down the hill.” Sari pointed to the shimmering water visible through an opening between the trees.

      They’d spent a very pleasant hour walking or trotting. Moray had been a perfect choice for David. It had taken only a few minutes for him to relax in the saddle and realize that he didn’t need to do anything and just let the horse do the work.

      “It’s a steep incline.” David seemed a little worried. “Any special instructions?”

      “Stirrups slightly forward and lean back just a little. The horses are well familiar with this path, and Moray will just follow Handsome.”

      “Good to know.” David glanced up at the thick canopy above them. “Compared to the rest of Scotland, your grounds are surprisingly densely wooded.”

      “The clan has been planting trees throughout the centuries, and we don’t raise livestock or allow deer to roam free in our territory. Contrary to what people believe, the harsh weather isn’t responsible for Scotland’s deforestation. Livestock and deer are at the root of it.”

      When they cleared the trees, and the entire lake became visible, David chuckled. “Calling it a lake is a slight exaggeration. It’s more of a big pond.”

      “First of all, I don’t know what you are comparing it to, and secondly, it’s all ours.”

      “I apologize for offending your lake.”

      “Apology accepted. Are you ready for lunch?”

      “I’m starting to feel hungry, and not just for food.”

      She laughed. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but we have company. Edna and Rufsur beat us to it.”

      “I can see Ojidu, but I don’t see them. Where are they?”

      “On the other side. Look for the red and white blanket.”

      “I see it. But how can you tell those are Edna and Rufsur?”

      She smiled. “Immortal eyesight.”

      David let out a breath. “That’s a shame. Spending the morning looking at your lovely backside gave me some very naughty ideas for dessert.”

      As Sari wondered what those ideas might entail, the images flashing through her head made her squirm in the saddle.

      Behind her, David groaned. “When you wiggle your gorgeous butt like that, I want to make you the main course, not just the dessert.”

      She cast him a mockingly annoyed glance over her shoulder. “You have such a one-track mind.”

      He shrugged. “A man is entitled to his fantasies.”

      “And a woman needs to make sure that her man eats so his body has the energy to transition.”

      A grin spreading over his handsome face, David applied pressure to Moray’s flanks and caught up to her. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Which part?

      “All of it. I like hearing you call me your man, and I also like you taking care of me.”

      She hoped he was sincere and not critical. “I don’t want you to feel as if I’m mothering you.”  She let out a breath. “I’m well aware of having those tendencies. Let me know if I get too bossy.”

      He reached over and took her hand. “I don’t mind bossy as long as it’s the good kind. In fact, it’s a turn on.” He lifted her gloved hand, peeled away just a bit to expose the heel of her palm, and kissed it.

      Interesting.

      Sari was an assertive woman, but sexually she liked her man to take the lead, which David had done. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. They had taken turns, but Sari’s part had been to initiate, and David had taken it from there.

      “I’m not bossy in bed, am I?”

      Smiling, he kissed her palm again. “You are perfect.”

      It was like telling a woman that she was beautiful. Meaningless words men used to get out of tight spots.

      Or inside of them.

      Sari stifled a chuckle. “You don’t need to be politically correct with me, David. I have enough confidence to accept constructive criticism, and if there is anything about me that bothers you, I would like to know. I don’t have much experience with relationships, but I’ve lived for a very long time, and I’m leading a clan of people who tend to be very opinionated. Open and honest communication and the willingness to compromise are crucial for making it all work.”

      “You are just the right combination of assertive and yielding. I wouldn’t change a thing about you. Does that answer your question?”

      His answer made her stupidly happy.

      Sari had been perfectly honest about her willingness to accept criticism, but she was very glad that he had none.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      As they reached the lakeshore, Ojidu greeted them with a bow. “Good afternoon, mistress. Everything is ready for your picnic with the master. Would you like me to stay and serve lunch?”

      “No, thank you.” Sari dismounted and handed Ojidu the rains. “David and I will manage. You can return to the castle.”

      He bowed again. “Very well, mistress. I shall secure the horses and leave, but I shall return to clean up and take the basket.”

      “Hold on.” David dismounted. “If you don’t mind, Sari, I would like to ask Ojidu a few questions.”

      She’d forgotten about her promise to let David question her butler, but did he really have to do it now? He could enter transition at any moment, and she wanted their time together to be spent with each other, not on interrogation concerning her mother.

      “Can it wait for after your transition?”

      “I’ll make it quick.”

      Apparently, his curiosity couldn’t wait.

      She turned to her butler. “David will ask you a few questions, and I allow you to answer them.”

      Ojidu bowed. “Of course, mistress.”
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      Sari seemed reluctant to let him question Ojidu, and David wondered whether it was because she didn’t want him to discover unpleasant truths about her mother, or because she was impatient to start their romantic picnic.

      In either case, the inquiry was sure to spoil the mood, and he should have let it go. Except, it was too late to do so now.

      The butler looked at him with a fake smile plastered on his square-ish face. “What would you like to know, Master David?”

      “Sari tells me that before you were her butler, you served the Clan Mother.”

      As the cyborg just kept smiling, David realized that unless he asked a direct question, Ojidu wouldn’t answer him. “Do you store in your memory everything that you experience?”

      “Yes, master.”

      “Do you remember a time when the goddess was in danger?”

      “Yes, master.”

      “Can you tell me about those times?”

      “Which one, master?”

      He needed to start thinking of Ojidu as a computer. Unless he told him precisely what he was looking for, the guy wouldn’t know which file to access.

      The problem was the limited information they had about the incident. It had happened a long time ago, probably while the goddess was still in the Nordic lands, but that could’ve been hundreds of years ago. Maybe even thousands. There was no way he could pinpoint a specific time.

      The only thing he could do was to start at the beginning and go from there. Hopefully, Annani hadn’t been in danger too many times. After all, she was a powerful goddess and could seize people’s minds. Only other gods and immune humans or immortals could pose a threat to her.

      “Start with the first time the Clan Mother was in danger.”

      “Very well, master. The first time the Clan Mother was in danger was before she became the Clan Mother. The god Mortdh was amassing forces, and she told us that if he won a war with the other gods, he would kill her. That was why she needed to leave her home and escape to the north.”

      Sari groaned. “This is not going to be quick, David. Knowing my mother, she got in trouble countless times. She always does things that might expose her, and Alena has to do damage control. Other than popping children like a human female, that’s Alena’s main job in life.”

      David nodded. “Let me rephrase the question. Was there ever a time the goddess feared for her life?”

      “Please define fear, master.”

      Damn, that was difficult. He was asking a cyborg to comment on an emotion instead of a fact.

      “Was there a time that the goddess needed your protection?”

      “Yes, master. When she left her home and traveled to the north, my brothers and I protected her. She told us that if the god Mortdh found her, we were to shield her.”

      “Other than Mortdh, were there any others she told you to shield her from?”

      “No, master.”

      This was going nowhere.

      Sari lifted a hand. “Can I take over, David? I know how to ask Ojidu questions that he can answer.”

      “Be my guest. It will certainly go faster.”

      “Was the Clan Mother ever physically attacked by humans? And by physically, I mean, did any of them ever raise their hands or weapons to strike her?”

      “Hands and weapons were raised.”

      Finally, they were getting somewhere.

      “Did she command you or the Odus to protect her?”

      “The Clan Mother did not command my brothers or me to strike humans down.”

      “What did she do to protect herself?” Sari asked.

      “The Clan Mother took over their minds.”

      “Were any of them immune to her mind control?”

      “I do not know, mistress. The Clan Mother did not tell us.”

      “Was there a time that she needed to flee?”

      “Yes.”

      “From whom?”

      “From Mortdh.”

      David stifled a groan. “Did she move from one place to another because it became dangerous for her to stay?”

      The butler tilted his head in a very human gesture of confusion. “The Clan Mother moved many times.”

      “Did she tell you why she moved?” Sari asked.

      “No, mistress.”

      Shaking her head, Sari turned to David. “I don’t think we can get anything more out of him. Apparently, my mother didn’t confide in her Odus.”

      “Perhaps that’s the question we should ask Ojidu.” David turned to the butler. “Did the goddess share any of her thoughts with you or your brothers? Did she explain to you any of her decisions?”

      “No, master.” The butler bowed.

      David wasn’t willing to give up yet. “Have you ever witnessed anyone talk to the Clan Mother angrily or disrespectfully?”

      “Yes, master.”

      “Can you recall one such conversation and recite it?”

      “No, master.”

      “Are you forbidden to recite the Clan Mother’s conversations?” Sari asked.

      “Yes, mistress.”

      She threw her hands in the air. “That’s the first question we should have asked. It would have saved us from going through this entire futile exercise.”

      Ojidu bowed. “Shall I take care of the horses, mistress?”

      “Yes, please.”

      When the butler had gone, Sari sat down on the blanket and opened the basket. “Would you like some wine?”

      “I would love some.” David joined her. “I don’t agree that it was futile. We learned a few things. First, your mother never used the Odus as a defense force. Secondly, not everyone loved her. Some humans talked to her with anger and disrespect. My takeaway is that she faced some opposition, perhaps even from individuals who were immune to her charms as well as her thralling and compulsion. But she was somehow able to handle them without mobilizing her Odus’ combat skills.”

      Sari handed him the wine bottle to uncork and pulled two wine glasses out of the basket. “Annani is stronger than the average human male, but she is tiny, and those Nordic warriors were big, strong men. Without her mind tricks, she would have been defenseless against even one of them. If I’m not mistaken, we are talking about the era of berserkers.”

      “What about weapons? Can she throw a knife? Wield a sword?”

      Sari shook her head. “I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think so. Why would she? She’s always had protectors. As a young goddess growing up in Sumer, she had bodyguards assigned to her. Then Khiann gifted her with the seven Odus, and they’ve been protecting her ever since.”

      “So how come Ojidu says that she never commanded him or his brothers to defend her?”

      “She might have erased those incidents from their minds. Annani always thought of them as her servants, not her bodyguards. If she ever needed them to utilize their combat skills, she might have not wanted them to remember operating in that capacity.”
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      “I like Rufsur.” David followed Sari into her apartment. “I even like Edna, but I don’t like that we couldn’t do what I had in mind because of them.”

      Edna and Kalugal’s second-in-command had joined them for dessert, and the four of them had gone back to the castle together. Sari would have preferred to spend the time alone with David, but there hadn’t been much she could have done about it other than tell them to leave, and that would have been rude.

      “I enjoyed their company.” She closed the door. “And now that we are in the privacy of our apartment, I can’t wait to discover what you have planned for us.”

      Throughout their picnic, David had been sweet-talking her and eroding her conviction that it was best for them to refrain from sex so he could preserve his energy. His arguments were that sex actually didn’t drain him but rather energized him, and that they should take advantage of every moment they had to enjoy each other before he entered transition. In the end, she’d stopped resisting and decided to go for it.

      After all, fear was the enemy of reason and it had clouded her judgment. David was absolutely right about squeezing every last drop of joy from the time they had left together before things got scary.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled him down for a kiss. “Our bed is much more comfortable than a blanket on the ground. Besides, there are no insects here to bite us in bothersome places.”

      He arched a brow. “Do immortals get bug bites? Because that can be interesting. You could potentially spawn immortal bugs that would bite other animals and spread immortality to them as well.”

      Sari rolled her eyes. “If that was possible, it would have already happened.”

      She loved David’s inquisitive mind, but right now she didn’t want to talk about bugs or anything else for that matter. He’d been teasing her nonstop with his comments about her sexy ass and what he would like to do to it, and she’d been counting the minutes until they were alone so he could show her what he had in mind.

      “Come on.” She took his hand and led him to the bedroom.

      He sat on the bed and pulled her into his lap. “I like it that you call your apartment and your bed ours. Is that part of assuming the win?”

      Sari brushed her lips over his cheek and continued to the shell of his ear. “Of course. We are going to spend eternity together, but probably not in this apartment because it’s too small for raising children.”

      David’s hand followed the curve of her spine until he reached the top of her breeches. “I like the sound of that.” The fabric was just stretchy enough for him to push his hand inside and cup her butt cheek. “I’ve been staring at this magnificent ass of yours all day long.” He gave it a hard squeeze.

      “What do you want to do to it?” Her nipples hardened against the fabric of her bra.

      “Everything.” He reached with his fingers and brushed them along the seam between her cheeks.

      Sari sucked in a breath. She hadn’t expected it to feel so erotic.

      But David didn’t stop there. With his other hand, he popped the top button of her breeches and pushed them down just enough so his hand could continue to her center. “God, Sari.” He groaned. “You are so wet.”

      “And you are overdressed.” She grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it over his head.

      Peppering his taut chest with kisses, she continued down to where his erection had popped above the beltline. “Well, hello there.” She blew air on the tip and then kissed it. “Let’s get rid of the rest of your clothes.” Sari pushed away from his lap and went down to her knees on the rug.

      Lifting his foot, she pulled the boot off, flung it behind her, and then did the same with the other.

      His jeans were next.

      Impatient, she yanked them down along with his boxer briefs.

      As her hand closed around his erection, he hissed, and she realized that she was gripping him too tightly.

      “I’m sorry.” Easing her hold, she smiled up at him. “I’ll kiss the ouchie away.”

      “There was no ouchie.” He threaded his fingers through her hair. “But you are welcome to kiss it all you want.”

      She was planning on doing much more than kissing. David was about to get the best blowjob of his life, and hopefully not the last.

      Fates willing, she would treat him to many more of those.

      Lifting on her knees, Sari dipped her head and planted a soft kiss on the very tip of him and then licked it all around like an ice cream cone.

      As David’s fingers tightened in her hair, she opened her mouth and took him deeper.

      A strangled moan escaping his throat, he pushed a little farther and then pulled out and thrust in again.

      David was being gentle with her, but it was costing him. Sari could feel him struggling for control, not wanting to overwhelm her, but she would have none of that.

      It wasn’t that she was all that experienced in orally pleasuring a man, but she wasn’t a novice either, and she could take a lot more than he was allowing himself to give her.

      Gripping his thighs, she dug her fingers into his hard flesh and sucked him in even deeper.

      With a strangled groan, David’s control snapped. His thrusts becoming more frenzied, he was going deeper and harder, until it became difficult for her not to gag.

      When his shaft twitched inside her mouth, she readied for him to climax and for his seed to coat her throat.

      It was a waste, and she would rather have had him put it where it had a chance to take root, but this wasn’t about procreation.

      This was about pleasuring the man she loved into oblivion.
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      This was the best blowjob that David had ever received, and stopping before shooting his load into Sari’s mouth required more self-restraint than he thought he had.

      But he didn’t want to finish like that. He wanted to be inside her, filling her up with his seed the way she wanted him to.

      Sari wanted his child, and he’d be damned if he wasted even one opportunity to make it happen.

      David realized that the need to do so had been lurking in his subconscious ever since he’d agreed to the induction, but up until now he hadn’t confronted his fears. He might not make it through the transition, and this might be his last chance to leave something of himself behind. It wasn’t just for him, it was for Sari.

      Even though they had just met, she loved him with the passion of a fated mate, and if she lost him, her life would become intolerable. But if she had his child, Sari would have to survive the grief and stay strong for their son or daughter.

      The morbid thought managed to do what his willpower alone had struggled with, and he pulled out of her heavenly mouth.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked.

      David didn’t answer.

      Instead, he leaned down, lifted her by her waist and threw her on the bed.

      It was good that Sari wasn’t fragile, and the toss didn’t faze her in the slightest. As soon as her back hit the mattress, she parted her legs for him. But she was still wearing her blouse and bra, and David wanted her naked under him.

      Crawling on top of her, he grabbed the shirt and yanked it over her head, not caring that a few buttons tore loose and that the shirt was probably ruined.

      Thankfully, the bra was the type that closed in the front, and he got rid of it in one second flat.

      When their chests finally touched, they both let out a sigh.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, Sari pulled him in for a kiss.

      He could taste himself on her tongue even though he hadn’t come in her mouth, and it was erotic as hell.

      His shaft found her entrance without any help from his hand, and as he pushed the tip in, she lifted up and took a couple more inches inside her.

      David surged the rest of the way in and then stilled.

      He was too close to climaxing, and he wanted it to last a little longer.

      Sari was impatient, though, and as she arched up under him, he had no choice but to start thrusting.

      Breathing heavily, her nails digging into his back muscles, Sari widened her legs and took him even deeper.

      He kissed her again, but pretty soon it became impossible to keep their mouths fused.

      Snaking one hand under her bottom and the other under her head, he angled her up and went wild.

      As her breathing became more labored, and her sheath convulsed around his shaft, she threw her head back and uttered one of her silent screams.

      He wanted to tell her to let go and scream as loudly as she could, but as his own climax barreled through him, the thought evaporated, and the only thing that mattered was the immense satisfaction of filling his woman with his essence.

      Completion.

      Elation.

      Breathless and covered in sweat, he wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly to him. “My Sari.” He kissed her softly.

      Holding him just as closely as he held her, she kissed him back. “My David.”

      For long moments, they held on to each other, but even though Sari was a strong immortal female, his weight on her couldn’t be comfortable.

      Taking her with him, he turned them both to their sides.

      She tucked her head under his chin. “Don’t fall asleep.”

      “Why not?”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, he felt a tear slide down his chest.

      “Why are you crying?”

      “I’m not.”

      Hooking a finger under her chin, he lifted her head, so she had to look into his eyes. “Liar.”

      She wiped at the tears that had pooled in the corners of her eyes. “I can’t lose you, David. It will kill me.”

      “You are not going to. I don’t know why you are so worried.”

      “I don’t know either. Maybe it’s because you are so precious to me. I’m not thinking logically.”

      “You are precious to me too.” He kissed her eyelids.

      David could understand her fear, and he counted himself lucky for falling in love with an immortal female who was practically indestructible.

      Perhaps that was why he’d allowed her into his heart?

      Because he couldn’t lose her?

      What others had thought of as his fear of commitment had actually been the fear of loss. After Jonah had died and Stacy had abandoned him in his grief, David had closed himself off to feeling anything deeper than casual friendship for others.

      If he didn’t get close to anyone, losing them wouldn’t cause him such intense grief.
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      Richard arrived at Stella’s doorstep, holding a bag full of groceries in each hand, a bouquet of flowers tucked under his arm, a hopeful heart, and a raging desire.

      Even in the human world, he had never waited so long to get a woman into bed, and since he’d stopped his gigolo services, he hadn’t been with anyone.

      It was all good, though. In fact, it was better than good.

      There was something to be said for getting to know a woman and falling for her before getting intimate. There was a painful sort of pleasure in delaying gratification, a sense of wonder and anticipation that he’d only felt as a young boy with his first crush. Except, he was a man now, and the feelings he had for Stella ran much deeper.

      It was a little scary.

      She was the woman he wanted to be his everything, his forever, and he wasn’t sure that she felt the same about him. Cautious, reserved, and hiding dark secrets, she wasn’t ready to open up to him. And even if he managed to seduce her today, the road ahead was still full of uncertainty.

      Taking a deep breath, he put one of the bags down and was about to knock when Stella opened the door. “Good morning.” Her gaze flicked to the flowers. “Let me take these.” She carefully pulled the bouquet from under his arm. “Thank you. They are lovely.”

      He hefted the bags off the doorstep. “Not as lovely as you are.”

      As always, Stella looked beautiful. Her wild hair was partially gathered in a loose braid and tied off with a long string. The rest of it fell in long messy waves down her back. Most of it was dark brown, almost black, but she colored the bottom part blonde. It was odd, and yet it matched her bohemian style.

      She wore a white blouse that accentuated her tanned skin and a long multi-layered skirt. Richard usually didn’t notice such details, but it was hard to miss that each layer was made from a different fabric. Somehow, though, the different patterns and colors worked perfectly together.

      Like the woman herself.

      Stella had many layers, and he couldn’t wait to discover them all. Provided that she let him.

      She smiled. “You are such a charmer, Richard.” Kicking the door wide open, she motioned for him to come in. “Those bags look heavy.”

      “They are.”

      “Did you invite Vlad and Wendy to join us for lunch? Because that looks like way too much food for just the two of us.”

      She couldn’t be that naive. This wasn’t about entertaining family, it was about moving their relationship to the next step.

      “It’s only me and you, babe. You’ll have plenty of leftovers.” He followed her to the kitchen.

      Usually, immortals moved with an almost unnatural fluidity, but Stella was tense, and her gait was stiff. What was she so nervous about?

      She’d told him that she hadn’t been with anyone in a long time, so maybe anticipating the sex was making her nervous. Then again, as an immortal who had lived for as long as she had, Stella had had a lot of practice. Several weeks or even months of abstinence shouldn’t be a big deal for her.

      Nevertheless, he was going to be patient and take his cues from her. After all, this wasn’t about scoring a hookup. This was about a life-long partnership.

      “Can I help with something?” She leaned against the counter and watched him pull the supplies out of the bags.

      “You can sit over there.” He pointed to a barstool. “And keep me company while I work.”

      “I can do that.” She walked over to the stool, sat down, and rearranged her skirt.

      “Did you design the outfit you’re wearing?” Richard opened up with a topic that he knew would put her at ease.

      Stella loved talking about her designs. Come to think of it, she got the most animated when the subject of conversation was her work, but she clammed up when he tried to get her to talk about her personal life.

      “Of course.” She smiled and lifted her leg, flipping the skirt up. “No one makes this kind of layered skirts anymore. They used to be popular in the eighties.”

      “I like it.” He rinsed the lettuce and put it on the cutting board. “It makes you look like a gypsy.”

      Recalling that he needed to put the chicken in the oven before starting on the salad, Richard pulled out the covered dish with the sliced breasts that had been marinating for the past hour. According to the internet recipe, an hour, no less, no more, was needed to make the chicken ready for baking.

      Stella leaned her elbows on the counter. “That’s the idea. I always thought of myself as an honorary gypsy. I don’t like to stay in one place for too long.”

      “Do you like to travel?” He started chopping the lettuce into thin strips the way Wendy had shown him.

      “I do, but I haven’t done it in a long while.”

      “Why not?” He emptied the shredded lettuce into a salad bowl.

      “When Vlad was born, I had to stay put. We didn’t always have this communal living arrangement. Before the village was built, we had the keep, but at first only Kian, the council members, and the Guardians lived there. The rest of us were scattered throughout the city, and some even lived in the Bay Area. I had a small house, and I dedicated my time to raising my son. I was friends with two other clan females who had boys Vlad’s age, and we helped each other out. We were fortunate to have conceived at around the same time. It’s rare for us. There was even a fourth boy, but I wasn’t friends with his mother, and later, they moved back to Scotland.”

      That was more than Stella had ever told him about herself.

      Perhaps the sound of him chopping vegetables was having a hypnotic effect on her?

      He pulled two tomatoes out of the bag and put them on the chopping board. “Are Vlad and the other boys good friends?”

      “The best. You’ve met Jackson, right?”

      Richard nodded. “He and Tessa came over to the cabin when we were staying there. His mother is the clan’s therapist.”

      Stella grimaced. “I hope she wasn’t one of the auction winners.”

      “No, she wasn’t.”

      “That’s a relief.” Stella let out a breath.

      She’d never asked him about the clan females he’d had sex with, and naturally, he hadn’t volunteered the information. In fact, Stella hadn’t asked him much about his life in the human world either.

      They’d talked about his time in the government paranormal program, and he’d told her about his relationship with Jin, so she wouldn’t worry about him having any lingering feelings for his ex-girlfriend. He and Jin had dated only because they’d been compelled by Eleanor to do so, and not because they’d been in love. He liked Jin, and hopefully she felt the same about him, but once the compulsion had been removed, they remained just friends.

      He’d also told Stella about the kinds of jobs he’d had before the program so she wouldn’t think that he was a slacker, but she hadn’t asked about his family or his childhood.

      It hadn’t been the best time of his life, and he didn’t like to talk about it, but maybe if he did, she would open up to him and share some of her life experiences, even those that she wasn’t proud of.
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      When Richard had asked Stella about her travels, she had gotten carried away and dangerously close to telling him too much about herself. Fortunately, he hadn’t continued that line of questioning and had chosen to ask about Vlad and his friends instead.

      If he went back to that, she would just switch things around and ask him to tell her more about himself. Most men were usually more than happy to do that. If they asked a woman to tell them about herself, it wasn’t because they were really interested in getting to know her better but because they wanted to seduce her.

      Except, that wasn’t the case with Richard. He wanted much more than that from her.

      Heck, she wanted more from him too, and she was curious about his past. But if he shared his life experiences with her, he would expect her to do the same, and that was dangerous.

      But how long could she keep everything about herself from him? What kind of a life would they have together if she did that?

      Her secret was hugely important, but it didn’t encompass her entire life. If she was careful, she could tell him about herself and just skip over the part she had sworn not to reveal.

      Pushing off the stool, Stella rounded the counter. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “What do you have?”

      She opened the fridge. “I have spring water, beer, and orange soda.”

      “What kind of beer?”

      “Blue Moon. It’s a very nice beer. I like that it’s not bitter.”

      “I’ll have some of that.”

      “Regular or mango flavored?”

      “Regular.”

      Naturally, manly men didn’t drink flavored beers, and Richard was definitely a manly man.

      Even his vegetable chopping technique was manly.

      She enjoyed seeing his large hand gripping the knife and his biceps flexing as he chopped things into tiny pieces.

      Frankly, it felt good to have Richard in her kitchen, acting all domestic as if he belonged there.

      She could get used to that.

      He was easygoing, easy to talk to, and he never pushed for more than she was willing to give. She’d worried that it would feel awkward to be alone with him in the house, but other than her fear of letting things slip, it wasn’t. As long as she was careful and stopped thinking about the damn secret, she could relax and enjoy her time with him.

      Why was she letting this one small piece of information dominate her life? It was nobody’s business, and she should just push it into some small corner of her mind and forget about it.

      Except, her damn brain didn’t work in straight, logical lines. It ran in circles, repeating the same thought over and over until she was ready to scream in frustration. Vanessa had taught her meditating techniques that were supposed to help empty her head of bothersome thoughts, but she could never relax enough to enter the meditative state.

      Regrettably, the chemical solutions that helped humans with her type of problem didn’t work on immortals unless consumed in enormous quantities, and she wasn’t ready to do that either.

      “Here you go.” She handed him the original flavored beer and took the mango flavored for herself.

      “Thanks.” He unscrewed the top and took a long sip. “It’s really good.”

      “The taste is great, but for immortals, the alcohol content is negligible. We metabolize it too fast. If and when you turn immortal, you’d probably prefer Snake Venom.”

      He grimaced. “I drank that stuff only because that’s what my buddies here drink, but it’s vile. Perhaps my taste buds will change once I turn immortal.” He smiled sadly. “If I turn.”

      She’d been the one who’d brought up the subject of his transition, but she shouldn’t have. Richard hoped to bond with her, thinking that was the missing ingredient, but it wasn’t certain, and she didn’t want to spoil the mood by talking about it.

      “Are Bowen and Leon your drinking buddies?”

      “And others. I’ve made several good friends in the village. Curiously, they are all Guardians.”

      “You have a way with people.”

      “I’m a salesman.” He winked. “It always starts with selling myself. It’s a learned skill.”

      “I doubt it. You were most likely born with it. Did you have many friends as a boy?”

      “I had a whole bunch, but we’ve lost touch over the years. Some got married and started families, others moved away.” He sighed. “You know how it is. People drift apart.”

      She chuckled. “Not in the clan. Whether we like it or not, we are stuck together for eternity. Our options are limited to the village, the castle in Scotland, and Annani’s sanctuary.”

      “You make it sound like a bad thing.”

      She shrugged. “For some it is, and for others, it isn’t.”

      “What about you?”

      “I feel cooped up. I hate staying put, and I hate seeing the same faces day in and day out. I need my freedom.”

      Richard paused his chopping and turned to look at her. “Now that Vlad is all grown up and lives with his girlfriend, you can go back to traveling.” He chopped the last remaining cucumber and dropped everything into the salad bowl. “I wish I could travel with you. We could go to Europe, get a motorhome, and drive from country to country like real gypsies.”

      That sounded like a dream. The one part that Stella hadn’t liked about her travels was the loneliness. She’d had no one to share her experiences with. Whenever she could, she’d called her mother and her few friends in the clan, but since there had been no cellphones back then, and making international calls had been difficult, that hadn’t happened too often.

      When the oven beeped, indicating that it had reached the desired temperature, Richard put the chicken inside and closed the door.

      She shifted on her barstool. “I have a business to run. I can’t just drop everything and go traveling for a year.”

      “What did you do for money back then? Did your share in the clan’s profits cover all of your travel expenses?”

      “It didn’t. But I always found a way to supplement my income. I was a nurse back when no formal education was required to work as one. I did that in places where I stayed a while. In others that I only passed through, I sang and danced for money.”

      Richard smiled. “A real gypsy lifestyle. But wasn’t it dangerous for a woman alone? I know that immortal females are strong, but still. I shudder to think what might have happened to you. The world is a nasty place, with many who prey on the defenseless.”

      “I wasn’t defenseless. Unlike most immortal females, I’m a decent thraller and shrouder. If things looked as if they were about to get out of hand, I used my mental powers to defuse the situation.”

      Why hadn’t it occurred to her to thrall Richard before? She could have gotten the information about his telepathic talent without having to grill Jin for it.

      It was better this way, though. Thralling him without his knowledge would have been an invasion of privacy that would have made her feel guilty.

      “Vlad told me that he’s a powerful shrouder as well. I guess he inherited your gift.”

      “He’s much more powerful than I am.”

      Things were getting too close for comfort again, and it was time to move the conversation away from Vlad.

      “What countries have you been to?” Richard saved her the trouble.

      “I was always fascinated with the East. China, Japan, India, Tibet, and everything in between. I spent many decades there.”

      “Is that where you got your inspiration to design costumes?”

      Once again, Richard had unknowingly diverted the conversation away from the danger zone.

      “Naturally, some of my ideas are based on what I saw in my travels, but it wasn’t what got me into costume design. After I got pregnant with Vlad, I returned home, and I had to fill my time with something. I started with designing fun outfits for myself, and they served as an unintended advertisement. I’m also a theater fan, and I attend many plays and have friends in the theatrical community. One of them mentioned something about a production searching for a costume designer, and the rest was history. I started off slow, but everyone loved my costumes, word got out, and pretty soon, I had more work than I could handle.”

      “You could have hired help.”

      Stella shrugged. “It’s not how I work. I start with a basic design and then add elements. It’s a creative process, and each piece is unique.”

      “Perhaps that’s why you are so successful. You put your heart into each costume.”

      “I guess.” She readjusted her skirt. “But it would be nice to slow down and go back to traveling. Maybe not as extensively as I did before, but a couple of weeks twice or three times a year would be nice.”

      “Where would you like to go? Back to the East?”

      “No, not the East.” Definitely not there. “Maybe Northern Europe. I’ve never been to Finland. I hear that Lapland is an interesting place to visit.”

      He cast her a doubtful smile. “You don’t strike me like someone who enjoys the snow. You look like a sun worshiper.”

      That was true.

      “I’m willing to broaden my horizons. Lapland’s traditional costumes are very colorful. They might inspire my designs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Richard

          

        

      

    

    
      Throughout the lunch prep and then the lunch itself, Stella had been vacillating between seemingly at ease and anxious. Richard had learned a lot just from paying attention to which topics caused her to tense up.

      It had something to do with her travels in the East and Vlad’s conception, which pointed toward Vlad’s father.

      The kid had dark straight hair and thick lips, but the rest of his features were Caucasian. That didn’t mean that the father hadn’t been Asian, though. Vlad could’ve taken after his mother. Stella’s natural hair color was dark brown, which was the color of her eyes as well.

      Vlad’s eyes, however, were one blue and one green, and since he hadn’t gotten them from Stella, it was more likely that he had gotten them from the father.

      That meant that the guy might not have been an Asian, but Stella had probably met him in the East. Maybe he’d been a fellow traveler?

      Whoever the sperm donor had been, Stella felt the need to guard his identity for some reason. Perhaps the guy was married?

      But that shouldn’t matter to her. None of the clan females who had children with mortals kept in touch with the fathers. In fact, the clan policy was not to let them even know that they had fathered a child.

      Perhaps the guy was someone famous and married?

      Or maybe he wasn’t famous but infamous? A murderer?

      That would be a good reason to keep his identity a secret from Vlad. As long as he didn’t know that he’d been fathered by a monster, it wouldn’t influence the kind of man he became.

      But what about genetics?

      Richard had read articles that debated whether nature or nurture had more influence on shaping a person’s character. Evidently, those who believed that nature had a stronger influence expected the sons of violent criminals to follow their fathers’ proclivity for violence, even when adopted and raised by others.

      Vlad seemed like the nicest, kindest guy, but Richard had seen the murderous gleam in his eyes when he’d talked about Wendy’s father. Not that he blamed the kid for feeling that way. Richard felt the same. But there was a big difference between fantasizing about killing someone and actually doing it.

      Then again, immortals were a different breed, and supposedly they were more aggressive than humans. Except, Richard hadn’t seen any evidence of that. No one got into fights in the village, vocal or physical, and if they got vicious when fighting an enemy, he had no problem with that.

      Good for them.

      “What are you thinking about?” Stella put her fork down. “You’ve been uncharacteristically quiet for the past five minutes or so.”

      “I wondered how come I haven’t seen any fights in the village. Aren’t immortals supposed to be aggressive by nature?”

      “We are. But we are also civilized.” She sounded proud.

      “How does that aggression manifest then?”

      Her eyelids dropped, and she looked at him from under her thick, dark lashes. “I’m sure that you’ve experienced it with the females you’ve bedded. We are sexually aggressive.”

      Was she coming on to him?

      Sweet.

      He wasn’t sure, though, and it was safer to stay away from the topic of the clan females who’d won his gigolo services in auctions.

      “Just sexually? That’s not a big deal. I was given the impression that immortal males are fierce warriors.”

      “The Guardians are trained to be the best in the world. The other males are a different story, though. They don’t have the skills or the inclination, but if provoked, I’m sure their instincts would take over.”

      “Define provocation. Are we talking insults or physical threats?”

      “If their family is threatened, especially their mate, the animal that’s inside each immortal male takes over, and even the mellowest, gentlest poet can become a fierce fighter.” She leaned forward. “And the same goes for the females. We don’t have built-in weapons like the males do, but even without fangs and venom, we would fight to defend our family.”

      Richard could believe it. Stella’s eyes were blazing from the inside, and her body was coiled like it was ready to pounce. Apparently, Vlad had inherited his fierceness from his mother.

      She was so damn hot.

      “You look extremely sexy when you get riled up like that.”

      Stella smiled, revealing her tiny fangs. “I’m glad that my assertiveness turns you on and not off. When I reveal the fierce side of me, some males back off.”

      “Not this one.” Richard pushed to his feet and offered her a hand up. “And if you don’t believe me, you are welcome to check.” He glanced down at his bulging erection.

      As Stella followed his gaze, a wicked grin spread over her beautiful face. “Oh my, that’s one hell of a proof.” She let him pull her up against his body.

      Evidently, her stress had nothing to do with the anticipation of their first time together. She seemed just as eager as he was to get busy, which was good because Richard doubted that he could summon the patience to go slow.

      He was too hungry for her.

      Still, he started with a soft kiss, but it wasn’t what Stella wanted. Taking over, she held him by the neck and kissed him back with unsuppressed hunger. It was as if a switch had flipped inside her, and she let her inner animal roar to life.

      Was he the luckiest bastard on earth, or what?

      Stella let go of his mouth. “Take me to bed, Richard.”

      Definitely, the luckiest.

      He grinned. “With pleasure.”

      In a quick move that surprised them both, he lifted her into his arms and smashed his mouth over hers.

      With a throaty moan, Stella wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

      Their mouths remained fused all the way to the bedroom and continued as he sat down with her still cradled in his arms.
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      They’d made love again in the shower, and the only reason Sari hadn’t gone for a third round was her fear of exhausting David.

      Already, she feared that she’d overdone it.

      Torn by conflicting emotions, she’d vacillated between wanting to preserve his energy and to squeeze out every last bit of joy with him until the start of his transition.

      Each moment was precious.

      She’d committed to memory every little detail, every sensation he’d made her feel because their moments together could be the last.

      How was she going to survive this?

      If she weren’t an immortal, surely her heart would have given out already.

      Emerging from the walk-in closet wearing a pair of faded jeans, a T-shirt, and no shoes, David looked sexy as sin.

      “Unbelievably, I’m hungry again.” He pulled her into his arms. “Do I need to get dressed for dinner? Or can I go like this?”

      She didn’t plan on sharing him with anyone tonight. “I’ll order dinner to be delivered here.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and forced a smile. “I don’t want you to change.”

      He lifted a brow. “Not at all? What about turning immortal?”

      Frankly, she was starting to regret that, but that was a stupid notion born out of fear. At his age, postponing the induction would not have been smart, and anyway, the longer they had waited, the harder it would have been for both for them.

      Besides, it had been David’s decision, and she should respect it.

      “I want you to live forever but stay exactly as you are. I wouldn’t change a single thing about you.”

      Grinning, he dipped his head and kissed her.

      Assume the win, she mentally chanted as she kissed him back. She needed to be strong and to believe that everything would be okay.

      As he cupped her ass and squeezed, the embers of desire flared, but Sari refused to let them ignite. Pushing on his chest, she forced a smile. “We need to eat.”

      He pulled her back to him. “Food is highly overrated.”

      “You need your strength.” She untangled herself from the warm cocoon of his arms and went for her phone.

      “Hi, Brianna. Can I bother you to prepare a tray for two? David and I missed dinner.”

      “No problem. Send Ojidu down in ten minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Leaning over her, David kissed her neck. “I like eating with you alone.” He kissed another spot. “The communal meals are fine once in a while, but I enjoy having you all to myself.”

      She turned in his arms. “We can order in every day.”

      “If you had a proper kitchen in here, I would have cooked for you.” He waggled his brows. “Wearing nothing but an apron.”

      Sari laughed. “I’m going to hold you to that promise. Monday morning, I’m bringing a crew to install a kitchen in here.”

      “Are you serious? Because I’m getting excited.”

      Taking his hand, she led him to the couch. “I’m serious about the kitchen, but maybe not this Monday.”

      The last thing she needed was a construction crew working in her apartment while she was stressing over David’s transition.

      Come to think of it, if the Fates blessed more of her people with mates, the castle would soon become unsuitable for their community.

      It wasn’t built to accommodate couples.

      Most of her people had single rooms with small, almost utilitarian bathrooms, and combining more rooms into suites was not possible because they were maxed out.

      She would have to build a new wing, with apartments that had kitchens and decent bathrooms. In fact, if she was already thinking positively and planning for a bright future, each apartment would need to have at least two bedrooms.

      With Merlin’s new fertility treatment, there was hope that many babies would be born to the clan.

      David wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Are you still worried about my transition?”

      She chuckled. “I actually managed to forget about it for a few minutes. I was thinking about the housing conditions in the castle. If the Fates bless us with more mates, I will need to build a new wing with apartments suitable for couples and maybe even children.”

      “The clan had kids before. Where did you house the mothers and their babies?”

      “We have a few suites, and that was enough to accommodate the rare births. Most of the rooms in the castle are only suitable for a single occupant.”

      “Instead of adding a wing to the castle, you could build bungalows for the couples. You have the grounds for it.”

      That was not a bad idea. In the past, she’d opted to add on to the castle because of their communal way of living, but if each couple had their own kitchen, there was no need for their dwellings to be connected to the main building.

      There was also a third option.

      “Kian invited me to move everyone into his village. He has plenty of vacant houses that we can use, and he can build more if needed, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      She sighed. “Because it is strategically beneficial to have two centers that are very far from each other. If Navuh somehow finds out about one location, the other one will remain safe. He won’t be able to wipe us out of existence in one swoop.”

      “That’s a morbid end-of-days kind of consideration. I’m not saying that it’s not valid, but how likely is it?”

      “Not very likely, but that’s not the only reason. We are a very small community, and grown children sometimes want to live away from their mothers. The two locations enable that. Besides, I love Scotland.”

      His brows dipping in a frown, David fell quiet for several moments. “You could use the castle as a vacation spot for your clan members, a summer retreat. That way, you’ll get to see your beloved Scotland anytime you want, and those who need time away from their nosy mothers could come to vacation here as well.”

      David’s suggestions made sense, but what she’d told him hadn’t been the only considerations entering the equation.

      Sari sighed. “If I move my people into the village, I’ll become Kian’s second-in-command again, and I’m not looking forward to getting demoted. I like my independence here. On the other hand, it’s selfish of me to deny my people’s wishes because of such a petty consideration. Perhaps I need to put it to a vote and see how many are interested in moving across the pond.”

      “What about the businesses that you run in Europe?”

      “Nowadays, everything can be done via the internet. And if needed, I can fly over once in a while to check on things in person.” She cupped his cheek. “Would it be better for you if I moved to the States?”

      “Definitely, but don’t do that on my account.” He covered her hand on his cheek and leaned into it. “I want you to be happy, and I don’t want you to make any sacrifices for me. My home is with you. I can find a way to continue my research from here.”
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      Sari smiled. “I don’t know much about being a couple, but I know it’s not fair to ask one partner to make all the sacrifices. I’ll give moving to California some more thought and talk it over with Kian. Perhaps we can divide duties between us, so we don’t step on each other’s toes.”

      “What about your mother’s place? From what you’ve told me, she has a sanctuary in some extremely well-hidden location that not even you or your siblings know how to get to.”

      Sari nodded. “Alena knows, but she lives with my mother. Other than the two of them, only Annani’s Odus know how to get there, and they operate the airplanes that shuttle people in and out of the sanctuary.”

      “How many live there?”

      “Not many. I think there are only seventy-two members at this time.”

      “Can they house more people if need be?”

      “It’s not a large space, so the only way to add to it would be going underground.” She waved a hand. “But that’s a question that should be addressed to the sanctuary’s architect. The place is an enclosed bio-dome, with fine-tuned ecology, so it might be designed for a specific number of people.”

      Sari hadn’t told him much about her mother’s place, only that it was a paradise-like hidden treasure with beautiful gardens and waterfalls.

      David would love to see that marvel and learn about the technology that kept it so well-hidden. In fact, he would love to see Kian’s village as well and talk to the genius guy who’d designed its sophisticated camouflage and supposedly impenetrable security system.

      According to Sari, the only weakness of their defense system was their air space. In case of an aerial attack, they could retreat into their extensive underground facility, but it was designed as a bomb shelter and not a long-term living solution. They could hold up in there for a long time, though, albeit uncomfortably.

      In comparison, the castle was exposed. If someone made it through the perpetual shroud that Sari’s people maintained over the place, they would have no protection.

      He frowned. “Immortals are not affected by the shroud, correct? Only humans.”

      Sari nodded.

      “So the Doomers would not be affected by it, and they could find your castle. That’s not safe. Your brother and your mother have extraordinary security measures while you have practically none.”

      “We are very careful. Most of the castle residents work from home, so there is very little traffic going in and out.”

      “What about hunting for hookups? There is a lot of nighttime traffic.”

      The more David thought about it, the more worried he became. Unless Sari wasn’t telling him about some major security measures that could be employed in case of an attack, she and her people were sitting ducks.

      He felt his pulse quicken with worry.

      “There is that, but again, we are careful.”

      Sweat starting to bead on his forehead, he gripped her hand. “Tell me that you have one hell of a defense plan in case of an attack.”

      “Of course, we do. You were asleep on the way here, so you didn’t notice, but there are several bridges along the way. With the touch of a button, we can collapse each of them, making it impossible for vehicles to get here. That still leaves us exposed from the air, but we have armed drones that we can deploy against attacking aircraft.” She squeezed his hand back. “Did you catch the worry bug from me?”

      “It would seem so. Collapsing the bridges is a sound tactic, but that will only stop vehicles. Your enemies can still get up here on foot.”

      “That’s true. We also have explosives around the castle grounds. Very few, if any, would make it past all those traps, and our Guardian force can take care of them. You really have nothing to worry about.”

      The security measures Sari had described sounded adequate, but they didn’t assuage his fears. In fact, his wariness was progressively getting worse.

      The cold ripples of anxiety racing down his spine left a sweaty residue that had his shirt stick to his back. So much so that he had to lean away from the couch’s back.

      His overreaction wasn’t logical.

      David had never been a soldier, and the horror stories he’d heard from his patients had been about their personal experiences and not military tactics. His opinion could only be based on common sense and the several war fiction books he’d read. Those had been written by ex-military, so the tactics and security measures they’d described must have been valid. Besides, he had to believe that Kian and Sari knew what they were doing, and if they thought that the castle was safe, then it probably was.

      “I’ll get the door.” Sari pushed to her feet. “It must be Ojidu with our dinner.”

      Absorbed in his thoughts, David hadn’t heard the butler knock. Perhaps there had been no knock, though, and Sari had heard Ojidu approach the door.

      It was another reminder that he wasn’t dealing with a mortal, and that he should let go of his fear for her.

      Nothing would happen to Sari even if he wasn’t around to protect her. Besides, it was an absurd notion that he could do anything to keep her safe.

      It occurred to him that the source of his anxiety was his upcoming transition. Not because he feared for his life, but because he would be incapacitated and wouldn’t be able to protect her.

      Logically, he knew that she didn’t need his protection, and that she was better equipped to protect herself than he was capable of as a human or even as an immortal.

      David was a healer, not a fighter. He had no combat skills, no training, and in case of an attack, he would be more of a hindrance than help.

      Except, his protective instincts had been activated, and they refused to respond to logic, demanding that he arm himself with a proper weapon and guard his mate with his life.
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      “You are not eating.” Sari waved with her fork at David’s plate. “If you don’t like it, I can ask Brianna to whip something else up for you.”

      “The beef stew is delicious.” He stabbed another chunk with his fork. “I’m just not that hungry.”

      She frowned. “Only an hour ago, you said that you were starving.”

      “Did I?” He rubbed his hand over his chest. “It’s this damn anxiety. It must have killed my appetite.”

      That wasn’t like him, which was worrisome. What had gotten into him?

      He’d been so confident about his successful transition, and it hadn’t been an act, but ever since he’d gotten it into his head that the castle wasn’t safe enough, he’d been radiating anxiety. Perhaps the worry for her safety had triggered worry about his transition? Had he been suppressing it before for her sake?

      It felt strange to psychoanalyze a psychologist, but the fact that David was one didn’t make him less susceptible to mental anguish. On the contrary, it made him more so because he was more attuned to his feelings.

      But even though David’s profession dealt with emotions, he responded best to logic. In order to relax, he just needed to know all the facts.

      Reaching over the table, she took his hand. “There is no reason for you to be anxious. The safety protocol was designed by Kian and our head Guardian, and it gets routinely updated to account for new technologies.”

      He shook his head. “I’m well aware that my anxiety is utterly illogical, but I’m worried about your safety while I’m incapacitated by the transition and unable to protect you.” He chuckled. “As if I could do that. You are probably stronger and faster than I am, and you are also probably better trained as well, which should make me feel better but doesn’t.” He rubbed his chest again. “I have this caveman-like urge to stand guard over my woman with a battle-ax in my hand. I have no idea where this primitive instinct has been hiding my entire life, but it’s definitely here now, and I can’t shake it off. Regrettably, though, I have zero combat skills, and if someone put a battle-ax in my hand, I wouldn’t know what to do with it. I’d probably hurt myself. I feel useless and inadequate.”

      “Don’t say that. Not every male was born to be a warrior. You are a doctor, and your job is to help people, not kill them. I doubt that you could have done that even if you had the skills.”

      His lips tightened into a thin line, and his brows dipped low. “I will kill to protect you. Never doubt that.”

      Even if she didn’t have the ability to scent the intense wave of aggression coming off him, the vehemence in his voice and the coiling of his muscles were enough to give credence to his proclamation.

      Under the outer layer of gentleness, of his healer persona, was another one that she hadn’t seen before. At his core, David was a warrior, a protector.

      Or so she hoped.

      The same traits could easily belong to an undiscriminating killer.

      Deflating, David slumped in his chair and rubbed a hand over his forehead. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I think I’m going through menopause. I’m getting hot flashes.”

      Sari frowned. “Do you feel feverish?”

      His pale cheeks were slightly pinker than usual.

      “No, but I’m a little sweaty. It’s the result of the adrenaline rush that was triggered by my irrational anxiety.” He lifted the fork with the piece of stew that he’d skewered long minutes ago and put it in his mouth. “Let’s change the subject to something that doesn’t trigger me.”

      Sari wasn’t convinced. “I want to check your forehead.” She pushed to her feet and walked over to him.

      He smiled. “I welcome anything that gets your hands on me.”

      His teasing was reassuring, and since the waves of aggression had subsided to almost nonexistent, Sari believed that his strange panic attack was over.

      As she put her hand on his forehead, he closed his eyes and leaned into her touch. “You know that this is far from scientific, right? Or are immortals also equipped with temperature-reading palms?”

      “We are not.” She cupped his cheek. “You don’t feel too warm, but I should ask Steven to bring us a proper thermometer.”

      “Don’t. I’m enjoying spending time with just you. I don’t want anyone intruding on that.” Tilting his head sideways, he rested his cheek on her hand and sighed. “Your hand is so soft.” He wrapped an arm around her middle and pulled her closer to him.

      She stroked his hair, and for a long moment, they just stayed like that, enjoying the closeness. When his breaths became deeper and more even, and his head became heavier on her hand, Sari thought that he had dozed off, but then he tipped forward and started falling.

      “Oh, dear Fates.” She caught him. “David!”

      He didn’t answer.

      Lifting him into her arms, she carried him to the bedroom, laid him on her bed, and rushed to get her phone from where she’d left it on the dining table.

      Grabbing it, she called Steven while running back to the bedroom.

      “Get in here right away. David has just passed out.”

      “Is he breathing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’m on my way.”

      Tears pooling at the corners of her eyes, Sari sat on the bed and took hold of David’s hand. Her finger resting on his pulse, she was reassured that it was strong and steady.

      “It’s going to be okay.” She lifted his hand to her trembling lips and kissed it. “You are transitioning. Kalugal was right, and you have the immortal genes. Now you need to be strong and hold on tight as your body changes.”

      There was no response.

      Sari kept on talking. “You are going to be immortal, and we will have eternity together. I won’t accept any other outcome.”

      She lifted her eyes heavenward. “Dear merciful Fates, please help David transition. I can’t lose him. Please.” She kept praying until the door to her apartment burst open, and Steven ran into the bedroom, with Prescott and Gordy wheeling a gurney behind him.

      “We are taking him to the clinic.” Steven scooped David into his arms and transferred him to the gurney.

      He threw her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. He’s going to be alright.”
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      As the door banged open, Kian instinctively positioned himself to shield Syssi. Except, the unexpected and uninvited visitor wasn’t an invader. It was his sister, who seemed to have an incurable problem with knocking before entering.

      “David is transitioning,” Amanda said while rushing in. “Come.”

      He let out a breath. “I thought that we were under attack. How many times do I need to remind you to knock before you come in?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I knew that you weren’t doing anything fun.” She waved her hand. “Come on. Sari needs us.”

      “Why?” Syssi got out of bed and shrugged a robe over her nightgown. “What’s going on with him?”

      “He lost consciousness while they were eating dinner at her apartment. Steven is hooking him up to the monitoring equipment, and Sari is freaking out because she’s never witnessed an adult transitioning. She needs us there to reassure her. Get dressed.” Amanda turned around and walked out of the room.

      Syssi waved Kian off. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up with you. It will only take me a minute to get dressed.”

      “I’ll wait for you in the corridor.” He joined Amanda outside and closed the door behind him. “Did you tell Mother and Alena?”

      “Of course.” Tapping her foot, Amanda cast a glance at the door.

      “She will be out in a minute. It’s not like this is an emergency. It will take David at least a day or two to transition.”

      As Syssi emerged from the room a moment later, a door further down the corridor opened, and Kalugal stepped out with Jacki. “We heard the good news.” His cousin grinned. “I told you that my venom would do the trick on the first go.”

      “Yes, you did.” Kian clapped him on the back. “And since you are so good at it, from now on, it will be your job to induce all of our adult male Dormants.”

      Kalugal’s grin faded. “I’m not signing up for that.”

      “Just think about all the men who will be indebted to you. You’ll have an army of sycophants.”

      “Thanks, but I already have too many.”

      The teasing continued until they reached the clinic, where they were greeted by Sari’s tear-stricken face.

      “Oh, darling. What happened?” Amanda pulled Sari into her arms.

      “I’ve already told you. David collapsed during dinner, and he’s unconscious.”

      “What I meant was, did anything else happen since we’ve talked? Why are you crying?”

      “I’m not.” Sari wiped the tears off her face with the backs of her thumbs. “I had a few moments of panic, but Steven seems to have things under control. David is unconscious, but his vitals are strong.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Kian peered into the patient room through the open door. “You have the same equipment we have in the village.”

      Kalugal walked up to where Kian was standing and looked at the machines David was hooked up to. “Steven is a young immortal. Does he have experience with adult transitions?”

      Sari shook her head. “He doesn’t even have experience with adolescent transitions. The last transitioning boy was monitored by Merlin.”

      Kalugal put a hand on her shoulder. “You should ask Bridget to fly over.”

      Sari turned her eyes to Kian. “Should I? My freak-out doesn’t mean that David is in danger. I’m just overreacting. What if he wakes up tomorrow? Bridget has more than enough on her plate without hopping on a plane and flying over here, only to discover that her services are not needed.”

      “They are needed for your peace of mind, Sari.” Kian pulled out his phone. “And ours. I’ll feel better knowing that an experienced doctor is supervising David’s transition.”

      Sari nodded. “I want Bridget here, but I don’t want Steven to feel offended.”

      “I’m not,” the young doctor called out from David’s room. “I was planning on consulting Bridget over the phone, but if she wants to supervise in person, that’s even better.”

      As Kian placed the call, Alena arrived and hugged Sari. “How are you holding up?”

      “By a thread.”

      Bridget answered right away. “What’s up, Kian? Is Syssi okay?”

      He wondered whether she’d heard about David. Knowing Amanda, she’d probably spread the rumor already to everyone willing to listen.

      “David is transitioning. He lost consciousness, and Steven is taking care of him, but Steven has no experience with transitions, adult or otherwise.”

      “Put him on the line.”

      That was Bridget to a tee. No-nonsense, pragmatic, and capable.

      Kian walked into David’s room and handed Steven the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

      As the two doctors conferred, he looked at David and the familiar medical machinery he was hooked up to. The sight was very familiar by now, evoking both good and bad memories.

      Every time he stepped into a room like this, the echoes of the helpless frustration that he’d felt watching Syssi battling for her life still reverberated through him.

      Kian sympathized with all mates of transitioning Dormants, but this time it was his own sister, and his heart went out to her.

      Unlike him, though, Sari didn’t try to hide her fear, shedding tears for all to see and wearing her heart on her sleeve. There was courage in her open display of love and worry for her mate, and it didn’t detract from her authority in the slightest.

      In fact, he had a feeling that it further endeared her to her people. Sari’s leadership style was very different to his, but it worked just as well.

      He missed the days when his sister had served as his second-in-command. Sari had balanced his detached and authoritative style with her compassion and her easygoing attitude.

      Thanks to Syssi, he was much better now than he’d been back then, but he still had a long way to go. Apparently, even after two thousand years, he still had a lot of personal growth to do, especially since he was about to become a father.

      His daughter would look up to him and follow his example, which meant that he needed to step up his efforts to become the kind of man she would be proud to call her father.

      Ending the call, Steven handed Kian his phone back. “Bridget is flying overnight. She’ll get here tomorrow at around noon.”

      “Why the urgency?” Kian lowered his voice. “Is there anything I should know about?”

      “It’s just a precaution. If David weren’t Sari’s mate, I doubt that Bridget would have made the trip.”

      “We don’t know for sure that he is.” Kian put his phone back in his pocket.

      “Don’t get me wrong.” Steven lifted his hands. “I’m not upset that she’s coming. It’s just that there isn’t much either of us can do other than monitor David’s vitals. But if anything goes wrong, I don’t want my inexperience to be a factor. That’s why I’m very glad to have Bridget looking over my shoulder.”

      That was true. If things went south, no one other than Annani could help David.

      “You are a smart guy.” Kian clapped the young doctor on his back. “But don’t worry. One way or another, David is going to pull through.”

      The doctor smiled. “I like your optimism, especially since it’s absolutely justified. We haven’t lost a Dormant to transition yet, and we’ve had quite a few.” He lowered his voice. “I don’t know why Sari is freaking out like that, but I have to admit that it’s affecting me. Who am I to dismiss a mate’s intuition?”

      “Indeed. Sari is usually a cool-headed woman. The fact that she is so worried about David troubles me too.” Kian stepped out of the room and joined his family in the waiting room. “Bridget is on her way.”

      “I heard.” Sari let out a breath. “You were right. It does ease my mind knowing that she will supervise David’s transition.”

      He put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’ve walked a mile or two in your shoes. I know what you are going through.”

      “I’m elated and terrified at the same time. Elated that David is a Dormant and that he is transitioning, and terrified that he might not. Did you feel like that too?”

      “I only remember the fear. Syssi was not doing well, Amanda was missing, and I was losing my fucking mind.”

      Their mother had saved the day on both counts. She’d given Syssi a small transfusion of her blood, which helped her survive the transition, and she’d given Kian hope for Amanda, telling him that his sister was okay because she’d remote viewed her lounging in a bathtub.

      Why wasn’t Annani there, though?

      David was not in critical condition, and he didn’t need her blessing, not yet anyway, but Sari could use her support.

      On the other hand, things seemed a little strained between Annani, Sari, and David. There was some nonsense about an encounter between Annani and David’s prior incarnation.

      In Kian’s opinion, the three of them were nuts for believing in that nonsense. His mother had always been drawn to the mystical, and David was a psychologist who was fascinated by the idea of reincarnation. Sari, however, shouldn’t have bought into that crap.
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      “Gudbrand!” someone called out. “Wait up!”

      Hearing the snow crunching behind him, David turned around. A large man with a messy long beard and side mustaches was rushing to catch up to him. He looked formidable and was holding a spear, but he was smiling and not aiming his weapon, so he wasn’t a threat.

      He also looked familiar.

      “You can’t sneak out alone like that, my friend.” He clapped David on the back.

      No, not David. His name was Gudbrand, and this was obviously not Scotland or the twenty-first century.

      “Herleif,” he spoke his friend’s name. “Go back to your wife.”

      “It’s not safe for you to go alone.” Herleif ignored the command and kept pace with him.

      Was Gudbrand him, though? Or was David dreaming someone else’s life?

      Like a drifting mist, David’s waking life receded, and the dreamscape solidified, becoming his only reality.

      He knew this place.

      It was his home.

      Every snow-laden tree and every jagged stone was familiar, as was the path he was walking on. He’d made the same trek countless times before.

      Gudbrand was the eldest son of the Skilfing clan’s chieftain and his successor, and he was on his way to visit Ania, chieftain Bogen’s adopted daughter, the holy woman of her clan, and the earthly embodiment of the goddess Frella.

      Ania’s beauty had no equal, and many had sought her favors, which as a priestess of Frella she provided quite freely but discriminately.

      She wouldn’t take just anyone to her bed, and any man who hoped for the honor had to scrub himself clean, wash his hair, and put on clean clothes. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be allowed to even enter her tent, let alone petition for her favors.

      Frella demanded cleanliness, and so did her priestesses.

      Most were lucky to gain Ania’s favors for one night, and some were luckier and were summoned again. But ever since she’d chosen Gudbrand, Ania had summoned him every night and had not taken another into her furs.

      Like all chosen of Frella, Ania was barren and forbidden to marry or even keep the same lover for more than one moon rotation. The only exception was the man who would be blessed by Frella and impregnate Ania. That lucky guy would then become her husband for one year. Gudbrand was determined to make the most of what time he had left with her, or at least that was his official stance. Secretly, he hoped to be the one chosen by Frella to impregnate Ania and own the magnificent priestess for an entire year. Given Ania’s incredible sexual prowess, he might not live to see the end of that year, but he would die a happy and revered man.

      Not a bad way to go.

      Except, Herleif was wasting his time.

      “We have a peace treaty with Bogen’s clan. Besides, Ania’s lovers are granted divine protection. You know that.”

      “I do. The question is whether the bears and the wolves know that as well.”

      Gudbrand snorted and looked down at his much shorter friend. “Don’t worry about me. I can handle a bear. I’m not a maiden in need of protection.”

      He was a big man and a fierce warrior and hunter. Still, he wasn’t as reckless as Herleif was making him out to be. The animals shied away from humans, and as long as he stayed on the path, he had nothing to fear.

      Herleif was just using him as an excuse to be free of his wife for a couple of hours, or maybe he hoped for a glimpse of Ania.

      She didn’t show herself to just anyone. Only those whose petition was accepted got to see her face. Everyone else saw her with a veil made of a sacred fabric that the goddess gifted her priestesses with.

      The mystery only made Ania more desirable, especially given the rumors her petitioners were spreading about her unparalleled beauty.

      Gudbrand had thought the men had been exaggerating, but everything they had said was true. Ania’s beauty would make goddesses envious.

      “What if a pack of wolves attacks you? How many can you kill before they get to you?”

      “They won’t. Frella’s protection of Ania’s lovers is not limited to just humans. The goddess will keep me safe from animals as well.”

      “And you believe all that nonsense? Ania is just a girl. A very beautiful one, but she is not the embodiment of Frella.”

      “Show some respect, Herleif. It’s not wise to anger the gods.”

      Strangely, even though Ania looked no older than eighteen summers, Gudbrand never thought of her as a girl but as a mature woman.

      He was twenty-four and a seasoned warrior, but sometimes he felt many years younger than Ania. Perhaps as a priestess of Frella she’d had access to knowledge that had aged her beyond her years.

      Wondering whether Ania was a witch, a cold shiver ran down his back that had nothing to do with the freezing wind. What if she was hundreds of years old and kept herself young by stealing the life energy from the men she bedded?

      Perhaps that was the real reason behind her refusing to take the same lover for more than one moon rotation. She was showing them mercy by sparing their lives.

      As he’d discovered, the mystery of Ania was much more involved than the beauty she hid under her veil.

      Ever since she had accepted his petition, he’d been spending every night with her, but other than the lovemaking, he couldn’t remember what they’d talked about or any other details from his stay. He left her each morning in a daze, barely making it to his furs and sleeping like a dead man for long hours.

      Ania’s other lovers had reported the same thing.

      Then again, Ania’s lovemaking had the power to fry a man’s brain, so it was no wonder he couldn’t remember anything but that.

      “It’s a great honor to be accepted by Ania, and an even greater honor for her to call on you every night. But you shouldn’t let it get into your head.”

      He shrugged. “I won’t. Ania granted me an entire month, and I intend to make the most of it.”

      His reputation as an exceptional lover would reach a fever pitch. He would get propositioned by every unattached female from every clan in the area, and probably some of the married ones as well.

      Herleif chuckled. “Since it seems that you believe all the crap Ania is feeding everyone, you probably hope to be the one to get her pregnant so you can have her for a whole year.”

      “Many have tried, but Ania has never conceived.”

      “Yeah, but each of her lovers hopes to be the winner of the ultimate prize.”

      “I’m not a fool, and I’m not hoping for that. Once my month is up, I will find myself a pretty girl to marry like my father wants me to.”

      There were several clans in the area that he could negotiate a treaty with and cement it with a marriage. After all, that was what his grandfather had done. He’d married the sister of Bogen’s grandfather.

      Olek had taken a wife from the Elrin clan, but since his younger brother was the second in the line of succession, his marriage hadn’t produced a treaty as strong as the one their grandfather had secured with Bogen’s clan.

      That job was left to Gudbrand, and the pressure was mounting for him to secure another alliance and produce an heir.

      “Guard your heart, Gudbrand. Ania might steal it and never give it back.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not in love with her. She is my last adventure before I settle down. It’s an honor to be chosen as her lover.” He cast his friend a sidelong glance. “Are you jealous, Herleif?”

      Married men were not eligible for Ania’s favors.

      Herleif burst out laughing. “Of course, I am jealous. Every man who can still get it up, and even those who can’t, lusts after her. But Ania is a dream, a temporary distraction. I much prefer my wife’s warm bosom, which is mine to enjoy every night.”

      There was something to be said for Girta’s bosom. She had been generously endowed by the gods, and Ania’s girly figure lacked such soft cushioning. But there was no comparison between her and Girta, not in looks and not in skill.

      Gudbrand had been with many women, and none had ever satisfied him as thoroughly as Ania. She left him almost dead with exhaustion and drained of the last drop of vitality.

      Some said that she was a demoness disguising as a priestess of Frella, and that she drained the life force out of men. But since none of her lovers had died, Gudbrand was willing to take the risk and enjoy what she offered in exchange for his male vitality.
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      “I should be with Sari.” Annani paced the length of her small receiving room. “My daughter needs me.”

      Ogidu bowed. “Would you like me to escort you, Clan Mother?”

      “Thank you, but I am just talking to myself.”

      Not comprehending, her butler tilted his head.

      “You may go.” She dismissed him with a wave of her hand.

      “As you wish, Clan Mother.” He bowed again and retreated, walking backward until he reached the door.

      When Amanda had called with the news about David, Annani had chosen to stay in the suite and send Alena in her place. Her reasoning had been that there was no need for her to take part in the brouhaha surrounding the transitioning Dormant, and that her conflicting feelings about him would only trouble Sari.

      Annani had done her best to treat David as if he was a stranger that she was meeting for the first time, but it had been difficult to ignore the familiar vibe she was picking up from him. Every time she was near him, her mind took her to a time and place that had left a scar on her soul, an ugly episode that was best forgotten.

      She wondered whether anyone besides her sensed David’s dual nature. The outer layer of civility and mellow attitude was deceptive, and it was so thick that even David himself was not aware of the volatility hidden deep inside him.

      If nothing triggered it, David could spend his entire life unaware of the fierceness hiding underneath his Ivy League education and the good manners his parents had instilled in him. But life was unpredictable, and sooner or later, a strong enough trigger would activate the warrior.

      It was not necessarily a bad thing. Once David transitioned and gained immortal strength, his warrior-like tendencies could be utilized to protect Sari and the clan. The problem was that aggression was a double-edged sword. Whether it was used for good or evil depended on other factors making up a person’s constitution.

      Not for the first time, Annani wondered about the nature of the eternal soul and where it originated from. Her ancestors had vast knowledge and had even discovered a way to live nearly forever, but even they had not had all the answers.

      How was a soul created?

      Were all the original souls identical?

      Were they just bundles of cosmic information that had been molded and shaped by the experiences of endless life cycles?

      Or was each soul a unique entity?

      Could a soul split into two? Or three?

      Can a soul give birth to another?

      What was the purpose of life?

      Annani had lived for over five thousand years and still had not figured that out. Perhaps the answers were so far beyond the scope of what a biological brain could process that no living creature could comprehend the vastness of reality.

      What if the soul hated being trapped in a physical body, severed from that limitless knowledge by physical constraints?

      What if her Khiann had chosen to ascend and not return to her as a reincarnate?

      Were souls even given a choice?

      As the door opened and Alena walked in, Annani stopped her pacing and let out a shuddering breath. “How is David doing?”

      “He is unconscious but stable.” Alena sat on the couch. “Steven has him hooked up to the monitors, and Bridget is flying overnight to supervise his transition.”

      “That is good.” Annani joined her on the couch. “How is Sari holding up?”

      “She’s freaking out.” Alena regarded her with somber eyes. “If it looks like he is not going to make it, you are going to give him your blessing, right?”

      “Of course. He is Sari’s chosen. I will not let him perish.”

      Alena’s shoulders relaxed. “Good. I was afraid you would refuse because of your supposed past history with him.”

      Lifting her chin, Annani looked down her nose at Alena. “Reincarnation is real. Even if you think me fanciful, which is a nice way to say that your mother believes in nonsense, David’s dreams of me prove it.”

      “He dreamed of a red-headed beauty. Perhaps he saw you somewhere when he was young, and the memory remained in his subconscious.” Alena smiled. “You leave quite an impression on people.”

      “Is that your way to atone for your previous comment?”

      “No, it’s another possible explanation. I know that you believe in reincarnation wholeheartedly, but that’s because of the prophecy you were given and the hope that Khiann would return to you as a reincarnate. I hate to disillusion you, but I’ve lived for a very long time, and I’ve never seen conclusive proof of it.”

      “You have lived for a long time, my daughter, that is true, but your dealings with humans have always been limited. A community of immortals is not the place to look for proof of reincarnation.”

      Alena sighed. “That is not true. It doesn’t happen often, but children are born to us, and we lose loved ones. For many years, I harbored a hope that Lilen would return to us, perhaps even as my son, but it didn’t happen.”

      Swallowing the painful knot that had formed in her throat, Annani reached for her daughter’s hand. “I hoped for that too. I still do.”

      “That’s the thing, Mother. Us wishing for reincarnation to be real doesn’t make it so. We just want to believe that our loved ones are not gone forever. Once the soul moves on, it’s not coming back.”

      Annani nodded. “I am not going to argue beliefs with you. You are entitled to yours, and I am entitled to mine.” She lifted her hand to call Oshidu’s attention.

      “Yes, Clan Mother.” He bowed low.

      “I would like some tea.” She cast Alena a sidelong glance. “Not that tea, so do not even suggest it.”

      Alena lifted her hands. “You made it very clear that you don’t want to drink it anymore.”

      “Which tea would you prefer, Clan Mother? We have English Breakfast, Earl Grey, and green jasmine.”

      “I will have the Earl Grey.”

      “I’ll have the same.” Alena leaned back and closed her eyes for a moment.

      “What troubles you, my daughter?”

      “Everything and nothing.”

      Annani chuckled. “Are you having an existential crisis, Alena?”

      “We all do from time to time.” She slanted a look at Annani. “You are being very secretive about your supposed encounter with David’s other self. I sense that you feel guilty about what happened. Talking about it will help give you closure.”

      Squaring her shoulders, Annani glared at her daughter. “Do not apply human psychology to me, Alena. I do not need closure, and I do not have to explain myself to you or anyone else.”

      Alena dipped her head. “My apologies, Mother. I do not expect explanations or excuses, and I am never going to judge you. But I am your eldest daughter, and over the many years that I stayed by your side, I have proven my complete and utter loyalty to you beyond a shadow of a doubt. I know you better than anyone. Whatever you have done, for whatever reason, right or wrong, will not change my opinion of you, and whatever you choose to tell me will remain between the two of us.”
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      It was early morning when Gudbrand trudged through the snow on his way back home, and just like all the other times he’d spent a night with Ania, he could barely keep his eyes open and put one leg in front of the other.

      Something was different about this morning walk home, though. His heart was heavy for some reason, his mood was sour, and he couldn’t figure out what had caused it.

      The exhaustion was nothing new, but something else must have happened to make him feel so out of sorts. The sensation of impending doom reminded him of the escalating hostilities with Rogner’s clan and the battle that had ensued last spring.

      What was wrong? Was it a bad premonition, or a bad memory?

      Gudbrand shook his head, stomped his booted feet, and slapped his temple with his gloved hand in an attempt to clear the haze from his head.

      Since he had never gotten premonitions before, it must be a troublesome memory that had evaporated from his brain.

      Nights with Ania had that effect on him.

      Perhaps if he sat down for a moment and closed his eyes, the damn memory would resurface, if not in its entirety, then at least a string he could follow.

      A flat rock jutting out of the snow on the right side of the path was as good a spot as any for doing some thinking. Sitting down, Gudbrand stretched his legs in front of him, crossed his arms over his chest to ward off some of the chill, and lifted his face to the sky. The forest wasn’t dense at the spot he’d chosen, but the weak sunlight filtering through the canopy of the trees wasn’t enough to warm his face.

      For long moments, he sat with his eyes closed and his face upturned, letting the cold wind caress his face as he listened to the soothing sounds of the forest.

      The wind must have moved the branches above him, and a patch of snow landed on his face, forcing his eyes open. It also opened up a broader swath of the sky, and even though the sunlight was still weak, he squinted and shielded his eyes with his hand.

      Suddenly, a memory of Ania’s eyes glowing with unholy light popped up in his mind. Was it a memory, though?

      People’s eyes didn’t glow as if twin fires were burning behind them. Not even the eyes of Frella’s priestesses. Not that he’d met any other than Ania.

      She was the only one in the five-clan area, and they hadn’t encountered visitors from beyond those lands in many years. The only one to arrive had been Ania and the seven mute servants sworn to protect her, a gift from Frella.

      Everyone had envied Bogen when she’d chosen his clan, but Ania was generous with her services, offering healings and blessings to all who came to petition her. She offered healing to anyone who needed it, but she was more discriminating about her lovers. Still, she judged each man as an individual regardless of his clan or his position.

      Ania had done a lot of good for the five clans, so why was he suddenly so wary of her?

      Where had the disturbing memory of glowing eyes come from?

      Perhaps he’d dreamt it, and now it had resurfaced as a memory?

      Things like that happened to him from time to time, especially after chewing on the tungboqe weed for too long. Dream and memory would blend so seamlessly that he couldn’t differentiate between the two.

      The weed messed with his head, but that was the whole point. Men chewed it to relax after a hunt and to get into the right mood for dancing, singing, and sex. Some of the women chewed it too.

      Maybe he’d chewed the tungboqe weed with Ania?

      Gudbrand slapped a hand over his forehead. Even though he couldn’t remember if they had, that was the best explanation for his weird lapse in memory after visiting her. They must have chewed weed together after sex, and he must have hallucinated that her eyes had glowed. On its own and in small quantities, the weed was only a mood enhancer, and it didn’t cause hallucinations, but if it was cooked together with hazel bark and chewed for long enough, visions ensued.

      Some thought that they were messages from the gods, but Gudbrand knew that wasn’t true. All he’d ever seen had been swirling colors and distorted vision. There had been no profound revelations or glimpses of the future.

      Relieved to have found a logical explanation, he pushed to his feet and continued his trek home.

      Tonight, when he came to visit Ania again, he would refuse the weed no matter how much she tried to convince him to share the experience with her. Hopefully, abstaining from it would put an end to the gaps in memory and the weird sense of impending doom.
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      While waiting for the tea to be served, Annani decided to share her story with Alena. It was not because she needed to unburden her guilty conscience, or because she was ashamed of what she had done, but because keeping things from her daughter was hurting Alena’s feelings.

      Annani never took her eldest daughter’s company for granted, and she was grateful for it. The least Alena deserved for dedicating her life to accompanying her mother was the knowledge that she trusted her completely and kept no secrets from her.

      After taking a couple of sips of the hot tea, Annani put the cup down on the coffee table and leaned back. “You wanted to know what happened between me and David’s prior incarnation.”

      Alena cradled the teacup in her hands. “I don’t want to pressure you, and if it involves intimate details, I’d rather not hear about it.”

      Annani chuckled. “After all these years, I did not expect you to shy away from carnal tales.”

      Even though they usually went hunting for male company together, she and Alena had an unspoken agreement that neither told the other about their interludes. Their Odus were enough to keep them both safe, and if every other option failed, Annani would not hesitate to use their combat skills for her and Alena’s defense. Her Guardians were not happy about them leaving on excursions with only the Odus to safeguard them, but Annani did not want anyone to be privy to the private side of her and Alena’s lives.

      It was not a secret that she engaged with humans, but she was the Clan Mother, and no one needed to know who she chose or when.

      “It is up to you.” Alena folded one leg under her long skirt. “Nothing you can tell me will shock me, but you are still my mother.”

      “I agree. But what I am about to tell you does not require getting into details that would make you uncomfortable.” Annani lifted her cup and took another sip before continuing. “This was long before you were born. Several centuries had passed since I escaped to the north, and as you can imagine, I could not stay in one place for too long. Thankfully, the world was very different back then, and even nomadic tribes did not usually venture out of a defined territory. It was easy for me to pick up and go to a new place where no one had heard about me or the tales I spun to survive among humans.”

      “I thought that you lived in seclusion.”

      Annani shook her head. “I always affiliated myself with a tribe. Even gods need people to socialize with, a group that they can belong to. We are not meant to live in solitude, and as you know, the Odus could not fulfill that need because they are not fully sentient. Besides, I wanted to have children, and to do that, I needed male company.”

      Alena smiled into her cup. “Obviously.”

      “Borrowing from existing legends, I invented a new mythology that suited my needs. I was a chosen of the goddess Frella, her priestess, and the Odus were mute servants gifted to me by the goddess.”

      “I’ve never heard of a Norse goddess named Frella.”

      Annani smirked. “Neither have I, but as I said before, people lived in contained areas, and outsiders bearing new information were rare. Each group of tribes or clans had a slightly different spin on the basic Norse mythology, and it was easy to add one more deity to an existing pantheon.”

      Folding her other leg under her, Alena covered both feet with her skirt. “Let me guess. Frella was the goddess of love.”

      “Naturally. But since the Norse pantheon already had several goddesses of love and fertility, I had to give her a different spin. Frella was the goddess of carnal love, not fertility. That was why her priestesses were barren and forbidden to marry but were free to bestow their extensive carnal knowledge on deserving males.”

      “Convenient. How did one become deserving?”

      Annani laughed. “They had to bathe. After scrubbing themselves, their hair, and their garments clean, they were allowed to petition me, and I only chose those who appealed to me.” She winked. “You know my type.”

      “Tall and fierce.”

      “Not only that. Since I was hoping to conceive, I also looked for intelligence and leadership ability.”

      “With those conditions, I can’t imagine that there were too many to choose from.”

      “No. And that was a problem. For obvious reasons, I could not keep lovers for long, and the selection of worthy males was small.”

      “Was it because you didn’t want to get attached?”

      “That too. But do not forget that after each encounter, I had to thrall some of their memories away. In the throes of passion, my control over the glow of my eyes and skin was tenuous, and sometimes it slipped completely. I could not repeatedly thrall my lovers without causing them damage. Back then, I did not know how many consecutive thralls were safe, so I experimented, pushing the boundaries. The upper limit was one month spent with one male.”

      Alena frowned. “That’s too long.”

      “I agree. Most got up to three consecutive nights, and then they had to petition me again. I had a rotation. But since I only accepted bachelors, that selection was pitifully limited. They were either awfully young and inexperienced or old widowers. I did not enjoy myself.”

      Alena grimaced. “I can imagine.”

      “Until Gudbrand petitioned me.”

      “I assume that was David’s other self.”

      “Correct. He was the son of a chieftain, older, bigger, stronger, a fierce warrior, and a natural leader. I wanted him to father my child.”

      “So, you kept him for too long and fried his brain?”

      Annani sighed. “No. I planned to spend the allotted month with him, let him go, and then wait for him to petition me again. But things did not work out as I planned.”

      “Was he immune to thralling?”

      “Not at first. But he had an incredibly strong personality, a true berserker. And when in the berserker trance-like fury, he was uncontrollable, which meant not susceptible to thralling.”

      “Weren’t the berserkers supposed to do that only in the heat of battle?”

      Annani smiled sadly. “Yes, but post-traumatic stress disorder is not the product of the twenty-first century. It is as old as humans fighting and killing each other. Normally, Gudbrand was a charming guy and an exceptional lover, but unbeknownst to me or even to him, his berserker was easily triggered.”

      Alena’s hand flew to her chest. “Did he hurt you?”

      “He didn’t get the chance. But I was unprepared, and my reaction was born out of fear. Needless to say, the outcome was disastrous. Knowing what I know today, I could have handled it better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            David

          

        

      

    

    
      Each night Gudbrand had promised himself that he would refuse to chew weed with Ania, and each morning he’d gone home remembering next to nothing, which meant that he’d succumbed to her wishes and accepted the offer.

      Or perhaps there was another explanation?

      Perhaps Ania really was a demoness or a witch, and she took his memories away?

      But why would she do that?

      He could remember the sex vividly, the immense pleasure and satisfaction, his and hers, so why couldn’t he remember anything else?

      Frustrated, Gudbrand kicked at the snow.

      Maybe she was sucking the life force out of him, leaving him with just enough vitality so he wouldn’t perish?

      It certainly felt that way as he trudged home through the snow each morning.

      But that wasn’t the only reason for Gudbrand’s frustration.

      His mother was ailing, and his father was annoyed with him for sleeping late and neglecting his duties. He’d even threatened to promote Olek ahead of Gudbrand, and if Olek wasn’t dealing with his own problems at the moment, it wouldn’t have been an idle threat.

      Except, his allotted month was almost over, and his father didn’t need him to step up and take his place anytime soon. So, what was he complaining about?

      The old man was probably just as jealous of him as all the other males. He could wait patiently a few more days and let him have his fun. After that, Gudbrand would resume his responsibilities.

      Unless Ania allowed him more time.

      She was fond of him.

      He knew that despite the fogginess of his memories of his time with her. What he remembered vividly was that she welcomed him each night with a bright smile, took him into her arms, and made love to him till morning. Then she sent him on his way with a kiss and a promise of more passion to come.

      Perhaps he couldn’t remember what they’d talked about because they hadn’t done much talking?

      After all, that wasn’t the purpose of their encounters. They were lovers, but only in the carnal sense of the word. Ania’s heart belonged to the goddess Frella she served, and Gudbrand kept his heart tightly closed. This wasn’t courtship, and they were never going to marry. The most he could hope for was to father her child.

      Only five days were left, and he’d be damned if he’d squander it because of his family’s nagging. He had a lifetime of responsibility in front of him, and he deserved his one month of indulgence.

      Uttering a vile curse, Gudbrand tightened his grip on his spear.

      It was all Olek’s fault.

      At the start of the month, he’d promised to take over Gudbrand’s clan duties and let him enjoy his sacred time with the priestess, but Olek’s wife was nearing the end of her pregnancy, and his brother was going crazy with worry.

      Olek was a mighty warrior, and he could lead the clan just as well as Gudbrand, but he’d been rendered practically useless by his wife’s condition. Astrid was often short of breath and had suffered several fainting spells. Their clan’s medicine woman had advised her to rest as much as possible, which Astrid had been doing anyway because she could barely walk. Olek had even gone to Ania for help, and she’d given him some herbs to put in Astrid’s tea. They helped a little with the breathing problem, but they also made her nauseous.

      A twinge of guilt skittered down Gudbrand’s spine. What if Astrid’s labor started while he was with Ania?

      What of it?

      There wasn’t much he could do for her. Astrid needed the help of the midwife, not him.

      All he could do was to keep Olek company while his wife gave birth to their child, but there were others who could fulfill that role. Olek had many friends.

      He had only one brother, though, and the damn bastard wasn’t willing to give up a few nights of passion to be by his side in his time of need.

      With a curse, Gudbrand kicked a stone, sending it flying so high that it hit the canopy of a nearby tree.

      Before Ania, his family and his clan had meant everything to him. Now he was obsessed with getting the priestess pregnant, and nothing else mattered.

      What if Astrid and the baby didn’t make it?

      It would trigger Olek’s berserker, and Gudbrand was the only one strong enough to stop him from going on a rampage and doing gods only knew what.

      If he were in his right mind, he would turn around and go back to be with his brother. But to stop was impossible. His legs refused to obey, carrying him toward the only thing that truly mattered to him at this moment.

      Ania must have bewitched him.

      She had taken a rational man, a man devoted to his clan, and turned him into her willing sex servant.

      Except, he had to admit that wasn’t the entire truth. His damn ambition and inflated ego were at play as well.

      Gudbrand wanted to be the one to impregnate Ania, to achieve the impossible, and father a child blessed by Frella. The honor and admiration that would bring him would last through this lifetime and beyond. He would become a legend.

      If any mortal male deserved that honor, it was him.

      He was the strongest man of all five neighboring clans, the most fearsome warrior, and the future chieftain of his clan. Who else was more suitable to father Ania’s child? Or to own the most desirable female ever created by the gods for an entire year or even for a lifetime?

      The answer was no one.

      The problem was that Gudbrand had only five days left to do that, and he’d be damned if he let anything stand in his way.
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      “You have visitors.” Steven walked into David’s room. “Syssi and Kian are outside.”

      How long had it been since they’d left? An hour? Two? Sitting next to David, Sari had lost track of time.

      “Thank you.” She pushed to her feet but then sat back down. “They can come in if they want.”

      He cast her a pitying look. “You don’t have to be here all day. If anything changes, I will let you know.”

      Something had already changed. David had developed a fever, and his blood pressure had gone up. Steven had assured her that both symptoms were a normal part of the process and that she had nothing to worry about. He’d even double-checked with Bridget.

      It hadn’t helped ease her anxiety.

      “I can’t bring myself to leave. Tell them to come in.”

      The notion that as long as she guarded David he couldn’t slip away from her was absurd, but this wasn’t about logic, it was about what was in her heart. She needed to be there to fight for him.

      If it came to that, Sari would wrestle the angel of death and pull him back.

      “As you wish.” Steven headed out.

      She took David’s hand. “I hope that you don’t mind that I’m letting them in.”

      They hadn’t been together long enough for her to learn his quirks and preferences. Perhaps he didn’t want people to see him when he was incapacitated. If that was the case, she would apologize to him when he came out on the other side. But in the meantime, she wasn’t going to budge from his side.

      The door opened, and Syssi entered first. “Hi.” She bent over Sari and hugged her from the back. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m doing my best to keep calm.”

      “Good.” Kian came in, holding a chair in each hand. “You still have a community to run, and you can’t allow yourself to fall apart.” He put the chairs down and motioned for Syssi to take a seat. “Our responsibilities don’t go anywhere while we are battling our demons. We don’t have the luxury of checking out to deal with our emotions.”

      Leave it to her brother to lecture her instead of offering words of support. But that was Kian, and no matter how hard Syssi worked on softening him up, he still had the emotional intelligence of a gnat.

      Her sister-in-law cast her an apologetic smile. “I know how stressful it is for you, but you need to remember that we haven’t lost a transitioning Dormant yet, even those who were in much less stellar physical condition than David. He is probably going to wake up tomorrow, at least for a little while. From what I observed with the others, they slip in and out of consciousness.”

      “It’s actually a good sign,” Kian said. “It means that their bodies are working hard on the transition. They are redirecting most of the resources to the change while shutting down non-essential functions or slowing them down.”

      They weren’t telling her anything she didn’t know, but it wasn’t helping.

      “What are you going to do tomorrow?” Syssi asked.

      “About what?”

      “Work, of course. Tomorrow is Monday, and as Kian pointed out, you have a keep to run.”

      Damn, she hadn’t thought about that. Looking around the small room, Sari tried to figure out where she could put a desk, but that was a stupid thought. This was a patient room, and if anything went wrong, Steven and Bridget had to have unobstructed access to David.

      “I can do almost everything with a laptop and a phone. Miranda can take care of the rest.”

      “I have a better idea.” Steven walked in. “Do you see the camera over there?” He pointed at the ceiling.

      “What about it?”

      “As long as I have my phone with me, I can see what’s going on in here wherever I am. There is an application that you can download and watch David all day long without physically being here. It’s also connected to the monitoring equipment, so you can see how his vitals are doing as well.”

      Kian pushed to his feet. “Can you show me? I wasn’t aware that we had something like that.”

      Steven pulled out his phone. “Humans use it to monitor their houses, their businesses, their babysitters, and whatever else they need to keep an eye on. I asked Morgan to make a version that included a display of the monitoring equipment’s data stream.” The doctor looked smug. “We don’t have much use for it, but I figured that it’s a good idea to have something like that in case one of the human workers that we occasionally hire gets injured.”

      “Good thinking.” Kian took the phone from Steven.

      “You can even move the camera around with your fingers.” The doctor demonstrated. “And you can activate or deactivate the sound.”

      “That’s useful. We could use something like that in the village.”

      As Sari got up and joined them, Kian handed her the phone. The camera was trained on David and the medical equipment next to him. At the bottom of the screen, she saw the same readouts that were running on the monitoring screens. She didn’t know what they meant, but as long as they ran steadily, she assumed that everything was okay.

      Still, watching David through her phone’s screen wasn’t the same as being physically next to him. Besides, if she was busy with work, she wouldn’t be talking to him, which she believed helped keep him tethered to this world.

      Kian handed Steven the phone back. “When Bridget gets here, I want you to show it to her. I don’t know why we don’t have something like that in our clinic. It would make it so much easier on the mates of transitioning Dormants.”

      “Maybe Bridget and Julian are already using an application but not sharing it with non-professionals.” Steven put the phone back. “My approach is more inclusive and less elitist.”

      Sari walked back to her chair and pulled her phone out of the bag. “Can you download the application for me?” She unlocked the device and handed it to Steven.

      “Sure.”

      “You look tired,” Syssi said as Sari sat down.

      “I didn’t sleep at all last night.”

      “Maybe you can have a cot brought in here, so you could take a nap.”

      “There is no room,” Steven said. “I don’t want to have to jump over Sari to get to David.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll just close my eyes for a few minutes.” She leaned over the bed and rested her head on her arms.

      “I’ll stay with you,” Syssi offered. “You can let yourself doze off, and I will guard David for you while you sleep.”

      “Neither of you need to guard him. I’m here.” Steven sounded offended.

      Syssi cast him an indulgent smile. “Emotional support is no less important than medical care. I’ll stay with Sari for a little bit longer.”
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      When Annani paused her tale to finish her tea, Oshidu approached her and bowed.

      “Would you like me to serve refreshments, Clan Mother?”

      Her Odus knew her well, which was not surprising given how long they had been serving her. They knew precisely when she needed a snack, or something to drink, or anything else for that matter.

      Annani nodded. “I would also like more tea.”

      Oshidu bowed again. “Of course, Clan Mother.”

      “So, what happened?” Alena asked.

      “Where was I?”

      “You said that you could’ve handled it better.”

      “Oh, yes.” Annani lifted her teacup and handed it to Oshidu. “My month with Gudbrand was nearing its end, and I was loath to let him go. I did not conceive, which was disappointing because I really had a feeling that he would be the one, but it was becoming more and more difficult to thrall away his memories of my anomalies. Every time I lost control, and he saw my eyes and my skin glow, he reacted with renewed fear, asking me what I was, and each time I made him forget. He became suspicious, but he thought that his memory lapses had been the result of chewing weed.”

      Alena lifted a brow. “They’d already discovered that back then?”

      “Of course. It was not the same kind that is popular today, but even the ancient, uncivilized people used plants with similar properties to make themselves feel good, and even stronger ones that caused hallucinations. Those were used by shamans and later in temple ceremonies.”

      Alena nodded. “Like the Eleusinian Mysteries. The visions and the conjuring of an afterlife were achieved with the help of psychedelic drugs.”

      “Precisely. Back in Gudbrand’s time, warriors chewed or cooked the tungboqe weeds to relax after a hunt or to get in the mood for wild dancing or even wilder sex. Those who were more adventurous added the bark of a hazel tree to the cooking pot. Chewing that concoction caused mild hallucinations.”

      Oshidu returned with a tray and placed it on the table. “Would there be anything else, Clan Mother?”

      “No, thank you.”

      He bowed. “It is my pleasure to serve.”

      As he left the room, Annani lifted a pastry and took a small bite. “This is almost as good as the ones from Jackson’s bakery.” She put it down.

      “Let me guess.” Alena reached for one of the pastries. “You encouraged Gudbrand’s misconception that he couldn’t remember anything because of the weed chewing.”

      “I did that subtly, neither denying nor confirming, but I kept a jar of the stuff near my pallet.”

      “It seems like you had it under control. What went wrong?”

      Annani sighed. “Life is never predictable, and the unexpected should be expected. Gudbrand had a younger brother, Olek. Olek’s wife was nearing the end of her pregnancy and was having difficulties. Astrid suffered from asthma, for which there were no medications back then, and the pregnancy made it worse. She went into labor while Gudbrand was with me.”

      Alena’s eyes saddened as she guessed the rest. “Astrid did not make it.”

      Annani nodded. “The midwife managed to save the baby but not the mother. In his grief, Olek slipped into his berserker mode, grabbed his weapons, and headed out to find Gudbrand, who he knew was with me.”

      “That’s absurd. What did Gudbrand or you have to do with Astrid’s death? I can’t believe that Olek wanted to kill his brother.”

      “He was not in his right mind, but I do not think he would have gone that far. He needed to vent his grief and aggression by picking a fight with his brother, which I am sure Gudbrand would have been more than willing to provide. Except, Olek burst into my tent while we were in the heat of passion, and he saw my glowing eyes and my glowing skin and immediately assumed the worst.”

      Alena gasped. “Damn.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “My apologies, Mother.”

      “Damn is appropriate in this context, my daughter.” Annani sighed and picked up the cup of fresh tea. “Olek screamed, accusing me of being a demoness, and he demanded that I give him his wife back. When I said that I did not have her, he charged at me with his battle-ax. Gudbrand jumped up to defend me. Or so I thought.”

      “He didn’t?”

      “The thrall I placed on him must have been burned off by the sudden surge of aggression, and Gudbrand saw my glow as well. He yelled at his brother that if anyone was going to kill me, it was going to be him and not Olek.”

      “Why?”

      “He wanted to spare his brother from Frella’s vengeance. I was supposedly her priestess, and anyone hurting me would have to answer to the goddess.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I tried to grab Gudbrand’s mind, but he was too enraged, and I could not penetrate his defenses. His berserker must have been triggered by his brother coming at him with an ax, or maybe the culprit was the shocking news of Astrid’s death, or maybe even my glow.”

      “Another possibility is that he grew resistant to your thralling because you’d done it too many times. You said that he had a strong personality and that he was suspicious. That alone was enough to resist thralling.”

      “Perhaps.” Annani dropped her voice to a near whisper. Even after all the centuries that had passed since the event, the guilt was still there.

      “What did you do?”

      “I did the only thing I could at the moment, which was to grab Olek’s mind instead. He was enraged as well, but he was not expecting it, or maybe he was just more susceptible to thralling.”

      “Who killed whom?”

      “Who do you think?”

      “I have no idea. Were they equally matched?”

      “Gudbrand was bigger and stronger, but he did not want to kill his brother. Olek delivered the killing blow.” Annani sighed. “I was devastated, overwhelmed by guilt and grief, and the same was true for Olek.”

      Alena reached for her hand. “Did you love Gudbrand?”

      “Love has many shades. I was not in love with him, but I liked him and enjoyed his company. I wanted him to father my child. I did not want him to die so prematurely.”

      “Could you have saved him with a blood infusion?”

      Annani shook her head. “The injury was too severe even for my blood to heal. Besides, I had a huge mess to clean up, and I had to do it quickly. People heard the screaming, and warriors started swarming my tent. I had to grab everyone’s minds and bend them to my will.”

      “Was Olek punished for killing his brother?”

      “I made sure that he was not. I convinced everyone that Gudbrand attacked Olek because he barged in on us while we were being intimate, and the sudden intrusion caused Gudbrand’s berserker to take over. Olek was only defending himself, and the killing blow was an accident. Gudbrand tripped on the furs instead of ducking as Olek had expected him to. Some of it was even true. Gudbrand was stronger, and the only reason Olek got him was that he really tripped.”

      “Did they believe you?”

      “They had no choice. I thralled every adult in both tribes to believe that.”

      “And that was the end of the story?”

      “I wish. Olek blamed himself despite the spin I put on what had happened, and he became bitter and vengeful. Naturally, he also blamed me for bewitching his brother and keeping him away from his kin when he was most needed.”

      “Gudbrand couldn’t have helped Astrid.”

      “He could not, but I could have if I’d made it there before she died. Not that Olek knew that, but he was not thinking straight, and he needed someone to blame.”

      “What did he do? Did he threaten you?”

      “He demanded my expulsion from Bogen’s clan. No one was happy to comply, but the alliance was important to both clans, and I had done enough damage already. I left before they had a chance to kick me out, but I took the guilt with me, and I have been carrying it around ever since.”

      “Why? What else could you have done? Gudbrand wanted to kill you.”

      “What if he did not? What if he just said that to Olek to stop him from killing me?”

      “You said that he was enraged.”

      “He was terrifying, but he was not mindless with grief like Olek.”

      “Where were your Odus?”

      “They were nearby, but I instructed them to stay away from my tent unless I called them. I am glad that I did not. The bloodshed would not have ended with Gudbrand. They would have attacked the other men as well. My best choice was to grab the minds of as many as I could and defuse the situation.”

      “I still don’t get why you blame yourself. What could you have done differently?”

      “If I had not panicked, I could have commanded Olek to stand down and leave the tent instead of defending me.”

      Alena shuddered. “But then Gudbrand would have turned on you and tried to kill you.”

      “Perhaps he would, and perhaps he would not. I will never know the answer to that.”
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      Sari had spent the night on a cot in the waiting room, but even though the door to David’s room was open and she could see him from her cot, she’d gotten up numerous times throughout the night and gone to sit by his side.

      The medical machinery was noisy, and the light in David’s room was not dimmed all the way, but none of that had caused her insomnia. She just couldn’t shake the feeling that her presence kept him tethered to her, that he could somehow feel her being right next to him and take comfort in that.

      Or maybe it was just her anxiety talking.

      Steven had stayed in his office all night as well, sleeping on the couch, and she wondered if he would have done that if she hadn’t been there.

      When there was a soft knock on the door, Sari glanced at Steven’s door, but he must have been sleeping soundly and hadn’t heard it.

      “One moment.” She got up and smoothed her hand over her shirt. She’d slept in her clothes, and they looked it. “Come in.”

      The door opened, and Bridget walked in. “Good morning. I’m sorry for waking you up, but I wanted to check on David.”

      “I wasn’t sleeping.” Sari offered the doctor her hand. “Thank you for coming. I really appreciate you doing this for me.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I hope David is the first of many more Dormants that the Fates will bless your people with. I want to give Steven proper training, so he is ready.” She glanced at David’s room. “Besides, I’m curious to see the professor. I heard that he’s exceptionally handsome.”

      Sari’s jealousy reared its head. “From whom?”

      “Syssi and Amanda. I talked with them on the way here, and they were both gushing about how perfect he is for you. They are convinced that the Fates must have guided Kalugal to him and then whispered in his ear to bring him to you.”

      That was good. Both were happily mated, and their interest in David could only be on her behalf.

      Sari let out a breath. “I agree. David is perfect for me.”

      Rubbing his eyes, Steven emerged from his office. “Good morning, Bridget. When did you get here?”

      “Just now. I dropped my suitcase by the entrance and came here right away. What’s the status?”

      “Let’s check together.” He motioned for her to follow him into David’s room.

      Sari entered behind them and leaned against the wall to stay out of the doctors’ way.

      The two chairs Kian had brought into the room had been removed to clear access to the sickbed, and only the one she’d sat on during the night had remained.

      Steven picked it up and put it next to the wall. “You can sit down.” He regarded her with concern in his eyes. “Did you sleep at all?”

      “A little.”

      “You can’t keep on like this.”

      “I can.” She waved a hand at David. “He’s your patient, not me.”

      As Bridget and Steven went over David’s vitals, Sari watched Bridget’s expression closely, noting every frown and every tightening of the doctor’s lips.

      Bridget was not an emotional woman, and the scents she was emitting were subtle, but she looked concerned.

      She turned to Sari. “David’s temperature has been steadily climbing through the night and so has his blood pressure. Neither is in the critical range, but he needs to be watched closely.”

      “Shouldn’t you give him something to lower the temperature?”

      Bridget shook her head. “It’s part of the transition process, and if I do that, I will be interfering with it. But if his temperature goes over the safe limit, I will.”

      “What about the blood pressure?”

      Sari knew next to nothing about human physiology, but she knew that high blood pressure could cause a stroke or a heart attack. David’s twin brother and their father had died from heart failure, and genetics played an important role in a person’s health. According to Steven, David was in excellent physical shape, but that didn’t cancel out his genetic disposition, and Sari was worried.

      “Not much we can do about that. I’m not going to give him medication for that.”

      “What if it reaches a critical level?”

      “Then we will worry about it.” Bridget put a hand on Sari’s shoulder. “Go, take a shower, sleep for a little bit. I’m here to take care of your guy.”

      Sari looked down at her rumpled clothes. “I should shower and change. I’ll do it fast and come back here.”

      Bridget nodded. “I understand your need to be by his side, but it really isn’t necessary. We are a community, and each of us has her or his job to do. You have a keep to run. Steven and I can take care of David.”

      “This part of me agrees with you.” Sari tapped her temple. “But this part doesn’t.” She put her hand over her heart. “I need to be here.”
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      It was early in the morning when Kian got a text from Bridget, informing him that she’d arrived and was going directly to David.

      Syssi was still sleeping soundly, and he would have much rather stayed in bed with her, but he had to greet Bridget and check up on David and Sari.

      His stubborn sister had spent the night in the clinic, sleeping on a cot in the waiting room. She was probably exhausted.

      Kian could empathize. He hadn’t been any better when Syssi had been transitioning, but back then, none of them had experience with adult Dormants transitioning, and the uncertainty had made everything much more terrifying.

      They had gained some knowledge since, but that didn’t make the process any less stressful for the mates of transitioning Dormants.

      “Where are you going?” Syssi murmured sleepily as he got out of bed.

      “Bridget is here.”

      “So? She doesn’t need you. Come back to bed.” She pulled on his arm.

      “I wish I could, but after she flew overnight to be here for David and Sari, I need to at least greet her.” Leaning, he kissed Syssi’s cheek. “Go back to sleep. You need your rest.”

      “Okay.” Yawning, she turned to her other side. “I’m not going to argue about that.”

      He kissed her other cheek because it was impossible for him not to do so. It was warm from sleep and so soft. “I love you.”

      “Love you too. Say hi to Bridget for me.”

      “I will.” He leaned lower and kissed her belly. “How is my daughter doing?”

      “Sleeping.” Syssi waved him off. “Get the greeting thing over with and come back to bed.”

      He smiled. His wife was the sweetest, most accommodating person in the world, but only after she had at least three cups of coffee in the morning. Otherwise, she was grumpy.

      Regrettably, the modest room they had been given in the castle didn’t come equipped with a coffeemaker, and even if it had, Syssi would not have been happy with the quality.

      If there was one thing his wife was snobbish about, it was that. She didn’t care for fancy clothes, or for jewelry, or any other status symbols, but she was very particular about her coffee.

      He loved it that she had that small quirk. Otherwise, she would have been too perfect, which was imperfect.

      On his way to the clinic, Kian stopped by the kitchen, poured himself a cup, and drank it on the way. The sooner he was done with Bridget, the sooner he could return to Syssi.

      Expecting to see his sister sitting by David’s side, he was surprised to find only the two doctors in the clinic, and not in David’s room but in Steven’s office.

      “Good morning.” He joined them. “Where is Sari?”

      “She went to shower and change,” Bridget said. “I told her that she should get back to work, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “She’s worried.” He pulled out a chair and sat down. “How is your patient doing?”

      “Not so great,” Bridget admitted. “If David’s temperature keeps rising, I will have to reduce it, and that will interfere with his transition. But our first priority is to keep him alive.”

      Kian frowned. “Is it that bad?”

      He’d thought that David was doing more or less the same as all the other transitioning Dormants, but Bridget’s somber expression had him worried.

      “No, it’s not that bad. I just wanted to give you a fair warning before Sari gets back. I don’t want to worry her. It’s important for her to keep a positive attitude, and she’s already struggling with that.”

      “She should be told.”

      Bridget shook her head. “Not yet. David might stabilize, and then I would have worried her for nothing.”

      “I’ll leave it to your discretion.” Kian pushed to his feet. “Do you need me to bring you anything?”

      Bridget smiled. “Miranda is taking care of everything. She’s getting me breakfast, and Ojidu is preparing David’s old room in the tower for me, which means that I’m going to spend most of my time in here. I have no intention of climbing up and down those stairs all day long.”

      “If you need anything, call me.”

      “I will.”

      Heading out, Kian didn’t go back to his room. Instead, he pulled his phone out and texted Alena.

      Are you and Mother awake?

      The answer came right back. We are. Would you like to join us for breakfast?

      Perfect. I’m on my way.

      It seemed like David would need Annani’s special help to transition, and they needed to plan for that in private. Kian hated keeping secrets from Syssi, but it was for her own good. Being privy to the true nature of Annani’s blessing was a burden he and Alena carried alone, and it had to stay that way.
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      “Good morning.” Kian walked in and took the chair Oshidu pulled out for him.

      “Good morning, my son.” Annani smiled tightly. “Have you seen Bridget already?”

      She had been informed that the doctor had arrived and gone directly to the clinic. That had been over an hour ago, and she had not heard from the doctor yet. Hopefully, Bridget’s assessment of David’s condition was positive, or at least not negative.

      Kian nodded. “She’s with David. His temperature and blood pressure are rising. They haven’t reached critical limits yet, but Bridget seems worried. You might need to give David your blessing.”

      Annani had been expecting that. “Of course. He is Sari’s mate.” She lifted her coffee cup and took a sip. “But let us wait a little longer and see if it is needed.”

      “It’s karma,” Alena said.

      Annani knew what she meant by that, but Kian raised a brow. “How so?”

      “It’s Mother’s story to tell, not mine.”

      “Is it about the nonsense of meeting David’s prior incarnation?”

      “It is not nonsense.” Annani put her cup down. “You may choose to believe it or not, but since you were not there, you cannot dismiss it so easily.”

      “That is true, but given what I have been told, you and Sari are basing your convictions on a vague sense of familiarity and the dreams of an adolescent boy. If David could confirm details of what happened between you and the man you think was him in his previous life, it would be proof of some kind of connection to the past. But all he had were dreams of someone who looked like you, and the situations were taken from a fiction book he read.”

      Alena cast her a sidelong glance. “Kian has a good point. Perhaps we both got carried away. While listening to you tell the story, I automatically cast David in the role of Gudbrand, but we really have no proof that it was him.”

      Annani welcomed the doubt. It would be in everyone’s best interest if she could convince herself that David was not Gudbrand. David was Sari’s mate, and there should be no awkwardness between them, which would be difficult to do if they thought that he had been Annani’s lover in his previous life.

      “You are both right.” She smiled. “I have been blessed with smart children.”

      Kian arched a brow. “Wow. I didn’t expect you to agree with me. But back to the issue of your blessing. I think that you should do it as soon as possible and not wait for things to get critical. It’s not going to be as easy as the other times, and it requires planning.”

      Annani chuckled. “There was nothing easy about helping Turner, but I had so much fun working with you on that.” Her smile wilted. “But despite my blessing, he remained unconscious for a very long time. I hope David will do better.”

      “Turner had cancer,” Kian pointed out. “David is healthy. That makes a big difference.”

      “What is your plan this time, my son?”

      “There are a couple of complications. First, there is a camera in the room that transmits information over the Wi-Fi connection to an application that Sari and Steven can watch live on their phones, and it also records everything. But even if I could sabotage the camera or the internet connection, Sari refuses to leave David’s side. If you insist, she will become suspicious. The third complication is Bridget. She’s too smart and skeptical to believe in the power of blessings, and she is already suspicious because of Turner’s miraculous healing.”

      Annani shrugged. “I am the Clan Mother, and I can demand that the camera is turned off and that everyone leaves the clinic while I give my blessing to David. I do not need to explain my reasons to anyone.”

      Given Kian’s sour expression, he did not agree. “You have an enormous secret to hide, Mother, and despite your diva reputation, people will think that your insistence on total privacy is suspicious and will start wondering why. We don’t want them to wonder. We want them to see or hear you chant a blessing and assume that nothing else is going on because they believe that they can see and hear everything.”

      Annani crossed her arms over her chest. “I was alone in the room with each of the Dormants I helped, and no one questioned that. Why would David be any different?”

      “Mother has a point,” Alena said. “In fact, it will look strange if she did things differently this time. We can ask for the camera to be turned off and for everyone to leave David’s room. They can wait outside and listen to the verbal blessing, but they won’t see what you are doing.”

      Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “I wish I had Sylvia’s talent and could disable the camera.”

      “Next to all that medical equipment?” Alena snorted. “That would be so reckless.”

      As Oshidu refilled Annani’s cup with fresh coffee, she took a few sips and then put it down. “Here is what we are going to do.” She turned to Kian. “I will tell Sari that since I am leaving soon, I want to give David a blessing today. It will need to happen during dinner time, when most of the castle residents are in the dining room. I will tell Sari that she has to lead them in a prayer for David’s successful transition at the same time that I am giving him my private blessing. That way, she will be busy when I am with him.”

      Alena nodded. “I will make sure she does that. Kian can take care of turning the camera off and keeping Steven and Bridget busy.”
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      “Please, sit down.” William motioned to the two dusty chairs in front of his desk.

      Eleanor wiped the seat with her hand.

      She had done the same thing the other time she and Kri had first sat in his office to discuss testing the virtual machines. They shouldn’t have gotten so dirty already.

      William’s office was a cramped little room at the back of a huge hall, where several immortals were busy doing God only knew what.

      Were they building more virtual machines?

      She wanted to ask but held her tongue. If they were working on something confidential, it would seem as if she was snooping around, and she couldn’t afford the suspicion. She’d made good progress lately, mainly thanks to Kri, and people were becoming less wary of her.

      “I’m so glad that you haven’t changed your minds about volunteering to test the new machines.”

      “Changed our minds?” Eleanor snorted. “I can’t wait to get on the slopes.”

      Sitting down, Kri narrowed her eyes at William. “Are you sure that your guys removed all the sexual innuendos from the program?” She cast a sidelong glance at Eleanor. “No offense, but Michael asked me to double-check. In fact, he wanted to do the test run with me, but I told him that I’ve already promised you to be your partner.”

      If Kri thought that Eleanor would graciously step down and let Michael take her place, her friend was dead wrong. She was humming with anticipation to be back on the slopes, even if the entire experience would only happen in her head.

      After all, wasn’t that all that mattered?

      Some even postulated that life on earth was a simulation, a game played by extraterrestrials somewhere in the universe.

      “None taken.” Eleanor crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m going skiing today, and I don’t care who my partner is. If you want your boyfriend to take your place, that’s fine with me.”

      Kri arched a brow. “Not going to happen.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Immortals were so damn jealous and possessive over their mates. It was even worse than in the human world.

      Eleanor had no interest in Michael or any of the other immortal males in the village. Greggory would have been her first choice as a partner in the virtual or real universe, but the clan’s two machines were not connected to the virtual studios’ network, so the only way to use them was to be physically in the village.

      William pushed his glasses up his nose. “The program doesn’t create the sexual content. The participants do that. It only supplies the right environment for romance to flourish.”

      Kri snorted. “It’s not about romance, William. It’s about hookups.”

      He shrugged. “Again, it depends on the participants. You can enter the program and choose not to have virtual sex.”

      “Yeah, but you said that once we enter the program, we become our avatars and forget who we are in our real lives. Who knows what those avatars will choose to do? Doesn’t that depend on the program?”

      He shook his head. “It’s not that simple. The avatar supplies a history and a choice of attributes. You will need to fill out a questionnaire, which will narrow down your preferences. Just skip over all the sex stuff.”

      “Do we get to choose our avatars?” Eleanor asked.

      “Not for the test run.” William turned his computer on. “The most significant modification we did to the original ski program was to make both main characters female.” He smiled at Kri. “Does that make you feel better?”

      “Michael will be very happy to hear that.”

      “So here is the background story of your adventure.” William pulled up a picture on the screen of what looked like a top-security jail. “You are both spies, one is Russian, and one is American, but you are good friends. The American got caught, and she is being held in a top security facility in Siberia. Her Russian friend springs her free, and they ski their way to freedom. Naturally, they are pursued, shot at, and all the other usual tropes of a good spy movie, including a helicopter chase. I thought that two athletic ladies like you would enjoy the physical challenge.”

      Kri grinned. “Sounds like fun.”

      William pulled two laptops out of his drawer and put them on the desk. “The questionnaires are in there. Read the instructions, and if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask. Also, if you come up with items that are missing from the questionnaire, jot them down.” He pulled out two yellow pads and put one next to each laptop. “We’ve already adapted it for immortals, but user experience is important, and you might notice things that we’ve missed.”

      “Who was originally the female character? The Russian or the American?” Kri asked.

      “The Russian was the female. The American spy was her lover.”

      An image of Scarlett Johansson as Natasha Romanoff in the Avengers movies popped into Eleanor’s mind. It would be fun if her avatar was a short, curvy redhead with killer moves.

      Kri looked at her. “Do you want to flip a coin for who gets to be the American?”

      “If you don’t mind, I would like to be the Russian.” She turned to William. “Does her avatar look like Scarlett Johansson in the Avengers movies?”

      William shook his head. “She is a tall blond. In the next phase of tests, you’ll be able to design your own avatar.”

      “That’s okay. It was just a thought. I don’t really care what my avatar looks like. I like the idea of being the hero who rescues her friend.”

      Kri grimaced. “You are right. The Russian has a better part in this story. But that’s fine. I’m willing to let you be the hero for once.”

      “Ouch.” That wasn’t a very friendly remark, but it was accurate.

      So far, Eleanor had mostly played the villain in the story of her life, which was much better than playing the victim, but not as good as playing the hero.

      It was time for her to try that on for size. She might even enjoy it.
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      “I love you.” Sari’s whisper woke David up.

      Smiling, he opened his eyes to a clear night sky that was dotted with countless stars, and a gentle breeze that carried the smell of water and pine trees. It was the same spot he and Sari had chosen for their picnic the other day, and they were lying on the same blanket next to the lakeshore. The only thing missing was the lunch basket that Ojidu had prepared for them.

      He took her hand and kissed her palm. “I love you too.”

      Sari turned her face skyward. “It’s so beautiful and peaceful here at night. I’m glad that we finally have some time alone together.”

      She must have been referring to when they’d been interrupted by Edna and Rufsur. David remembered them going back to her suite and making love, but he couldn’t remember what had happened after that. Evidently, they had decided to go back to the lake.

      It was nighttime, though, and it wasn’t safe for them to be so far from the castle with no other immortals around. Then again, there might be a whole platoon of them hiding in the shadows.

      “Aren’t you worried about wild animals?” He glanced around. “Do you have Guardians patrolling the grounds?”

      She chuckled. “I have no need for them. I’m the wildest animal out here, and the predators are smart enough to know that and stay away.”

      Immortal females were strong, but they didn’t have elongating fangs and venom like the males had. David doubted Sari would be able to defend them against large predators, especially if they came in packs.

      As if to prove him right, a wolf howled somewhere in the distance and was answered by many more.

      “I wish I was immortal already, with the strength and natural weapons that come with that.”

      “You mean fangs?” She turned to him and flashed him a smile with a hint of sharp canines.

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t remember them being so sharp.

      “You don’t need them. If you reach deep inside your soul, you will discover the fierce warrior hiding under layers upon layers of the psychological mumbo jumbo you studied and teach.”

      The offensive remark didn’t fit with the image he’d constructed of Sari, but it struck a chord. He’d often felt as if most of what he’d learned was useless. Hell, he’d often felt as if everything was meaningless. What was the point of living, of planning, of struggling, and all the social posturing that people dedicated so much energy to, when it could all end in the blink of an eye like it had for Jonah?

      Like it could happen to him in the next minute, or the next hour, or the next day. The best mortals could hope for was to be remembered by their loved ones.

      Unless reincarnation was real, it was all so damn pointless.

      At the thought, a memory of a dream surfaced. In it, he’d been a fierce warrior, a berserker, and a selfish man with an overinflated ego. That guy would have had no problem defending Sari against whatever came at her, and David couldn't help but feel a little envious of him. Being a simple brute might not be so bad. No one would have questioned Gudbrand's usefulness.

      As sweat beaded on his forehead, David noted that it was surprisingly warm given the northern elevation. He felt as if he was covered with a blanket and running a fever.

      Was he dreaming again? Or was this a dream within a dream?

      If it was, it was a welcome change from the disturbing ones featuring the arrogant Gudbrand and his sexual obsession with the priestess of Frella.

      Who the hell was Frella? Was it a variant name of Freya?

      Dreams had a way of distorting things in strange ways. Why would the goddess’s name be any different?

      David took Sari’s hand and put it over his chest. “I’m so glad to be here with you.”

      Turning toward him, Sari propped her head on her hand. “Where else would you be?”

      “I had a bad dream. I was the son of a Nordic chieftain who was obsessed with impregnating a barren priestess. It was very disturbing.”

      “Was she pretty?”

      Recalling the dream, David frowned. “She looked like your mother.”

      “Really?” Sari’s smile morphed from pleasant to seductive. “Was she a tiny redhead?” Her voice came out in a sexy purr. “Was she an amazing lover?”

      Something wasn’t right.

      David scooted away. “She was very beautiful.”

      “I bet. But she wasn’t more beautiful than me.” Between one blink and the next, Sari was on top of him, straddling him between her thighs and smiling evilly. “Tell me that I’m more beautiful than the priestess.” She gripped his wrists and pinned them over his head.

      Something was definitely not right. He was having another damn nightmare, and it was time to wake the hell up.

      Except, as much as he struggled to force himself awake, nothing happened. He was stuck in the nightmare.

      David had plenty of experience with those. The only thing to do was to let it play out.

      “You are much more beautiful than she was. There is no comparison.”

      “Liar.” As Sari smiled, her fangs became visible, but they were not the tiny ones he remembered. They were long, sharp, and dripping venom.

      Damn. It was getting worse.

      Frantic to end the nightmare, David willed himself to wake up, but it was just as ineffective as trying to get his hands free from Sari’s powerful grip. It was like her hands were iron shackles banded around his wrists and nailed to the ground.

      “Let me go.”

      “Never.” Her form changing before his eyes, her auburn hair turned black and elongated, her soft eyes turned hard, and her pink lips turned bright red.

      “Ayesha,” he whispered.

      His teenage dream specter was back, and the evil sorceress had glamoured herself to look like Sari.

      “Missed me?” She leaned down so her face was scant inches away from his. “You belong to me.”

      David knew that if she kissed him, it was game over. She would suck the life out of him. He had to fight her off. Thrashing, he tried to avoid her lips.

      “Your struggles only excite me more.” She transferred both his wrists to one hand, her fingers elongating into talons to encompass their girth. “Hold still, and it will go easier on you.” She gripped his chin with the hand she’d freed and smashed her mouth over his.

      He struggled against her hold, but it was no use. She was sucking the breath of life out of him.
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      With a sigh, Sari closed her laptop and turned to Steven. “I have to go to the office for a few minutes, but I’ll be right back.”

      “No rush. Take your time.”

      Right. He and Bridget kept saying that, but Sari chose to ignore them. Except, teleconferencing with a board of directors couldn’t be done from David’s patient room, or even the waiting room next to it.

      “I cleaned up your office,” Miranda said as she came in. “It’s ready for broadcast.” She looked Sari up and down. “I’m glad that you showered and changed into something semi-decent, but you need a little makeup.” She opened a drawer and pulled out a small cosmetics bag. “Let me fix you up a bit.”

      “There is no time.” Sari kept on walking.

      Not giving up, Miranda trotted behind her with the bag in hand. “At least put some lipstick on. You look like a zombie, and you are going to scare the board members.”

      After two sleepless nights, Sari didn’t look her best, but she didn’t care. There were more important things than looking good for the board of directors of one of the clan-owned companies.

      Except, appearances were important, and her job was to inspire confidence. If she looked all frazzled, they would assume it had something to do with their enterprise and start worrying.

      “Fine.” She took the tube from her assistant, smeared a little color over her lips, and handed it back.

      Propping her cell phone against a stack of files that was out of the camera’s view, she made sure she could see David throughout the conference call. The nurse was with him in the room, and Sari wondered where Steven and Bridget had gone. Willa was an experienced nurse, but she would have preferred for at least one of the doctors to be with David, especially while she was gone.

      They were probably in Steven’s office. Bridget had said that David needed to be watched constantly, so there was no way both of them had gone to have lunch.

      “Did you eat anything?” Miranda asked.

      “Nothing since breakfast. Can you call Ojidu and tell him to bring me a sandwich to the clinic after the conference call?”

      “I’ll do that.” Miranda looked at the phone propped against a stack of files. “You’d better mute it.”

      “Can you do that for me?” Sari opened the file for a quick reminder of what was about to be discussed. “But not all the way down. Just enough so the mortals can’t hear it.”

      When everything was ready, and everyone was on Sari’s computer screen, she plastered a smile on her face and joined the call. “Good afternoon.”

      As usual, the discussion droned on forever, with every board member having to voice his or her opinion and make suggestions. It was damn difficult to keep her eyes on the camera and pretend as if she was interested in what everyone had to say.

      The quick glances she’d been stealing at her phone’s screen hadn’t gone unnoticed, and the faces of several of the board members reflected their displeasure. They had all made time to be there, and they wanted her full attention.

      “We can save two percent if we shift production…”

      The alarm was barely audible, but as Sari’s eyes shot to her phone, she saw Steven and Bridget rushing into David’s room.

      Her heart dropped like a rock into the pit of her stomach.

      “Excuse me, but I have to go.” She terminated the call and jumped to her feet. “Miranda! Tell them there was an emergency.”

      Breaking into a run, she made it to the clinic in less than a minute. “What’s going on?”

      Spreading her arms wide, Willa blocked the door to David’s room. “You can’t go in there. David stopped breathing and they are putting him on a ventilator. We are so lucky to have one on hand,” the nurse kept blabbering nervously. “Steven ordered it in case we needed it for one of the humans who work here occasionally. Who would have thought that we would need it for a transitioning Dormant?”

      Who indeed?

      No one had mentioned anything about the transition causing breathing problems, and according to Steven, David didn’t have asthma or any other underlying lung problems. After the thorough physical Steven had given him, he would have known that, right?

      Had Syssi experienced breathing problems? Kian had only said that her transition had been difficult, but he hadn’t elaborated.

      Damn, she should have asked more questions and educated herself better before letting David attempt it. How could she have been so irresponsible with the life of her mate?

      That was the problem with trusting something as elusive as the Fates. It was fine to have faith, but it was even better to back it up with science.

      Pacing like a caged animal, Sari managed to choke down the sobs, but the tears found a way to escape her eyes.

      Tilting her head heavenward, she chanted silent prayers to the Fates. Please, sweet merciful Fates, don’t take him away from me. Please…
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      David was dying. His lungs were deprived of oxygen, making his struggles to dislodge Ayesha feeble and ineffective, the light was dimming, and his brain was giving out.

      It was time to accept the inevitable, take stock of his life, and say his mental goodbyes to his loved ones before the light was snuffed out completely.

      His mother and sister would be sad, but since he hadn’t been a big part of their lives, they wouldn’t miss him all that much. They would mourn for a while, and then they would go on living their lives.

      David regretted not making a greater effort to spend more time with the only family he had left. If he somehow survived this nightmare and woke up, he vowed to do better.

      But his biggest regret was leaving Sari and the life they could have had together. He refused to accept that this was the end and that he would never get to be with her again.

      If reincarnation was real, he vowed to return to her.

      After all, she was an immortal, and she would still be there for his next round, unchanged and just as beautiful as she was now. If he died today and was reborn tomorrow, in twenty-something years, he could return to her as a man. That was not a long time for an immortal, a blink of an eye in the span of her never-ending life.

      Wait for me, he implored. I’ll find a way to come back to you.

      “Don’t go! Don’t you dare leave me!” It was Sari’s voice, and it wasn’t in his head. “Fight, David.”

      He opened his eyes, expecting to see Sari, or perhaps Ayesha, but both were gone, and all he could see in the darkness was a brightly illuminated doorway.

      Endless love and peace waited for him on the other side. If he made it past the doorway, all his worries and struggles would be over. It beckoned to him…

      “David! Stay with me!” Sari sobbed.

      I’m sorry, my love, but I have to go. I promise to return to you.

      As his spirit detached from his body and floated toward the light, a thin tendril remained attached, tethering him. Looking back at it, he realized that it would take only a light tug to sever the connection, but David hesitated. What if the tether was Sari?

      The sound of the door slamming shut had his spirit head turn sharply toward it. A silhouette floated in front of the closed door, framed by the light seeping through the seams.

      “You are not going anywhere, David. It’s not your time yet.”

      He would have known that voice anywhere. “Jonah?”

      His brother’s form solidified. “Surprised to see me?”

      “You’re damn right I am. How many nights have I stayed awake, begging you to make an appearance? And you come now? When I’m ready to join you?” David floated toward his brother. “Let me pass.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “I’m dead, Jonah. Let me through.”

      His brother’s ghostly hand slammed on his chest, pushing him back. “You’ve always been whiny, weak, and so damn self-righteous. You are not dead yet, but you will be if you don’t fight.” He gave him another shove. “Fight, damn it. Don’t accept death when you have so much to live for. Do you want to devastate your mate? How will she go on without you?”

      As David turned to look down at his body, he didn’t expect to suddenly see everything so vividly.

      The darkness was gone, and he could easily read his vitals on the monitors. There was a short redhead with Steven in the room, but it wasn’t the goddess. She wasn’t wearing a doctor’s coat, but the efficiency of her movements indicated that she was a physician.

      They were putting him on a ventilator.

      Jonah floated next to him. “As you can see, you are not dead.”

      “It’s obvious that you have no medical training, Jonah. Those readouts are bad.”

      “I know that you are not flat-lining. Not yet, anyway. You need to hurry.”

      David shook his head. “Where have you been all this time? Is there a heaven? Did you make it there? Or are you in hell?”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not in hell.” Jonah shook his ghostly head. “You’ve always had such a low opinion of me.”

      That wasn’t true. David had thought the world of Jonah, and his brother knew that. But their teasing banter felt so familiar that he slipped into it as if Jonah hadn’t been gone for the past five years. “It seems like they let anyone into heaven these days.”

      “Who said that I’m in heaven?”

      “Then where are you?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “We are losing him!” Steven lifted a pair of worried eyes to the other doctor.

      Jonah gave him a push. “Get back in your body, David.”

      “I just found you. I can’t let go of you yet.”

      “You have to. It’s not your time to go.”

      “On one condition.” David lifted a finger. “Promise me that you will come to talk to me again.”

      “I can’t promise that. It’s not up to me.”

      “Then I’m not going back.” David was bluffing, but hopefully, his brother’s ghost couldn’t read his mind.

      Jonah chuckled. “Of course, I can read your mind. How do you think that we are communicating? I’ll tell you what I can do. I can come as long as you are unconscious.”

      “It’s a deal.” David closed his spirit arms around his brother and pulled him against his chest.

      Neither of them was corporeal, and the embrace didn’t feel like two bodies connecting, but it felt real nonetheless.

      "I missed you so much.”

      “I was never far.” Jonah’s ghostly form liquefied and then solidified again next to David’s prone body. “Get in here, now.”

      Jonah was right. It was now or never.

      “Come talk to me.”

      “I promised, and I will.”

      As soon as the decision was made, David’s spirit slammed back into his physical body, and then the darkness returned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            Sari

          

        

      

    

    
      It seemed like hours had passed since the alarm had gone off, and the doctors had rushed into David’s room, but Sari’s watch claimed that it had only been minutes.

      Bridget and Steven were fighting for David’s life, and all she could do was pray. Regrettably, Sari wasn’t a great believer in the power of prayer. If she were, she could feel as if she was helping in some way, instead of feeling so damn useless and helpless.

      When the door finally opened, and Bridget stepped out looking like she’d been to war, Sari’s heart sank to the pit of her stomach. “How is David?”

      “Stable.”

      The relief turned Sari’s legs into twin soft noodles, and she collapsed onto one of the chairs. “Thank the merciful Fates.”

      “Thank Steven and his foresight to get a ventilator.” Bridget sat down next to her. “David’s lungs just stopped working for no apparent reason. It has never happened before to a transitioning Dormant.”

      “Are they working now? Or is he artificially ventilated?”

      “He’s contributing breaths of his own.”

      Sari didn’t know what it meant, but Bridget seemed encouraged, so it must be good.

      The door to the waiting room opened, and her family spilled in.

      Annani entered with Alena first. Behind them were Kian and Syssi, and the last was Amanda.

      “Is David alright?” Annani asked.

      “He is stable,” Bridget said. “We had several scary moments, though.”

      As Sari’s chin started quivering, her mother spread her arms wide. “Come, my child. Let me comfort you.”

      She practically shot to her feet and rushed into her mother’s arms. “I was so scared.”

      Annani’s small hands caressed her back as Sari cried on her mother’s slim shoulder. “It is alright, my daughter. Let it all out.”

      Amanda and Alena joined them in a group hug. Only Kian stood next to the bundle of females looking unsure.

      “Come.” Amanda waved him over. “Sari needs your strength as well.”

      He wrapped his long arms around the four of them. “This feels incredibly awkward.”

      Chuckling, Syssi joined the group. “How about now?” She put her arms around him.

      “Better.”

      For long moments, Sari let herself fall apart while her family held her together, shoring her up with their warmth and their strength.

      Eventually, her tears dried up, and she took a shuddering breath. “Thank you.” She lifted her head off her mother’s shoulder. “I’m okay now.”

      As their arms left her, she swayed on her feet, but Annani’s hand caught her wrist and steadied her. “David is going to be just fine.”

      The confidence in her mother’s voice didn’t leave room for doubt, but Sari was too old to trust platitudes even when uttered by Annani. They were meant to reassure her, but no one had a crystal ball, not even her mother.

      “I wish you were right, but no one can make that promise.”

      Tugging her by the wrist, Annani led her to a chair. “I can. I will give David my blessing.”

      Sari stifled a sharp retort. “I appreciate the offer.” Sitting down, she chose her words carefully. “I’m sure your blessing will help, but it can’t guarantee David’s survival.”

      “Yes, it can.” Annani lifted Sari’s hand and held it in her lap. “Every Dormant I blessed made it safely to the other side no matter how bad their condition was.”

      “I’m proof of that,” Syssi said. “And so is Andrew. He was even older than David when he transitioned.”

      Bridget sat on Sari’s other side. “As a scientist, I don’t usually believe in blessings and incantations, and yet I’m sure that your mother’s blessing saved Turner’s life. He was not only the oldest Dormant to transition to date, he was also very sick. If his recovery wasn’t a miracle, I don’t know what is.”

      Sari knew Bridget well, and the doctor was way too pragmatic to offer empty words of encouragement. She’d meant every word.

      Still, even though Bridget’s account of Turner’s recovery had been the most reassuring testament to the power of Annani’s blessing, Sari needed more details.

      “Did Turner recover right after my mother gave him her blessing?”

      Bridget shook her head. “The blessing gave Turner a chance to survive, but he had to fight for it. He was unconscious for a very long time.”

      “It must have been hell for you.”

      The doctor tilted her head. “It was difficult, but I wouldn’t call it hell. It became my new normal. I basically moved into the clinic and pretended as if that was our new life. I talked to Turner, assuming that he could hear my prattle, and when he finally woke up, he told me that he heard me, and that it helped him a lot. Other people came as well. They sat by his side, some reading to him, others telling him stories from their pasts, and he remembered all that as well.”

      “We also held vigils,” Syssi said. “People constantly prayed for Turner. We are going to do the same for David.”

      “Thank you,” Sari whispered through a tight throat.

      She wasn’t a great believer in the power of prayer, but she was desperate enough to give anything a try.

      Crouching in front of her, Alena put her hands on her knees. “We will hold the first group prayer today at dinner, with you leading it, and Mother will give David her blessing at the same time.” Her sister smiled. “The prayer will turbocharge the blessing and vice versa.”

      It sounded good in theory, but Sari couldn’t be in two places at once. “Can we do the blessing first and then the prayer? That way I can take part in both.”

      Annani shook her head. “I need to be alone with David when I give him my blessing.”

      That sounded suspicious. “Why?”

      “When I bless a Dormant, I focus all of my positive energy directly into him or her.” Annani cast Sari an apologetic smile. “If there is anyone else with me in the room, my focus will split.” She took Sari’s hand. “We all want what is best for David, and in this case, it is best for you to lead the prayer while I bless him.”

      Hopefully, her mother was as sincere as she sounded, and her so-called blessing wasn’t an excuse to be alone with David.

      It was a nasty thought, and Sari shoved it away.

      Her mother would never do anything to cause her anguish, and therefore she would do nothing to harm David.

      Sari looked at Alena. “I guess that I’m leading the prayer at dinner.” She turned to Syssi. “I will need help with that. I’ve never led a prayer before.”

      “Kian and I are here for you. Whatever you need, it is yours.”
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      “That was out of this world.” Eleanor grinned at the guy who’d hooked her up to the virtual reality machine.

      What was his name? Barry? Bernard? Bartolommeo? He had stayed with her throughout the experience, monitoring her vitals.

      “I haven’t had this much fun in ages. Hell, I’ve never had that much fun.”

      It was hard to remember what was part of the virtual adventure and what was her real life. Both worlds felt equally solid, or rather equally confusing, and the line between the two was blurry.

      Heck, her real life was way more bizarre than the virtual adventure, but it was not nearly as exciting. In the real world, she never would have had the courage to do what she had done in the virtual one. And the best part was that throughout the adventure she hadn't been aware of the danger not being real, and she had still kicked it like a real badass.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” The guy started to remove the wires attached to her body.

      “It felt so real.” She peeled off one sticky pad and moved to the next.

      The door opened, and William walked in together with Kri. “How did it go?”

      “Awesome.” Eleanor rose to her feet. “I had the best time of my life.”

      Kri grinned. “I want to do that with Michael. He’s going to have a blast.”

      Eleanor elbowed her. “I bet you want to do the uncensored version with him.”

      The exhilaration of the chase had left her in a heightened state of arousal, and Kri was probably experiencing the same.

      Before the virtual experience, Eleanor had believed herself to be the cautious type, and she’d avoided danger whenever possible, but her avatar had helped her discover that she had the heart of a warrior, and that danger excited her.

      “Naturally. The adrenaline rush left me horny as hell.” Kri put her hand on William’s shoulder. “If you don’t need me, I would like to go home and do something about it.”

      William blushed. “I need your feedback, but I can start with Eleanor, and you can come back later whenever it’s convenient for you.”

      “Thanks.” Kri clapped him on the back and then offered her hand to Eleanor. “It was a pleasure playing with you.”

      “Same here. We should do that again.”

      “Definitely.”

      The three of them parted ways next to the big workroom, with Kri rushing out toward the elevators, and Eleanor following William into his office at the back of it.

      He cleared his throat. “I feel awkward asking this, but were there any sexual themes left in the program? I thought that my guys removed all of them.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “But you and Kri seemed very excited in a very particular way.”

      Given the casual attitude most other immortals had toward sex, William’s embarrassment was sweet, even refreshing.

      Eleanor leaned back in her chair. “Have you heard of combat rush?”

      “Warriors talk about it.” He turned his gaze to his monitor. “Some men get aroused in dangerous situations.”

      “That’s what happened to Kri and me.”

      “It’s supposedly caused by a surge in testosterone produced during battle, but I didn’t think that females might react in the same way. The chemistry is different.”

      Eleanor shrugged. “Maybe it’s the adrenaline, or perhaps Kri and I have more testosterone than other females. I’m not a doctor.”

      “Neither am I.” William swiveled the laptop toward her. “I assembled a list of questions, but if you can think of anything else, please add it in the comments field in the end. Your feedback will help us improve the program.”

      “No problem.”

      What she would rather have done was call Greggory and have wild phone sex with him, but since her line wasn’t private, that wasn’t going to happen.

      William pushed to his feet. “I’ll be in the other room if you need me.”

      Eleanor lifted her hand. “Hold on. I want to ask you something.”

      He sat back down. “Ask away.”

      “What about the tap on my phone? The goddess compelled everyone to adhere to the accord, so there is no more need to monitor my calls to Greggory.”

      William was a smart guy, and it didn’t take him long to figure out why she needed privacy for those calls.

      A cute blush coloring his cheeks, he nodded. “You are right, but I can’t do that without getting permission first. I have to call the boss.”

      “I hope that by boss, you mean Onegus, not Kian.”

      He regarded her with suspicious eyes. “What difference does it make?”

      Eleanor shifted in her chair. “It seems like too trivial a request to bother Kian with, and I don’t want him to get annoyed with me.”

      “He won’t mind. I’ll send him a text, and all he will have to do is answer yes or no.” William rose to his feet. “He will be much angrier if I don’t ask him first.”

      “In that case, go ahead.” She waved him off. “I don’t want Kian to get mad at either of us.”

      As William left the room, Eleanor let out a breath. Despite the signing of the accord and Annani’s compulsion ensuring everyone’s adherence to it, Kian would most likely say no. The guy was suspicious bordering on paranoid, and he didn’t like her.

      With a sigh, she started answering William’s questions, which regrettably didn’t come with multiple choice answers. Each one required a detailed, written summary. Kri had done the smart thing by finding an excuse not to do it.

      When William returned, she was done with about ten percent of the questionnaire.

      “Kian approved your request.” He rounded the desk and sat down. “I’ll call the security office right now and ask them to terminate the tap on your line. It will be removed from the dedicated security to the clan’s regular vault.”

      “I thought that you would remove the tap completely. After all, I can’t call anyone other than Greggory and people in the village, so there is no reason to leave the tap on.”

      “All calls made from clan phones are recorded, but the recordings are placed in a virtual vault that no one accesses unless there is a very good reason for it. Your calls will be completely private.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Who decides what’s a very good reason to open the vault?”

      “Edna. If something happens, like a clan member goes missing, or in the case of a criminal investigation, she can be petitioned to grant access to the recordings in the vault. She would never do that lightly.”

      “I don’t like it, but I get it. It’s a good security measure.”

      “I agree. We didn’t have anything like that until recently. Turner suggested it, and we implemented it right away.”

      “But if everyone knows that their phone calls are being recorded, which I assume that they do since you are telling me about it, they will just use burner phones to make calls they want to remain private.”

      “True, but criminal activity is not a big concern in the village. A clan member getting abducted is.”

      “What are the chances of that?”

      “Slim, but it’s happened before. Not that Amanda’s phone calls being recorded would have helped us find her.”

      Amanda had been kidnapped?

      “How did you find her? And who took her?”

      William smiled. “That’s one hell of a story.” He pulled out his phone. “But first, let me take care of your phone tap.”
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      Sari appreciated her family’s support, but she was glad when Kian and Syssi had left with Amanda and Alena so she could go back to David’s room. Annani had stayed behind to keep her company, and she invited her to join her.

      “I hope that you don’t mind.” Sari pulled a chair out for her mother and another for herself. “But I get even more anxious whenever I’m not right here by David’s side.”

      “I do not mind, my child. You need me, and I want to be here for you.” She smiled. “Besides, Bridget said that Turner hearing people tell him stories helped him cling to life. I could talk for several months and not run out of fascinating tales to keep David engaged.”

      “I bet. If it was up to me, he would probably be bored.”

      “I am sure that is not true.”

      “It is. My life is not very exciting. I can talk on and on about the businesses I run for the clan, but I doubt David would find that interesting.” Sari sighed. “Right now, though, I would have given anything for less excitement. I hate feeling helpless.”

      “You are not helpless, Sari. You have me, and I will not let David perish. You have my word.”

      “I wish I could believe it.”

      “You can.” Her mother patted her knee. “There are forces in the universe you know nothing about.”

      “And you do?”

      Annani smiled. “I have seen enough to know that my knowledge is extremely limited, and I am humble enough to admit it.”

      Sari chuckled. “The word humble and you do not belong in the same sentence.”

      Looking at Sari down her nose, Annani rearranged her skirt. “I do not flaunt my humility as a way to make myself appear grander, but I am smart enough to realize that my seemingly vast knowledge is not even a speck of dust in the enormity of cosmic reality. Regrettably, many human scientists lack humility, and so do you. If you admit that you do not know everything, you will open yourself to hope and trust.”

      Perhaps her mother was right and Sari needed a dose of humility. It was pride in her intellect that prevented her from trusting the Fates and their plans for her, and the same pride made her doubt her mother’s promise.

      With that realization, a sense of relief settled upon her. It was okay to hope, to believe that everything would end well. It wasn’t stupid, or naive.

      “Thank you.” She took her mother’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “That helped.”

      “I am glad. Now let me tell you a story that both you and David will find fascinating.”

      Sari’s head whipped toward her mother. “Are you going to finally tell me what really happened between you and David?”

      Annani nodded. “Not David, but a man called Gudbrand who might have been his prior incarnation. I did not want to tell you the story because it is not one I am proud of, and also because it might taint your relationship with David. But Alena convinced me that you need to know.”

      Thank you, Alena. “She is right. Guessing what it could have been is much worse.”

      Annani grimaced. “I am not sure. Gudbrand was my lover.”

      “I know that already. But as you’ve said, David is not Gudbrand.”

      “No, he is not. And the more I get to know him, the less he reminds me of Gudbrand. In fact, I am not even sure that it was him. Gudbrand was arrogant and selfish, while David is none of those things.”

      “He might have worked on improving his character throughout his subsequent incarnations. Isn’t that the entire purpose of the never-ending cycle? Through its own suffering, the soul learns to be compassionate and selfless.”

      “I do believe that is the purpose, but Gudbrand did not learn anything useful during that lifetime. It ended prematurely.”

      David had suspected that, as had Sari. “At your hands?”

      Annani shook her head. “My hands did not wield the sword that dealt him the fatal wound, but they might as well have. Gudbrand was enraged, and in that state, I was not able to control his mind. Instead, I thralled his brother to defend me. He killed him.”

      Sari’s eyes widened. “That’s awful. Now I understand why you were reluctant to tell us the story. You must feel so guilty.”

      “I do.”

      “Did you command the brother to kill him?”

      “I commanded him to defend me, but in the state they both were, the outcome could not have been anything else. Gudbrand and Olek were both berserkers. Do you know what that means?”

      “Fierce warriors?”

      “They were trained to enter a trance-like fury on the battlefield, but a strong enough trigger could cause them to slip into that state at other times as well.”

      “What happened?”

      “Olek’s wife died in childbirth while Gudbrand was with me. He came charging in and demanded that I return her to him.”

      “Was he insane with grief?”

      “I am sure he was. But there was more to it than that. Everyone believed that I was a powerful priestess of Frella, and when he saw me glow, he was convinced that I was a demoness and could pull his wife from the great beyond. Needless to say, he was disappointed when I told him that I did not have her.”

      “He attacked you?”

      “Yes, and Gudbrand jumped to my defense, not because he wanted to save me, but because he wanted to kill me himself and spare Olek from Frella’s fury. At least that was what he said to his brother.”

      “Why did he want to kill you?”

      “I will never know. Olek surprised us while we were in the throes of passion, and the sudden intrusion broke my hold on Gudbrand’s mind. They both saw my glow and thought that I was a demoness. I couldn’t regain control of Gudbrand, and I was only able to thrall Olek.”

      Sari shook her head. The man David was now would have never reacted like that, and she had a hard time believing that he had been capable of killing a defenseless woman, a woman to whom he had just made love, even then. “I get it that primitive people were extremely superstitious and feared everything that was different, but he was your lover. He knew that you were a good person. Was your glowing skin enough of a reason for him to want to kill you?”

      As much as it bothered her to know that David’s prior incarnation had been her mother’s lover, his actions bothered her even more. Perhaps it had been a mistake to let herself fall for him so quickly. She didn’t really know David, and apparently, under the civilized and compassionate outer layer lay something dark and dangerous.

      “He was not thinking straight while in the berserker mode. To this day, I wonder what went through his mind and why he turned on me. Gudbrand might have believed that I had somehow caused Astrid's death, or he could have felt guilty for not being there for his brother in his time of need, or perhaps he just feared me. He also might have been bluffing to get Olek to stand down. Since I could not enter his mind in the state he was in, I will never know the real reason. Long story short, Gudbrand was older and stronger, but Olek delivered the killing blow.”

      Even after all the years that had passed, Annani’s eyes were full of pain as she told her story.

      Was it guilt? Or had she loved Gudbrand?

      “Did you love him?”

      “Khiann was the only man I ever loved, but I was fond of Gudbrand despite his shortcomings. He was strong, smart, and the future chieftain of his clan. I wanted him to father my child. Instead, I got him killed and ruined his brother’s life. Olek never got over the guilt of killing Gudbrand.”

      “Did he become the chieftain?”

      “If he did not get himself killed, then I am sure he did. I did not stay around to find out. I took my Odus and moved on.”
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      David found it strange and disconcerting to return to his body. After floating above it, talking with Jonah, and seeing and hearing everything that went on, the darkness and silence felt like being in a grave.

      Is that what you want for me, Jonah?

      Was he even alive?

      Yeah, otherwise, he would be floating toward the light instead of being trapped in darkness.

      Finally, he had proof of near-death experience being real, but he couldn’t share it with anyone. The good part was that he no longer feared death. The bad part was that he craved it.

      If not for Sari, he would have never agreed to go back to his body. Her love for him and his concern for her kept him tethered to this world.

      He missed her so much. If he could at least hear her voice, it would brighten the horrible darkness he was in.

      As if someone had heard his prayer, he suddenly heard her say, “David is not Gudbrand.”

      It must have been a hallucination. Gudbrand was someone he’d dreamt about. There was no way Sari could know that name.

      “No, he is not,” he heard the goddess answer. There was no mistaking Annani’s voice. It was what people imagined angels sounded like. “And the more I get to know him, the less he reminds me of Gudbrand. In fact, I am not even sure that it was him. Gudbrand was arrogant and selfish, while David is none of those things.”

      If he could smile, he would have. That was so true. He was nothing like that man. But how did Annani know about Gudbrand?

      “He might have worked on improving his character throughout his subsequent incarnations,” Sari said. “Isn’t that the entire purpose of the never-ending cycle? Through its own suffering, the soul learns to be compassionate and selfless.”

      David had been afraid of that answer, but it was the only one that made sense when his dreams were considered. The dreams had not really been dreams at all, but past life memories. He used to be Gudbrand, a brutish, arrogant, and selfish man, and over many life cycles, he had learned humility and selflessness.

      But had he?

      He was still quite arrogant. He’d only learned to hide it better. And as for selflessness, he wasn’t sure about that either. He could have swallowed his pride and been a better son to his father. He could have ignored the put-downs and visited more. But he’d been arrogant, and his father’s dismissal of his professional successes had angered and saddened him.

      And what about his mother and sister? He thought that staying away and letting them live their lives was the right thing to do, but perhaps he’d been motivated more by laziness than altruism. He should have been a better son to his mother and a more caring brother to his sister. Lisa barely knew him.

      Bottom line, he was not so different from Gudbrand.

      “Gudbrand was never as whiny.” Jonah floated down from a spot on the ceiling and sat down on David’s bed.

      Strangely, the mattress sank under him even though he appeared weightless. But then none of this was real, and he was probably dreaming again, a strange dream within a dream.

      “How do you know about Gudbrand?”

      It was a stupid question to ask a dream apparition that was a product of his imagination. Besides, Jonah’s ghost knew everything because he lived in David’s mind.

      His brother smiled. “Asked and answered. But I’m not a product of your imagination, and I don’t live inside your head. I’m just as real as you are but in a different way. While you are still bound by your body and its limitations, I am a bundle of information that is part of the cosmic smorgasbord of information. It’s all a mind game, David. The very reality you live in is an illusion. It’s thought made manifest.”

      “That’s an old idea.”

      “It doesn’t mean that it is untrue.”

      “If thought can create reality, then if I think you are actually here, sitting on my bed, I can touch you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      As David pushed up on the pillows, he realized several things. In the real world, he had a ventilator stuck down his throat, but in this dream, he could breathe and talk freely. He could also move, which he couldn’t do in reality. So, if he could do all that, he could also embrace his brother.

      “Bravo.” Jonah clapped. “You are learning the rules.”

      “Or lack thereof.” David leaned forward and put his arms around his brother. “Thank you for coming back. I wasn’t sure you would.”

      “I got permission.”

      “From whom?”

      Shaking his head, Jonah smiled. “Nice try. You know that I’m not allowed to answer that.”

      “I figured it was worth a shot. Can our father get permission to visit me as well?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he has already been reborn. Only those who remain in the in-between can make contact with the living.”

      That was disappointing. If he could have told his father that he was sorry for not trying harder to be a better son, maybe he could have gotten rid of some of the damn guilt plaguing him.

      Jonah laughed. “If anyone needs to apologize, it is he, not you. You’ve done nothing wrong except to follow your heart. If the old control freak could not accept that, it’s on him, not on you.”

      “He wasn’t mad at you for choosing business over medicine.”

      “That’s because I never showed any inclination for the medical field, and frankly, I didn’t have the stomach for it. He knew that there was no way I would become a doctor. All his dreams and aspirations were focused on you, and that’s why he was so disappointed that you didn’t choose to follow in his footsteps.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      “He didn’t have to. But don’t worry. You’ll get a chance to fix things with him. You’ll meet him again and again, life after life. That’s how it works.”

      David frowned. “If I survive this, I will be immortal. I will be free of the cycle.”

      “No living being is ever free of it. Immortals just have much longer cycles.”

      “How come you are in the in-between instead of being reborn? You should be a five-year-old boy now, wreaking havoc on some poor family somewhere.”

      Jonah chuckled. “I could have also been reborn as a girl, but you are right. I would have been a firecracker regardless of my gender.” He crossed his ghostly legs. “I’m not in a hurry to reincarnate. I’ve lived through many cycles, and so have you. We are both very old souls.”

      “That’s what our mother used to say about me. Did she say the same to you?”

      Jonah shook his head. “I was always getting into too much trouble for her to think that.”

      “That’s true.” Smiling, David closed his eyes. “You were a handful, but they both loved you more for it.”

      “The squeaky wheel gets the grease, David. But that doesn’t make it more lovable. You were the good kid, the dependable one who did well in school and didn’t need constant attention and bailing out of trouble. If anything, they loved you more.”

      “And yet, here we are, with you saving my ass, and not the other way around.”

      “That’s what brothers are for. We’ve taken turns saving each other many times in the past, but you have been my savior more often than I’ve been yours. This time it happens to be my turn, for which I’m thankful. I have a big debt to repay.”
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      “I didn’t think you’d come to class.” Kri clapped Eleanor on the back.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “We had one hell of an exercise session this morning.”

      Eleanor dropped her duffle bag on the floor next to the wall. “I’m your warm-up and cool-down instructor, and I take my job seriously.”

      “Your unpaid job.”

      “So what? I’m thankful for having something to do. Besides, I don’t think virtual exercise counts.”

      “That’s a good question. We should have asked William about it.”

      “He’s not a doctor.”

      “True, but the guy is a genius. I’m sure he can answer that.”

      “Did you go back to answer his questionnaire?”

      A sheepish grin spread over Kri’s face. “I will go after class. I was busy.”

      Lucky girl. The best Eleanor could hope for was phone sex with Greggory, and she wasn’t sure how cooperative he would be, if at all.

      Chances were that he hadn’t remained celibate and was slaking his needs with random humans, and if she had any brains, she would have done the same.

      Even with her nefarious reputation, there were plenty of immortal males who were more than willing to share her bed. She’d noticed the covetous glances. The problem was that none of them had stirred anything in her.

      The only one she seemed to crave was Greggory.

      Hopefully, William had already arranged for her line to be private, or as private as any other clan member’s, so she could call Greggory and get on the sexy with him. But she needed to gather her courage and come up with a plan. How was she going to suggest it? What could they actually do?

      Eleanor wasn’t very imaginative in that regard, and she was too reserved to ask Kri for advice.

      “When you go to see William, I’ll come with you. He has my phone, and I need to pick it up from him.”

      “Why? Did it break?”

      “Since Annani compelled everyone’s adherence to the accord, I asked him to remove the tap from my phone.”

      Kri arched a brow. “And he agreed?”

      “He asked Kian’s permission, and surprisingly, Kian allowed it.”

      “Awesome.” Kri slapped her back. “Now you can get naughty with Greggory over the phone.”

      Her friend either knew her well or projected what she would have done in Eleanor’s situation.

      “Yeah. I guess I can.” She started stretching to hide her embarrassment.

      Fortunately, their students started spilling in and put an end to the conversation. A few minutes later, the class started.

      When it was over, and everyone had left, Eleanor lifted her duffle bag off the floor. “Are you ready?” She slung the strap over her shoulder.

      “Let’s go.” Kri followed her to the door.

      Since she left her things in the locker, Kri didn’t have a bag to carry.

      The lockers were free for everyone to use, but Eleanor’s old habits and suspicious nature made her uneasy about leaving her things unattended. It wasn’t as if she had anything to hide in her duffle bag, but in case she ever had, it was better for people to get used to seeing her always keeping it with her.

      “You didn’t even break a sweat,” Kri said. “My class is too easy for you.”

      “I’m so ready for the advanced one. I can’t wait for Brundar to return from Scotland.”

      Kri fell in step with her. “You’ll need to pass his test first, and it’s brutal.”

      Eleanor grinned. “As I said, I can’t wait.”

      As they walked down the corridor to William’s lab, Turner stepped out of Onegus’s office.

      “What a lucky coincidence. I was just on my way to talk to you.” He offered his hand to Kri. “I have a job offer for you.”

      “Thanks, but I already have a job.”

      “It’s only for a couple of days.” Turner motioned for them to keep walking. “I asked Kian to loan me a couple of Guardians, and after I explained what I needed them for, he suggested you. I spoke with Onegus, and he has no problem with giving you a leave of absence.”

      “I’m honored.” Kri put her hand over her heart. “And I’ll gladly help you out with whatever you need. If Kian suggested me, it’s probably a very low-risk job.”

      “It is, and as a female, you will have an easier time infiltrating the cult.”

      Eleanor’s ears perked up. “A cult? That sounds interesting. I’ve always suspected that cult leaders have some compulsion ability. I would love to test that theory.”

      Turner eyed her from under his pale lashes. “I suspect the same thing. Some humans obviously have the ability to compel the cooperation of others. Hypnotic suggestion is a watered-down version of compulsion.”

      “I have an idea.” Kri put her arm around Eleanor’s shoulders. “How about Eleanor and I infiltrate the cult together? Her talent makes her uniquely suited for the job.”

      “I didn’t tell you what the job is yet.”

      “Given the type of business you run, someone hired you to save a loved one from a cult.”

      Turner nodded. “A concerned father hired me to retrieve his daughter. I did some digging into the so-called spiritual retreat she’d joined. It’s obviously a cult like any other, exploiting its members financially and often also sexually.”

      “Is it a retreat for singles or for couples?” Kri asked.

      “Both.”

      Her hand on Eleanor’s shoulder tightened, and she drew her closer. “Then, Eleanor and I can join as a couple.”

      “Are you nuts?” Eleanor flicked her arm off.

      “Not at all. It’s the best cover.”

      “No, it’s not. I bet that the cult leader is a man, and he won’t be interested in a couple of lesbians.”

      Kri grinned. “On the contrary. Men are fascinated with lesbians. All we have to do is hint that we swing both ways, and our acceptance is guaranteed.”

      “I agree,” Turner said. “The problem is that Kian will not allow Eleanor to leave the village.”

      “She will be with me.” Kri wrapped her arm around Eleanor’s shoulders again. “I will guarantee her return.”

      “I’ll have to talk to Kian and Onegus.” Turner looked at Eleanor. “But before I do that, you need to decide whether you want to join the mission.”

      “What’s the risk factor? And what’s the backup plan? I assume that we are not going entirely solo.”

      “You assume correctly. Between you and Kri, you can thrall and compel whoever you need to and get the girl out peacefully. But if anything goes wrong, my teams will take the place by force.”

      “How would you know if anything went wrong? We can’t go in with wires on us. I’m sure they check for them.”

      Turner smiled. “I know what I’m doing, Eleanor. Every detail will be covered, but before I can finalize the plan, I need to assemble my team, so I know what I have to work with.”

      “He’s good,” Kri confirmed. “Turner is the best strategist on the planet.”

      The guy smiled smugly, not even trying to pretend humility and refute Kri’s exaggerated claim.

      “If Kian and Onegus agree to let me go, you can count me in. But I doubt that they will.”

      “Hey, I have an idea.” Kri let go of Eleanor. “If either Ella or Vivian come with us, the communication problem will not be an issue. They can talk with each other in their heads.”

      Turner nodded. “Not a bad suggestion, but I doubt either of them is ready for another adventure. They’ve endured enough.”

      “True.” Kri deflated. “What about Lokan? He can dream share with Eleanor.”

      Eleanor lifted a brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “Lokan can dream share with immortal females. That’s almost as good as Ella and Vivian’s telepathic connection. I just hope that he can still do that after bonding with Carol. She also might object to him dream-sharing with another female. It’s kind of intimate.”

      Frankly, the idea of sharing dreams with any guy seemed creepy. Even if it were Greggory, Eleanor wouldn’t want to do that with him. It was too invasive.

      “I don’t want to dream share with anyone. It’s creepy. You can do that.”

      “I can’t. Michael would have a fit.”

      “Ladies.” Turner lifted a hand. “We are not going to use Lokan, so there is no point in you arguing about who will dream share with him. Leave the communications problem to me. As I said, I know what I’m doing.”
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      As David opened his eyes, he was fully aware that he was opening them in a dream and that his physical body was unable to perform the simple operation of lifting his eyelids.

      He wasn’t fully unconscious, though. From time to time he could hear the conversations going on around him, but when Jonah was there, everything else faded away.

      It was good to have his brother back though, even if it was only a dream. David had prayed and hoped for that ever since Jonah had died. Any contact was better than none. Any proof, no matter how intangible, that the soul continued after the body died was a gift that he was grateful for.

      Since no voices were filtering through David’s awareness, he assumed that Jonah was either there or about to manifest.

      Jonah? Where are you? We are not done talking.

      As the doorway appeared and his brother stepped through, David didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed. The light on the other side was so damn tempting, and the yearning to cross over so strong, that he couldn’t understand how even a handful of people managed to resist it and come back from the brink.

      “Hello, David.” Jonah floated to the same spot he’d sat on before. “I promised that I would come back, and here I am.”

      “Thank you. I’ve prayed for the opportunity to talk to you ever since you died.”

      “I know.” Jonah put a hand on his chest. “I wanted to come, but I wasn’t allowed.”

      “Why are you allowed now? Is it because I’m unconscious?”

      “That makes it easier. But I’ve been aided by unexpected allies who need my help.”

      “Who are they?”

      Jonah smiled. “I can’t tell you that, but you can guess.”

      A lightbulb flicked on in David’s head. “The Fates. Were you the one who whispered in Kalugal’s ear to bring me to Sari?”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny.”

      This was frustrating. “What are you allowed to talk about? The weather?”

      Jonah chuckled. “Unless it’s about the existing weather conditions, that’s forbidden as well. I can’t impart any information about the future.”

      “Do you know what will happen?”

      “Some of it. Most of the future hasn’t been written yet.”

      “Can you talk about the past?”

      Jonah nodded. “Only a small portion of it. There are specific things I got permission for.”

      “How about our past lives? You said that we have reincarnated many times, and you made it sound as if we were brothers in other lives as well.”

      “Not always. Sometimes we were best friends, and sometimes we were father and son.”

      David smiled. “I just hope that we have never been a couple. That would have been awkward.”

      “I agree. We were always reincarnated as males, which is not how it usually works, but there was a good reason for that.”

      “What?”

      “The things we needed to work out over many lives were gender-specific—brotherly rivalry, anger, aggression, lack of compassion, vengefulness, pride, and so on. But mainly the brotherly stuff. We always loved each other fiercely, but we also couldn’t stand each other. We are very different individuals.”

      David grimaced. “If I was Gudbrand, then you must have been Olek, and out of the two, Olek was the better man.”

      Jonah lifted a brow. “You are right about that, but Olek killed Gudbrand, not the other way around, and he carried the anger and guilt for it over many cycles.”

      “He was overtaken with grief and not thinking straight. Gudbrand had failed him. Olek loved his wife and was dedicated to his clan, while Gudbrand only thought about himself.”

      A wide grin spread over Jonah’s face, and he soundlessly clapped his ghostly hands. “Bravo, brother. Finally, you realize that it was Gudbrand’s failing and not Olek’s. It has only taken nearly fifty cycles for you to arrive at that conclusion.”

      “I don’t understand. Did I think differently before? Did my other incarnations dream about Gudbrand’s life as well?”

      “Sometimes. Most often, you dreamt about Olek’s life, though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you were Olek, not Gudbrand, and you blamed yourself for your wife’s and my death.”

      Stunned, David didn’t respond for a long moment. How was it possible that he’d been Olek if he had dreamt of being Gudbrand?

      “In this last reincarnation, we were twins, and we had a special connection,” Jonah said. “We swapped dreams as well. It was intentional. Over the many cycles, you managed to work out the anger but not the guilt. You needed to get a better understanding of Gudbrand to let go of it as well. As Olek, you idolized him.”

      “But what about my dreams of Annani? Were they your dreams?”

      Jonah chuckled. “She haunted me throughout all my cycles. As Gudbrand, I was obsessed with her, and the impact she left on me followed to subsequent incarnations. I hope that this was the last time, and that I can finally let go and be free of her. Seeing Ania as a mother, heading a clan dedicated to helping humanity, cast her in a different light for me. I just hope to take this knowledge with me into the next round.”

      “What about Ayesha? You were never big on reading fiction, so it’s unlikely that you read the same book I did. Have you seen the movie?”

      “I didn’t. The Ayesha spin was all yours.” Jonah leaned forward. “Do you remember how we used to complete each other’s sentences as kids?”

      “We did it as adults as well.”

      “Apparently, we also did that with dreams. One started and the other completed it.”

      “I should feel relieved, but I’m not.” David sighed. “As Gudbrand, I was arrogant and selfish, but I wasn’t a murderer.”

      “You weren’t as Olek either. The goddess took control of your mind and commanded you to defend her from me.” Jonah smirked. “You were always so easily influenced.”

      “And you were always so damn hardheaded. Were you really going to kill her?”

      Jonah nodded. “Gudbrand couldn’t understand his obsession with her. Ania made him feel out of control, and he wasn’t the type who took the blame for anything. He thought that she’d enchanted him with magic, or that she was a demoness who had enthralled him so she could suck up his vitality.” He smiled sheepishly. “Sex with a goddess can exhaust the strongest, most vital man. Part of it was true, though. She thralled him not to see her glowing eyes and skin, but when Olek burst into her tent and Gudbrand was startled out of the thrall, he saw her in all her magnificently glowing nudity, and his suspicions got confirmed.”

      “She is my future mother-in-law. I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention intimate details.”

      “Understandable.”

      “So, he wanted to kill her because she glowed?”

      “No, not only because of that. Gudbrand felt guilty for failing Olek, but instead of taking the blame upon himself, he blamed Ania, aka Annani. I owe her an apology for that, but since I can’t communicate with her, you will have to convey it for me. Annani has carried the guilt for Gudbrand’s death for long enough, and she needs to know that if you hadn’t stopped me, I would have ended her life. Losing me only affected my family and my clan, but her death would have affected all of humanity. The world would have been a miserable place without her positive influence.”

      “Annani is not going to believe me. She thinks that I was Gudbrand.”

      “You’ll have to convince her.”
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      Sari leaned over the bed and stroked David’s blond hair. “I have to go, but I won’t be gone long.” She kissed his stubbled cheek. “My mother is going to give you a blessing, and I’m going to lead a prayer for your successful transition at the same time. Whether you believe in the power of prayer or not, all that positive energy has to help.”

      As usual, there was no response, not even a twitch, and the only sounds in the room were made by the medical equipment keeping David alive.

      “One more kiss.” She leaned and pecked his cheek before forcing her legs to carry her out of the room.

      She left the door open and smiled at her mother. “I’m leaving David in your capable hands. Are you going to stay with him until I return?”

      “If that is your wish, I will.” Annani looked up at Kian. “Will you stay and keep me company?”

      “Of course, Mother.”

      Hadn’t Annani said that she needed to be alone with David?

      Perhaps she anticipated the prayers to last longer than her blessing and wanted Kian to be with her once she was done.

      Alena threaded her arm through Sari’s. “Let’s go. Syssi and Amanda are already in the dining room.”

      As she cast one last glance at David through the open door, Sari’s palm closed around her phone and she let Alena lead her away.

      Her sister looked at her hand and shook her head. “The camera will be turned off for the blessing. Mother is very secretive about that. She doesn’t let anyone in the room with her, and that includes anyone watching through the camera.”

      “Why is that? Annani said that she needs to focus on David, but the camera shouldn’t distract her. It’s just there, doing nothing.”

      Alena shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe the ritual is ridiculous, or maybe she needs to get naked while she gives the blessing to add potency to it.”

      Sari chuckled. “That’s absurd. Why would she need to be nude?”

      “I didn’t say that she did, only that she might. She’s probably chanting in the old language and making some sacred signs that no one is allowed to see.” Alena pulled her arm out of Sari’s and started waving both her arms and fingers in a strange sequence.

      Her sister was obviously trying to lift her mood, and it was working.

      Sari laughed despite the heaviness in her stomach. “I didn’t know that you were such a comedienne.”

      “I’m discovering hidden talents.” Alena threaded her arm through Sari’s once more. “I’m over two thousand years old. It’s about time I did something different.”

      “I would think that Mother provided you with all the excitement you could handle.”

      “She does. But lately, she’s not as adventurous as she used to be.”

      “Should we worry about her?”

      “Frankly, I don’t know what to think. I’m afraid that she’s more subdued because she’s given up hope of ever finding Khiann’s reincarnation.”

      “Why? She should feel encouraged now that she has proof that reincarnation is real.”

      “I assume she told you the story of what happened between her and David.”

      Sari nodded. “Not David, Gudbrand. It’s important for us to make a distinction.”

      “Does it creep you out?”

      “A little. But not enough to give David up. I’ll get over it.”

      “Good. You were always a smart woman.”

      “Not really. I fell for a guy who was willing to kill the woman he’d just made love to. This bothers me even more than David being my mother’s lover in his past life. I sincerely hope that he has done a complete one-eighty.”

      As they entered the dining hall, everyone rose to their feet and remained standing.

      Sari walked over to her place at the head table and faced her people. “Thank you for your show of support.” She lifted her phone to glance at the time. “Right at this moment, our Clan Mother is giving her blessing to David. Let us aid her effort by offering a prayer to the merciful Fates for David’s successful transition and full recovery.”

      She looked at Syssi, who nodded her encouragement.

      “I was told that the best way to go about it was to close your eyes, imagine David healthy and full of vitality, and direct your healing energy toward his image as you say your prayer.”

      Sari demonstrated by closing her eyes. “Dear merciful Fates, please help David pull through his transition into immortality.”

      As Amanda repeated the same sentiment in different words, and then Syssi, Sari continued praying silently. He has only been with us for a short while, but during that time, he became everything to me, and I can’t imagine life without him. Please, I beg you, help him recover as soon as possible. Whatever sacrifice you require of me, I will gladly give it.

      When the prayer was done, and people started toward the buffet tables, Sari tried to sneak out unnoticed, but she was caught by Alena.

      “Oh no, you don’t. You stay here and eat dinner.”

      “I want to go back to David.”

      “Mother is with him, and he is stable. You need to eat, and you also need to demonstrate to your people that you care about them as well. Stay for ten minutes and show them that you are still the strong leader they can count on and not an emotional mess.”

      “Fine. But not a minute longer than that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            41

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

        

      

    

    
      After Sari left with Alena, Kian let out a relieved breath. “I was afraid that she would change her mind at the last minute and demand to stay.”

      Annani lifted her chin and looked at him down her nose. “I am the Clan Mother, and my wishes are obeyed, even by my children.”

      It always amazed him how his tiny mother could look down on him when the top of her head barely reached his chest.

      It was a gift.

      This time, though, she’d done it for show, and her words had been meant for Steven.

      Bridget had left to have dinner and pray for David’s successful transition, but Steven stayed behind, and the door to his office was open.

      “Of course, Mother.” Kian bowed. “I will make sure that you have the privacy you require.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      He turned around and motioned for Steven to come out.

      The young doctor was clearly intimidated by Annani, and unless his presence was needed, he preferred not to hang around, which was fortunate. He would do as he was told without argument.

      “I need you to turn off the camera in David’s room. The Clan Mother requires complete privacy for her blessing.”

      Steven dipped his head. “I’ll do that right away.”

      Kian watched him flick the switch, but it wasn’t enough to convince him that the device was really turned off. People’s curiosity sometimes overcame their better judgment and even fear of retribution by their superiors.

      “Show me the application. I want to make sure that the camera is offline.”

      Looking offended, Steven pulled out his phone, found the application and handed it to Kian. “It says that the camera is offline.”

      The top of the screen was black, and it showed a camera icon that was crossed out, but the bottom still showed the various squiggly lines from the monitoring equipment.

      Hopefully, there would be no alarming change in any of them that would have Steven running into David’s room.

      But that was what Kian was there for. He was going to guard the door, and even if all hell broke loose, he would not let anyone pass until Annani was done.

      “Thank you.” He handed the doctor his phone back.

      Steven dipped his head. “Anything else I can do for you, Clan Mother?”

      “No, that will be all, Steven. I only need ten minutes or so for the ritual. I will let you know when it is okay to turn the camera back on.”

      He nodded. “I will be in my office.”

      “Good luck.” Kian opened the door to David’s room for his mother.

      Pulling her burgundy cloak around her, Annani glided inside. As he closed the door and leaned against it, Kian thought about her choice of attire.

      Fortunately, it was getting chilly at night in the castle, so no one questioned Annani’s need for a warm coat. As a pure-blooded goddess, she was less sensitive to the cold than even other immortals, and usually, she only wore sleeveless floor-length gowns that were made from silk or some other light material. Her warm cloaks were reserved for her early-morning walks, particularly cold days, or her blessings, which required a syringe that she needed to hide somewhere. Except, it was small, and she could have put it in the pocket hidden by the folds of her gown. Perhaps she felt the need to be extra cautious this time, or maybe she was simply cold.

      There was no reason to read too much into that, and there were better ways for him to spend the ten minutes he was stuck guarding the door.

      Syssi probably expected him to join in the communal prayer for David.

      Feeling awkward, he lifted his eyes toward the ceiling and offered a prayer. Dear merciful Fates, please help David transition successfully. Sari deserves a happy ending, and I will be very upset with you if that doesn’t happen.

      Threatening the Fates was not the best strategy for helping David, but it was better than offering falsehoods and pretending to be humble when he was not. This was how Kian’s mind worked, and he was just being honest.

      One minute gone and nine to go.

      Perhaps he could use the time to check his emails and text messages. Pulling out his phone, Kian glanced at the two clocks display. It was eight in the evening in Scotland, and noon time in Los Angeles. There would be a fair amount of both.

      Most of the emails weren’t urgent, and he forwarded them to Shai, only adding a sentence or two of instructions. One required his personal attention, but he could answer it later. There were two text messages, one from Onegus and one from Turner asking him to call them back. He’d already spoken with William and with Onegus about Eleanor’s phone, but the two messages had arrived after that.

      Hopefully, they had nothing to do with him allowing the tap on her phone to be removed. Logically, he knew that the limited number of people she could call from her phone were all safe, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that allowing her more freedom was a mistake.

      Since her arrival at the village, Eleanor hadn’t given him a reason to suspect her, and she seemed to be making an effort to assimilate. And yet, whenever he thought of her, he imagined a rattlesnake hiding under a rock and looking all docile while readying to strike.

      None of the messages had mentioned that it was urgent, so he could wait to call Turner and Onegus later.

      It would be disrespectful to talk on the phone while his mother gave David her ‘blessing’ and Sari and her people prayed for his survival.
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      For a long moment, Annani stood by David’s bed and just looked at him. Why did he remind her of Gudbrand? If not for his dreams of her, she would have dismissed her initial reaction to him.

      Physically, there was very little the two had in common.

      David was handsome, but he was not nearly as big or as rugged as Gudbrand had been. In comparison, he seemed almost soft. They were both blond, had a straight nose and lush lips, but that was all.

      David had a kind face, and his eyes, when open, had been full of sorrow. He was a healer, not a warrior.

      Well, that was not entirely true. Under the outer layers of compassion and civility, traces of the warrior remained. David could not have thrived in the competitive world of top academia by being meek. There was a fierceness in him and a determination that with the right provocation could transform him into a fighter. If his loved ones needed his protection, she had no doubt he would fight for them to his dying breath.

      Stroking his short hair, Annani sighed. “If I have wronged you in this life or another, I am deeply sorry. My intentions are always benevolent, but life is complicated, and things can never be reduced to a simple right or wrong.”

      Reaching inside her pocket, she pulled out the syringe, removed the stopper, and plunged it into the crook of her arm. When it was one-third full, she pulled it out. Finding a vein, she carefully inserted the tiny needle into David’s arm. It was important not to leave a bruise that would clue in Steven and Bridget as to the true nature of her blessing.

      The entire procedure took only a few seconds, and she remained silent throughout. David might not feel anything that was done to him, but he might be able to hear her.

      After all, Turner had heard everything that had been happening around him, and Annani was glad that she had been careful not to say anything about the transfusion while helping him as well as the other Dormants she'd given her blessing to.

      Like with the others, David had not even twitched when the tiny needle pricked his skin, and nothing had registered on the monitoring equipment.

      So far, none had remembered the transfusion, which was as it should be.

      After returning the empty syringe to her pocket, she leaned over David and kissed his cheek. “I know that you cannot feel it, but it is part of my blessing.” She chuckled.

      The words had been said in the old language, so even if David could hear her, he would not understand what she had told him.

      Annani continued her sing-song monologue in Sumerian. “You will start feeling better soon, fair David, and when you wake up, you will make my daughter a very happy woman. I hope that the two of you can get over what happened between Gudbrand and me in the past, but I know it will be difficult. If not for your dreams of me, I would not have said anything to Sari, but I could not leave her guessing. The suspicions would have been worse than the truth.”

      Annani walked over to the only chair left in the room and pulled it closer to the bed before sitting down.

      Sighing, she took David’s limp hand in hers. “I wish you and Sari a long and happy life together, and as many children as you want to have.” She chuckled softly. “If it were up to me, I would have wanted a new grandchild every year, but I know that the Fates are not as generous with my descendants. I love children, and if I could, I would have more, but it seems that I am done for now.”

      The soothsayer from her youth had promised her seven children, so perhaps she would someday have two more, hopefully with Khiann’s reincarnation.

      Except, that hope had dimmed lately.

      Nothing had changed in Annani’s circumstances, and no new knowledge had been discovered to undermine her hope. On the contrary, the proof of it was lying in front of her. She had known David in a previous life, so reincarnation was real.

      But if she was meant to meet Khiann again, surely it would have happened already.

      What if he had reincarnated on the home world?

      Souls were not confined by locality, maybe not even by spacetime itself. And if Khiann reincarnated as a god on the gods’ home world, she would never meet him during her current lifetime.

      Gods’ life cycles could last hundreds of thousands of years, and the next time she and Khiann crossed paths could be on a different world, light years away from where she was now.

      With a sigh, Annani pulled her head back to the present. “I wish you to find fulfillment and satisfaction in your new life with Sari. The transition will be difficult both physically and mentally, but you are a strong man despite your mellow character. You will find a way to adjust and to stand by Sari’s side. She needs a good man, and I have a feeling that during this lifetime, you have become the best version of yourself. You will make her happy.”

      Annani kept on talking, repeating the same wishes over and over again in her sing-song voice so it would sound like chanting to anyone listening in.

      She meant every word, and perhaps the Fates were listening, but in the meantime, her blood was doing the work, strengthening David from the inside and helping him survive his transition.

      She had repaid her debt, giving him a life for the one she had taken.
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      Sari had forced a few bites down her throat, she had smiled and nodded to the well-wishers who stopped by, but under the table her foot was swinging up and down like a mad pendulum, and the phone was clutched tightly in her hand.

      Kian had promised to text her as soon as Annani was done, and the device would vibrate to alert her.

      “Stop fidgeting,” Alena whispered in her ear.

      “I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. The whole table is shaking.”

      Sari forced her foot to remain on the floor. “I need to go.”

      “Wait for Kian’s text.”

      “I can’t.” Sari pushed to her feet and smiled at her people. “Wish David good luck, everyone.”

      As cheers and applause ensued, she made her way out of the dining room in a measured pace, but she started running as soon as she was out in the corridor.

      In the clinic, she found Kian leaning against David’s door.

      “Are you guarding their privacy?”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      Sari glanced at her watch. “How long has she been in there?”

      “Not long. About fifteen minutes.” Kian made no move to step aside. “Take a seat. She should be out soon.”

      “Why is Mother so secretive about her blessings?”

      “Didn’t Alena explain it to you already?”

      “She did, but I want to hear it from you.”

      Kian was a terrible liar. If he knew what was really going on and was lying about it, Sari would know.

      “I have nothing to add.”

      Liar.

      He knew something, but he wasn’t going to tell her anything. She knew how stubborn he was.

      As the door to David’s room opened, Kian stepped aside and let their mother through.

      “My part is done,” Annani chimed happily. “Now it is your turn, Sari.”

      Her mother’s upbeat demeanor filled Sari with renewed hope. “Is David okay?”

      Annani chuckled. “He was probably utterly bored with my chanting in the old language, and he could use more stimulating company.”

      “I mean his vitals. Was there any change?”

      “None.” Steven walked out of his office. “When is the blessing supposed to start working?”

      The doctor no longer seemed as intimidated by her mother as he had been before.

      Both Kian and Annani looked at him suspiciously, which reinforced Sari’s conviction that her mother’s blessing wasn’t only about chanting prayers in the old language.

      Annani cast the doctor an indulgent smile. “Blessings and prayers help shore up the soul, but they do not do the work themselves. It is like a subconscious encouragement.”

      “Interesting.” Steven rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “When David wakes up, I would love to discuss it with him.”

      In all the commotion, Sari had forgotten that David was a trained doctor himself. It would be indeed interesting to hear his opinion on subconscious encouragement.

      “We should head out to the dining room, Mother.” Kian opened the clinic’s front door.

      “Yes, we should.” Annani stopped in front of Sari and put her arms around her. “Everything is going to be alright, my daughter. You and David are going to enjoy many happy years together.”

      She hoped so. “Thank you.”

      Annani’s sincere well-wishing indicated that she didn’t harbor any ill feelings toward David, aka Gudbrand, so perhaps Sari should let go of the uneasiness that had been plaguing her ever since she’d heard the full story. If her mother believed that David was a new man, and that he had not retained his prior self's murderous proclivities, then Sari should believe it as well.

      When Steven was done reactivating the camera, it occurred to her that her conversation with Annani had been recorded.

      Had Steven been listening in?

      “I have a question.” She followed the doctor out of the room. “What happens to the camera recordings? Where are they stored?”

      “There is a card inside the camera, and it can hold a full month’s worth of recordings. When it’s full, it starts recording over the previous days.”

      “Is it possible to replace it with another card?

      “Of course.”

      “Can you do that for me? I would like to keep this card as a keepsake.”

      “I can do that. Would you like to wait until David wakes up? That way, you’ll have his entire stay in the clinic.”

      If she asked him to replace it right away, Steven would become suspicious. On the other hand, he probably already was. Using the application, he could go over the recordings anytime he wanted. She needed him to take out the card immediately.

      Smiling, Sari put her hand on his arm. “To tell you the truth, I want the card replaced now. I forgot about the camera, and some of the things I said to David were of an intimate nature. It makes me uncomfortable to think that someone might listen to the recordings.”

      Steven’s cheeks reddened. “I understand. I’ll do it right away.”

      “Thank you. I would also appreciate your discretion on the matter.”

      After the doctor replaced the card and gave her the old one, Sari entered David’s room and sat on the chair next to his bed.

      Taking his hand, she leaned over it and kissed it. He was so warm, and if she closed her eyes, she could pretend that he was sleeping, and that his chest was rising and falling on its own without the help of the ventilator.

      Except, the illusion was disturbed by the quiet hum of the monitoring equipment and the wires extending from David’s hand.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me, or if you heard the story that my mother told me about her encounter with one of your previous selves. I’m still trying to reconcile my feelings about you and Annani being lovers in any capacity and that you tried to kill her. I know that it wasn’t really you, but it’s difficult to get past it, to forget it, or to pretend that it never happened. If it were anyone other than my mother, even one of my sisters, it would be easier to accept. But even that is not a deal-breaker. I love you, and I will always love you, no matter what. We were destined to be together, and we will find a way to overcome any difficulty that the Fates throw at us. What cannot break us will only make us stronger.”
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      David wanted to shout that he had never been Annani’s lover, and that it had been his brother, not him. But his body was unresponsive. He didn’t feel any physical sensations. He wasn’t cold or warm, thirsty or hungry, but he could hear, and when Jonah was there, he could also see.

      Except, what he saw was not real, he knew that, so maybe what he heard wasn’t either?

      The only time he had seen himself and the doctors taking care of him was when his spirit had left his body. The moment he’d returned, he’d lost sight.

      Perhaps what he had seen then hadn’t been real either?

      People who were vision impaired from birth couldn’t dream visuals, which meant that dreams and hallucinations originated in the brain’s visual cortex. The soul didn’t see or hear things. Only the mind could do that. It stored the information it received from the visual and auditory cortexes and then reshuffled it to create dreams or hallucinations.

      Had Jonah been a hallucination? Nothing but memories that David’s brain had remixed to create his brother’s ghost?

      But then how had he known that David was the reincarnation of Olek and not Gudbrand?

      Maybe it was just wishful thinking. David couldn’t empathize with Gudbrand, but he could with Olek. It was much easier for him to accept that he had been the younger brother who had had a wife he’d cared deeply about, and not the arrogant elder brother who’d been obsessed with a beautiful priestess, or rather a goddess who pretended to be a mortal.

      He had so many questions for Annani. What she’d told Sari had been only the bare bones version of what had happened. There had been so much more that he wanted to know. She’d spent time with him earlier, telling him things in a language he couldn’t understand. Was that proof that not all dreams and hallucinations originated in the brain? Or maybe he could actually hear what was going on around him?

      How could he know if any of it had been real? The dreams, the conversations he’d thought that he had overheard, all of that could have been the product of his imagination.

      Jonah, if you can hear me, I need your help.

      Light entered his vision as his brother’s form first shimmered and then solidified next to him.

      “You called?”

      “I need you to help me wake up. Can you do that?”

      “I can guide you, but you will need to do the work yourself.”

      “I’ve never shied away from hard work.”

      “Focus inward and search for a thread. If you find it, grab it and use it to climb out.”

      David closed his imaginary eyes and looked inward, but all he could see was darkness. “I can’t see anything. There is no thread.”

      “Then you are not ready yet. Give yourself more time.”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Not long. Less than twenty-four hours.”

      “It feels as if I have been gone for weeks.”

      “That’s because of the dreams. You can spend a lifetime in a dream while only a few hours have passed in the real world.”

      “Isn’t that amazing?” David smiled. “Makes me question reality.”

      Jonah chuckled. “I still remember you after we watched the first Matrix movie. You were sure that we were living in a computer program.”

      “Sometimes, I still am. Except, reality is stranger than fiction. I could have never imagined immortals living hidden among humans, or that I am one of them.” His smile wilted. “If you had not died, you could have been immortal.”

      “But I am.” Jonah put a hand on David’s chest. “And so were you even before the transition that you are going through now. Our souls never die. The only difference between humans and the descendants of gods is that they spend much longer in one body. If you ask me, humans have a better deal. I would have been bored out of my mind if I had to live as the same person for thousands of years. It’s much more fun to start each time anew with a fresh slate. Can you imagine how much guilt can accumulate over such long lives? Who needs that?”

      “You have a point. But I still want to spend eternity with the woman I love.” He looked at his brother. “What about you? Did you ever have anyone you loved during your many incarnations that you want to find again?”

      “Other than you? No. And I can’t say anything more.” Jonah floated off the bed. “I’ll come back tomorrow. Hopefully, by then, you’ll feel well enough to find the thread.”

      “Is that a promise?”

      “Yes. Focus on getting stronger, David.” Jonah’s eyes softened. “I wish I could tell you that your troubles are over, but I can’t.”

      Jonah’s form dissipated before David could ask him what he’d meant by that. Was it about his recovery? Was it going to be difficult? Or was it about something else?

      David could bear almost anything except for losing Sari. And if that was the trouble waiting for him, he would rather not recover.

      He didn’t remember being Olek, but from what he’d been told, it seemed that he had a very hard time recovering from the loss of his wife and from killing his brother. It had taken him many cycles to get over that.

      In fact, he hadn’t gotten over it until meeting an immortal demigoddess who was practically indestructible. Before Sari, he hadn’t allowed himself to get close to anyone. He’d been afraid of losing another person he loved.
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      “I found a great place for us to hang out in,” Callie said as their group left the dining hall. “Did you know that the castle has an awesome library?”

      Alena nodded. “But it’s not a good place for social gatherings. We will need to keep quiet.”

      “But no one goes there,” Callie retorted. “It’s always empty. Besides, it has a beautiful outdoor terrace with tables and chairs. We can hang out there.”

      Kalugal glanced at Kian. “Sounds like a perfect place for cigars and whiskey.”

      “Isn’t it too early to celebrate?” Syssi asked. “David is not out of the woods yet.”

      Amanda wrapped her arm around Syssi’s shoulders. “As much as I feel for Sari and David, we are here to celebrate the signing of the accord, and Kalugal and Jacki are on their honeymoon. We haven’t done much to celebrate either.”

      “True.” Syssi leaned against Amanda. “But with David fighting for his life and Sari going nuts with worry, it’s difficult to get into a celebratory mood.”

      “I know, darling. But we need to try. Life is full of sorrows, and we shouldn’t squander any opportunities for celebration.”

      “I agree,” Annani said. “Let us adjourn to the library’s veranda, and I will ask my Odus to serve us drinks out there.”

      With Annani supporting the notion, no one dared to argue against it.

      “I’ll meet you there.” Kian reached for Syssi’s hand. “I need to get the cigars, and I also need to call Turner back. Do you need me to bring you anything from our room? Maybe a cardigan? It’s chilly outside.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “All my ideas are good.”

      She smiled indulgently. “Don’t take too long.”

      “Are you bringing cigars for all of us?” Anandur asked.

      “Naturally.”

      Anticipating the demand, he’d brought a couple of cigar boxes with him.

      Back in his and Syssi’s room, he pulled out his phone and called Turner.

      Turner picked up on the third ring. “Hello, Kian. Thanks for calling me back so soon.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I talked with Kri about infiltrating the cult, and Eleanor was with her. Kri suggested Eleanor as her partner. I would have dismissed the idea out of hand if not for Eleanor’s compulsion ability. It might come in handy. Also, she and Kri seem to be a good team. Eleanor is handling the warm-ups and cool-downs of Kri’s self-defense class, and according to Kri, she’s a natural. Kri even recommends her for Brundar’s advanced training without going through the intermediate. She says that Eleanor doesn’t need it.”

      Kian shook his head. “I can’t believe that you, of all people, are thinking seriously about including Eleanor in a mission. She’s immoral, unreliable, and shifty. She would just use the opportunity to run, and if it requires her to sacrifice Kri, she would do that without batting an eyelid.”

      “I’m not sure that you are right. Kri vouches for her, and she is no fool. Perhaps this is the perfect opportunity to test Eleanor. They are not going in without backup. I will have several commando units surrounding the compound, and if anything goes wrong, I’ll send them in. Kri and Eleanor’s job is to try to get the girl out peacefully and without resistance, but if that doesn’t work, I have no problem using force.”

      “Your human commandos will be powerless against Eleanor. She could compel them to let her through. And we can’t even send her in with the cuff. She could just walk out of there and disappear. I can’t risk having an immortal with questionable morals roaming free.”

      “I understand your concern, but I want you to give it some more thought. If Eleanor proves loyal to the clan, she could be an important asset on future missions. She seems to possess the right attributes for becoming a Guardian, and she is a strong compeller.”

      If it were anyone other than Turner, the answer would have been a flat-out no. But Turner was a super careful guy, and if he thought that Eleanor was worth the risk, then Kian was going to give it some serious thought.

      “I’ll think about it. In the meantime, you need to come up with a contingency backup plan in case she bolts.”

      “Naturally. All I need is several more Guardians to join my commando teams. She can’t compel them, and they will be able to stop her."

      Kian chuckled. “You must really think she’s valuable. That’s a lot of resources for what is supposedly a simple mission.”

      “It is, but if it makes you feel any better, you can regard it as a rescue mission. The cult is not trafficking its members, but the sexual exploitation is rampant.”

      “You are right. That puts a different spin on things.”

      “So, do I have your permission to use Eleanor?”

      “If you secure Guardian backup with explicit instructions of not letting her escape, then yes. I’m rather curious to see the results of this experiment.”
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      “This terrace is lovely.” Kalugal pulled a chair out for Annani and another one for Jacki. “How come we are only discovering it now?”

      Syssi sat next to Jacki. “It only seems as if a lot of time has passed since we arrived at the castle. But it’s only been six days, and a lot has happened.”

      Jacki sighed. “It has been fun, especially the horseback riding and the picnics by the lake, but I’m just getting over my jet lag, and we have only four days left.” She turned to Kalugal. “We should plan another honeymoon, one that doesn’t involve a drastic change in time zones.”

      “Your wish is my command, my love.” He looked at Syssi. “Perhaps I’ll take your husband up on his offer to vacation in the clan’s hotel in Hawaii. That’s only a three-hour time zone difference.”

      Excitement dancing in her eyes, Syssi straightened in her chair. “We should all go.”

      “Right.” Anandur chuckled. “As if Kian can take another vacation.”

      “He can work from the hotel.” She turned to Amanda. “Does Hilo University have a neuroscience department?”

      “It doesn’t, but we can do some testing on the general student population. Who knows? We might get lucky and find someone with strong paranormal talent. I should have resigned myself to the fact that I’m not going to find more Dormants that way, but I can’t. I’m still hopeful.”

      “Speaking of Dormants.” Syssi turned back to Kalugal. “What’s going on with the government program? Did your men find any interesting prospects?”

      “So far, none. We checked all the names on every list that Edwards provided us with, and there wasn’t even one who was worth further investigating.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe your men were too quick to dismiss them?”

      Kalugal shook his head. “Edwards hasn’t recruited any of them either, so he must have arrived at the same conclusion.”

      As the doors to the terrace opened, Kalugal turned expecting Kian, but instead of his cousin coming out with a bag full of cigars, two of Annani’s three butlers came out holding trays loaded with drinks and desserts.

      Amanda leaned sideways to allow the Odus access to the table. “I hope you remembered to tell them to make Syssi’s and mine nonalcoholic.”

      “Of course.” Annani waved a hand in the direction of the other butler. “Oshidu has your drinks.”

      “And I have ours.” Kian stepped out onto the terrace holding a bottle of whiskey in one hand and a cigar box in the other. “But to smoke, we will need to sit away from the ladies.”

      “I’m not pregnant,” Callie said. “And I like the smell of cigar smoke.”

      Jacki shifted in her chair. “I’m not pregnant either, and usually cigar smoke doesn’t bother me, but for some reason, even thinking about it makes me nauseous.”

      Amanda narrowed her eyes at her. “Are you sure that you’re not pregnant? You are also unusually tired, and as an immortal, you shouldn’t be so strongly affected by jet lag. You should have gotten over it the first day like the rest of us.”

      Kalugal’s heart skipped a beat. It would be a miracle, but it was too much to hope for. He was a rational man, and the probability of Jacki conceiving while she was still transitioning was so miniscule as to be nonexistent.

      Well, he was rational most of the time.

      Bringing David along had been a serious departure from logic, and yet his hunch had proven right. Hopefully, it wouldn’t cost David his life.

      “I wish.” Jacki sighed. “But what are the chances of that? I’m not even fully transitioned yet. There is no way my body is ready for pregnancy.”

      “Just in case, you should get checked,” Syssi said. “Luckily, Bridget is here. You can go to her.”

      “Yeah.” Jacki’s lips twisted in a sad smile. “I wouldn’t call it lucky. Bridget is here because David is in trouble.”

      “He should be getting better soon,” Annani said. “He just needs to find his way back to us.”

      “Bridget joked that Mark’s ghost helped Turner find his way back.” Syssi put her glass down and reached for a cookie. “Perhaps she was serious, and he really did.” She glanced at Kalugal. “Can Lokan dream walk into David’s mind and help him come back to us?”

      “Lokan’s talent doesn’t work that way,” Kian answered for him. “He needs to know the person to be able to do that. In that regard, his talent is similar to Jin’s. He creates a connection that he can later follow, but only in dreamscape. But if memory serves me right, he can’t dream share with males.”

      “Hmm.” Amanda tapped a finger over her lower lip. “I think that he can, but he’s not comfortable doing that. He might be blocking the ability subconsciously. It’s also possible that he wasn’t a hundred percent honest with us.” She smiled at Kian. “At the time, it would have raised red flags, which he was smart to avoid.”

      “That’s possible.” Kian opened the box and pulled out a cigar. “I need to ask him about it. Things have changed a lot since then, and I no longer view him as a threat. He should feel free to confess.”

      “If Lokan can form a connection with a male, I wonder if he could do that while David is unconscious.” Amanda turned to Kalugal. “That should be an interesting experiment. Is there a way we can bring him here?”

      “It’s too risky.”

      “Why? Lokan came to the village for your wedding.”

      “And he took a big risk doing that. I spoke with him before coming here, and he sounded worried. He even considered sending Carol by herself to the village.”

      Kian frowned. “Why didn’t he say anything to me?”

      “Because it’s just an uneasy feeling, and Lokan has no concrete proof that he’s being followed. He thinks that he’s being paranoid.”

      “I don’t like it.” Kian pulled out his phone. “I’ll ask Turner to send a human team to snoop around and check it out.”

      “Why humans?” Annani asked. “Why not Guardians?”

      “Humans snooping around Lokan will be less suspicious if noticed. He has a lot of dealings with prominent figures in Washington, so it would be assumed that one of them decided to investigate him, and maybe that’s precisely what’s going on. But if Navuh or Losham put Lokan under surveillance, Guardians doing the snooping would be a dead giveaway that he’s involved with us.”

      “I think he should jump ship already,” Syssi said. “We have Areana to sound the alarm in case Navuh plans something against the clan. Lokan doesn’t have to keep risking his neck.”

      Kian shook his head. “Navuh doesn’t tell Areana everything.”

      “He doesn’t tell Lokan everything either.” Syssi crossed her arms over her chest. “Especially if he suspects him of working with us.”

      “I doubt that he does.” Kian opened the box and pulled a cigar cutter out. “If he did, Lokan would be dead already.”

      Annani gasped. “Please, do not say things like that.”

      “It’s the truth, Mother. Do you think a monster like Navuh would spare a traitor just because it’s his own son?”

      “Then he definitely needs to jump ship as Syssi phrased it.”

      “It’s his decision, Mother, not mine.”

      “You can help him make the right choice.” Annani cast a hard stare at Kalugal. “And so can you. He is your brother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            47

          

          

      

    

    







            Eleanor

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleanor checked her hair in the mirror and adjusted her nightgown’s neckline, so it showed the tops of her breasts but didn’t reveal too much. The idea was to make herself look sexy but not obvious.

      The nightgown was a present from Vivian, and she wondered whether her sister-in-law had bought it for herself and then decided to gift it to her. The thing was way too short on Eleanor, bordering on indecent, but it was perfect for what she had in mind.

      Was it too much, though?

      Maybe she should just put on her old sleep shirt?

      Damn. Why couldn’t she be as confident in her sex appeal as she was in her other skills?

      Life would be much simpler if she were a man.

      Males could get away with things that women could not, and it wasn’t fair. They weren’t expected to be nice all of the time, or accommodating, or to dedicate hours to looking good.

      That wasn’t true, though. There was a reason that men who were not training for combat still spent so much time in the gym working their muscles.

      “For every pot, there is a lid,” she told her reflection in the mirror. “Greggory likes you just the way you are, so stop being such a pussy.”

      Eleanor chuckled. On the one hand, she was complaining about being the opposite of timid, and on the other hand, she was acting like the definition of it.

      She was assertive, a go-getter, and she shouldn’t act any differently with Greggory. Besides, she had a good excuse to call him. There was the virtual reality adventure she’d shared with Kri, and even more exciting was Turner’s unexpected offer. Worst case scenario, they would just talk about that. But hopefully, once she told Greggory that her calls were no longer being monitored, things would happen naturally without her having to put on a seductive act because she sucked at that.

      Getting comfortable in bed, she propped the phone on her upturned knees and placed the video call.

      A moment later, Greggory’s handsome face appeared on the small screen. “Hello, gorgeous.”

      Now, that was an encouraging greeting.

      “Hello, yourself. Are you in your room?”

      “If you are asking whether I’m alone, the answer is yes.” She saw him turn around. “Let me just get comfortable.”

      His face disappeared from the screen as he got into bed, but a moment later, he was back, smiling at her. “That’s better. So how was your virtual experience with Kri?”

      “Out of this world, but I wish I could do that with you. William’s team modified the program to take all the sexy parts out, and Kri was an awesome partner, but it would have been even more fun with you.”

      “Patience, my lovely. Soon we will share more than a virtual experience.”

      “Amen to that. Also, my calls are no longer being monitored, so we can talk freely.”

      The wolfish grin on Greggory’s face was like kindling on the embers of her desire. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear that.” His eyes trailed lower to where her nightgown’s neckline slipped to reveal the tops of her breasts. “I want to reach through the phone and touch you.”

      “Same here.” She ran her finger over the screen. “Am I imagining it, or did your muscles get bigger since the last time we talked?”

      “You’re not imagining it. I’m taking out my frustrations on deadlifting.”

      Her heart fluttered with hope. Was he talking about sexual frustration? Did it mean that he hadn’t slaked his needs with anyone else?

      “What are you frustrated about?”

      He looked at her with hooded eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? I miss you. I want to be with you, inside of you, and I can’t. I’m going nuts.”

      He hadn’t really answered her question, and she had to know. “I’m sure that you haven’t remained celibate.”

      Casting her a hard glare, he hissed from between fangs that had suddenly doubled in size, “Have you?”

      “I haven’t been with anyone but you in years, Greggory. And I don’t plan on it either.”

      He smiled, but his fangs didn’t retract. “And why is that?”

      If he was expecting her to say that she was in love with him, he would be disappointed because she wasn’t. She liked him, and she wanted to see where their relationship could go, but they hadn’t been together long enough to know whether their feelings for each other ran deeper than physical attraction.

      Eleanor shrugged. “I’m just not interested in anyone else at the moment. Are you?”

      “Not in the slightest. I like you, Eleanor. Maybe it’s even more than that.”

      Her stupid heart fluttered again. “More?”

      “Yeah, more. I was told that when immortals remain loyal to each other even when they can’t be together, it means that they are fated mates.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “We now have access to the clan’s social network. Someone named Ella posted a list of indicators for a truelove mate, and fidelity was the first and most important one.”

      “Ella is my niece. I need to ask her about it. What are the other signs?”

      “Missing each other, wanting to spend every moment together, and of course, love.”

      “We are not in love, Greggory. We barely know each other.”

      “True, but that’s only because we haven’t had enough time together.”

      Eleanor closed her eyes. “Frankly, I’m afraid that once you get to know me better, you are going to like me less, not more.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      As if she was going to list for him all the things that were less than desirable about her. “It’s just silly insecurity. I don’t have a good track record with men.”

      He grinned, putting his fully elongated fangs on display. “But I’m not a man. I’m an immortal, and we are a different breed. Besides, none of the other men you’ve dated before worked out because you were meant to be with me.”

      The sight of those sharp fangs brought back memories of what he’d made her feel with his bite, and her nipples pebbled in response.

      “That’s such a nice thing to say.” She shifted, adjusting the nightgown’s neckline in an attempt to cover the evidence. “Especially when said while flashing a pair of enormous fangs.”

      A glow started deep in Greggory’s eyes. “Do they scare you?”

      She shook her head. “After experiencing what they can do, they are a trigger for arousal, not fear.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” His eyes trailed down, and his tongue darted to lick over his fangs. “Take off the nightgown, Eleanor, and let me see those perfect breasts of yours.”
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      Laptop tucked under his arm, Richard headed to the café for breakfast. The grading was done on Kalugal’s lots, and today the crew was starting to dig the foundations.

      It was a good enough reason to celebrate. Finally, he would have something to do other than stare at dirt. Kalugal wanted him to prepare a list of appliances for the smaller houses, but he had not specified any particular style. His instructions had been to find good quality devices that would last for many years and that incorporated the latest technology.

      Were induction ovens the latest thing? Or was there something even more innovative than that?

      Spotting William reading a newspaper at one of the café’s tables, Richard decided to ask the expert. If anyone knew, it would be the clan’s genius tech guy.

      “Good morning. May I join you?”

      “Gladly.” The guy put the paper down and motioned toward the chair next to him. “Newspapers nowadays are just ridiculous. It hurts to read the crap that they call news. What happened to real reporters?”

      “It’s this damn generation.” Richard sat down and put his laptop on the table. “They don’t understand the difference between reporting the actual news and writing opinions about it. Why do they think that I want to read their spin on things?” He shook his head. “I sound like an old man, don’t I?”

      “You may sound like one, but I actually am. And you know what? Each generation is unhappy with the one following it. Although, this time I have to agree with the old-timers. Something must have gone wrong with the education system in this country.”

      “I blame social media.” Richard sighed. “You have no idea how happy I am to live here in the village. It’s like we are on a different planet, and none of the outside nonsense touches us. The only things I miss are the freedom to travel and good restaurants. I can’t take Stella anywhere fun.”

      By now, everyone knew that they were a couple, but most importantly, Stella had officially accepted him as her boyfriend, and they were even talking about him moving in with her.

      It was a bit too soon for that, so Richard wasn’t pushing it, but he was spending every evening with her and staying most of the night, but not all.

      He was waiting for her to ask him to stay.

      “I know where you can take Stella that is fun.” William pushed his glasses up his nose. “Even super fun. The virtual machines are up and running, and we already conducted a first successful test with Kri and Eleanor. They went on a ski adventure together.”

      Richard arched a brow. “I was under the impression that the virtual fun time was sexual.”

      “We can modify it to do whatever we want. It can teach people how to fly a plane, or how to dive, or any other solo or joined activity. The possibilities are virtually endless.” William chuckled at his own joke. “I need to run a test with a human, and you are the only one in the village.”

      “Then I guess that I have no choice but to volunteer.”

      “I would greatly appreciate it if you do, and I promise that you are going to have more fun than you can imagine.” William smiled sheepishly. “I was involved with the Perfect Match Studios from the very beginning, but I didn’t feel comfortable trying their style of virtual adventure. Now that we have our own machines and adventures that are not romantic in nature, I gave it a try, and I had the time of my life.”

      “That’s reassuring. I would have felt iffy about going for it knowing that the inventor didn’t try it himself.”

      “I’m not the one who invented it. I only helped the founders and their teams to get over several hurdles that they didn’t know how to solve.”

      “Nevertheless, I’m glad that you tried the program yourself. If I’m going to suggest it to Stella, I want to be sure that it’s safe.”

      “You can ask Kri about her experience, or Eleanor.”

      Richard grimaced. “I don’t trust anything Eleanor has to say. But I will gladly talk to Kri. Stella will also trust her feedback more than Eleanor’s.”

      “If Stella doesn’t want to do it, you can go for a solo adventure.” William cleared his throat. “That being said, the Perfect Match Studios made all of their virtual adventures available to us, and they created amazing environments for couples that are highly customizable. You can really go wild with your choice of adventure.”

      Richard’s appetite had already been whetted enough, but William’s last comment had his imagination soaring to new heights. He had to convince Stella to have an adventure with him.

      “One more thing,” William said. “The programs designed by the Perfect Match Studios use avatars, so you can actually be someone else inside the adventure, and not just pretend it. It’s incredibly liberating.”

      “Will I remember it after it’s over?”

      “Of course. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      “True. But what if Stella and I want to do it as ourselves?”

      “Do you mean that you want to enter the adventure with the awareness of who you really are?”

      “Yes.”

      “It takes away from the fun. The idea is to let go of your fears and inhibitions and not take them with you. That can only be achieved with full immersion.”

      “But is it possible?”

      William nodded. “The programs that we designed in house are simpler, and you can retain awareness of who you are.” He took his glasses off and wiped them on his shirt. “But since you are the only human that I can test the machines on, I prefer for you to do the full immersion version. Most of the intended users will be immortals, but just in case we get Dormants or more humans in here, I want to get a human’s feedback and compare it to that of an immortal.”

      “I’ll think about it. When do you need an answer?”

      “There is no rush. Let me know whenever you and Stella are ready, and I’ll set it up for you.”
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      “Can I get you coffee?” Richard pulled out a chair for Stella. “Something to snack on?”

      “Maybe later.” She sat down. “You said that you had something important to discuss with me.”

      When Richard had called asking if she could meet him at the café, Stella had tensed. Usually they met in the evenings, and sometimes for lunch, but rarely in the mornings. What was so urgent that it couldn’t wait for later in the day?

      Sitting next to her, he took her hand. “If you could go anywhere in the world, where would it be?”

      That was the last thing she’d expected him to ask her.

      “That’s what you dragged me out of the house for? To ask where I would like to go?”

      “Yes. It’s very important.”

      He was stifling a smile, so maybe it was a joke.

      “I told you already. I would like to visit Finland. Lapland in particular.”

      “And if you could have any adventure that you can imagine, what would it be?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You could visit the Space Station, travel to Mars, climb Mount Everest, visit the ancient Mayas. Use your imagination.”

      “You are confusing me. What is it all about?”

      “Virtual adventures. I spoke with William earlier, and he is looking for volunteers to test the new machines he and his team built. He tried it himself, so I know that it’s perfectly safe. He just wants feedback on what can be improved.”

      She’d heard about it. “Those are designed for virtual hookups, right?”

      “Originally, yes, and that’s the majority of the existing programs. But we don’t have to do that. We can try one of the new themes that William’s team designed. Kri and Eleanor did a ski adventure together that involved springing a spy out of a Siberian top-security prison and a chase through the snow.”

      “Sounds exciting. But if the choice is between a romantic getaway and a spy chase, I’ll take the romance.”

      He grinned. “I hoped you would choose that. William says that the Perfect Match themes are amazing and highly customizable. You can design your dream encounter as well as your dream guy. The program uses avatars, and while you are in it, you forget who you are in the real world so you can have a completely immersive experience.”

      Pulling her hand out of Richard’s, Stella leaned back. “Frankly, it sounds scary. I’d rather not be one of the first to try it. I want to hear what others who went through it have to say.”

      She had no intention of ever trying it, no matter what others reported. If she lost awareness of who she was, she might blurt out things that she shouldn’t. It was too risky.

      “You can talk to Kri and William. Or even Eleanor. I don’t like the woman, but if you do, that’s fine with me.”

      “I don’t like her either.” Stella crossed her arms over her chest. “People don’t change overnight, and until recently, she was luring people into servitude in the government program. She is not a good person.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” He smiled. “We think alike, you and me.”

      “Not really. You seem eager to lose yourself in a virtual adventure, while I’m scared of it.”

      “It’s perfectly safe. William is not a brave guy, and he wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t. He said that he had the best time of his life.”

      That was one hell of an endorsement.

      “He did?”

      “Yeah, and Kri said the same thing. She wants to do it with Michael next.”

      “I need to think about it.”

      Richard smiled. “At least it’s not a flat no. I consider that good progress.”

      “What if I say no?”

      “Then I will be disappointed. William needs my feedback as the only human in the village, so I will have to go solo, which isn’t going to be nearly as much fun. I want to do that with you.” He leaned forward. “Think about it, we will be the first couple to try the sexy virtual experience in the village. We will be pioneers.”

      It was tempting.

      She hadn’t traveled in years, and with the virtual program, she could go practically anywhere without leaving the safety of the village.

      Then another thing occurred to her. If she blurted out her secret during the adventure, would it count as breaking her vow?

      She wouldn’t be herself, and she wouldn’t remember her real life, which meant that she couldn’t be held responsible for the actions of her avatar.

      Except, if she didn’t remember her old life while in the program, she wouldn’t remember her secret either. Perhaps it was safe to indulge in a virtual fantasy.

      It could be so liberating, but it required courage that she’d lost somewhere along the way.

      Motherhood had changed her. From a free spirit who had walked into danger without giving it a second thought, she had become fearful and overly careful.

      Her once free-spirited life had become stifled, stagnant, and dull.

      She didn’t regret any of it. Vlad had been worth every sacrifice. But now that he was an adult, perhaps it was time for her to find the old Stella who had lived for adventure.

      Except, it was difficult to break the new mold she’d built, the habit she’d adopted, and go back to how she used to be, careless and free.

      “I don’t know. It still scares me to lose my identity and become someone else.”

      “Only for three hours. You can experience a two-week vacation at no cost and no real danger. When was the last time that you traveled or did anything exciting?”

      She smiled. “Last night, and the night before, and the night before that. You excite me, Richard.”

      His eyes softened. “That’s the best compliment I’ve ever gotten.”

      “From me?”

      “From anyone.”
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      Sari had spent another night in the waiting room, but most of it hadn’t been spent sleeping.

      Miranda had brought her a folding table, an office chair, and a pile of files, so Sari had had everything she needed to catch up on work. It had been nearly four in the morning when she’d given up the fight to keep her eyes open and had collapsed on the cot.

      It hadn’t been a deep sleep. She’d heard Bridget and Steven conversing in hushed tones, and she’d been aware of them tiptoeing around her to go in and out of David’s room, but since none of that had sounded urgent, Sari had kept dozing. But it was time to get up and check on David.

      “Good morning.” Bridget sat on one of the chairs. “I have good news for you.”

      Sari sat up. “That’s something I’m eager to hear.”

      “Steven and I removed the ventilator. David is breathing on his own.”

      Letting out a breath, Sari closed her eyes. “Thank the merciful Fates.”

      “That’s not all. David’s blood pressure has stabilized, and his temperature is down.” Bridget smiled. “I wish we could bottle Annani’s blessing. It seems to be incredibly effective.”

      “Her blessing was reinforced by over two hundred well-wishing voices.”

      “Then we need to bottle that as well.”

      Sari pushed to her feet. “I need to use the bathroom, and then I’m going to see David.”

      “I’ll get you some coffee.”

      “Thanks.”

      It had been on the tip of her tongue to ask Bridget if she thought that David would wake up soon, but Sari had chickened out. After hearing the good news, there was no harm in indulging in a bit of wishful thinking and hoping that he would. She didn’t want to get a negative answer that would squash her hope.

      Once she was done in the bathroom and had donned a fresh outfit, Sari returned to the waiting room.

      Bridget handed her a steaming mug of coffee. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you.” She took a sip. “Is it safe to take it into David’s room?”

      “Just don’t drink it over the bed. Do you want me to get you breakfast?”

      “Thanks for the kind offer, but I’ll have Ojidu get it for me. Would you like some as well?”

      “I already ate, and Steven is in the dining room now.”

      As Sari pulled out her phone to call Ojidu, the door opened, and Jacki walked in. “Good morning.” She cast a tight smile at her. “How is David doing?”

      It was a little early for visitors, and Jacki hadn’t visited David before. Perhaps she wanted to get it out of the way and have the rest of her day free.

      “Much better. He is off the ventilator and breathing on his own.”

      “That’s wonderful news.” Jackie slanted a look at Bridget. “Can I talk to you in private?”

      “Of course.” Bridget motioned toward Steven’s office. “We can talk in there.”

      Apparently, Jacki hadn’t come to see David. And since the only thing an uninjured immortal female would need a doctor for was pregnancy, Sari felt a little jealous.

      A few moments later, Jacki stepped out of the office, holding a small plastic container in her hand. “I hope that you don’t mind if I use the bathroom in the other patient room. Bridget told me that you’d commandeered it.”

      “I don’t mind at all.” Sari looked at the container. “Are congratulations in order?”

      “That’s what I want to find out. Kalugal doesn’t know why I’m here. I told him that I wanted to visit David, so I don’t want to use the bathroom outside the clinic in case someone sees me with this.” She lifted the container.

      “I understand. You don’t want him to get his hopes up.”

      “Precisely.” Jacki sucked in a breath and then let it out in a whoosh. “Bridget says that I’m probably not pregnant because I’m still transitioning, but I have a feeling that I am. I’ve been tired the entire time we’ve been here, and things that normally don’t bother me make me nauseous now.”

      “Go in there and find out. I wish you good luck.”

      “Thank you.”

      As Jacki ducked into the other patient room, Sari went into David’s, but she left the door open.

      “Hi.” She leaned and kissed his cheek. “I’m so happy to see you without the ventilator. The doctors say that you are much better. Your blood pressure is back to normal, and so is your temperature.” She sat on the chair and took his hand. “I hope that means you will wake up soon.” She glanced at the open door. “Jacki just went into the bathroom to pee in a cup. She thinks that she’s pregnant, and I can’t help but feel a little jealous. If you don’t mind, I would like us to start working on making a baby as soon as you are up to it.” She chuckled. “How’s that for an incentive?”

      Naturally, there was no answer, but something in David’s peaceful expression had changed. Was that a ghost of a smile?

      She had surely imagined it.

      Turner had received the same blessing as David, and people had prayed for him as well. Still, it had taken him over two weeks to wake up from his coma. He’d been older than David at the time, and not in the best of health, so maybe David would wake up sooner, but it wasn’t going to happen today.

      Except, Jacki’s pregnancy was a good omen, and Sari had a strong gut feeling that he was going to wake up sooner rather than later. It might be just wishful thinking, but she had learned a long time ago to trust her gut.

      As her mother liked to say, sometimes the gut was smarter than the brain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            51

          

          

      

    

    







            Kalugal

          

        

      

    

    
      “This place is a hidden gem.” Kalugal leaned back in his chair. “I love the view from here.”

      Kian nodded. “I wonder why it’s not getting more use from the castle’s occupants.”

      Amanda snorted. “Because it’s too damn cold out here most of the year. The Highlands have two pleasant months at best. The rest of the time, it’s miserable out here.”

      Other than Annani, Alena, and Wonder, who’d gone with Miranda to choose tapestries to take back home with them, and Jacki who had suddenly decided that she had to visit David, the rest of their group was having after breakfast coffee on the library terrace that Callie had discovered the day before.

      “They should put up outdoor heaters.” Kalugal put his empty cup on the table. “That way, they could use this lovely covered terrace for a little longer than that.”

      One of the Odus rushed over with the carafe in hand. “Would you like more coffee, master?”

      “Yes, please.” He lifted the cup for the Odu to refill.

      The cyborgs were a useful bunch, and it was regrettable that Annani had refused to let William take one of them apart to discover how they worked.

      If the materials they were made of were available, they could produce many more to serve the village.

      Leaning back in his chair, Kalugal imagined every home with an Odu serving its occupants. But that would only be the beginning. They could be used as gardeners, garbage collectors, even construction workers. Kian would no longer have to bring in Chinese crews for building projects in the village.

      Naturally, the technology should be closely guarded and not allowed to fall into the hands of humans, but as long as the cyborgs were confined to the village, that should be safe.

      It was a nice dream, but it wasn’t going to happen. The goddess was either too fond of her servants to risk losing even one, or she feared what else might be done with them.

      Perhaps he should engage Annani in a conversation regarding her Odus and try to convince her to reconsider by pointing out all the possible advantages.

      “We should take a road trip to the nearby towns,” Amanda suggested.

      Syssi shook her head. “I’d rather stay nearby in case Sari needs us. We can go to the lake again. That’s always fun.”

      Kalugal glanced at his watch. “What is taking Jacki so long?”

      “Sari is probably grilling her about her transition,” Syssi said. “She asked me a lot of questions, but I couldn’t answer most of them because I was unconscious during the start of mine, and I didn’t dream anything or hear anything that went on around me.”

      “Same here,” Callie said. “I wasn’t unconscious the entire time, but I don’t remember much of it.”

      Brundar wrapped his arm around her in a rare public display of affection. “You were injured and given strong painkillers.”

      As the door flew open and Jacki came rushing out looking all flushed, Kalugal jumped to his feet and asked the question that was on everyone’s lips. “Did something happen to David?”

      A happy grin spreading over her face, Jacki shook her head. “David is doing much better. He no longer needs the ventilator to breathe, and his other vitals are back to normal.”

      “That’s fantastic,” Amanda said. “But why is your face all red? Did you run the entire way to tell us the good news?”

      “Yes, but I have more.” Jacki turned to Kalugal and wrapped her arms around his neck. “We are pregnant.”

      “I knew it.” Amanda clapped her hands. “Congratulations!”

      Kalugal was aware of people slapping his back and congratulating him and Jacki, but he remained speechless.

      Jacki frowned. “Say something.”

      “How?”

      She chuckled nervously. “Do you need me to tell you about the birds and the bees?”

      “I mean, you are still transitioning. Bridget said to wait six months before we try.”

      “She said that about using Merlin’s fertility potions. This happened naturally.”

      “It’s the Fates’ will,” Kian said from behind him. “Count yourself lucky.”

      Kalugal didn’t feel lucky. He felt anxious.

      Terrified was more accurate.

      He wanted a child, but he wanted Jacki more, and if pregnancy was dangerous to her because she was still transitioning, he would rather she aborted even if it meant never having children.

      Jacki was his life.

      “What did Bridget say? Is it safe for you?”

      Understanding dawning, Jacki’s eyes softened. “She said that if my body accepted the pregnancy, then it was ready for it, and I should be fine. She suggested that we move into the village sooner rather than later, though, so she can keep an eye on me.”

      Kalugal turned to look at Kian over his shoulder. “Do you mind if we move into the vacant existing houses until our section of the village is ready?”

      “You are welcome to move in whenever you want.”

      “I will bring most of my men with me.”

      “That’s fine. You can bring all of them.”

      “I have to leave several behind to keep packing my artifacts.”

      Kian put his hand on his shoulder. “No worries, cousin. Whatever you need is yours.”

      “Thank you.”

      “This calls for a celebration.” Kian clapped him on the back. “I’m going to get us cigars and whiskey.”

      Jacki laughed. “Isn’t it too early?”

      “It’s never too early for that,” Anandur grinned.

      Kalugal couldn’t care less. Lifting Jacki off the ground, he strode over to the nearest chair and sat down with her in his arms. “I would love to later, but now I want to be with my wife.” He kissed her gently.

      “Are you happy?” Jacki whispered.

      “I’m equally happy and worried.”

      “I wish you were only happy.”

      “I can’t help it. You are more important than anything to me, and that includes our future children.”

      “Don’t say that.” She put a finger over his lips. “When our child is born, you will change your mind, and he or she will become the most important person in the world to you. That’s the way it should be.”

      “Not going to happen. You will always come first.”

      “How romantic.” Anandur pretended to wipe off tears.

      Amanda slapped his back. “Shut up, you big oaf.”

      “Someone needs to tell Annani,” Syssi said. “She will be overjoyed.”

      Kalugal’s eyes widened. “I need to tell my mother. What day is it today?”

      “Tuesday,” Syssi said. “But whoever’s turn it is to talk to Areana next would gladly swap time slots with you. She should hear it from you and Jacki.”

      Jacki’s expression turned somber. “Maybe you shouldn’t tell her just yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a human tradition to wait until the end of the first trimester to tell people about the pregnancy. I was so excited that I couldn’t help it and blurted it out. Perhaps I shouldn’t have.”

      Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “Humans do that because many pregnancies are lost before the end of the first trimester, but that’s not the case with immortals. All the genetic sorting is done before pregnancy occurs. I don’t know of any immortal female who’s lost a pregnancy or even delivered a baby prematurely.”

      Jacki let out a breath. “That’s good to know. Less things to stress about.”

      Kalugal didn’t say a thing, but it occurred to him that since Jacki wasn’t fully transitioned yet, it might not be true for her.

      Bridget must have thought the same thing, and that was why she wanted to keep a close eye on Jacki throughout the pregnancy, starting right away.

      Pushing out of his arms, Jacki stood up. “Who wants to come with me to find Annani? I want to tell her in person.”

      “I do.” Syssi rose to her feet. “In the meantime, the guys can enjoy their cigars and whiskey.”

      Kalugal doubted that he could enjoy anything until Jacki delivered their child.

      He would be too consumed by worry.
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      “I’m so happy for you.” Syssi put her arm around Jacki’s waist. “And for Amanda and me as well. We will raise our children together.”

      “We need a preschool,” Callie said.

      Jacki lifted a brow. “For three babies?”

      “That’s only the start. Doesn’t it strike you as strange that suddenly there are all these pregnancies when there were none for over twenty years?”

      “You forgot about Phoenix and Ethan,” Amanda pointed out.

      “I didn’t. I included them in the new wave of babies. I think that the Fates are smiling upon the clan not just with more Dormants, but also more children. I expect many more of both.” Callie smiled. “Kian must have had a gut feeling that this was about to happen. That’s why he kept building and developing new plots for what seemed like no apparent reason.”

      “I wonder what their long-term plan is,” Amanda said. “The Fates weave an intricate tapestry.”

      As they reached the castle’s store where Annani, Alena, and Wonder were looking through piles of tapestries, Syssi wondered whether there was something symbolic about what they were doing and what Amanda had said.

      “I’m glad that you decided to join us,” Alena greeted them. “It’s so difficult to choose. They are all so beautiful.”

      “We are not here for the tapestries.” Amanda threaded her arm through Alena’s. “Jacki has great news that I’m sure you’ll be delighted to hear.”

      Annani put down the tapestry she’d been looking at. “Did David wake up?”

      “Not yet. But he is off the ventilator, and his vitals are back to normal.” Amanda threaded her other arm through her mother’s. “As always, your blessing did its magic. But that’s not all.” She looked at Jacki. “Your turn.”

      “I’m pregnant.” She blushed. “I just found out.”

      Annani’s smile was bright enough to light up a stadium. “Thank the merciful Fates. I am so happy for you and Kalugal and for our entire clan. Every child is a blessing.”

      Again, Syssi wondered about the symbolic connection. What if the two blessings were part of the tapestry the Fates were weaving?

      Of course, they were. Everything was.

      Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that those two blessings were connected by a thick thread. They weren’t just random motifs in the Fates’ complicated tapestry.

      “We should celebrate,” Annani offered.

      “The guys are already doing that with cigars and whiskey on the terrace,” Amanda said. “We need a healthier alternative. How about we adjourn to the library and have the Odus bring us ice cream from the kitchen?”

      One of the castle’s cooks made ice cream from scratch, and it was the best Syssi had ever tasted. Just thinking about it made her salivate.

      “I love the way you think.” Alena pulled away from Amanda. “But first, we need to finish here. After making such a huge mess, we can’t leave without buying some tapestries.”

      “No problem,” Syssi said. “We’ll wait for you in the library. When you are done, we will get the ice cream delivered.”

      When they were out in the corridor, Callie fell into step with her. “Back to the preschool idea. We might only have a few kids coming right now, but we need to plan for more, and since you just started developing plans for the eastern slope, you should include a building for the preschool with the option to expand. We might want to provide the village children with elementary education as well. It’s risky to send small kids to a human school.”

      “If we do that, we will need another playground as well.” The gears in Syssi’s head were gaining momentum. “Perhaps it’s a better idea to move some of the offices to the eastern slope and house the preschool in the office building.”

      Callie scrunched her nose. “It could work, but it’s not the best solution. Even if we remodel that building, it will still look like offices and not classrooms. Children should have a colorful, happy place to thrive in.”

      Syssi shook her head. “Even if we get more children, we don’t need two playgrounds. It’s depressing to look at when there are no children to play in it.”

      “The solution is easy,” Jacki said. “Once the new place is ready, you can convert the existing playground into something else. It can become another outdoor sitting area.”

      The gears in Syssi’s head spun faster. “Or a new restaurant. I want to put up one in the new development, but maybe this is better.”

      Callie groaned. “Now I don’t know what I want to do more, open a restaurant or a preschool. Both are equally appealing.”

      “Tough choice,” Jacki agreed. “I can work in the preschool.”

      Syssi snorted. “As if Kalugal is going to allow you to have a job, especially while raising your child.”

      “First of all, I’m not asking him. And secondly, I can do both. Working in a nursery is the best job for a mother.”

      “Not necessarily.” Syssi rubbed her belly. “I want to give Allegra my undivided attention and enjoy raising her to the fullest.”

      Amanda raised a brow. “Are you planning to quit your job?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “No way. Dalhu is going to be the stay-home dad. I’m going back to work as soon as I can.”

      “Kian is not going to be a stay-home dad, and I don’t want Okidu to raise my child. I plan on staying home for at least two years.” She scratched her head. “I will need to find something to do from home, though. As much as I’m looking forward to motherhood, I can’t imagine doing just that.”

      Amanda was still shaking her head. “What am I going to do without you? How am I going to run the lab?”

      “The same way you did before hiring me.”

      “It’s not going to be as fun. I need you there. How about we hire a nanny to take care of our babies in the lab while we work?”

      Syssi chuckled. “That’s a ridiculous idea, and you know it.”

      “Not at all. We can section a portion of the lab off and turn it into a nursery.”

      “Forget it, Amanda. How do you expect to conduct experiments with babies crying in the background?”

      “Why would they? If they are fed and held, there will be no crying…” Amanda stopped her tirade mid-sentence. As a tear slid down her cheek, she angrily wiped it off. “Ignore me. I’m talking nonsense. We will figure something out.”
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      David was getting better. He was dreaming in vivid colors, and his dreams were the normal kind, not memories of past lives. And when he was awake, he could hear Sari talking to him, as well as Steven and another doctor who he assumed was the short redhead he’d seen when he’d floated above his body.

      He’d been so damn close to passing to the other side.

      If not for Jonah’s intervention, he would have done it. Even now, he still felt a sense of loss whenever he thought of it. The pull had been so strong, the promise of eternal love and peace so powerful that it competed with his love for Sari.

      Did that mean that he didn’t love her enough?

      But he’d chosen to stay. Wasn’t that proof that he loved her more than anything?

      “Hello, David.” Jonah materialized in front of him. “Are you ready to wake up?”

      “I don’t know. I think that I’m getting better, but since I can’t feel any part of my body, I’m not sure about it.”

      “You are getting better.” Jonah sat next to him. “Try to focus and find that thread again.”

      As David concentrated and turned inward, he saw the shimmering thread he was supposed to grab on to, but he didn’t go for it.

      “If I wake up in the real world, will I get to see you again?”

      Jonah shook his head. “This is goodbye, my brother.”

      “I’m not ready to let go of you.”

      “I know.” Jonah regarded him with sad eyes. “It’s difficult for me as well, but there are rules that we all have to follow.”

      “Who makes the rules?”

      “I can’t tell you that. But I can promise you that we will meet again. Who knows? Maybe I will reincarnate into your new family. Several of the ladies are expecting.”

      “You said that you prefer the shorter life cycles of humans.”

      “There are advantages and disadvantages to both. It’s not up to me to decide, but it might be nice to be born immortal and take a break from the never-ending cycle. Frankly, I’m tired of it.”

      “Do you feel as if you’ve worked out your issues?”

      Jonah chuckled. “You knew me in my last incarnation. Would you say that I had?”

      “No, not really. I love you, but you were an asshole.”

      “Precisely. That should have clued you in from the start that you couldn’t have been Gudbrand. You were always the good son, the one who studied hard and didn’t get into trouble. I was the rebel, the selfish brat who did whatever he wanted no matter who got hurt in the process.”

      “You weren’t that bad. You had redeeming qualities as well.”

      “Name one.”

      “You were smart, charming, interesting, the life of the party. I was the boring twin.”

      “Is that what you consider good qualities?”

      “Sure. You made people feel good, they looked up to you.”

      “I drove you nuts. I thought that you couldn’t stand me.”

      “Nonsense. I always loved you, and I was jealous of you.”

      Jonah arched a brow. “You were jealous of me? You were the handsome blond that all the girls were drooling over. Regrettably, I took after our father, in looks as well as in character.”

      “Yeah, but all the girls thought that you were so sexy. Who lost his virginity first?”

      Jonah laughed. “What can I say? Women have no taste, and they have a thing for assholes. You are a psychologist. Can you explain that?”

      “Life was never boring with you. You were exciting, confident, strong, that was what drew people to you, not just women. I hope that you reincarnate into the clan as an immortal, so we can spend eternity driving each other nuts.”

      Jonah looked surprised. “You really mean it.”

      “Of course.” If he could cry, he would have shed a tear or two. Instead, he opened his arms. “Before you go, I need to hold you even if I can’t feel you.”

      “You can.” Jonah leaned into him. “It’s an illusion, but so is the fabric of reality.”

      For a long moment, they clung to each other like they had never done in life, and it felt so good that David was loath to let go.

      “You have to.” Jonah’s form lost its solidity. “Let me help you find your way out. Are you ready?”

      He wasn’t, but he nodded anyway.

      “Remember, we will meet again.”

      “How soon?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “You can’t because you are not allowed, or because you don’t know?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll pray for your return. I want you back in my life.”
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      Something was about to happen. Sari was sure of that.

      The lightbulb over David’s bed flickered for no apparent reason, and even though it could have been a malfunction, Sari believed that it was an omen.

      Except, David was lying still on his hospital bed, the machines were humming steadily, and other than the flickering light, everything was the same as it was an hour ago.

      She was being silly, that was all.

      Or maybe not.

      If she believed that Annani’s blessing had helped David pull through, then why not believe that he was sending her signals in the form of flickering lights?

      “David? Can you hear me?” She gently squeezed his limp hand.

      There was no response, not even a twitch.

      Sari sighed. “I’m losing my freaking mind. My stomach is churning excitedly as if you are going to wake up at any moment, but I have nothing to base it on.”

      Did she imagine it, or did one of his eyelids just flutter momentarily?

      “Are you trying to open your eyes?” She looked closely to make sure that she wasn’t imagining it.

      And there it was again, the same slight flutter. “I need to call Bridget in here.”

      One of the fingers of the hand she was holding twitched. She felt it.

      “You moved your finger, David. If you can, do it again.”

      The finger twitched once more.

      Sari gasped. “Sweet, merciful Fates.” She turned toward the open door. “Bridget! Come in here. David is waking up!”

      The doctor rushed in, her eyes going to the monitors first. “What did you see?”

      “His left eyelid fluttered, and his right pointer finger twitched.” Sari lifted their conjoined hands.

      “It might have been involuntary movements.”

      As Bridget came closer, both of David’s eyelids fluttered, he groaned, and then his eyelids lifted all the way, only to slam shut again.

      “It’s too bright in here.” Bridget rushed to the light switch and dimmed the illumination. “You can open your eyes now, David.”

      Slowly, as if it required a monumental effort, his eyelids lifted a millimeter at a time.

      “Welcome back, my love.” Sari croaked through a choked-up throat.

      His hand lifted a little and then dropped back. “Why?” he murmured.

      “Why am I crying? Because I’m so relieved.”

      Steven rushed into the room. “I saw it on the application. Welcome back, David. You have no idea how happy I am to see you on this side. Losing my first transitioning Dormant would have killed my reputation.”

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “It’s too crowded in here, Steven. Please wait outside.”

      When the young doctor left, she smiled apologetically. “I need to have a talk with him about his bedside manner.” She turned to the sink, filled a cup with water, stuck a straw in it, and handed it to Sari. “You can give David a little to drink.”

      When he took a small sip, she smiled at him. “We haven’t been introduced. I’m Doctor Bridget.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      He retook the straw and finished the entire cup. “Can I have more?”

      His voice was so weak that it made Sari want to cry. Instead, she forced a smile and handed the empty cup to Bridget.

      The doctor refilled it and then handed it back to Sari. “Go slow this time. You don’t want to throw up on the bed.”

      “Am I immortal now?”

      “We will know soon enough. There is no rush.” Bridget looked at Sari. “I will leave the two of you alone for a few minutes, and then I’ll get Steven to come in and unhook all the wires.”

      Sari didn’t expect it to happen so fast. “Isn’t it too soon? What if he relapses?”

      “He won’t.” Bridget put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s over, Sari. David is fine.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank the Fates. I had very little to do with it.”

      When the doctor left the room, Sari leaned over David and hugged him gently. “I was so scared.”

      With noticeable effort, he lifted his arms and dropped them over her back. It wasn’t an embrace, but it was good enough. “I have so much that I need to tell you,” he whispered in her ear.

      She wondered what it could be. Did he hear her and Annani talking about Gudbrand?

      “I have a lot to tell you too, but it can all wait for when you regain your strength. I’m just so happy to have you back. You gave us quite a scare. You couldn’t breathe, and you needed a ventilator. I wasn’t sure that you would make it.”

      “I almost didn’t.”

      Her heart sank to her stomach. “You were aware of that?”

      “I saw the doorway to heaven.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “How did it look?”

      “Just a bright light, but it wasn’t about how it looked but rather how it felt. Endless love and peace. It called to me, and resisting the pull was nearly impossible.”

      “But you chose to stay.”

      “I love you.”

      A knock sounded at the door, and a moment later, Steven walked in. “Ready to get rid of all the wires, David?”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “You should wait outside.” Steven smiled apologetically. “I know that the two of you are a couple, but some things are better not witnessed unless you are a medical professional.”

      Sari had a good idea about what he was referring to, and she didn’t want to embarrass David by staying.

      “I’ll get David a change of clothes.”

      “That’s an excellent idea. Something loose and easy to pull on and off would be best.”
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      Once Steven was done removing all the wires and tubes that had been attached to David’s body, David ran a hand over his stubbled chin. He needed to shave, brush his teeth, and wash the hospital smell off before embracing Sari again.

      “Can I take a shower?”

      “Yes, but not by yourself. I can help you, or I can call Sari in. What do you prefer?”

      It was stupid machismo, but David didn’t want Sari to see him so feeble. “I’d rather you do it. I’ll make it quick.”

      “No problem.”

      When Steven helped him out of bed, David was glad he had chosen the doctor. His legs felt like noodles, and he had to lean heavily on the guy to get into the bathroom.

      Steven opened the shower enclosure and helped him to the built-in seat. “I’ll give you some privacy and get your clothes from Sari. When you are done, I’ll help you get dressed.”

      “Thanks. When are you going to perform the immortality test?”

      “In a couple of hours. There is no rush.” Steven grinned. “Don’t worry, you are transitioning. By now, we have enough experience with transitioning adults, and your case is classic. After your induction, you went through a very predictable sequence, except for the breathing. We never had to put a transitioning Dormant on a ventilator before. You are lucky that we even had one.”

      “I’m luckier than I deserve to be.”

      Steven’s expression turned serious. “Sari was frantic with worry, and she didn’t leave your side unless she absolutely had no other choice. I just hope that you care for her as much as she cares for you. She deserves the best.”

      “I might not be the best man out there, but I can promise you that I will do my best to make her happy.”

      Steven nodded. “That’s good to hear. But just so you know, she has an entire clan at her back. If you misbehave in any way and hurt her feelings, the consequences will be dire for you.”

      “Duly noted. It warms my heart to see how much Sari’s people love her.”

      “The love is well earned.” Steven smiled. “I’m done issuing warnings. Welcome to the clan, David.”

      “Thank you.”

      “When you feel better, I want to talk to you about your experience. As a doctor, you might offer us more insight into the process.”

      “Gladly.” It was strange to discuss professional observation while sitting naked on a shower bench.

      Steven really needed to work on his bedside manner.

      “If you need me, just say my name.” Steven tapped his ear. “I’ll hear you.”

      “Okay.”

      As the door closed behind the young doctor, David lifted the handheld and turned the water on. His arms were weak, and washing off the sticky residue took longer than he’d expected, but he managed to scrub it all off.

      Wrapped in a towel, he made it to the vanity mirror and inspected himself to see if anything had changed. But the only noticeable difference was that he’d lost some weight and there were dark circles under his eyes. His feather-like wrinkles were still there, and the slight discoloration on the left side of his jaw hadn’t faded.

      Perhaps Steven was wrong, and he hadn’t transitioned?

      Shouldn’t his hearing and sight have improved?

      Probably more time was needed for that. Or so he hoped.

      A knock sounded on the door. “Are you done?” Steven asked.

      “Yes.”

      The doctor walked in with a bundle of folded clothes in hand. “You look better already.” He put them on the counter. “Do you need my help, or can you manage by yourself?”

      “I can manage.”

      Barely, but he did it without falling on his face, so he was all good.

      Showered, shaved, and dressed in a pair of loose sleep pants and a T-shirt, David leaned on Steven as he made his way back to bed, but not as heavily as he had on the way to the bathroom.

      “Sari brought coffee and porridge for you, but if you don’t want to barf all over the bed, I suggest that you go easy on the porridge.” Steven covered him with a fresh blanket.

      “Right now, coffee sounds heavenly. I can do without the porridge.”

      The doctor nodded his approval and headed for the door.

      “He’s decent now.”

      “Thank you.” Sari walked in with a tray and put it on the bedside table.

      “You look so much better.”

      He looked as feeble as he felt.

      “You are being generous, but thank you.” David reached for her hand. “And you look amazing.” He glanced at the tray and inhaled the sweet aroma. “I swear that coffee never smelled as good before. Is that my new and enhanced sense of smell at work?”

      She chuckled. “I doubt it has improved so soon. You just crave coffee right now.” She poured him a cup. “Can you hold it? Or should I hold it for you?”

      “I think I can manage.”

      She handed him the cup but held her hand hovering nearby. “Just in case you are not as strong as you think you are. I don’t know if your body can already heal fast, and after all that you have been through, I really don’t want you to get burned by hot coffee.”

      “I’m sorry for giving you a scare.” He took a few grateful sips.

      “Don’t apologize. You had no control over it.”

      He handed her the cup back. “For now, it will do.” Scooting to the side, he patted the spot he’d vacated. “Come here. I need to hold you.”

      Sari hesitated only for a moment before kicking her shoes off and climbing on the hospital bed.

      “Fates, I missed that.” She laid her head on his chest and draped her arm over his middle. “You feel so good, so solid.”

      “I missed it too.” He tightened his arm around her. “Sometimes I could hear you talking to me, but I couldn’t respond, and it was so damn frustrating.”

      Sari looked up. “Did you hear others as well? Or just me?”

      “I heard Steven and Bridget.”

      He debated whether he should mention hearing Annani as well. He wasn’t sure if the conversation he’d heard had been real or imagined, but if it had been real, at some point they would need to talk about it.

      “I think that I heard your mother and you talking, but I might have been dreaming. I had many strange dreams.”

      “What did you hear?”

      He would have preferred to wait with that, but perhaps it was better to find out for sure whether everything he’d experienced while unconscious had been real or imagined.

      “I heard your mother telling you about her experience with someone who she thought was me in one of my previous incarnations. She called me Gudbrand.”

      Sari’s body tensed against his. “It wasn’t you. We both need to remember that. Thousands of years have passed since that incident, and you probably reincarnated dozens of times since. You are not the same man. You are not Gudbrand. You are David.”

      So it had all been real.

      He let out a breath. More than the revelations about his past life, David was glad that his brother had really been there, talking to him and promising that they would meet again.

      “I know that.”

      “Good. I don’t want you to feel guilty for something that you didn’t do.”

      “I dreamt about being Gudbrand. He was obsessed with her.”

      Sari lifted her head and looked into his eyes. “Did he love her?”

      “Gudbrand loved himself. What he felt for her had nothing to do with love.”

      “Is that how you felt in the dream?”

      “I got to know him pretty well during those dreams. Gudbrand was a selfish man with an overblown ego, and he blamed her for his obsession instead of taking personal responsibility for his actions. He suspected Ania of enchanting him to forsake everything and everyone to be with her, so she could suck all the vitality out of him. When he saw her skin glow, his suspicions were confirmed, and he lost it.”

      “Did he really intend to kill her?”

      David nodded. “I’m glad that she stopped him, and I don’t hold it against her.”

      “Annani still feels incredibly guilty about it. She is not sure whether Gudbrand would have actually done it. She thinks that he might have been bluffing to get his brother to stand down.”

      “Gudbrand was crazed, and he wanted to end her. She did the right thing by defending herself in the only way she could. Losing him only affected his family, but losing Annani would have impacted all of humanity. Imagine what would have happened to the world without her influence. The Dark Ages would have gone on forever, and Navuh would have ruled supreme over a miserable, enslaved earth population.”

      Sari shivered. “I can’t even conceive of a world controlled by Doomers.”

      “I can. North Korea would seem like a paradise compared to what Navuh would have done.”
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      They were both tiptoeing around the big elephant in the room, and even though Sari would have preferred not to bring it up, it was better to get it out into the open instead of obsessing over it and letting it grow into mammoth proportions.

      “I have to admit that it weirds me out knowing  my mother was Gudbrand’s lover, and that a tiny part of him still lives inside of you. But I’ll get over it.”

      Surprisingly, David turned to her with a bright smile illuminating his handsome face. “The part of Gudbrand that still lives in me is much smaller than you think.”

      That was a healthy way to look at it, but he seemed way too happy over something that should have made him feel awkward. Perhaps he was joking?

      She could play along. “It’s barely there.” Sari brought her thumb and forefinger together, leaving only hair-width space between them. “It’s so small that it can be ignored.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Still grinning, he cupped her cheek and looked into her eyes. “I am not the reincarnation of Gudbrand. I’m the reincarnation of Olek, Gudbrand’s brother. I’ve never been Annani’s lover.”

      Sari felt like a tremendous weight had been lifted off her chest, but the relief only lasted a couple of seconds.

      “I don’t understand how that’s possible. You dreamt about Gudbrand’s life, not his brother’s.”

      “I also dreamt about Olek’s. I was married to a woman whom I loved dearly, but she died during childbirth. Astrid had asthma, and it got worse because of the pregnancy. She went into premature labor and died.”

      The sense of relief returned, along with deep sorrow for Olek’s tragic life.

      “My mother told me about that. I’m so sorry for you. That must have been a terrible experience to live through twice.”

      David sighed. “Dreaming about Gudbrand’s life was much easier than dreaming about Olek’s. The poor guy was dealt one blow after another, and it took him many lifetimes to heal his soul. Thankfully, whoever is in charge of giving me a window into that past life did it in a merciful way. In the dream, I was an outside observer of Olek’s life. I didn’t live it. It was still difficult to watch, but the impact wasn’t as devastating.”

      Sari hated to ask, but she had to know. “Did the baby survive?”

      “Olek’s son survived birth, but he was tiny and weak, and he died a day later. Those were primitive times. Many mothers and babies perished in childbirth. Not that it was any consolation to Olek. He was crushed, and then on top of that, he also carried the guilt for killing his older brother. Frankly, I would have preferred to have been Gudbrand despite his lousy character. At least he didn’t have to drag such a heavy burden into his subsequent lives.”

      Sari moved her hand on David’s stomach in small, soothing circles. “I can empathize, but I’m so incredibly relieved that you were never my mother’s lover in any shape or form. Does that make me a bad person?”

      “No, my love. It makes you human.” He chuckled. “Not that you are, but you get what I mean. It’s natural to feel that way.”

      “Why did you dream of Annani, though? Was Olek obsessed with her as well?”

      “I need to backtrack a little to explain that.” David leaned back, reached for his cup of coffee, and took a few sips. “I skipped over the most important revelation I had during my coma. My twin brother Jonah came to talk to me. After he died, I wished for a sign from him that he was still out there in some form, but this was the first time he was allowed to do so. I think that the Fates or some other higher power wanted to set the record straight and relieve Annani from the guilt she’s carried for all those years. Or maybe they wanted our union to be free of the uncomfortable cloud that Annani’s history with Gudbrand was casting over it. That’s why Jonah was allowed to tell me the real story.”

      “How is Jonah connected to all of that?”

      David smiled. “Jonah was Gudbrand, and I was Olek. Jonah told me that we reincarnated many times as brothers, or best friends, or as father and son. But this time around we were twins, which made our connection much stronger. Apparently, we shared each other’s dreams. Jonah dreamt about Annani, and I gave his dreams the Ayesha spin. My dreams were colored by the book and the sorceress who shared many of Annani’s attributes, especially as seen through Gudbrand’s filter.”

      “That actually makes sense. He thought of her as an evil seductress who was out to suck the life out of him, and that reminded you of Ayesha.”

      “Precisely. Also, both Annani and the sorceress had glowing eyes and skin and could compel others to their will.”

      “Annani didn’t compel Olek. She thralled him.”

      “I still don’t understand the difference between the two.”

      “Compulsion forces the will of the compeller on the compelled, while thralling makes him or her experience reality in a different way and influences their choices accordingly. In a way, thralled individuals still retain their free will, but they base their decisions on a made-up set of circumstances.”

      David frowned. “Are you saying that Olek could have refused to kill Gudbrand?”

      “It would have been difficult for him to do while believing what Annani made him think, but if he were really incapable of killing his brother under normal circumstances, even compulsion could not have made him do that.”

      “There was nothing normal about the circumstances, even without Annani’s influence.” David put his hand on her thigh. “Both brothers were enraged, and while in their berserker mode, they were thirsty for blood and not thinking straight. Olek might have killed Gudbrand even without the thrall.”

      Sari shook her head. “He wouldn’t have done it if Annani hadn’t commanded him to defend her. I’m sure she will be relieved to hear your version of the story, but I don’t think it will eliminate all of her guilt for Gudbrand’s death. She had feelings for him and wanted him to father her child, so he couldn’t have been all that bad.”

      For a long moment, David didn’t respond. “Gudbrand was strong, handsome, and smart. Just like Jonah. And just like Jonah, he had some issues that he needed to work out.” He turned on his side to face her. “I hope that Jonah will reincarnate as a member of your clan. That way, he and I will have eternity to overcome our differences. Do you think there is a chance it will happen?”

      “First of all, it’s our clan now, not mine. And secondly, all we can do is beseech the Fates and hope that Jonah’s reincarnation into the clan fits their grand plan.”
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      When a knock sounded at the door, Sari pushed out of David’s arms and slid out of bed.

      “Come in,” she called out.

      The door opened, and Bridget walked in with Steven in tow. In his hands was a tray with a surgical knife, an antiseptic, and several squares of medical gauze.

      They were about to conduct the test.

      “Are you ready to find out for sure?” Steven asked.

      David swallowed audibly. “Yes.”

      Bridget moved the coffee and porridge out of the way, making room for Steven’s tray. “You didn’t eat your breakfast,” she admonished.

      “Steven told me to go easy on the porridge, so I thought that it would be best to skip it entirely.”

      “You need to eat, David. You lost a lot of weight.” Bridget moved to stand next to Sari.

      Standing on the other side of the bed, Steven reached for David’s offered hand. “I have to admit that I’m excited. You are the first adult that I’m welcoming into immortality.”

      “He’s your first period,” Sari said. “Be careful and don’t cut him too deep.”

      He cast her an affronted look. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “It’s okay,” David said. “Do your thing, Steven. I’m not afraid of a little blood.”

      What he was afraid of was facing Annani and telling her that he was Olek. She should be relieved that he wasn’t Gudbrand, but she might also blame him for killing her lover, the guy she’d wanted to father her child. Evidently, she’d only wanted Olek to defend her, not to kill his brother.

      Had Olek really wanted to end Gudbrand’s life?

      The dream hadn’t been clear on that. The killing blow might have been dealt in the heat of the battle.

      Olek had seemed shocked to see Gudbrand fall, and the guilt that had plagued him ever since added credence to David’s suspicion that Olek hadn’t intended to kill his brother.

      It was strange how the truth wasn’t clear even with all who had witnessed the events sharing their side of the story.

      They would probably never know, and even the goddess couldn’t go back in time and rewrite the story. It was what it was, and they would all need to live with the doubt.

      One thing was clear, though. Given what he knew, saving both Annani and Gudbrand had not been possible, and Annani’s life was monumentally more important than Gudbrand’s.

      The Fates must have guided Olek’s sword hand, and they had done the right thing for the greater good.

      Steven wiped David’s palm with a gauze dipped in antiseptic, and as he lifted the surgical knife, David braced for the pain that would follow.

      “I’ll be quick.” The doctor made the cut.

      The small incision hurt, but the pain wasn’t too bad.

      “What now?” He looked at the blood welling over the wound.

      “Now we watch and wait,” Bridget said.

      “It’s closing.” Steven wiped the blood with a clean piece of gauze.

      Sari leaned closer. “Look, David. It’s almost healed.”

      “I can see that.”

      For some reason, David wasn’t as excited as he’d thought he would be. Maybe it was because he already knew that he had transitioned and the test was only a formality, or maybe it was the heaviness of what he’d learned during his coma, or perhaps it was knowing that he wouldn’t see Jonah again as Jonah.

      Even if his brother reincarnated within the clan, it could take hundreds or thousands of years, and he might not even realize who he was.

      “Welcome to immortality, David.” Bridget put her hand on his shoulder. “I wish you and Sari a happy and long life together.”

      “Thank you.” Sari sounded choked up. “Can I take David home now?”

      “Yes, you can.” Steven collected the tray. “You can come back later for painkillers.” He smiled. “You will need them soon.”

      “I don’t feel anything yet.” David patted his gums with his fingers. “There is no swelling or tenderness.”

      “It will come.” Bridget patted his shoulder again.

      “Are you going back to the village?” Sari asked the doctor.

      “Tomorrow. I promised my mother to spend some time with her.”

      “Then you can join us for the celebratory dinner tonight.”

      “What are we celebrating?” David swung his legs over the side of the bed.

      “Your successful transition, of course.”

      “I’d rather celebrate privately with you.”

      Sari sighed. “Being mated to a public figure takes some adjustment. My life is rarely private.”

      After pushing his feet into the flip-flops Sari had brought him, David wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her closer to him. “That’s a very small sacrifice, which I’m more than willing to make. I’m just glad to be alive and have an eternity of celebrating with you to look forward to.”
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      “I’ll order something for us to eat.” Sari led David to the couch. “Bridget said to keep it light, but I don’t know what that means. Do you have any preferences?”

      “Yes.” He took her hand and tugged on it. “I want you to sit right here and kiss me.” He pulled her onto his lap.

      “That’s an offer I can’t refuse.”

      She cupped his cheeks and kissed him gently, brushing her lips against his and slowly reacquainting herself with the velvety softness.

      It was sweet, it was loving, but it wasn’t what David wanted.

      With an impatient groan, his hand closed over the back of her head, the other over her thigh, and he claimed her lips.

      As his tongue swept into her mouth, sliding over hers, Sari let herself get lost in his taste, his warmth, the solidity of his chest, and the hard length prodding her from below.

      The hand on her thigh slid up, smoothing over her waist, her rib cage, and when it closed over her breast, Sari let out a breathless moan.

      His touch was gentle, almost reverent, but as she leaned into his hand, he deepened the kiss and thumbed her nipple through her blouse.

      As a sharp bolt of pleasure spiraled through her, she responded with the same intensity. Writhing on top of his hard length, she gripped David’s neck and plunged her tongue into his mouth.

      Even though it hadn’t been that long since the last time they’d made love, they were devouring each other as if they were starved.

      Perhaps they were, but maybe the real reason for the desperate need to reconnect had more to do with David’s close brush with death than the time they had missed together.

      It was about reaffirming life.

      David's lips left hers only to trail down her jaw, her neck. And then he nipped the skin, igniting an intense hunger for his bite.

      Except, it would take months until his fangs were fully grown and his venom glands functional.

      “Sari,” he whispered against her skin, and then his tongue flicked over the spot he nicked. “I can’t wait to give you the pleasure of a venom bite.”

      “I can’t either,” she breathed. Cupping the back of his head, she pressed him to her neck. “Bite me.”

      He nipped her again, sending a volley of sparks straight to her core, then licked the spot, teasing her to distraction.

      “I want you in me.” She rocked against him.

      With a strangled groan, he lifted her a little and yanked her pants down along with her panties.

      She chuckled. “You’re getting stronger by the minute.”

      “I’m desperate.” He cupped her center, stealing her breath as his finger found its way between her wet folds.

      Startled by the loud knock at the door, Sari jerked.

      “Ignore it,” David murmured against her lips. “Whoever that is will go away.”

      If it was Ojidu, he would leave, but what if it was a member of her family?

      They would have sent her a text first.

      “I have no problem with that.” She reached for the elastic of his training pants and started pulling them down.

      Her phone started buzzing.

      “Damn. They won’t leave us alone.”

      David’s wicked finger did one more swipe over the most sensitive part of her and then withdrew. “You’d better check that. It might be an emergency.”

      “This is an emergency.” She waved a hand between the two of them and then reached down to retrieve her phone from her trouser pocket.

      “It’s a message from Alena.” Sari let out a frustrated groan. “She says that Syssi and Kian are on their way to our place, and that she and our mother are heading here as well.”

      David lifted her off his lap and seated her next to him. “I love how you say ours. But you should open the door. That was probably your brother and his wife.”

      She glanced in the direction. “They didn’t knock again. Maybe they left.”

      “Even if they did, your mother and sister are on their way.” He looked down at the tent pole his nylon pants did nothing to hide. “I’d better change into a pair of jeans.”

      “Regrettably, you are right.”

      He kissed her quickly before getting up. “Don’t look so crestfallen. We have eternity to make love.”

      That brought a smile to her lips. “I can’t wait.”

      Sari pulled her panties and trousers up, smoothed a hand over her hair and headed for the door.

      Kian was going to smell her arousal and know what he and Syssi had interrupted, but Sari didn’t care. He should have known better than to come visiting so soon after David’s release from the clinic.
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      “We should leave.” Syssi tugged on Kian’s hand. “Maybe they went to the dining room for breakfast.”

      He smiled down at her. “You know what they are doing in there.”

      Her eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. David just woke up from a coma. He’s too weak to do anything.”

      “Yeah, but Sari is not. Nevertheless, I would have gladly given them their privacy, but my mother is on the way with Alena, and Dalhu and Amanda are going to arrive a little later.”

      “We can intercept them and ask them to join us for breakfast.”

      They had been on their way to the dining room when Annani had called with the news about David waking up and asked them to join her at Sari’s apartment.

      “Apparently, you don’t know my mother as well as you think you do. She wants to welcome David into the family, and she wants to do it right away.”

      Syssi lifted her gaze to him. “Do you think it’s because she feels guilty about what supposedly happened between her and one of his previous incarnations?”

      “It’s possible. But she was also impatient to meet you right after your transition. You asked me to stall her, remember?”

      “I didn’t want my future mother-in-law to see me before I had a chance to shower and change. I looked like a zombie.”

      “No, you didn’t.” He hooked a finger under her chin and planted a soft kiss on her lips. “You always look beautiful to me.” He kissed her again.

      Smiling, Syssi wrapped her arms around his neck. “You’re such a sweet talker.” She kissed him back.

      As the door opened, and Sari offered them a tight smile, the scent reaching Kian’s nose confirmed his assumptions. “Good morning. I’m sorry for the ill-timed visit, but Mother is on her way with Alena, and Amanda and Dalhu are going to be here a little later. Annani wants to welcome David into the family.”

      “Good morning to you too.” She motioned for them to come in. “I just received a text from Alena informing me about the visit. David is changing into something more respectable.”

      Syssi stifled a chuckle. “I have to say that I’m impressed. David’s recovery is remarkably quick.”

      “Is it?” Sari waited for them to sit down before joining them on the couch. “How did the others do?”

      “Each transition is different. It took me a couple of days to regain some of my strength. Andrew was out for a long time, but he seemed fine when he woke up. Mey was as weak as a baby for a week. It’s not the kind of question I was comfortable asking people, so I don’t know about the others.”

      Kian wrapped his arms around Syssi’s shoulders. “The only reason I didn’t make love to you that night was that we left right away to rescue Amanda.”

      A beautiful pink hue crept up Syssi’s cheeks. “And I would have been perfectly fine with that, but it’s different for a man. He needs to be in a better shape to, you know…”

      “You mean to get it up?”

      Her cheeks reddened even further. “It’s physiological.”

      The image she’d painted in his head had his fangs tingle, and his venom glands swell, as did the rest of his male anatomy. “Trust me, sweet girl, I could have been half-dead and still pleasured you thoroughly.”

      Syssi shook her head. “You are so bad. Those are not the kinds of things you should say in front of your sister.”

      “Why not? We just embarrassed her by interrupting her private time with David. I’m only being fair. True?” He looked at Sari.

      Smiling, she shook her head. “I’m staying out of it.” She pulled out her phone. “I’ll have Ojidu bring refreshments.”

      “Good, we didn’t have breakfast yet and only grabbed coffees on the way.” He glanced at his wife and winked. “Syssi and I lingered in bed until late, and then Mother called with the news about David waking up, and we had to rush.”

      “Speaking of Annani, what’s taking her and Alena so long?” Syssi asked.

      The answer came a second later when a knock sounded at the door.

      Sari rose to her feet. “That must be them.” She walked over and opened the way.

      “Good morning, Mother.”

      “Good morning indeed.” Annani swept into the room. “Where is David?”

      “He’ll be right out.” Sari glanced at the bedroom door and frowned. “He should have been done changing by now.”

      “Maybe he’s taking a shower?” Syssi suggested.

      Holding a huge bouquet of flowers, Alena followed their mother inside. “Do you have a vase for these?”

      “Just put them on the counter and Ojidu will take care of them when he comes with the refreshments. I need to check on David.”
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      Suddenly worried, Sari forced her legs to walk at a measured speed. What if David had overexerted himself before when he’d lifted her onto his lap and was now passed out on the floor?

      As she opened the door to the bedroom and stepped inside, a muffled curse coming from the direction of the walk-in closet led her to where David was.

      Standing in front of the mirror, barefoot and bare-chested, he looked perfectly fine and good enough to eat in a pair of dark blue jeans.

      “I was worried about you. What’s going on?”

      He turned around and pointed at his jeans. “Look. How am I supposed to go out there like this?”

      They were a little baggy on him, but it was nothing a belt couldn’t solve. “You lost some weight, but you’ll regain it in no time. That’s not a reason to be upset.”

      “That’s not what’s bothering me. They are too short. They must have shrunk in the wash.” He motioned at the shelf, where his other pairs were neatly folded. “I tried them all, and they are all the same. Ojidu must have laundered them in hot water.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” She glanced at his feet.

      The jeans were indeed slightly on the short side, but not by much. If he dropped them down a little, it wouldn’t be noticeable. “Maybe you’ve grown. I heard that it sometimes happens to adult Dormants during their transition.”

      “That’s right.” He tapped his temple. “I forgot about that. Steven took my measurements when he did the physical, and he told me that I might grow a little taller and a lot bulkier.” He grimaced at his reflection. “I hope it happens sooner rather than later because right now I look like a scarecrow.”

      “No, you don’t.” Sari hugged him from behind and smoothed her hand over his chest. It was still well-defined, just a little less so. “You are very handsome, and I can’t wait for my overbearing family to leave so I can have you all to myself.” She kissed his shoulder.

      “Are they here already?”

      She let go of him and reached for one of his button-down shirts. “Kian, Syssi, my mother, and Alena are here, and Dalhu and Amanda will join a little later.” Chuckling, she handed him the shirt. “I hope that they are not running around looking for a gift for you.”

      “Why not? I could use another pair of boots. A tapestry or a painting would be appreciated as well.”

      He was teasing, but she wondered whether he was thinking of her apartment or his home in California when he envisioned hanging up the tapestry or the artwork.

      There were so many things that they still needed to discuss, but it would have to wait for later.

      David shrugged the shirt on. “Who is going to tell her about the Olek and Gudbrand confusion? You or I?”

      “It’s your story, so you should be the one to tell it. But if you want, I’ll start, and you can just fill in the missing details.”

      He stepped into a pair of shoes and pushed his pants a little lower so there was no gap between the hem and the shoes. “It’s okay, I’ll do it. I only hope that she doesn’t get too upset.”

      “She won’t. Annani is eager to welcome you into the family, and she even brought a huge flower arrangement.”

      “Maybe she does that to welcome every transitioned Dormant.”

      “I doubt it.” Sari threaded her arm through David’s. “I think she’s going to be as relieved as we are that you were not Gudbrand.”

      “I hope that you’re right.”
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      When David entered the living room together with Sari, they were welcomed with a round of applause.

      Amanda and Dalhu had already arrived as well, and he wondered whether Kalugal had been informed about his successful transition.

      Annani rose to her feet and opened her arms. “Welcome to the family, David.”

      He didn’t want to embrace her, but to refuse was out of the question.

      “Thank you. I’m just glad to be alive. The immortality is a bonus.”

      Kian clapped him on the back. “Wait until all the good stuff kicks in. Then you will really be grateful for the gift you’ve been given.”

      “Speaking of gifts. Has Kalugal been told? I owe him a big thank you for everything.”

      “He and Jacki are coming.” Kian sat back next to Syssi. “I don’t know if Sari told you the other good news. Jacki and Kalugal are expecting.”

      As David’s heart made a happy flip, his legs lost their solid footing, and he swayed. What if Jonah reincarnated as Jacki and Kalugal’s baby?

      He felt as if the stars had aligned and the cosmic order had righted itself. It had to be so.

      Sari caught his elbow and steadied him. “Are you alright?” She regarded him with concern in her eyes. “You look paler than usual.”

      “I need to sit down.”

      She led him to an armchair and sat down with him. “What happened?”

      “Jonah,” he murmured. “I have a feeling he’s going to come back to me sooner than I thought.”

      Sari nodded. “Fates willing.”

      Amanda regarded them both with curious eyes. “Don’t leave us in the dark. Who is Jonah, and what’s his story?”

      As David cleared his throat and readied to answer, the door opened and Ojidu came in, rolling a cart in front of him. Kalugal and Jacki were right behind him.

      “Congratulations.” A big grin spreading over his face, Kalugal walked up to David and offered him his hand. “I knew that you would make it. How are you feeling?”

      “A little dazed.”

      “Congratulations,” Jacki said. “To both of you.” She smiled at Sari. “I can imagine how relieved you are.”

      Kian pulled out two chairs for the newcomers. “Take a seat. David was just about to tell us an interesting story.”

      “Before I do that, I hear that congratulations are in order.”

      “Thank you,” Jacki said.

      How was he going to tell them that he believed his brother was going to be reborn as their baby?

      It was only a feeling, which could be more like wishful thinking than a premonition. He had no proof, and if he told them what he believed, they might get upset.

      “So, what’s the story with Jonah?” Amanda asked again. “And how is he connected to Jacki and Kalugal’s baby.”

      Damn. Now he had no choice.

      “Jonah was my twin brother, and he died five years ago. I’m hoping that he will reincarnate in the clan. Perhaps even as your baby.”

      “Was he a good man?” Jacki asked.

      “He was charming, brilliant, and driven.” He didn’t add that Jonah had lacked compassion and had been arrogant and self-absorbed. His brother might be different the next time around.

      “My kind of guy,” Kalugal said. “I’m not sure I believe in reincarnation, though.”

      “What I’m about to tell you might convince you.” David clasped Sari’s hand. “Jonah came to me while I was in a coma. He told me that we have reincarnated many times as brothers, or good friends, or as father and son.” He looked at Annani. “The Clan Mother knew us as Gudbrand and Olek.”

      Annani’s eyes widened. “Jonah was Olek?”

      “No. Jonah was Gudbrand. I was Olek.”

      Those who knew the story looked just as stunned as he’d expected them to be, and the goddess seemed doubtful.

      “How can that be? You have dreamt about me. I had very little contact with Olek.”

      “The strong connection Jonah and I shared extended to dreams. As Gudbrand, he was obsessed with you, and as Jonah, he dreamt about you. I don’t remember Jonah telling me about his dreams, but maybe he did. My spin on them was influenced by a book I read, so they weren’t the same. I was embarrassed by those dreams, so I didn’t tell Jonah about them either. After he visited me during the coma and told me the entire story, there is no doubt in my mind that I was Olek, and he was Gudbrand.”

      Annani nodded. “Unless you remembered your past life, you could not have known those names, so that is a definite proof that reincarnation is real. And as for you being Olek, I have to admit that your character matches his much better than Gudbrand’s.”

      “I hope that you don’t hate me for what I did.”

      “Hate you? Why would I? You saved me from him. I hope that you do not hate me for making you kill your brother.”

      “Hold on,” Amanda interjected. “I’m tired of hearing bits and pieces of the story and never getting the entire picture. Can someone tell me what really happened from start to finish?”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Annani.

      The goddess sighed. “It was a very long time ago, when I was still young and inexperienced, but that does not excuse my actions. I could have handled things better and prevented a lot of heartache.”
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      After Annani finished telling the story, a somber mood descended over the gathering.

      It had been a sad tale, with even sadder consequences. The way Sari saw it, what had happened had been everyone’s fault and no one’s.

      “If I may.” Kalugal was the first one to speak. “I think that the guilt the Clan Mother and David carry is misplaced. I don’t see how the situation could have been handled differently.” He turned to David. “Olek did not intend to kill his brother, he was only defending the priestess because she thralled him to do that.” He looked at Annani. “You were defending yourself, Clan Mother. If you hadn’t thralled Olek, forcing him to protect you, either he or Gudbrand would have struck you down, and the entire world would have been worse for it.”

      Annani sighed. “I just wish it had not come to that. But I can never be sure that it would have. When I could not get ahold of Gudbrand’s mind, I panicked. I might have acted too soon. Perhaps Gudbrand was only bluffing, and he said that he wanted to end me to get Olek to stand down. And as for Olek, I doubt that he would have killed me. He was stricken with grief, and he was not thinking straight, but he was not a murderer.”

      David shifted so he could face Annani. “Jonah said that Gudbrand would have done it, and he didn’t blame you for defending yourself. If he can forgive you, I think it’s time that you forgave yourself, Clan Mother.”

      “I second that opinion,” Amanda said.

      “And so do I.” Alena looked at Kian for some reason and not at their mother. “We helped Olek, aka David, transition into immortality, and the Fates rewarded his suffering with the best mate any man can hope for. If there was a debt, it has been paid.”

      “I agree,” David said. “I count myself the luckiest man.” He took Sari’s hand and kissed the back of it. “This was my final destination.”

      “When is the wedding?” Jacki asked.

      Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “Marriage is a human tradition. David and Sari are obviously fated mates. They don’t need a ceremony to reaffirm their commitment to each other.”

      David shifted again, so his mouth was next to Sari’s ear. “Nevertheless, I would like to marry you. If you’ll have me, that is.”

      Amanda snorted. “You know that we can hear you, right? Whispering in a room full of immortals is an exercise in futility.”

      Smiling, Sari cupped his cheek. “Your proposal is accepted. I will marry you.”

      Amanda threw her hands in the air. “That wasn’t a proposal.”

      “She is right.” David slid off the armchair and went down on one knee. “I don’t have a ring, but I promise to buy you one as soon as I can. For now, all I have to offer is my heart. Will you marry me, Sari?”

      What had possessed him to do a silly thing like that? It was so damn embarrassing.

      “On one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “That you get up right now and come back to sit next to me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You are both nuts.” Amanda pushed to her feet. “What’s your hurry? You’ve known each other for less than a week.”

      “So what?” Kian crossed his legs at his ankles. “I knew that Syssi was the one for me the moment I saw her.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t marry her right away.”

      “Enough.” Annani lifted her hand to stop Amanda’s tirade. “David and Sari are true-love mates. Everyone here realizes that the Fates worked long and diligently to bring them together. Do you doubt the Fates’ wisdom, Amanda?”

      “It has nothing to do with the Fates. I just can’t understand the rush.”

      Alena smiled. “To each her own, Amanda. I think that’s very romantic. Mother can marry them tomorrow if they wish.” She turned to Sari. “I say go for it. We are all here, and it’s a great opportunity.”

      Sari wanted to marry David, but tomorrow?

      “Can you stay a little longer?” she asked.

      Annani nodded. “Would two more days suffice to organize a wedding party?”

      “Hold on.” David lifted his hand. “I want to marry Sari as soon as possible, but I want my mother and sister to be at our wedding, which means that I need to invite my mother’s husband as well. Is that possible?”

      Sari squeezed his hand. “Of course, my love. We can send the jet for them. They can attend the wedding, and when we return them to their home, we will thrall them to forget all that was out of the ordinary and the castle’s location.”

      “Thank you. My mother would have never forgiven me if I got married without inviting her.”
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      After the family had left, Sari handed David her phone. “Are you ready to make the call, or do you need a little more time?”

      He chuckled. “Given that your mother wants to leave in a couple of days, I don’t have the luxury of taking my time. I need a good story, though. My mother will probably think the reason for the shotgun wedding is that I got you pregnant. She’ll be disappointed to learn it isn’t so.”

      Sari smiled. “Well, we can adjourn to the bedroom and give it our best try. Perhaps by the time your mother gets here, it will be true.”

      “I wish.” He patted his lap.

      Sari sat down and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Are we nuts for doing this, David? I’m not a rush person, and neither are you, and here we are talking about a wedding and having children after knowing each other for such a short time. This is fast even for immortals.”

      “I know, and yet I’m convinced that we are doing the right thing.” He ran his hand over her back. “I never thought that I could fall in love so deeply. But then I never gave myself permission to do that because I was afraid of losing the people I love. I realize now that the fear was always there, even before Jonah’s death, and that was why I didn’t let myself get close even to my parents and siblings. Now I get why Stacy left me. She said that she didn’t feel the love, and she was right. I didn’t really love her. I convinced myself that she’d left me because she couldn’t deal with my grief and depression, but that was just the last straw.”

      “If you didn’t love her, why did you want to marry her?”

      “I thought I did. Subconsciously, I must have known that my feelings for her were superficial, and therefore her loss wouldn’t crush me.” He looked into Sari’s luminous eyes. “People hesitate to commit because they are afraid of getting trapped in a bad relationship or missing out on something better. Those were my fears. I was afraid of losing the people I love, and you freed me from the shackles of my own making. I don’t fear losing you because you are a practically indestructible immortal, because you are strong and resourceful, and because you have an entire clan who loves you and protects you. For the first time in my life, I can allow myself to leave my heart wide open and know that it is safe with you.” He cupped her cheek. “You fill it to the brim with light and love.”

      For a long moment, Sari looked into his eyes, a thousand and one emotions running across her expressive face.

      “I’m well acquainted with the fear of losing the people I love. We live under the constant threat of annihilation by Navuh and his Doomers. But my fear doesn’t run as deep as yours. As Olek, you lost your wife, your brother, and then your newborn child, and that pain stayed with you throughout your incarnations. The Fates must have decided that you’d suffered enough and that you deserve to be happy.”

      David hoped so, but experience had taught him not to put too much faith in that hope.

      Misery and heartache were the rule rather than the exception, and the vast majority of people carried around scars on their souls. Some were just better equipped to deal with the pain than others. They were more resilient, or less empathetic, or just decided to be happy despite their misfortunes.

      David wished he could belong to the last group. He was resilient, but he was also sensitive and empathetic, and he hadn’t been strong enough to just decide to be happy and stick to that decision.

      Perhaps if he had chosen a different profession, it would have been possible, but he didn’t regret becoming a psychologist and helping others deal with their pain. That was his calling in life, and he was good at what he did.

      “You are a precious gift, my Sari, and you make me happier than I’ve ever been. But I can’t let go of my fears entirely. My remaining family, my colleagues, my students, and many others who I care about are not immortal. I worry about them. I just can’t help it.”

      “You have a big heart.” She cupped his cheek. “I don’t want to add to your fears, but your family has just grown much larger, and now you also have an entire clan of immortals to worry about. Can you handle that?”

      He patted his chest. “I welcome it. As you said, I have a big heart, and there is enough space in there for all of them. By the way, is the entire clan going to attend our wedding?”

      “Given the rush, that’s not likely.”

      Sari was the leader of nearly half of the clan. Her wedding should be a grand celebration. “Do you want to wait so everyone can attend?”

      Sari shook her head. “I’m perfectly fine with having just my arm of the clan and my close family here. The last time I hosted a clan-wide celebration, it was a major hassle.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She leaned and planted a soft kiss on his mouth. “I’d rather spend more time with you than on preparations for a huge party.”

      “Then it’s settled.” He lifted the phone. “I’m calling my mother.”

      Sari pushed out of his arms. “I’ll give you privacy.”

      “Stay.” He tugged on her hand. “I have no secrets from you.”

      “What if your mother wants to speak to me? What am I going to tell her? She’s going to wonder about the reason for the shotgun wedding.”

      “She probably will, and you can tell her that you’ve fallen madly in love with me and that you can’t wait for us to have a child together and that’s why we are rushing to get married.”

      “I like it because it’s the truth.” She smiled. “Or at least a big part of it.”

      Closing his eyes, David tried to recall his mother’s home number or her cellphone’s, but for some reason, the only number he remembered was his sister’s.

      “I need to retrieve my phone from my suitcase. I don’t remember my mother’s number, only my sister’s.”

      “If you want, you can call your sister first, and in the meantime, I’ll get your phone.” Sari rose to her feet and headed to the bedroom.

      After entering the international prefix, David punched in Lisa’s number.

      She answered right away. “Who is it?” She sounded stressed.

      “It’s David.”

      “Oh, my God! David! What the hell took you so long? I’ve been calling you like crazy for the past two days. Where are you?”

      “I’m in Scotland, and I lost my phone. What’s going on?”

      “Mom and Dad are missing, and I don’t know what to do. I’m all alone, and I’m freaking out.” She started crying. “Can you come? I don’t know what to do.”

      David’s gut twisted into a tight knot. “What do you mean by missing?”

      “Not here, lost, not answering their phones. They left Saturday morning to visit Grandma. I stayed with a friend at her house. They were supposed to come back Sunday night, but they didn’t. I called Grandma, and she said that they left her house hours ago. I kept calling them, but all the calls went straight to voicemail.”

      “Did they drive?”

      “Yes. Grandma lives only five hours away.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “I did. I gave them the car’s license number and Mom and Dad’s phone numbers. They told me that the car was not involved in an accident, and that they were not admitted to any hospitals. Other than that, I don't think they are doing anything because not enough time has passed since Mom and Dad went missing, and there is no evidence of foul play.”

      “Did they try to track the phones? Those things emit signals even when they are turned off.”

      “I don’t think so. They are not doing anything. Can you come back?”

      “Of course. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Are you staying with your friend?”

      “I go to her house at night and come back home in the morning. I want to be here in case someone calls the landline or comes to the house.”

      “Can your friend stay with you?”

      “Roxie is here. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

      “I’m taking the first flight out. If you learn anything new, call me on this number.”

      While he’d talked with Lisa, Sari had returned with his phone and stood next to him with a worried expression on her face.

      “Do you want to fly out tonight?” she asked when he ended the call.

      “Is it possible?”

      “We can take the clan’s jet that Bridget arrived on. She planned on flying out tomorrow, but I’m sure she won’t mind changing her plans given the situation. I’m going to call her right now.”

      “Thank you. And I’m sorry. It would seem that the Fates don’t want us to get married yet.”
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      After speaking with Bridget, Sari called the clan’s pilot and instructed him to get the jet ready for departure.

      David’s sister and mother lived in Anaheim, and Charlie had suggested they fly directly to Orange County instead of the clan’s strip.

      Both calls had taken only a few minutes, and during that time, David hadn’t left the armchair. He seemed paralyzed, and she wondered whether he was still weak from his transition or in a state of shock.

      “Just so we are clear on this. I’m coming with you.” She put the phone in her pocket and offered him a hand up. “We need to pack.”

      “I appreciate it.” He let her lead him to the bedroom. “But can you leave everything to be with me?”

      “I’ll delegate. Miranda and my other assistants can take care of most of the things, and Kian can take over the rest. I’m not going to leave you to face this alone. Also, the clan resources are at your disposal. Ask your sister to send you the car’s license plate number, her mother and father’s phone numbers, pictures, passports, her grandmother’s address, and whatever else she can find. I will transfer the information to Kian’s hackers, and they will start the search right away.”

      “Thank you. I’ll need your phone again to call Lisa.”

      “First, let me call Kian.” She dialed her brother’s number. “I need you to get in here. We have an emergency.”

      “I know. Charlie called me. What’s going on?”

      “David’s mother and her husband are missing, and his young sister is all alone. He needs to get there as soon as possible.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      She handed David the device. “By the time we leave, I’ll have your clan-issued phone unblocked.”

      While he packed, she went back to the living room and opened the door for Kian. Syssi and the brothers were with him.

      “Thanks for coming. I need you to mobilize Roni and William. David is getting more details from his sister.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Lisa is fifteen. And she’s all alone. She tried to get a hold of David for two days. She’s frantic.”

      “Poor kid,” Syssi said. “Any guesses as to what could have happened to her parents?”

      David walked into the living room. “Lisa is going to text you the information as soon as she gathers it.” He handed her the device. “And as for your question, I have no idea. They went to visit Frank’s mother in Las Vegas, and they disappeared somewhere on the way back.”

      Kian rose to his feet. “The entire clan and its resources are at your disposal, David. We will most likely find your mother and her husband before you even land in the States.”

      “Thank you. I just hope that you find them in one piece. I’ve already lost my brother and father. I can’t lose my mother as well.”
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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.
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      When Gabriel's company is ready to start beta testing, he invites his old crush to inspect its medical safety protocol.

      Curious about the revolutionary technology of the Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy-Fulfillment studios, Brenna agrees.

      Neither expects to end up partnering for its first fully immersive test run.
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      When Lisa’s nutty friends get her a gift certificate to Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy Studios, she has no intentions of using it. But since the only way to get a refund is if no partner can be found for her, she makes sure to request a fantasy so girly and over the top that no sane guy will pick it up.

      Except, someone does.

      

      
        
        Warning: This fantasy contains a hot, domineering crown prince, sweet insta-love, steamy love scenes painted with light shades of gray, a wedding, and a HEA in both the virtual and real worlds.

        Intended for mature audience.
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      Working as a Starbucks barista, Alicia fends off flirting all day long, but none of the guys are as charming and sexy as Gregg. His frequent visits are the highlight of her day, but since he’s never asked her out, she assumes he’s taken. Besides, between a day job and a budding music career, she has no time to start a new relationship.

      That is until Gregg makes her an offer she can’t refuse—a gift certificate to the virtual fantasy fulfillment service everyone is talking about. As a huge Star Trek fan, Alicia has a perfect match in mind—the captain of the Starship Enterprise.
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