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      First kiss.

      If done right, it left an impression to last a lifetime, or in Annani’s case, millennia. Five thousand years, give or take a few hundred.

      Age was meaningless to a goddess.

      But even after all these years, and all that Annani had witnessed, the fire that first kiss had ignited at the tender age of seventeen still burned hot in her heart.

      After all, it was the most important kiss of all times, affecting the destiny of gods, immortals, and humans, and altering the course of history.
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        Five thousand years ago, give or take a few centuries.

      

        

      

      “Are you ready, my lady?”

      “Patience, Gulan. I need a moment.” With deft fingers, Annani attached a small silk sack to her spun-gold belt. After tying the belt around her waist, she tugged on her makeshift carrier to ensure it was safe enough for her uncle’s lapis lazuli tablet. Satisfied with the bag’s structural integrity, she carefully inserted the tablet inside it and then rearranged the folds of her dress to conceal it.

      The device was priceless and irreplaceable, not because it was the only one of its kind, but because of the information it contained.

      Ekin had once told her that what was stored inside his tablet could fill several human libraries, and as far as she knew, her uncle did not keep a copy. So unless Ekin had all that information stored in his head, the thing was indeed priceless and irreplaceable.

      And yet, he let her borrow it whenever she pleased.

      Sometimes Annani did not even ask, taking it without his permission. Ekin did not mind. The scientist was an easygoing god, not a stickler for the rules like her father—the head god, the commander, the one everybody had to obey, or else.

      Except, even though Annani had broken the rules plenty of times, she did not know what that ‘or else’ meant. Her father’s idea of punishment was a stern look and an admonishment not to do it again.

      It was not very scary, nor was it an effective deterrent to further mischief.

      Her maid paled. “My lady, you cannot bring the tablet to the throne room.”

      Twisting her hands, the girl looked at the folds of Annani’s dress, which were not doing much to hide the carrier and the square tablet inside it. Every time she moved, the thing bumped against her thigh and the folds parted to reveal it.

      “I will hold the fabric over the sack. No one is going to notice a thing.”

      With her beauty and her attitude, the guards and whoever else roamed the palace corridors were not going to pay attention to her dress. They would be too focused on their future ruler’s face.

      Her maid emitted a soft resigned sigh.

      Poor Gulan. The girl was a year older and more than a foot taller than Annani, not to mention stronger than most men—even immortals—but she had the heart of a little rabbit.

      And to think Annani’s parents entrusted her safety to Gulan’s hands.

      Her impressive size did not make the girl brave, and even though she was loyal to a fault and loved Annani as much as Annani loved her back, it was doubtful Gulan would be any good against any actual attackers. The girl did not have the heart of a warrior. She was timid and shy, and instead of taking pride in her size and incredible strength, she was embarrassed about it.

      No matter. Gulan was her best friend, and she would not have traded her for anyone else in the world. Besides, Annani was not worried about a traitorous attack.

      The people loved her—gods, immortals, and humans alike—she was everyone’s favorite. As one of the few pure-blooded gods born to her people and the leading couple’s only daughter, she was precious beyond compare and cherished by all.

      No one harbored ill intentions towards her.

      Annani patted Gulan’s arm. “You worry too much. Watching my father and mother and their endless meetings with immortal and human pompous dignitaries bores me to no end. I need the tablet to keep me occupied. Imagine how embarrassed they would be if I yawned or fell asleep in the middle of an important audience. I might even snore.” She winked.

      Gulan could not help a small smile. “You do not snore, my lady.”

      “Yes, I do, and you know it.”

      Gulan opened the door, peering outside as if there was danger lurking in the palace’s corridors she needed to look out for.

      It was comical.

      First of all, because Gulan would sooner faint than fight, and secondly, because the two guards posted outside Annani’s room were more than capable of taking care of any threat to her.

      “Good afternoon, my lady.” The two bowed.

      She nodded, looking down her nose at them. “To you as well. May the Fates smile upon you with kindness.” The official greeting was a fat big clue that she was not happy with them.

      The traitors.

      Her haughty attitude had not gone unnoticed. Shamed, the guards trailed silently behind her and Gulan with their heads hung low. Feeling a little sorry for them, even though they did not deserve her pity, Annani glanced back. “Who won the game last night? Was it you, Gumer?”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “And why was I not invited?”

      Gumer blushed. “We thought you were asleep and did not wish to disturb you.”

      Liar.

      She shook her head. “Admit the truth, Gumer. You did not want me there because I always win.”

      Annani was the undefeated champion of the five-stone gambling game, but that was no reason to exclude her. After all, she never took the winnings for herself, distributing the coins between the guards instead.

      “It is true that you always win, my lady. But that was not the reason. It was your head tutor’s threat to report us to your father.”

      Ugh, she was going to have that grouchy old goat dismissed.

      The nightly game with the guards was one of the few bright spots in her uneventful court life. That mean man had no right to threaten anyone in her entourage.

      Besides, she had no need for the dumb tutor. Her uncle’s tablet contained all the knowledge Annani could ever seek, and when the subject was too difficult for her to comprehend, Ekin was more than happy to explain.

      Her uncle was the smartest of the gods.

      Not that Annani would ever dare such an utterance in front of her father. The half-brothers were not on the best of terms. Ahn thought of Ekin as an irresponsible philanderer, which was true, and Ekin thought of Ahn as a stick-in-the-mud, which was also true.

      “I will ask my father’s permission to participate.”

      Badum groaned. “You are going to get us in trouble, my lady.”

      She waved a hand. “You worry too much. My father grants all of my wishes.” Except excusing her from the mandatory daily attendance in the throne room.

      It was an unimaginable torture reserved only for the children of those in power. The successors. And to think people thought her lucky. As if she, or any other seventeen-year-old, wanted this mantle of responsibility instead of having fun.

      But her parents wished to prepare Annani for her role as the future ruler of the realm—a complete waste of time in her opinion. There was plenty of time to learn all about court politics when she was much older and actually cared about all that yawn-inducing stuff.

      Unless catastrophe struck, it would be thousands of years before Ahn and Nai stepped down and Annani had to ascend to the throne.

      Gulan put a finger to her lips, signaling the guards to keep quiet, and opened the back door to the throne room. The entry was hidden from those conferring within by a perforated partition, which allowed Annani to sneak in and out unnoticed.

      In one of her cleverer maneuvers, she had asked to be allowed to sit back there with Gulan, hidden from the visiting dignitaries as she supposedly listened in on their dealings. Annani had convinced her parents that more could be learned by observing people unseen from behind the partition. Her best argument had been that if she were less concerned with appearing regal and dignified, she could pay better attention.

      Her parents had accepted the excuse and even praised her for coming up with the idea.

      Sitting with Gulan behind the partition made the whole thing infinitely more bearable. Using finger gestures, which they had developed over the years into a whole language, allowed them to gossip with no one any the wiser. It also meant that as long as she kept the green glow from the tablet at the lowest setting, Annani could read instead of listening to the proceedings she had absolutely no interest in.

      Today, though, turned out to be different.

      She was in for a big surprise.

      Even before taking her seat, Annani heard a voice she would recognize anywhere.

      Khiann?

      What is he doing here?

      As Gulan started forming words with her fingers, Annani waved a hand to stop her.

      Peeking through one of the holes in the partition, she felt her knees turn into goo at the sight of him. She had not seen Khiann up close since he had graduated school over two years ago, and the only other time was during a celebratory ball she had been forced to spend up on the dais with her parents.

      He had disappointed her greatly that day, and she had cried herself to sleep later that night.

      Annani remembered every detail from that ball vividly. She had waited with bated breath for Khiann to approach the dais with his parents, hoping he would smile at her, eager for him to see how much she had grown since the last time he had seen her and notice that she was no longer a little girl but was turning into a young woman.

      Instead, he had bowed respectfully without sparing her a glance and then departed to mingle with the rest of the guests.

      Khiann had acted as if he did not know that she existed, which was preposterous since she was Annani—the most important young goddess of the realm.

      But that had happened a year ago, and a lot had changed since.

      Khiann was no longer a boy. He was a grown man, and there was no way he could ignore her now. A year ago she was still considered a girl and forbidden to him, but now she was of age and permissible. Not to mention that she was considered the most beautiful, most coveted goddess of them all.

      Annani was also free to choose a lover.

      Well, not exactly.

      It would have been true if she were anyone other than Annani, the next ruler of the realm. Unlike other immortal females her age, and young goddesses if there were any, she was already promised to a god, and therefore deemed taken. But she had no intention of ever mating with the god her father had made the ill-conceived pact with.

      Ahn should have asked her before promising her hand to Mortdh. Unfortunately for her, he had done the deed when Annani was still a baby. If it were up to her, she would have never chosen Mortdh as her intended.

      She would have chosen Khiann.

      He was exactly the kind of mate Annani dreamed of—a young, honorable god, who had a sense of humor and was gorgeous like a god should be.

      It was not that Mortdh’s visage was unseemly, he was as beautiful as any other god, but his godly beauty must have been marred by his cruel nature because all she could see was his ugliness.

      How did her father fail to see the darkness inside that male?

      How could he have promised his daughter, who he claimed to love more than anything in the world, to a man like Mortdh?

      It was all about politics.

      Mortdh was powerful, the only god who posed a threat to her parents’ rule. By giving him Annani, her father hoped to keep Mortdh’s ambitions at bay until Ahn and Nai decided to step down.

      The ambitious god would get his wish then.

      The thing was, her father’s plan had one glaring flaw that even she, a seventeen-year-old goddess, saw as clearly as if it had been already written in the historical records. It might have postponed the eventuality of Mortdh’s rule, but the result would be the same.

      With the wrong male on the throne, the gods’ way of life would change for the worse, and with them that of everyone else, immortals and humans alike.

      Still, even if she was wrong about Mortdh, and he turned out to be a decent ruler, love should have been more important than political alliances—her father’s love for her to start with, and then her love for her future mate, and his for her.

      Mortdh, who had many immortal concubines and dozens of children, cared nothing for Annani. He had not bothered to come see her even once.

      She could have settled for a mate that was not her truelove, but not an indifferent one who saw her only as a means to an end.

      With a sigh and a deep longing in her heart, Annani looked at Khiann.

      If only he had shown the slightest interest in her, she could have entertained the illusion of him being the one fate had intended for her.
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      “Greetings, my lord.” Khiann’s father bowed low. “May I present my son and business partner, Khiann.”

      Dipping his head even lower than his father, Khiann managed to deliver the words he had rehearsed before coming in a surprisingly steady voice. “It is a great honor to be allowed an audience, my lord.” He watched with horror as a single drop of sweat detached from his forehead, landing on the stone floor with a loud plop.

      Ahn pretended not to notice. “Welcome, please be seated.” The ruler waved a magnanimous hand at the two chairs below his dais.

      “It is a pleasure to see you all grown up, Khiann, and helping your father in his endeavors,” Nai said in her melodious voice. “Navohn must be very proud of you.”

      He bowed again. “Thank you, my lady.”

      Why in damnation was he sweating so profusely?

      It was not hot in the throne room, nor was it humid. As with all of the gods’ abodes, the walls were made from thick stone and there were no windows to admit the outside heat or the glaring sun. Nevertheless, his breathing felt stifled.

      It was all in his head. There was no shortage of air and it was not stagnant. The diagonal shafts that were carved into the stone provided adequate air circulation, cooling it as it passed through cubits of rock before entering the great hall.

      Imagining the air flow helped him breathe easier, but his brain was still not functioning properly—the words exchanged between Ahn and his father not coalescing into anything coherent.

      He had spent hours preparing for his first official meeting with the leader of the gods as his father’s business partner, rehearsing everything from his words of greeting to how deep he was going to bow, but apparently, all that preparation had done little to calm his shaky nerves.

      If it were up to him, Khiann would have waited a few more years, but his father, who was inordinately proud of his achievements, had insisted that it was time for him to meet their leaders in his official capacity, and not only as Navohn and Yaeni’s son.

      Ever since Khiann had finished his schooling he had been apprenticed to his father, the only god who’d turned to commerce and left politics and the governing of humans and immortals to the other gods.

      Did Ahn approve of his father’s decision?

      Or did the ruler share the disparaging opinion of the other gods in regards to Navohn’s chosen occupation?

      Upon reflection, that was the main reason for Khiann’s nervousness. He would have a hard time controlling his temper if Ahn’s attitude toward his father was as disrespectful as that of some of the other gods.

      The move that had made their family rich beyond measure, had at the same time lowered their status in the eyes of their peers. Commerce was held in higher regard than manufacturing, and manufacturing was held in higher regard than farming, but all three were considered occupations unbecoming of gods.

      The gods were not supposed to do work of any kind. They were supposed to rule.

      Except for the few who served as Ahn’s assistants, the other gods were each in charge of one of the city-states. Those in committed relationships split their time between the neighboring cities they each ruled.

      Their seemingly parasitic way of life didn’t bother Khiann. In exchange for the goods and the free labor and the worship they were getting, the gods provided leadership and guidance to the humans and immortals they were in charge of, ensuring peace between the city-states.

      Without their leadership, the humans, and perhaps even the immortals, would have instigated endless wars over territories and resources.

      Humans were a violent species, prone to irrational behavior. The gods were essential for their social stability and their prosperity.

      Not that the gods had always been peaceful. Khiann’s father had told him some of their people’s history, and it had not been pretty. Maybe that was the reason for omitting it from the school curriculum. The new generation of gods was taught that they were a benevolent people, seeking only to improve the lives of others.

      Sometimes Khiann wished his father had not told him the truth. He had been much happier believing in the moral superiority of his people. His only hope was that they had evolved, leaving their bloody past behind them for good and committing to the utopia they had created in their new home.

      The question was how long it would last.

      Fortunately, gods lived very long lives, which meant their history was measured in tens of thousands of years, as opposed to mere centuries for humans.

      “I am heading out east in eleven days, my lord,” Khiann’s father said. “The journey should take about seventeen days and the trade two or three. I should be back in about forty-eight days.” He clapped Khiann’s back. “My son is in charge while I am gone, and he can take care of supplying the local goods.”

      Ahn regarded Khiann with a smile. “How are you enjoying working for your father?”

      Khiann bowed. “I enjoy it very much, my lord. I find commerce exhilarating.” If Ahn harbored hopes that Khiann was vying for a leadership position in a new city-state, he was going to be disappointed.

      The human population was proliferating, and the new generation of pure-blooded gods, who numbered only twenty-three members, were each expected to take leadership of a new city-state at some point. But Khiann wanted nothing of the sort. He wanted to travel, to take caravans to distant lands and encounter new people, then bring back goods no one had ever seen before, and stories no one had ever heard before.

      Tedium and boredom were the bane of the gods’ never-ending existence. Khiann saw himself as the deliverer of the antidote to that malady. At least for himself. Staying cooped up in a temple built in his honor and living off human offerings was not his idea of a good life.

      Ahn sighed. “Ah, to be so young and free. To travel, to see the world. I understand your fascination with trade. But one day you may wish to do something more meaningful.”

      Was that a barb intended to belittle his father’s choice?

      Hiding his grimace, Khiann bowed again, sitting down as soon as Ahn returned his attention to Navohn.

      As the two droned on about this and that, he glanced around the throne room, admiring the various artifacts displayed on pedestals or hanging on the walls, many of which had been gifts from his father that he had brought from his travels.

      Apparently, Ahn put a high value on them. Or was it Nai’s work?

      The goddess did not talk much, but on the rare occasion that she did, everyone listened because every word counted. Despite her humble origins, Nai was smart, stately, and refined, just as one would expect from the ruler’s mate.

      It was a mystery how those two created a child like Annani—the little hellion.

      A smile lifted his lips as he was reminded of her. On the days they had had school together, he used to watch her, her antics and theatrics a source of endless entertainment.

      Naturally, he had kept his fascination with the princess a secret, pretending he wasn’t paying attention. Hopefully, that was the impression that he had left. To even think of her was disrespectful of her status, not to mention that it was grossly inappropriate to have indecent thoughts about someone so young.

      Annani was pure fire. Red flaming hair, eyes blazing with intelligence and mischief, and a giant personality to match. A powerhouse contained in a tiny yet stunning package.

      She was hailed as the most beautiful goddess of them all, and it was the honest truth, but her beauty was so much more than skin deep.

      Shining like the sun, cheerful, confident, but never condescending, and always into one prank or another but none malicious.

      The girl was all heart.

      No wonder every human, immortal, and god was in love with her.

      Khiann had been taken by her even when she was a young girl, but he had done his best to avoid her in school. It was wrong for a thirteen-year-old boy in the grips of puberty to even notice an innocent eleven-year-old girl.

      His infatuation had only deepened as he had watched her grow and blossom. At the same time, though, he had done some growing up himself and had realized the sad truth that Annani was an impossible dream.

      The princess could never be his. Even if she were not promised to Mortdh, the second most powerful god after Ahn, Khiann would have never been considered a suitable match for her. Not by Annani nor her parents.

      Her mate would one day rule by her side, and as a merchant’s son, Khiann was neither qualified nor suitable for the position.
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      I am moving up front, Annani signed with her fingers, then untied the belt holding the sack with her tablet and handed it to Gulan.

      Taking the thing with trembling hands, Gulan held it to her chest and crossed her arms over the treasure. The girl hated it when Annani forced her to become an accomplice in her many little transgressions, like holding on to a priceless tablet that should have never left Ekin’s study. But that was exactly why Annani wanted Gulan to hold on to it. The thing was safer in her arms than on the chair or the floor where one of the guards could accidentally step on it.

      Leaving the protection of the partition, Annani slid into her designated chair behind her mother. Nai glanced back and nodded her approval, mistakenly assuming that Annani was finally showing real interest in court proceedings.

      Annani nodded back and smiled, waiting for her mother to turn away before daring to take a peek at Khiann. She had not seen him in so long. Had he changed much? Had his shoulders become even wider?

      Fates, she had spent so many nights fantasizing about Khiann that she was almost afraid the reality of him would disappoint.

      Not that it was likely. Khiann had been such a handsome boy, and the last time she had seen him he had taken her breath away. At nineteen, he was a fully grown man and probably so gorgeous and manly that it would be painful to look at him and not be able to touch him.

      The thought of the many females, immortal and human, that he must have bedded by now made her irrationally jealous whenever it flitted through her head. Unlike her, Khiann was free to do as he pleased. He was not her intended, or anyone else’s, and even if he were, he would not have been expected to remain chaste like a human maiden.

      Gods lived by different rules.

      Except for Annani, who was promised before reaching the age of consent and therefore had no chance of fooling around before joining her intended, which in her case was not going to happen anytime soon, nor did she want it to. Mortdh was in no hurry to mate her. After all, her ascent to the throne was thousands of years into the future, and until then, he had no interest in her.

      It was so unfair. She had needs like any other goddess of age, but the only way she could slake them was with her own hand while thinking about a certain handsome young god. The same one who was still pretending not to notice her, same as he had done in school.

      With one big difference.

      Since the last time the two of them had interacted, Annani had learned to see past people’s pretenses.

      The throne room was saturated with the scent of burning incense, a precaution all gods and immortals employed when entertaining guests to mask the scent of their emotions from others of their kind.

      Scenting Khiann’s reaction to her was not possible.

      But after years of sitting behind the partition and observing people who were trying to hide this or that, Annani had learned to decipher the subtler cues. Like Khiann’s breathing becoming more labored, or the rigid set of his incredible shoulders that had indeed grown wider since the last time she had seen him.

      He was not indifferent to her. Maybe he had never been.

      Interesting.

      Further testing was needed.

      Tilting her body sideways to peer at him from behind her mother’s back, Annani lowered her eyes and smiled coyly.

      As his eyes shot to her for a brief moment, Khiann’s breath hitched, but he quickly averted his gaze and returned his focus to Ahn.

      Annani frowned. His reaction or lack thereof was bordering on rude. He had not acknowledged her presence with even the slightest of nods.

      Why was he acting this way?

      She was of age. He was allowed to look as much as he wanted. It was not an offense. As a god, he even had the right to ask her father’s permission to court her. After all, she was not mated yet, and a woman was allowed to change her mind, even when she was promised to someone.

      He obviously found her desirable, and he could no longer think of her as too young. Was it because she was promised to another?

      It still was not an offense to try and win her heart. Their law stated that any woman, even a lowly human, was free to choose her mate—her wishes superseding any and all prior promises and agreements made on her behalf.

      That was why most engagements were kept short.

      As long as she and vile Mortdh were not married, she could choose someone else, and no one could do a thing about it. At least in theory. In real life, familial and economic considerations often dictated paths that were not paved with love.

      Most matings among gods were prearranged, and only a handful were true-love matches—rare and coveted pairings the Fates bestowed upon the few lucky ones.

      Perhaps Khiann was hers?

      Annani did not know him well enough to claim to love him, but she desired him and was quite certain that he desired her back. It was a start, and she wanted a chance to find out if there were more.

      Even a tiny chance of finding her true-love match was worth pursuing, and justified taking big risks.

      Annani smiled again even though Khiann was not looking. Perhaps he could feel her smile and turn toward her. But he did not. Sitting all rigid and tensed, his shoulders so tight his muscles must have hurt, Khiann did not let his gaze veer away from Ahn for a moment.

      Perhaps they were discussing something really important? She listened for a few minutes.

      “Your in-house armed escort is not enough this time, Navohn. There are rumors of increased activity by the bandit tribes along the trade routes. I am willing to fortify your caravan’s security with additional force.”

      “It would be much appreciated, my lord. I will gladly pay for the service.”

      “A discount on the palace supplies would suffice.”

      “You are most generous, my lord.”

      Boring.

      They were not discussing anything that required Khiann’s full attention. Bandits attacking caravans was not news to anyone.

      Then again, as a merchant’s son, Khiann probably traveled with the caravans.

      Suddenly, all that talk about extra protection on the way gained utmost importance to her.

      The thought of Khiann getting attacked by bandits sent a shudder down Annani’s spine.

      She should talk with her father and have him double the escort he was offering Navohn. A god was not as invincible as they had the human population believe. A sword could sever a god’s head just as easily as a human’s.

      It was wrong of Navohn to drag his son along on his acquisition expeditions. Instead of exposing Khiann to the dangers of the road, he should have insisted that his son was assigned the leadership of a city-state, and like most other gods spend his days safe behind the walls of his temple, worshiped and adored by the humans under his rule.

      And just like that the final piece of the puzzle that was Khiann fell into place.

      There could have been another reason for his refusal to acknowledge her. As a merchant, he might have considered himself unworthy of her.

      Fates, how she hated politics.

      Khiann was a god, and it did not matter what his or his father’s occupation was. Not to her. And if it mattered to her parents, she would let them know exactly what she thought of their snobbery.

      Her father kept reiterating how important it was not to judge people by their status or financial standing, but to pay attention to their intelligence and integrity instead. Ahn could not contradict his own words without losing her respect.

      But as long as Khiann refused to even look at her, all of that was irrelevant.

      Discreetly, Annani moved her chair sideways, so she was no longer hidden behind her mother, and crossed her legs, letting her dress ride up a little and show her shapely calves.

      When that did not help, she changed positions again, hoping the rustle of fabric would attract Khiann’s attention.

      This time he could not help himself and cast her a quick glance, which she caught and held on to.

      Transfixed, Khiann’s eyes remained trapped in her hold, and a moment later they started to glow.

      Yes!

      He was attracted to her. A male’s eyes could not lie. The glow betrayed what he had been so desperately trying to hide.

      The problem was that they were not alone, and her parents might notice his response.

      Annani smiled her most charming smile and lifted two fingers to her eyes, signaling him to lower his.

      He caught her meaning immediately and dipped his head, pretending to brush specks of dust from his tunic.

      Smart man, but a stubborn one.

      Khiann would never take the first step no matter how many signals and interested looks she cast his way. As her mother liked to say, males were too obtuse to interpret signals and needed to be told in plain language what to do.

      It was up to her to initiate the first contact.

      Not a problem. Annani was very good at taking charge. She was not the type of woman who waited for others to advance her agenda or prayed to the Fates to grant her wishes.

      Well, she did that too, but not without doing everything in her power to help providence along.
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      “You did well in there, son,” Khiann’s father said as they left the palace grounds.

      “I do not know why you would think so. I said very little.” Khiann had been surprised to find his voice at all, and even more so when it had come out sounding confident. Ahn was an intimidating god on any given day, and doubly so when a young god was having his first audience with the ruler of the realm and it was crucial for him to leave a good impression.

      Still, the official introduction had gone well, and he had managed getting his nerves under control. Until Annani had showed up, destroying his tenuous equilibrium. The young goddess was so stunningly beautiful that no man could take his eyes off her without using every last bit of his willpower to do so.

      She was an impossible to ignore distraction that had set Khiann’s heart aflutter and had tied his gut in knots. And to make matters even worse, Annani had flirted with him, taunting him with her coy smiles and meaningful glances as if they were alone in the throne room and not in the company of her parents, the rulers of the realm.

      Spoiled princess.

      Her intention had not been malicious. She was a young girl who had just recently come of age and was probably trying out her feminine wiles on every male at court, oblivious to the fact that she was jeopardizing Khiann’s first and most important audience with her parents.

      His father clapped his back. “You sounded confident and answered Ahn’s questions eloquently. That in itself is no small achievement for a young god like yourself. I could tell Ahn was impressed.”

      “I doubt that. I might have sounded confident, but I am sure Ahn scented my nervousness despite the amount of incense burning in that room.”

      “I did not smell anything, and I was sitting right next to you. But even if he had, this was exactly the way you should have felt. Ahn would have been suspicious if you showed no fear at all. He would have thought you reckless or even disrespectful.”

      It would have been beneficial to have this piece of advice before the audience. The experience would have been a lot less stressful.

      “I am glad I was not a disappointment to you, Father.”

      “Never. Now, go on and unwind. You deserve it after all this excitement.”

      Khiann bowed. “Thank you, Father.”

      He watched as everyone other than his squire departed, Navohn and his assistant riding in the carriage, their armed escort following on horseback.

      His father was a cautious man, never leaving the house without several bodyguards at his side, not even when going to an official meeting in the palace. On second thought, though, he might have done it more for the sake of appearances than safety concerns. It was a show of wealth.

      “So, how exactly do you want to unwind?” his squire asked.

      “A bucket of beer would do.”

      Esag grinned. “Are you going to share?”

      “No, I am going to finish it all by myself,” he said, watching Esag’s grin turn into a frown.

      Khiann let his friend stew for a few moments before taking pity on the idiot. “I am going to get one for me and one for you. Surviving an audience with Ahn calls for a celebration.”

      The grin was back. “You are most gracious, my lord.” Esag bowed his head in mock deference.

      They had been friends for too long to bother with formalities. Esag had been serving as Khiann’s squire for years, and right from the start he had become his best friend and confidant. Unless they had company who expected a servant to behave like one, Esag could say and do whatever he felt in the mood for.

      “Oh, so now that I am buying you beer I am suddenly ‘my lord’?”

      “Yes, your highness, or should I say, your hardness?” Esag winked.

      “Fates, was I that obvious? Did anyone notice?”

      “I did, and maybe the flirtatious tiny princess did as well, but the others did not see a thing. No one was staring at your crotch.”

      Khiann exhaled a relieved breath. “Thank the merciful Fates.”

      “She wants you.”

      Khiann waved a dismissive hand. “Annani is young and beautiful and probably flirts with everyone in court. Besides, she is promised to Mortdh.”

      Shaking his head, Esag took Khiann by the elbow and led him away from the main route. Once they reached a secluded area, he glanced around to ensure they were alone and far away from prying ears. “I know it is not my place to talk ill of a god, but Mortdh is not a good male. The princess deserves someone better.”

      Khiann cocked a brow. “Like me?”

      “Why not? She obviously likes you. If I were in her tiny shoes, I would have been doing everything in my power to escape an eternity of misery. Think about it. Her only chance of changing her future is to find a new suitor and declare him as her chosen.”

      Thinking of sweet Annani in the clutches of that cruel god felt like shards of stone were tearing his heart apart, but contrary to Esag’s naive assumptions, there was nothing Khiann could do to help her.

      “Political matings are not about love. Ahn seeks to keep the realm unified. A promise of future leadership as Annani’s mate is the only thing that keeps Mortdh from attempting to seize it by force now.”

      “I do not know much about politics and I care even less. I just feel sorry for the princess.”

      Indeed. With Mortdh as her mate, the shining bright star of their people might dim or even flicker out of existence. It was a dark future Khiann did not wish to contemplate. His only consolation was that it would be thousands of years before Ahn and Nai stepped down in favor of Annani. Many things could happen between now and then, and some calamity could befall Mortdh, freeing the princess.

      But that was in the hands of the Fates, and they did not always do the right thing.

      When they reached Ninkasi’s temple, servants rushed to provide a table for them, which was not easy since the place was full. But he had nothing to worry about. Every server in the tavern knew that Navohn’s son left generous tips.

      He and Esag were seated in no time.

      As Khiann observed the many patrons eagerly spending their gold in the tavern, he had to applaud the enterprising goddess’s cleverness. By referring to her chain of taverns as temples to worship her invention of beer, she had managed to sidestep the whole stigma attached to commerce.

      Not that there was anything shameful about it. Trade was considered a respectable occupation for humans and immortals, just not for gods. Gods were supposed to be above all material pursuits, which was ridiculous since they all lived in decadent luxury provided by their worshipers.

      “Two pails of beer, please,” Khiann ordered.

      “Yes, my lord.” Ninkasi’s servant bowed deep.

      Esag straddled the stool and leaned his elbows on the wooden table. “Imagine how you would have felt if your father promised you to some ugly hag.”

      “All goddesses are beautiful.”

      Esag quirked a brow. “Other than you know who, there are no other unmated goddesses currently available. So you either settle for a divorced one seeking a young male, or a lowly immortal. The third option is to wait for one to come of age or be born.”

      As if he did not know that. “I do not mind mating a nice immortal girl.” It was a lie; not the part about minding an immortal as opposed to a pureblooded goddess, but the one about mating with anyone other than Annani.

      Perhaps he would just remain unmated. That would be best. He could have as many immortal and human lovers as he pleased without committing to a female he did not love.

      Esag sighed. “I should not talk. My family promised me to Ashegan when I was five.”

      “What is wrong with Ashegan? She is a beautiful immortal.”

      “Yes, but she is not the one I want. She is so vacuous that I cannot carry a conversation with her about anything other than gossip.”

      Ashegan’s family was wealthy. To secure her hand for Esag was a boon for his family and a chance of better matings for his two sisters. Immortal matings were as much about politics and securing alliances as godly ones.

      “If you were free to choose, who would it be?” Khiann asked.

      “I do not have anyone I am interested in. But the princess’s maid caught my eye.”

      Khiann chuckled. That was surprising. Out of all the girls Esag could have found attractive, Annani’s statuesque maid would not have been Khiann’s first guess, or the hundredth. “Gulan? She is huge!”

      Esag looked offended on her behalf. “She is tall, not huge. And that is a lot of woman to love.” He waggled his brows.

      “She can also pick you up and toss you across the yard. I have seen her do that.”

      The girl was freakishly strong, which was why she had been chosen as Annani’s companion—another layer of security to keep the mischievous goddess from getting in trouble.

      As if anyone could accomplish that.

      Annani was uncontrollable, and whoever thought otherwise either did not know her or was a fool. Not that he would ever dare call her father that. But parents were often blind when it came to their children. Ahn probably had no idea about half of the stunts his daughter had pulled. If he had, he would have never allowed her to leave her rooms without a cadre of bodyguards.
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      “You are going to be the death of me, my lady.” Gulan’s hand twisting was becoming frantic.

      At this rate, she was going to rub the skin off her fingers.

      “Nonsense. You are immortal.” A third-generation, but still not someone who should fear death. Gulan’s mother was the immortal daughter of immortal parents, but her father was a human.

      Very unfortunate for her and her family.

      Hopefully, Gulan and her little sister Tula would secure good immortal mates. They would need to support their mother after their father died. Not that he was such a great provider, but the mother was even less so, lacking any money-making skills whatsoever.

      Gulan was saving every coin she earned as Annani’s maid and companion in case her family became dependent on her.

      “I do not like involving Tula in your schemes, my lady. She is too young for the whip.”

      Annani rolled her eyes. “You worry too much. No one is going to whip Tula or you. If I get caught, I will take the blame and say that I forced you two to obey me. With my reputation, no one is going to question that.”

      Gulan sighed. “Why do you need Tula, though? I can lie in your bed and pretend to be you while you are gone.”

      Annani put her hands on her hips. “Really? You are more than a head taller than I am. No one will believe it is me in the bed. And if I borrow your clothes, I will drown in them. Tula is just my size.” She pointed at the girl sitting on her bed.

      “She is twelve.”

      Annani grimaced. “I know. I do not need reminders about my diminutive size.”

      “What I meant was that she is just a child.”

      “No, I am not.” Tula spoke up for the first time, crossing her arms over her chest. “I already have my cycle, which makes me a woman.”

      Gulan bent at the waist to bring her face level with her sister’s. “You are a little girl who does not even have breasts yet. A human might be considered a woman at twelve, but you are not a human. You are an immortal, which means you are considered a child until your seventeenth birthday.”

      Tula pouted and jutted her chin out. “I am half human.”

      “There is no such a thing. You are either immortal or human. You cannot be half of each.”

      Annani waved a hand between the sisters. “If you girls are done arguing, I need Tula to undress.”

      Gulan bowed. “Yes, my lady.”

      After years of friendship and countless arguments, the girl still could not call Annani by her given name, not even when there was no one around.

      Tula went behind the dressing screen and removed her tunic, draping it over the top of it. “I am ready, my lady.”

      “Gulan, give your sister one of my dresses.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Clad in each other’s clothes, Annani and Tula examined their reflections in the mirror and sighed in unison.

      “I need to cover my hair,” Annani said. Her flaming red tresses were too distinct and unusual. Only gods and some of the immortals had hair that color and none in her exact shade. The commoner garb would not do much as far as hiding her identity as long as all that hair was visible.

      “Me too,” Tula said.

      Gulan handed them both long prayer scarves. “That is the best I could do.”

      It was a human custom to cover the head with a scarf when visiting the gods’ temples for worship. Very few of the immortals adopted the custom, and naturally none of the gods.

      Thinking, Annani tapped a finger on her lips.

      Her immortal guards could be easily thralled as she left the room, and she could then use the side corridors reserved for servants to exit the palace. Sneaking out was not going to be a problem. Outside the palace walls, she would pretend to be just another human female on her way to a temple.

      The problem was Tula and her black hair. No one went to sleep with a prayer shawl, and Annani’s red mane was unmistakable.

      A drying cloth, though, could work.

      “Gulan, fill up a tub with water, and get Tula a drying cloth to wrap around her head as if her hair is wet.”

      Tula giggled. “That will fool them.”

      “Hopefully, it will not be needed. If anyone knocks on the door, ignore them. They will assume I am sleeping.”

      Right then a knock sounded, and both Tula and Annani rushed to hide behind the screen.

      Gulan opened the door. “Thank you.” She took the flowers Annani had asked her guards for.

      To converse freely with her coconspirators, she needed to either get rid of the guards or cast a silencing shroud over her room. The problem with a shroud was that the guards would have felt it and gotten suspicious.

      Sending them on an errand was better.

      A little thrall had convinced them that it was okay to abandon their post. Nothing harmful, of course. Annani had been very careful to use as little as possible. After all, she cared for her guards dearly and was loath to inflict damage on their minds, which frequent thralls were known to cause.

      Fortunately, immortals could not thrall each other, just humans, and gods could thrall both immortals and humans but not each other. That limited the playing field somewhat.

      Now that the guards were back, they needed to switch to either hand gestures or low whispers.

      Once the tub was full, Annani used her fingers to communicate. Make some splashing noises, she told her maid.

      The girl nodded and dipped her hand in the water, moving it back and forth.

      “Oh, I just love taking baths,” Annani said out loud while wrapping the drying cloth around Tula’s hair.

      “Get in bed,” she whispered to the girl.

      Next, Annani braided her long hair, wrapped it several times around her head, and then covered it all with the shawl, pinning it in place with hairpins.

      She waited a few more minutes and then yawned audibly. “I am so tired. The bath was so relaxing that all I want to do now is take a nap.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Gulan said.

      “You and your sister can go. I do not need you while I am resting. Come back in two hours and bring me those sweet cakes I love from the market.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “And if you please, also tell the guards not to let anyone disturb me until you are back. I need my beauty sleep.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      With Gulan’s arm wrapped around her shoulders, Annani did not even need to thrall the guards on her way out, which made her feel a little less guilty about her deception. The guards were her friends, but unlike Gulan whose loyalty was first and foremost to Annani, the guards’ loyalty was to Annani’s father.

      Letting them in on her scheme would have gotten them in real trouble with him, the least of which would have been a whipping. Her father would have ordered them to be whipped first and then dismissed them from service, leaving their families without a source of income.

      “Do you know the way to Khiann’s house?” Annani asked as they entered the servants’ corridor.

      “Yes, I did as you asked. I went there last night before going home.”

      “Did you see Khiann?”

      Gulan blushed. “Yes, my lady. But he did not see me. I peeked from the other side of the fence. He was sparring with his squire. Esag.”

      The way Gulan whispered Esag’s name, it was obvious the blush had been all about the squire and not Khiann. Which was a relief. It would have been a shame if poor Gulan fancied the god. Khiann belonged to Annani.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Annani

          

        

      

    

    
      “The head cook is nearly blind,” Gulan said as she led Annani into Khiann’s family’s estate kitchen.

      “A human. Good, then we do not need to whisper.”

      “That is why I chose the kitchen as our entry.”

      The old cook turned to look their way. “How can I help you, young man?”

      Gulan blushed profusely. The cook did not see well enough to distinguish her facial features, and given her height he’d assumed she was a male.

      “I am Gulan, Lady Annani’s maid. My little sister has a school assignment about commerce, and my mistress suggested that I ask Master Khiann’s help. She said he is very knowledgeable on the subject. He and my mistress went to school together.”

      To Gulan’s credit, she did not sound timid or hesitant as she usually did. Perhaps it was because the cook was human and therefore not intimidating as far as she was concerned, or because he had made her angry by addressing her as a male.

      Hmm, that was an interesting thought. Apparently, angry Gulan was not shy or timid. Perhaps Annani should rile her up on occasion and see if it had the same effect.

      The cook waved his big mixing spoon. “The master is out in the yard, training. You can go out and ask him. Your little sister should stay here, out of harm’s way. You should be careful too, Gulan. Master Khiann and Master Esag train with sharp weapons.”

      “I will exercise caution. Thank you for the warning.”

      He nodded and went back to stirring the stew in his big pot.

      Casting Annani one last glance, Gulan sighed before stepping out of the kitchen and leaving her with the cook.

      It was difficult for Annani to refrain from talking. Curious by nature, she had a lot of questions she would have loved to ask the old man. Like how he was managing with his poor eyesight. How did he feel about working in Khiann’s household? Did Khiann treat him kindly?

      The problem was that her voice would have betrayed her as surely as her flaming red hair or her glowing skin. Naturally, she could have thralled the old man to not notice any of it, but a thrall might have been harmful to an aging human brain.

      Gods needed to be very careful with their powers, especially when using it on humans. Immortal minds were stronger, and therefore could withstand more, but humans were too fragile for the immense onslaught of godly mental powers when unchecked.

      It was all too easy to abuse it, to feel superior to everyone who was not a god and deem them less worthy. But Nai had drilled into Annani’s head the importance of treating everyone with care and dignity, even lowly humans. The gods’ law protected humans and immortals against being taken advantage of, but that did not mean it was always followed to the letter. Some gods, like Mortdh, believed themselves above the law.

      A few minutes later, Khiann rushed into the kitchen with a panic-stricken expression on his face. “What are you doing here?”

      Annani pushed to her feet and took his hand. “I need help with a school project, my lord,” she whispered to camouflage her voice.

      “What?”

      Putting a finger to her lips, she tugged on his hand. “Come.”

      Outside, Gulan was leaning against the kitchen wall and hyperventilating, evidently from the exertion of chasing after Khiann. The girl was a strong runner, but she was no match for a god.

      Annani patted her arm. “Everything is fine, Gulan. Go back into the kitchen and rest. Maybe grab something to eat.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Annani pulled Khiann behind her as she ventured deeper into his estate’s gardens.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Someplace we can talk privately.”

      “You are out of your mind. What if someone sees us together?”

      Annani stopped and turned toward him, craning her neck to look up at his face. He was so tall, one of the tallest men she knew. Funny that a tiny woman like her fancied a big man like him. But maybe that was exactly why she found him so attractive.

      Well, not only that. It was just one of many reasons. Khiann was smart and handsome, more so than the other gods despite all of them being perfectly formed. A rotten attitude could mar the most beautiful face, and an inner beauty could make a plain one seem gorgeous.

      Not that there was anything plain about Khiann, he was stunning, and yet Annani found his character to be his most attractive feature.

      He was not full of himself, he did not think others needed to worship him, and he treated everyone with respect, including humans and immortals.

      Annani valued that above all. This god was more worthy than any of the others who deluded themselves into thinking that they were real deities deserving of prayers.

      “I do not care if anyone does. It is not against the law for one god to seek the company of another. It is just that as Ahn and Nai’s daughter, I am not allowed the same freedoms every other god takes for granted, and therefore I am treated unfairly.” She smiled. “You know me, Khiann. Am I the sort of woman who would accept unfair restrictions without a fight?”

      He lifted his hand, and for a moment she thought he would caress her cheek, or wrap that big hand of his around the back of her neck to hold her for a kiss, but even though his eyes blazed with the need to touch her, he did none of those things. “You are the future leader of the realm, Annani, you are bound by different rules than the rest of us.”

      “That might be true, but as a leader, I need to have a mind of my own and effect change when I think change is needed.”

      Looking despondent, he shook his head. “You are young, and you think with your heart instead of your head. Your intended would not be happy about you arranging clandestine meetings with another male.”

      Annani looked back at the house. This was not a conversation she wanted anyone to overhear. The cook and Gulan were of no consequence, but an immortal might wander into the kitchen and eavesdrop.

      Mortdh had spies everywhere, even she knew it.

      It was better he did not learn of her plan until it was too late for him to do anything about it.

      “Let us venture deeper into the gardens, Khiann, where we will not be disturbed.”

      He nodded. “As you wish.”
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      Gulan leaned her elbows on the kitchen table and propped her heavy head on her hands.

      She was going to get whipped even if Annani took the blame. Her only hope was that they would not get caught. If anyone found out that Gulan had helped sneak the princess out of the palace, just the two of them without a guard to escort her, and then let Annani out of her sight while in the company of a young male, she would be shown no mercy.

      Not for the first time, Gulan wished she was more assertive and had refused this crazy adventure, the latest one in a long line the princess came up with on a regular basis.

      But who was she to say no to Annani when even the royal couple seldom did?

      Ever since Gulan became Annani’s companion and personal maid, she had watched the princess charm and manipulate to get whatever she wanted. It was impossible to say no to her, not because she was so frightening, but because she was so lovable.

      Humans called her the goddess of love, not officially, of course. The title already belonged to a different goddess, whose idea of love was more carnal in nature. Calling Annani by that title would have suggested that she was loose with her favors, which was unbefitting of the future ruler of the realm. Unfortunately, the goddess of wisdom was already taken too, not that it was a good fit for Annani. She was smart but not always wise.

      Perhaps the goddess of compassion would have been a good title for her, but as the future ruler she needed something that denoted strength, and compassion was often regarded as weakness.

      Oh, well. It was not up to Gulan anyway. She was just a servant.

      The cook placed a big bowl of stew in front of her. “If you are sitting in my kitchen, you are eating.”

      “Thank you, but I have already eaten.”

      “Nonsense. A big girl like you needs plenty of nourishment. Eat up. And when your little sister comes back, I will give her a bowl of stew as well. I do not want your lady to think we do not know how to welcome guests in this household.”

      Ugh. She hated when people called her big. As if she needed a reminder. Other immortal girls were blessed with gifts like sharing thoughts without speaking, or the ability to make plants flourish, or even seeing the future on rare occasions, but her gift had to be size and strength.

      A wonderful gift for a male, but a curse for a female.

      Boys either ignored her or tried to treat her as another boy, until discovering that she did not act boyish at all. Gulan did not like the rough games boys played, and she did not like their crude jokes. She liked pretty dresses and flowers and poetry.

      “Hey, Gulan, what are you up to?” Esag startled her.

      As soon as she had told Khiann who was waiting for him in the kitchen, he had thralled his squire and sent him away. Esag should not remember her arrival. She could tell him the same story she’d told the cook, but maybe if she acted rude he would leave and she would not have to talk to him at all. That would be best.

      “I am eating. What are you doing here?”

      He grinned, flashing her a smile that had her heart skip a beat. “This happens to be my home. And this is the kitchen I eat in every day.” He sat on a stool next to her. Way too close.

      She picked up hers and moved it a little further away.

      Esag was still looking at her, waiting for an answer.

      With a sigh, she put down her spoon and prepared to lie again. “My little sister has a school project about commerce. My lady suggested that we seek Master Khiann’s advice since he is an expert in this field.”

      Esag eyed her suspiciously. “A school project, eh? What is she supposed to write about?”

      Luckily, Annani had been very thorough in taking care of all the little details that had the potential of sabotaging her schemes, including preparing an answer to exactly this question. “She needs to list at least five goods that are brought from the west, and five that are brought from the east, and their mode of transportation. Which goods are ferried by boats using the river routes, and which are brought by caravans over land.”

      As doubt melted off Esag’s face, he shifted on his stool, straightening his back and inflating his chest. “I could have answered those questions for her. There was no need to bother Master Khiann. I know everything he knows. He takes me everywhere he goes.”

      Was Esag boasting to impress her?

      Gulan felt her cheeks warm up.

      The cook placed a bowl of stew in front of him, but Esag pushed it aside. “I should relieve Khiann from this task. He has better things to do than helping your little sister with her school project. I should be the one doing that.”

      Oh, no. He could not go. Annani could shroud herself to look like Tula, but her time with Khiann would be cut short, and she would never forgive Gulan for not stopping the squire.

      Reaching for his arm, Gulan swallowed hard as she placed her hand gently on his bicep. “Please stay. I am curious about commerce too. I would love to hear all about it from someone as knowledgeable and well-informed as you.”

      She had never flirted with a guy before, let alone a handsome one like Esag. It felt incredibly awkward and frightening.

      As long as Gulan pretended that she could not care less about men, it did not hurt as much to be ignored. But showing interest, flirting, and then getting brushed off would be painful.

      Surprisingly, though, Esag smiled and sat back down. “I guess Khiann can spare a few moments for your sister.” He winked. “I would rather spend time with a woman than with a kid.”

      Oh, dear merciful Fates.

      Gulan felt faint.
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      Khiann’s family estate garden was almost as big as the one at the palace. Most of it was taken up by vegetables and spices to supply the kitchen, but further away were beds of flowers that had been planted for their beauty, and trees, some of them heavy with fruit and some which had none but were long-limbed and abundant with foliage. Those had been obviously planted for their shade.

      Annani found a stone bench under one of those shade-providing beauties and sat down, expecting Khiann to join her, but the stubborn man remained standing.

      “I do not bite,” she taunted. Not yet, anyway. “Would you please sit with me?”

      Reluctantly, he did, lowering himself to the furthest spot on the bench, as far away from her as the stretch of stone allowed, which was not far at all. If Tula were there, she could have fit in between them, but Gulan would have been hard pressed to squeeze in.

      “You wanted to talk, my lady.”

      “Annani will do. I am not big on honorifics.”

      “As you wish.”

      Now that she had him alone, her bravado faltered. Annani was confident in her beauty, and even though some people found her too impetuous and outspoken, most loved her anyway. But what she wanted from Khiann was a different kind of love, and she could not just order him to feel it.

      “I came here to talk to you.”

      “You already said that.”

      “I know. But now I am lost for words.”

      He chuckled. “That is not the Annani I remember from school. You were very vocal.”

      Aha.

      So Khiann had been paying attention while pretending not to.

      Just as she had suspected.

      With her confidence boosted, Annani regained her footing and decided it was time to tease Khiann and get him to loosen up around her.

      She had done the same with her guards, which had provided her with lots of entertainment as well as practice, making her an expert tease. When first assigned to her, the guys had been formal and rigid, kind of like Khiann was now, but she would have none of that. The relentless teasing had worked and they ended up friends and gaming buddies. When no one was looking. Fates forbid her father saw her interact with her guards like that.

      Khiann was no different. Too calm and collected for his own good, he needed some rattling. “I see. I know that I am somewhat outspoken. Are you one of those males who like their females demure and subdued?”

      His eyes widened. “No. I did not mean it that way. I loved hearing you argue with the teachers. You would get them so angry with your progressive ideas, but they could not order you to be quiet or yell at you or punish you in any way.”

      She nodded. “I was the voice of rebellion.” Not wanting him to think she was argumentative just because she could be, Annani continued. “I find slavery abhorrent. I know our laws protect the rights of slaves, ensuring that they are treated as well as paid servants, but people should not own other people.”

      Khiann rose to his feet and started pacing in front of the bench.

      “What about those who sell themselves into slavery to repay debts or to provide for their impoverished families? And what about the criminals who are sentenced to slavery?”

      Ugh, normally she loved debating, but not today. Well, she was going to voice arguments, but not about politics. Well, kind of about politics, since her evil intended was a political choice.

      She waved a hand. “I am sure alternative solutions can be found. But I do not wish to discuss social injustice with you. That is not why I came here wearing a disguise and scaring my poor maid who does not approve of my adventurous endeavors.”

      He stopped and looked down at her.

      “Why did you?”

      “Because there was no other way for me to talk to you.”

      “You could have issued a summons.”

      “Yes, and then Mortdh’s spies would have reported it to him right away.”

      Khiann sighed. “What is it that you want, Annani?”

      “You.” It was bold, but it was the truth, and she did not have time to play games.

      Khiann rubbed his jaw. “As much as I am flattered by the proposal, I have to decline.”

      Annani’s heart sank down to her sandals.

      But then he continued, “I do not wish to become the secret lover you keep on the side, and who Mortdh finds a way to dispose of.”

      Annani was not easily embarrassed. Normally she was the one causing embarrassment, not the other way around, but Khiann’s assumption made her cheeks flare with heat.

      Not that it was groundless. Gods rarely mated for love, and it was not uncommon for one or both to keep secret lovers that everyone knew about.

      However, this was not how Annani saw her future. If she had her way, she would be joined with her true-love mate or not at all.

      “Is that what you think I am suggesting?”

      He lifted a brow.

      “That is not why I am here. I do not seek a lover, one who I would keep while mated to Mortdh.”

      Khiann shrugged. “It is not that I do not understand. I do. After the mating ceremony, you probably would not even see him until it was time for you to take the throne. You will need a man to warm your bed. But I am not that man. Not because you are undesirable, I do not want you to think that even for a moment, but because…” he hesitated before blurting, “I travel a lot.”

      Letting his head drop down, he added, “And because I want a mate who would be fully mine. A true-love mate.”

      Annani stood up and reached for his cheek. At first, he flinched away, but when she kept going, undeterred, he sighed and let her touch him.

      “This is what I want too, Khiann. I do not want to mate Mortdh. I would rather mate with a human than that vile god. And I do not have to mate with him. The law states that I can choose my mate, and that my choice supersedes Mortdh’s claim. I do not know if you and I are each other's fated, but I know there is a mutual attraction. I would like to give us a chance to find out if there is more.”

      He closed his eyes and groaned as if she was torturing him.

      “I always liked you, Khiann. In school, I could not wait to see you out in the schoolyard, even though you never paid attention to me. I know it does not mean much, but it is a start.”

      As Khiann opened his eyes, they were blazing with inner light. “It would be the start of a war. Mortdh is powerful and dangerous. The cedar trees trade made him very rich, and up north he has no competition from the other gods. Thanks to him, the local human population thrives, and they worship him and only him. He has thousands of humans and hundreds of immortals who are willing to fight a war at his command.”

      Did he think she was dumb and had not thought this all the way through? Sometimes Annani felt like she was the only one who had.

      “I know all that. I also know what the future holds if I do nothing. What do you think will happen when my parents step down, and I take the throne together with Mortdh? He is not like the other gods, he is proving it with every step he takes. He does not believe in cooperation or voting. He wants to be the absolute ruler. The first thing he would do is dismiss the large assembly. If I try to stand in his way, he will have me eliminated or imprisoned.”

      Khiann’s fangs elongated, sending shivers down Annani’s spine, but she was not sure whether they were caused by anger or desire.

      “This is thousands of years in the future,” he hissed through his fangs.

      “Perhaps. But in the meantime, Mortdh keeps growing stronger, not weaker. He will become invincible.”

      Annani took Khiann’s hand, clasping it in both of hers. “We got carried away. I am here not because of politics but because my heart tells me to take a chance on love. That being said, I am not as selfish and irresponsible as you might think. In my opinion, it is better to start a war now, when we can still win it, than wait until it is too late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Khiann

          

        

      

    

    
      As Annani’s eyes beseeched him to take a monumental chance on her, Khiann wondered whether the driving force behind her bold move was desperation or yearning for love.

      Perhaps it was both.

      He could not fault Annani for seeking a way to avoid mating with Mortdh. But he could not help questioning her motives. Had she turned to him because she had true feelings for him, or because he had happened to be in the right place at the right time?

      If not for his audience with Ahn, would Annani have remembered him at all? Would she had gone after any unmated god?

      How could he determine the truth?

      And even if Annani was truly motivated by love, or rather by the hope of finding it with him, was he willing to start a war over her, and could love mitigate his culpability?

      If Annani was the one, he could live with the guilt for a true-love mate.

      He had yearned for her for years, lusted after her, but a true-love mating was about more than lust.

      What if they were both just infatuated with each other?

      What if they started a war for nothing?

      But then Annani had been right in her assessment of Mortdh, his future plans, and his current chances, or lack thereof, of winning a war.

      Khiann had often voiced similar opinions when talking with his father.

      But for some reason, the older generation of gods was not as concerned with Mortdh amassing power in the north. After thousands of years of peaceful coexistence, no one considered war a possibility.

      Maybe they were right. Maybe Mortdh would not start a war over Annani.

      Or perhaps he would.

      Fates help me.

      “Khiann.” Annani tugged on his hand.

      “Yes?”

      “Well?”

      He smoothed his palm over his hair. “Tell me what you want me to do, Annani.”

      She blushed. “I want you to kiss me.”

      “What?” He almost choked on his own saliva.

      Annani glanced at him from under lowered lashes. “I have never been kissed.”

      His eyes went straight to her mouth. Fates, those lips were made for kissing, and it was a crime that they had never been. By him.

      “I cannot.”

      Her blush deepened, and she lowered her head.

      He hooked a finger under her chin, lifting her head back up. “But you can. I cannot refuse the princess.” Technically, he had to obey her commands. He would not be breaking any laws, written or implied, if he let her kiss him.

      Annani smiled, her tiny fangs gleaming white.

      Fates, how he wished to feel her bite on his skin. Would she be as wild and as ferocious as he imagined?

      “You are too tall for me to reach. If I am to kiss you, you need to sit down.”

      His butt dropped on the bench before she finished her sentence.

      Annani approached him with the sinuous fluidity of a seductress, not an innocent girl of seventeen summers who had never been kissed. She sat on his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck, her eyes hooded with desire and blazing blue-green light. “I think this will work.”

      Pulling on his neck, she brought his head down.

      The moment she touched her sweet lips to his, in a kiss that was almost chaste, he became lightheaded, probably because all the blood in his body rushed down into his manhood.

      Even as inexperienced as she was, Annani obviously knew what the hardness she was feeling through her thin tunic meant because she wiggled in his lap, making matters even worse.

      She lifted her lips and smiled. “I do not know what I am doing, but apparently it is working.”

      The girl needed him to show her how it was done. “Command me to kiss you.”

      Her eyes widening, it took her a moment before understanding dawned. “Khiann son of Navohn, I command you to kiss me.”

      Lifting his hand to her nape, he intended only to hold her for his kiss, but she was so small and slender that his fingers almost completely encircled her throat. He moved his hand up, gently cradling the entire back of her head, then stroked her mouth with his, getting her accustomed to his touch before licking at the seam of her lips.

      On a moan, Annani opened her mouth.

      As Khiann eased his tongue into her sweetness, he was not prepared for the onslaught of sensations. He was drowning in them, dizzy with pleasure and need, losing his mind in the fire Annani was igniting in his loins.

      Had anything ever felt like that?

      Boneless in his arms, her small body melting into his chest, Annani seemed just as lost as he was.

      With the scent of her desire bombarding his senses, the last of his control was wrestled away from his grasp, and he smashed his mouth over hers, his tongue spearing into her the way he would one day make love to her, claiming her.

      Annani belonged to him. They belonged together. If he had doubts before, they were now gone because this kiss was unlike any Khiann had had before.

      He must have nicked her with his fangs, and when the taste of her blood exploded in his mouth, he was ready to go to war for her. No matter what he had to do, he was never letting go. If need be, he would exchange his merchant’s ledger for a shield and his stylus for a spear and become a warrior.

      Licking her lips, he healed the small hurt he had caused.

      “You are mine,” he hissed.

      Her eyes hooded with desire, unfocused, her lips parted, soft and puffy from his kiss, she touched a finger to where his mouth had been a moment ago.

      Without thinking, he closed his palm over her nape, and applied a little pressure. “Say it.” Khiann didn’t know what possessed him to act that way. And with none other than the princess of the realm. The rational, cautious, and courteous man was gone, overtaken by a mindless beast.

      “I am yours,” Annani mumbled, then a big grin split her face. “And you are mine, Khiann son of Navohn. Our pact is sealed by the power of the greatest kiss that ever was and ever will be. Except, of course, for our second one, and the third, and the fourth…”
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      With trembling hands, Khiann lifted Annani off his lap and sat her down next to him. A shame, since she was not done kissing him. She wanted a lifetime of kisses like that.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked.

      It took him a moment to stabilize his ragged breathing. “Because if I continued, I would have not stopped at kissing.” He leaned his elbows on his knees and let his head hang down from his shoulders.

      Why did he appear so defeated?

      Annani had a pretty good idea what he had meant, and the images appearing in her head made her regret the loss of his touch even more. She was a woman with a woman’s needs, and Khiann was who she wanted to satisfy them. No one else.

      “I would have not minded that at all.”

      Khiann turned his head and looked up at her, his eyes so full of longing that her breath caught in her throat. Being wanted like that brought about an unexpected rush. She was powerful, and not only because she was the princess, but because her power came from her femininity and the desire it evoked.

      Her mother had failed to tell her that. It was a shame Nai was such a serious woman. If she had one-tenth of Annani’s humor, they could have enjoyed each other’s company so much more. As it was, Nai was more concerned with teaching her daughter all about ruling than even a little bit about what it meant to be a woman.

      Khiann reached for her hand and clasped it in his big one. “I want you so much that it hurts, but I cannot have you. I would be putting my entire family in jeopardy. Mortdh is not the only one who would want my head, your father would too, and he would not stop with mine only. He would consider the seduction of his only daughter an act of treason.”

      Annani had no idea what Khiann was talking about, and why he was so afraid. No one would take the head of a god. It was not allowed. The worst punishment possible for a god was entombment, and it had not been done even once in their history.

      “You are making a storm out of a gentle breeze. First of all, I am seducing you, and not the other way around.”

      Khiann chuckled as if she had told a joke. “Right.”

      Annani got to her feet, put her hands on her hips, and glared at the man. “Are we sitting in the palace’s garden, after you snuck in to see me, or are we sitting in your parents’ estate gardens after I went into considerable trouble to come and see you? I am the one doing the seducing here.”

      Khiann lifted his hands in surrender. “Peace, little tigress. I am not belittling the courage it took for you to come to me. I am quite impressed. But if I let it go any further than one kiss, the blame would be mine. I cannot claim I was a helpless victim in this, now can I?”

      The truth was on his side, and so was the law.

      When Annani’s father had taken her mother, who was not of age at the time, it had not mattered that Nai had seduced him quite deliberately.

      Ahn had wiggled out of severe punishment by mating Nai and vowing to remain faithful to her. A big concession coming from a ruler who typically entertained a horde of concubines and mistresses.

      It turned out they were each other's fated mates, so the vow had not been necessary, but neither of them had known that when Nai had done the seducing and Ahn had done the succumbing. Nai wanted to mate with the most powerful god, and Ahn wanted to bed a beautiful girl. The rest was history.

      Still, Ahn had never attempted to claim innocence. He’d acknowledged his crime, publicly, and had been willing to pay the price.

      Letting out a puff of air, Annani sat back down. “I am not interested in a clandestine affair behind my father’s back. I want everything to be out in the open. I am still unmated, and therefore free to choose my suitor.”

      His eyes widened. “You want me to come to the palace and ask your father’s permission to court you?”

      “Of course. What else did you think I wanted?”

      Khiann rubbed his jaw. “I thought you wanted to find out if we are fated mates first.”

      Annani sighed. “I wish I had the luxury to take my time and make certain we are true-love mates before committing to this course of action, but my situation does not allow for it. Still, I strongly believe that we are.” She looked at him from under her lashes. “I might be inexperienced, but I think our kiss was not like other kisses. It was a life-altering experience. Do you agree?”

      His eyes smoldering with desire, he reached for her, pulling her into his lap again. “It should be recorded in the annals of history as the one to outdo them all.”

      Annani cast Khiann a seductive look, hoping she was doing it right and not making a fool of herself. “Perhaps we should try another kiss? Just to make sure that we did not imagine it to be more than it was?”

      Hesitating only for a moment, Khiann cupped the back of her head and slowly leaned forward.

      Annani’s heart started pounding against her rib cage as if it wanted to break free from the confinement of her chest and jump into Khiann’s.

      But as his lips touched hers softly, her heart slowed down and she closed her eyes. His scent enveloped her like a cocoon, manly, seductive, addictive. She breathed him in, pressing her body against his powerful chest, her pebbled nipples seeking contact, aching for friction.

      Khiann’s control was admirable.

      Instead of devouring her with the hunger she could feel in his coiled muscles, his mouth moved slowly over hers, his tongue flicking gently along the seam of her lips but not seeking entry.

      Not yet.

      Was he afraid of nicking her with his fangs again?

      She didn’t mind. There was something deeply erotic about her blood coating his tongue with her essence, and about the small hurt and the tender way he licked it away.

      Parting her lips, she leaned into him, and let herself get lost in the sensations. As he accepted her invitation and slid his tongue between her parted lips, she rewarded him with a moan that started deep in her throat and ended up in his mouth.

      Desperate for more, hungry for his touch, she undulated her hips, rubbing her core against his hardness in a futile attempt to seek relief.

      With a groan, Khiann wrapped his arm around her waist, halting her gyrations.

      When she mewled in protest, he gentled her, rubbing small circles on her back, kissing her forehead, her eyelids, the bridge of her nose.

      Annani sighed and put her cheek on his chest, listening to the rapid beat of his heart. “Are you convinced now?”

      He kept rubbing. “I did not need convincing. I know you are the one for me.”

      If he had known, why had he been fighting her so hard? Was it fear of Mortdh? Or fear of Ahn?

      “Would you come to talk with my father?”

      “I have to consult with mine first. My actions will have an impact on my entire family.”

      Annani lifted her head and looked into Khiann’s eyes. “You are not alone in this. I will work on my father from the other end. Between the two of us, we can convince him that letting you court me is a brilliant idea.”

      Khiann snorted. “Please, enlighten me. Because all I can see is how this will end up in a war.”

      “I will consult with my uncle Ekin. He is the smartest god I know.”

      Khiann was taken aback, his eyes narrowing and his brows dipping low. “Ekin? Mortdh’s father?”

      “Do not worry. He is not going to tell Mortdh.”

      “Why would he help you against his son?”

      “Ekin is not happy about Mortdh’s ambitions, and he is not happy about my father promising me to his son. He knows Mortdh is not right in the head. Not as in stupid, unfortunately, he has inherited his father’s smarts, but in other ways. He is insane.”

      Khiann looked uncomfortable for a moment. “I do not know how to tell you this, but Ekin was probably disappointed your father did not promise you to him. After all, Ekin is the older brother, and if he were not the son of a concubine instead of the official mate, he would have been the ruler.”

      Annani grimaced and waved a hand. “Do not say things like that. Ekin held me when I was a baby, he played with me when I was a toddler, and he told me stories when I was a little kid. He sees me as a daughter, not as a possible mate.”

      “That might be true, but you know political considerations have nothing to do with matters of the heart.”

      “Ekin is not power hungry, and he is not interested in politics. He loves being a scientist and an inventor. He would refuse leadership even if it were handed to him on a golden platter.”
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      “What I love most about being Khiann’s squire is the travel. I get to see the world.” Esag lifted a pitcher of beer to those fleshy lips of his and took a large gulp.

      Gulan had been trying her best to pay attention to his stories instead of staring at his mouth and imagining how it would feel to be kissed by him, but it was no use. Esag had the most beautiful lips she had ever seen on a male.

      Lucky for her, he was probably thinking that she was staring at his mouth because she found him so fascinating. And maybe he was. She would have known if she had heard more than one or two words of every other sentence.

      “Do not get me wrong, Khiann is a great guy, and we have been friends since the first day I started working for him, so it is not all about the travel. I would have loved being his squire even if he were one of those gods who just wants to be worshiped and pampered, but traveling with him is a big bonus. I especially love sailing the rivers, but the caravans are fun too.”

      “Esag!” Khiann called from the doorway. “I need to show you something.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Esag pushed to his feet. “It was nice talking to you, Gulan. I hope you and your sister come visit again.” He leaned closer, his proximity and his scent making her feel faint. “You can also come without your sister.” He winked.

      “Esag! I am waiting!” Khiann called again.

      Esag straightened to his full height, which was quite impressive. He was one of the few men who were taller than her. “I have to go. See you around, Gulan.”

      Feeling like an idiot, she nodded. During the entire time they had spent together, she had not said more than a handful of sentences, while Esag had done all the talking. She was not great with words to begin with, but he had made her completely tongue-tied.

      As soon as Esag left with Khiann, Annani slunk into the kitchen.

      “I am ready to go, Gulan,” she whispered loudly, masking her voice. “I have all I need for my school report.”

      The cook turned to her. “Would you like a bowl of stew before you depart, young lady?”

      Gulan stood up and took Annani’s hand as if she really was Tula. “Thank you for your kind offer, but our mother awaits our return. We have tarried long enough as it is.”

      “Next time, then.”

      “I thank you kindly.”

      Still holding on to Annani’s hand, Gulan walked over to the cook and inclined her head. “Thank you for the stew. It was lovely.”

      “I am glad.” He patted her arm. “But I am sure it was not half as lovely as Master Esag’s company.”

      Gulan felt her cheeks get even hotter than they had been for the past hour, which meant they were about to catch fire. “Thank you again for the meal.”

      Tugging her shawl lower to cover more of her face, Annani giggled and whispered quietly, “I see both of us had fun.” She wrapped her arm around Gulan’s waist and headed out.

      As soon as they were out on the street, the goddess sighed dramatically. “I always wondered about my first kiss. Who would I do it with? How would it feel? Would I like it? Would I want more? But I never imagined it would shake the earth under my sandals and spin my head.”

      Gulan grimaced. “It sounds a lot like being drunk, and this is not what I would call fun.” Her words had sounded bitter even to her own ears, but for once she could not hold it in and pretend she was not envious.

      Annani, who was a year younger than her, had already gotten her first kiss even though she was the princess, guarded and sequestered like no other girl, goddess, immortal, or human.

      Most second- and third-generation immortal girls got their first kiss during the transition ceremony. Born mortal, they had to be bitten by an immortal male and injected with his venom in order to transition into immortality. The act was sexual in nature, enjoyed between immortal couples, but because it had to be done at the onset of puberty, it was usually accompanied by nothing more than a kiss. Or in Gulan’s case, nothing at all.

      The boy her family had secured for the ceremony had only bitten her, he had not kissed her, which had been a major blow to Gulan’s self-confidence. A kiss was not required, but it was kind of expected. Unless the girl was taller than most grown men and lacked feminine grace.

      Gulan’s growth had been so rapid, that she had constantly been trying to catch up and get used to her new size. Thank the merciful Fates she’d stopped growing at fifteen and was no longer as ungainly as she used to be.

      She should not complain, though.

      The Fates who had gifted her with that particular set of attributes had not been cruel. Gulan’s size combined with her gentle nature had gotten her the coveted position as the princess’s personal maid and companion. Her family was certainly grateful for the generous wages she had been bringing home since she was twelve.

      Annani sighed. “Oh, Gulan, if that is how being drunk feels it is no wonder beer is so popular. That kiss was magical.”

      With Annani shrouding herself in Tula’s image, they got back into the palace undetected, sneaking through the servants’ entrance. To know it was the goddess wearing her sister’s image like a costume was unnerving to say the least.

      Annani kept the shroud until they were safely inside her room.

      Tula sat up. “How did it go?”

      The princess cast the shawl aside and twirled. “Amazing. I got my first kiss.”

      “Wow.” Clutching the blanket to her chest, Tula was wide-eyed. “Did you like it?”

      “I loved it. The best thing that ever happened to me, and hopefully there will be many more kisses.” She winked at Gulan before sauntering behind the partition.

      “Did anyone come in?” Annani asked as she threw Tula’s tunic over the top of it.

      “No. I actually fell asleep. Your bed is heavenly, my lady.”

      Gulan handed Annani a new dress. “What is next? Are we going to sneak out like that every day?”

      “There is no further need for that. I convinced Khiann to ask my father’s permission to court me. If we sneak around, it will be probably in the palace’s gardens to steal kisses.”

      “Good. Today was nerve-wracking.” Gulan tossed Tula’s tunic on the bed. “Get dressed. We need to get you home.”

      She was going to pray to the Fates for Ahn to approve Khiann’s courtship. The odds were against that ever coming to pass, but to keep her sanity, Gulan would beseech the Fates on Annani’s behalf.

      Maybe with the young goddess busy kissing her chosen one in the palace’s gardens, she would not have time to come up with any new schemes.

      Annani emerged from behind the screen, looking regal again. “I want to thank you both for your help.” She walked over to her jewelry chest.

      “This is for you, Gulan.” She handed her a necklace made of gold and precious stones. “And this is for you.” She handed Tula a bracelet made from the same materials.

      Each of the items could feed a large human family for a year.

      “It is too much, my lady. We cannot accept such great gifts.” Gulan tried to return the necklace.

      Casting her an evil glare, Tula cradled the bracelet in her hands.

      Annani arched one perfectly shaped red brow and pushed Gulan’s hand away. “You would offend me by refusing my gifts?”

      Ugh, the goddess was impossible, always twisting things around to get her way. “Of course not, my lady.”

      Annani grinned. “Very well. I will see you bright and early tomorrow morning, Gulan. Tonight, I am going to dream of passionate kisses, and tomorrow I am going to come up with a plan to convince my father that Khiann is not only the best choice for me but also for the future of the realm.”
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      Thoughts of Annani had kept Khiann awake most of the night—elation warring with anxiety, hope dueling with despair. When temptation finally did away with caution, the moon was still high in the sky.

      Giving up on getting any sleep, Khiann got up and walked over to the stone basin. Perhaps a splash of cold water on his face would help clear his mind.

      He needed advice, and he needed help.

      A young god just starting out in the world had no access to the ruler or even his assistants, but his father was one of the ancients, and as such in a position to gain Ahn’s ear.

      Navohn was one of a handful of gods who could claim that privilege.

      The question was whether his father would agree to help. Probably not. Annani’s proposal was the best and the worst thing to ever happen to Khiann. On the one hand was the possibility of endless bliss with his truelove mate. On the other hand was war and possible retaliation against his family. If he were in his father's sandals, he would have refused without giving it a second thought.

      But who knew? Navohn was a good-natured god and the best possible father. His love for Khiann might influence his decision. Or perhaps his deep dislike for Mortdh would be the deciding factor.

      In either case, there was hope.

      It would be some time before Navohn awakened and started his workday. In the meantime, Khiann needed to come up with the best way of presenting Annani’s proposal and its ramifications.

      She was so courageous for taking the initiative and coming to him with her bold offer. Khiann felt humbled and disappointed in himself for not being the one to go to her first. After all, he had desired Annani for years. What a shame that he had convinced himself there was no chance of him ever winning her hand.

      From now on, though, he would fight for her.

      For them.

      Navohn was leaving on a trade expedition in nine days and was in the midst of intense preparations, which meant that time was of the essence. Preparing a caravan for the road was a more complicated task than people thought, and on top of that, his father was trying to cram all of his knowledge into Khiann’s head before leaving.

      It was not a good time for such an important talk, but it would be weeks before his father returned and Annani was not a patient goddess. She might do something foolish if Khiann didn’t act fast enough.

      When dawn finally arrived, he strode into Navohn’s office, which he now shared. “I need to discuss an important matter with you, Father.”

      “Of course. What is it about? Are you worried about being left in charge for the first time?”

      Up until now, his father had taken Khiann along on his travels, leaving behind a trusted assistant to look after their business affairs. This time, however, the assistant was going with Navohn, and Khiann was staying behind to manage the office. A big responsibility he was ready for.

      Mostly.

      “It is not that. Although, yes, I am somewhat apprehensive. But trade is not what I wanted to talk to you about. It is something bigger than that.”

      Navohn’s expression turned from curious to worried, and a deep furrow appeared between his brows. “Do not tell me that you are considering Ahn’s suggestion to apply for the leadership of a city-state?”

      “No, I am not interested in that way of life. Although I might have to reconsider.”

      His father’s eyes narrowed in a rare display of agitation. “I do not understand. You are contradicting yourself, son.”

      Khiann wished there was some elegant way to lead up to what he needed to ask, but the many hours he had spent debating with himself had produced nothing. He was not as sophisticated or as experienced in negotiations as his father, who was a master at painting pictures and feelings with his words and his subtle gestures. It would be many years before Khiann became as eloquent.

      But then he was not dealing with a client. His father loved him and would forgive a blunt delivery. To save time, it would be best to just come out with it.

      “Before I continue, I need to ensure that our conversation is private. With your permission, I will take care of this.”

      His father nodded. “Now you really have me worried,” he said as Khiann cast a soundproofing shroud around the office.

      “Annani came to see me yesterday.”

      “Annani? As in Princess Annani?”

      “There is only one. Yes, Ahn’s daughter garbed herself in a commoner’s attire and sneaked out of the palace to see me. She wants me to ask her father’s permission to court her.”

      Navohn could not have been more shocked if he had told him that the boat of a million years had come back to take the gods home.

      “The princess is promised to Mortdh.”

      Khiann rubbed his brows between two fingers. “Tell me something I do not know. This is the reason she came to me wearing a disguise. Mortdh’s spies are everywhere, and the princess is desperate to escape the fate of one day being forced to join him.”

      With a sigh, Navohn didn’t so much lean back as slump in his chair. “I do not blame her. Her father made a grave mistake by promising her to Mortdh. But in Ahn’s defense, seventeen years ago, when Annani was born, Mortdh’s ambitions seemed more reasonable and his madness not as apparent.”

      “Do you think Ahn knows he made a mistake?”

      “I am not sure. As long as there is peace, Ahn probably believes it was the right move, even if it means Annani’s misery. He is a ruler first and a father second.”

      “The peace is not going to last long. As soon as Mortdh amasses enough power he is going to attack.”

      Navohn sighed. “But he is not attacking right now. Even gods and immortals with their long lives and the perspective of history are sometimes blindsided by wishful thinking. Besides, it is not guaranteed that he will indeed attack. Perhaps he will wait patiently for Ahn to step down, mate with Annani, and take the throne peacefully. This is always a possibility.”

      “Then why is he building an army?”

      “Ah, good question. If you believe Mortdh, he needs the army to protect his people against bandit tribes and to secure his cedar trees trade.”

      “But you do not believe him.”

      Navohn shook his head. “There are rumors that he is building a huge new temple for himself. Bigger than Ahn’s palace.”

      Khiann scratched his head. “And that means exactly what? Gods love their temples, and the bigger, the better. I do not see the significance of Mortdh building one for himself.”

      A small smile lifted Navohn’s lips. “His big new temple sits on top of a much larger platform which is built from enormous stones. A platform like this is not needed as a foundation for a building, not even one of gigantic proportion. There is only one reason to invest so much effort and resources into building it, and it is not to have chariot races on the temple grounds.”

      “Do you think he is building a launch pad?”

      “What else?” Navohn lifted the pitcher, poured water into two cups, and handed one to Khiann.

      “Thank you.”

      That was troubling news.

      As one of the older gods, his father possessed knowledge most of the younger gods did not, and he had passed some of it to Khiann, swearing him to secrecy.

      The original gods who had made this place their home had not originated from earth. The space boat that they had arrived in had been orbiting earth for thousands of years, and rockets had been used to transport supplies and ores up to it. That vessel had long departed, and it was probably never coming back. There was no reason for the few small airboats that had remained in the gods’ possession and were still functional to clear the atmosphere, and therefore there was no more use for rockets to propel them.

      “What does he need a launch pad for?”

      “He either wants to venture out into space and explore, or he is planning an annihilation. Rockets can be used for more than launching boats into the outer atmosphere. They can also carry weapons of mass destruction.”

      A chill ran down Khiann’s spine. He had not known that. “Do you know if he has any functioning rockets?”

      Navohn spread his arms. “No one knows. But it is not unreasonable to assume that parts can be collected from several broken rockets to construct a new one. My only hope is that nobody in Mortdh’s stronghold knows how to do it.”

      “His father does.”

      “Ekin is not going to aid Mortdh.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      Navohn took a few long sips of water before putting his cup down on the low table between them. “For all his many faults, Ekin loves humanity and would never do anything to endanger it. He and Mortdh are not even on speaking terms. Ever since Ekin chose Toven as his heir and successor, Mortdh severed all ties to his father.”

      Toven was the younger brother, and by law second in line after Mortdh, but he had always been Ekin’s favorite. Toven was a brilliant scientist and thinker like his father, and just like Ekin, he was uninterested in politics. He was well-liked and respected, unlike Mortdh who was despised and feared.

      “That is certainly a relief.” Mortdh’s ambition combined with his father’s brilliance and knowledge would have created a foe too powerful to imagine.

      “Indeed. We are very lucky that Ekin has no political aspirations and is concerned only with creation as opposed to destruction.”

      Khiann chuckled. “From what I hear, his main endeavor is creating more children.” If the rumors were true, the god had bedded every available immortal female he could seduce and was warming the beds of several mated goddesses.

      Navohn nodded. “As I said before, Ekin has many faults, philandering being just one of them, and yet we are all better off for having him on our side. Imagine what our world would have been like without his many inventions.”

      “Barely inhabitable. Ekin possesses an incredible mind.”

      But Ekin and his inventions was not what Khiann wanted to talk about. “What about the princess? Do I have your permission to approach Ahn about her?”

      Navohn rubbed his chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Not without me and your mother. You will have to wait for my return.”

      “The princess is not a patient woman.”

      His father smiled. “She has quite a reputation. No wonder you are so taken with her. But you will have to explain to the young lady that good things are worth waiting for. During my travels, I will think of the best way to approach Ahn. I have known our ruler for a very long time, and I know the way his mind works.”

      Annani would not wait patiently for Navohn to return from his trip.

      “Is it possible for you to approach Ahn before your departure? I am afraid of what the princess will do if forced to wait.”

      His father smiled and leaned forward to pat Khiann’s shoulder. “I understand. The young have no patience. And you are right. The princess is impetuous and might do something foolish. I will ponder the problem for a day or two and let you know.”

      Khiann bowed his head. “I am most grateful, Father.”
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      “How do I look?” Annani asked Gulan.

      “You are as beautiful and as regal as always, my lady.”

      Did her maid just roll her eyes at Annani’s reflection in the mirror?

      “What is troubling you? Am I asking this question too often?”

      A look of fear skittered across Gulan’s face. “No, of course not, my lady. It is just that there is no point to your inquiry. You are always going to get the same answer from me and anyone else you ask.”

      That was true. But was it because they would not dare give her another answer, or because it was really what they thought?

      Annani did not lack confidence, but she knew she was not perfect. For one, she was ridiculously short, which made her look much younger than her seventeen summers, which in turn meant that she was not always taken seriously. But then, it might have had more to do with her mischievous behavior than with her looks. Secondly, she was not as well-endowed as Gulan in the breast department. Hers were perky but not voluptuous. Also, her legs were too skinny, and she lacked feminine hips, and her fingers were too short. Her hands looked like they belonged to a twelve-year-old.

      So yes, her face was beautiful, and her red hair was magnificent, but there were certain things she would have liked to change about her appearance. Mainly her height. Her other shortcomings were not as troublesome as her diminutive stature. Especially since Khiann was so tall. The top of her head barely reached his collarbone.

      Except, unless she had misread his reactions, he found her desirable, and that was the only thing that mattered. If her lack of height did not bother him, why should it bother her?

      Annani shrugged at her reflection. “I want to look nice when I go to see Ekin. I need his advice.”

      “Are you going to return his tablet?” Gulan finished pinning parts of Annani’s hair on top of her head, creating an elaborate partial up-do that left most of the tresses loose and hanging down Annani’s back.

      “This is the pretext I am using.”

      Gulan went down to her knees to tie the straps of Annani’s sandals around her ankles. “You are ready, my lady.”

      “Thank you. Shall we go?”

      With quick hands, the girl twisted her own dark hair into a braid of sorts and pinned it to one side. “I am, my lady.”

      As always, Annani found Ekin at his study, poring over the large tablet he used for making schematic drawings.

      “What are you working on, Uncle?”

      Ekin straightened his back and smiled at her. “These are modifications to the irrigation system. I had a dream last night that gave me an idea how to improve it. You see…” He launched into a long explanation, pointing at this and that on his tablet.

      Annani smiled and nodded as if she understood what he was talking about, but the truth was that he had lost her after the second sentence. Ekin used too many technical terms that she was not familiar with, and he was talking too fast. The god was so smart, and his brain worked so fast, that people could not follow his explanations. Most of the time he did not bother, but for some reason, he always tried to explain the most difficult things to her.

      Perhaps he believed her to be smarter than she actually was.

      It was flattering, and Annani did not wish to change his good opinion of her, so most of the time she did her best to listen. Not today, though, she was too preoccupied and perturbed to pay attention.

      Nevertheless, Annani continued to nod and smile. Other than her and his son Toven, who was gone on one of his exploration expeditions, Ekin had no one else to share his exciting news with.

      No wonder her uncle’s social interactions were limited to bedding as many females as possible. That was the only way he could communicate with those not as smart as he.

      Naturally, Ekin had a different explanation for his philandering. He claimed that he was not mated because he had too much love in him to limit himself to one woman. He needed to spread it around and bring happiness to many.

      It sounded silly, but maybe there was some truth to it.

      After all, her father, who was utterly loyal and devoted to her mother, did not have as much love in him as his half-brother. Ahn lacked Ekin’s joy and charming personality. Perhaps he had just enough love in him to make one woman happy.

      She wondered which type her Khiann resembled more.

      Hopefully neither. Ahn was too serious and controlling, and Ekin could never be satisfied with only one woman. The god was mated to his science and in love with his inventions.

      But Ekin and Ahn were such polar opposites that perhaps Khiann could be a happy medium. Loyal, but not a stickler for the rules, devoted, but not staid, dedicated but still charming…

      “Annani!” Ekin snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Are you even paying attention?”

      “I am sorry, Uncle. But you lost me. This is too complicated for me.”

      Ekin shook his head. “You are a very smart young goddess, and if you put your mind to it, you could have understood everything I was explaining. But your head was somewhere else, was it not?”

      She lowered her head respectfully. “My apologies, Uncle. You are right. I was thinking of something else.”

      He lifted a brow and smiled. “Something or someone?”

      Annani felt herself blush. Even though Ekin was not on good terms with his son Mortdh, it was still hard for her to admit that she desired someone else. Except, that was the reason she was here, to ask the smartest god she knew for advice.

      “You guessed right, Uncle. There is a young god I fancy.” She looked down at her sandals, pretending to admire the intricate knots Gulan had made. “And he is not my intended.”

      Ekin patted her shoulder. “Come sit with me, child, and tell me what troubles you.”

      “Thank you.” She followed him to the comfortable divan he kept in his study and often took naps on.

      According to Ekin, some of his best ideas had come to him while sleeping on it.

      “Who is this lucky young god you like?”

      As Annani hesitated for a moment, Ekin’s wise eyes narrowed at her. “Do not be afraid to confide in me. If I had any say in it, Mortdh would never be allowed anywhere near you. You are pure sunshine and love, while he is consumed by darkness. I will do all I can to aid you.”

      Annani felt her shoulders sag in relief. “Thank you. I do need all the help I can get.” She took a deep breath. “His name is Khiann, son of Navohn.”

      “Ah, the merchant's son. Good choice.”

      “You really think so? You do not mind that he has chosen a different path than the one expected of gods?”

      Ekin laughed. “You forget who you are talking to, child. Am I sitting in a temple, while my devoted worshipers take care of all my needs?”

      “You have a point there. I never stopped to think that what you do is unusual too. But you are a creator, an inventor, and you make everyone’s life better. Humans, immortals, and gods are all grateful to you.”

      “That is true. But to some extent Navohn does it too. He brings goods from faraway lands, and that is making everyone’s lives better as well. I have known him for many years, and I have a lot of respect for him. It takes courage to choose a different path. If his son is anything like the father, then you have my blessing.”

      Having Ekin’s blessing was wonderful, but she needed more than that. “Do you think my father will give his blessing too?”

      The smile melted off Ekin’s face. “My brother is a stubborn god and set in his ways. Once he makes a decision, it is impossible to change his mind. Fates know I tried and failed numerous times.”

      That was extremely discouraging. If Ekin had been unsuccessful in swaying Ahn’s opinion or influencing his decisions, no one else could.

      “You are the smartest god I know. If you cannot help me, I do not know who can.”

      Ekin shook his head. “You have a much better chance than I do. After all, you are his daughter, and he loves you. Ahn has no love for me. But you will need to be very clever about it.”

      “Would you help me?”

      “Of course I will.” He squared his shoulders. “I am the champion of love.”

      Annani felt her heart grow lighter. “What should I do?”
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      “It is no use.” Khiann threw his sword on the floor and put his hands on his hips.

      To his great shame, Esag had bested him time and again, not because his squire had suddenly become a master swordsman, but because Khiann’s head was not in the practice session. It was somewhere up in the clouds.

      Annani’s kiss had destroyed him, it had changed him.

      It was unheard of for a god to lose to an immortal. Unless said god could think of nothing else but tasting a goddess’s sweet lips again.

      Every time Khiann thought about Annani sitting in his lap, her small body plastered against his, her soft hands roaming his back, he got uncomfortably hard—which apparently was not conducive to winning against a trained immortal opponent.

      Fates, he needed to see her again.

      Waiting for his father to come up with a plan was challenging, especially since he was consumed with worry.

      What if she was just as impatient as he?

      Annani did not possess his restraint. She would once again sneak out of the palace with only Gulan as her bodyguard and put herself and her maid in danger.

      She was such a tiny thing. What if she was attacked by bandits?

      They could put a knife to her throat and do despicable things to her. Even though Annani was a powerful goddess, she was also young and inexperienced. She would panic. A goddess’s only real defense was her ability to thrall her attackers, but thralling required concentration which would be impossible for her under duress.

      Gods trained for years to keep a cool head in dangerous situations. Their greater physical strength was good against two or three assailants, but thwarting an attack by more than that required massive mind manipulation. It was their best weapon.

      “Khiann, what is going on in your head? Esag took a step back, collecting the practice sword while retreating. “You look like you are ready to tear somebody’s throat out.”

      Camel droppings. Khiann could feel his fangs scraping against his lower lip and venom dripping down his chin.

      “I have to see her.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “If I do not, she might come here again, and Fates only know what could happen to her on the way.”

      Esag frowned. “Who are you talking about?”

      Donkey dung. He had forgotten that Esag had not encountered Annani. His squire had seen Gulan and Tula, her little sister, whose visage Annani had shrouded herself in.

      “Tula. She might need more help with her school project.”

      Esag lifted a brow. “Worry for Tula got you so upset?”

      “I was thinking of how dangerous it can be for a little girl on the streets. She could get attacked by bandits, or taunted by older boys. It is not safe for her to travel across the city to see me.”

      “She will not come alone. Gulan will keep her safe.”

      Khiann waved a hand. “Gulan is not a warrior. She might be strong, but she has no fighting skills. If attacked by humans, she will panic and will not be able to thrall them. Other immortals would probably not threaten her physically, but they might intimidate her and her little sister.”

      “If you so wish, I can go get Tula and bring her over here. She will be safe with me.” Esag sounded eager to go.

      Khiann considered his options.

      Obviously, Esag’s enthusiasm had nothing to do with Tula and everything to do with Gulan. For some reason, the squire fancied Annani’s maid. Perhaps Khiann could use this to his advantage.

      On the other hand, he should not encourage Esag’s behavior. The squire was promised to another, and it was not fair for him to lead Gulan on.

      Nothing good would come of it.

      But then he was not sending him to flirt with the girl. He could even warn him not to do it.

      If Khiann played it right, he could use Tula to see Annani. “Gulan would not want Tula to go alone with you. She would want to accompany her little sister, but she is at the palace serving Annani. What you can do is go there and tell Gulan that I am willing to come to the palace and answer Tula’s questions. She can have someone bring her little sister. I am sure her lady would not mind if we use the gardens for our lessons.”

      Esag regarded him with narrowed eyes. “I find it odd that you care so much about Tula’s school project.”

      The lie came easily. “It is a matter of pride. The girl is going to tell her teacher that I am her source of information. Imagine how bad it will look for me if she does poorly on her assignment.”

      The story seemed to satisfy Esag. “I understand. Do you want me to go right now and tell Gulan that you want to see Tula today? Or would you prefer to arrange a meeting for tomorrow?”

      “You know me. I prefer to take care of things sooner than later. But it is up to her lady. I hope she allows it. I have to abide by her wishes.”

      His squire dipped his head in a perfunctory bow. “I shall be on my way.”

      “Thank you.”

      After Esag had left, Khiann washed up, put a fresh tunic on, and headed for his father’s office.

      “May I have a word with you?”

      “Certainly, come in.” Navohn beckoned him to enter.

      Khiann glanced at his father’s assistant. What he wanted to talk about was not for the immortal’s ears. “Perhaps I should come later.”

      Navohn waved a hand. “Azar and I are done for now. Come in and take a seat. There are several things I need to discuss with you.”

      The assistant got to his feet and bowed. “I shall count the barrels as you have instructed, master.”

      When the immortal left, Khiann took the chair he had vacated and put his elbows on his knees. “I wanted to ask if you’ve made progress with the matter we have discussed before.”

      Navohn smiled, then cast a soundproofing shroud around his office. “Yes, I did. It will cost me a great fortune, but then the happiness of my only son is worth it.” He winked. “As is the future of our people.”

      Khiann closed his eyes and took his first deep breath in two days. “Care to share it with me?”

      Navohn reached under the table and lifted a sealed pitcher of beer. “Bring two cups from the cupboard over there.” He pointed.

      When Khiann did as instructed, Navohn broke the seal on the pitcher and poured the brew into the two cups. “This is one of the best of Ninkasi’s brews.”

      “Does she still send you free samples?”

      “It is not really free. She is interested in exporting and wants me to help her promote her beers. I am taking quite a few barrels with me on this expedition.”

      “It is good business. Instead of going empty and returning with merchandise, you trade both ways.”

      “That is the idea.” He pointed at Khiann’s cup. “What do you think?”

      He took a sip. “It is very good. But then I like all of Ninkasi’s beers.”

      “It is excellent. I hope to make a good profit selling it.” He winked. “It will pay for some of the goods I have to part with to gain Ahn’s ear.”

      Khiann took another big gulp, then put the empty cup on the table. “So that is how you plan to do it? Dazzle Ahn with gifts?”

      Navohn shrugged. “It’s always worked before. I asked for an audience with Ahn this evening under the pretext of discussing the armed escort he had promised me. I will bring extravagant gifts as a show of gratitude for his help. And while we go back and forth, with him declining politely and me insisting on him accepting the gifts, I will broach the subject of the princess’s infatuation with you, and yours with her, and see how he reacts.”

      His father was a master negotiator. If anyone could pull it off, it was he. “I wish I could come with you and see you working your magic.”

      “I wish you could. But this conversation is best done between us, the two fathers.”

      “How are you going to accomplish a private meeting with Ahn? From what you have told me, Nai always sits with her mate, and as of late so does Annani.”

      “Not on the third day of the week, which happens to be today.” Navohn smirked. “That is when Nai has her own meetings with the palace staff, and I think it is safe to assume that Annani is required to attend with her mother.”
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      “That was so clever of Khiann,” Annani sighed. “Can you go and get your sister?”

      Gulan, who a moment ago looked flustered after talking with Esag, switched modes from excited to worried. “This is not a good idea, my lady,” she whispered. “Are you going to wear Tula’s clothes again and sneak into the gardens to see Master Khiann? What if someone sees you kissing him while you are shrouding yourself in Tula’s image? Imagine the scandal.” The maid’s chest was heaving as she worked herself up into a frenzy. “Master Khiann can get into a lot of trouble for that. Tula is just a little girl. And what would people think of her?”

      “Relax, Gulan. Everything will be all right. Tell Esag that Master Khiann can come over later this evening to talk with Tula who indeed needs more help with her school project. Also, tell him that you are very grateful for his master’s generous offer of help.”

      Gulan groaned. “As you wish, my lady.” She bowed obediently.

      As her friend left the room, Annani allowed herself to drop the confident expression she had worn for Gulan’s benefit.

      The truth was that she was nervous.

      For some reason, seeing Khiann again filled her with trepidation. It was strange that when she had snuck out to see him, there had been none of that. There had been no second-guessing her decision, no hesitation.

      Thinking back, Annani realized that it had taken courage to proposition a god. And yet, she had thought nothing of it.

      But now that she was going to see Khiann again, the insecurities that had been absent before were manifesting. Perhaps she was better at action than inaction, better at initiating than awaiting another’s move.

      Wiping her sweaty palms on the skirt of her dress, Annani walked over to the mirror and examined her reflection, trying to see herself through Khiann’s eyes.

      What did he find desirable about her?

      She cupped her small breasts and sighed, wishing she had large ones like Gulan’s. Males liked curves. Big-breasted females with flaring hips were considered desirable, while skinny short maidens not so much.

      Her face was beautiful, everyone said so, but was it enough to inspire lust in a grown man?

      Khiann had gotten hard while kissing her, but maybe it was an instinctive response, and maybe he would have reacted the same to any female sitting in his lap?

      Two days ago she had set out to seduce Khiann with her usual confidence and the belief that she was the most beautiful of goddesses. Her mission had been successful, and she had returned to the palace happy and confident.

      What had changed?

      Why the sudden doubts?

      The answer had been lurking in the back of her mind all along, but she had refused to acknowledge it until now.

      Khiann had required more convincing than she had expected.

      He had not fallen to his knees, grateful for her interest in him and her offer. That was the source of the unfamiliar insecurities and doubts.

      Winning the argument and convincing him to pursue her had felt like a victory at first, but later, when she had time to think and go over every word that had been uttered between them, Annani’s heart had lost some of its buoyancy.

      She should have known better than to expect unbridled passion and a declaration of eternal devotion. After all, Khiann had been successful in pretending not to notice her for years. And yet, in her secret maidenly fantasies, she had hoped he would not need any convincing whatsoever.

      She had hoped he would be so taken with her that he would be willing to sacrifice everything and go to war for her.

      Silly girl that she was.

      An inexperienced virgin who knew nothing of seduction.

      But she was not stupid, and she could no longer repress the seeds of doubt that had sprouted in her heart. Too much was at stake to keep hiding the truth from herself.

      If Khiann did not find her irresistible, then he was not her truelove mate. A male god was supposed to be lustful and demanding, especially with his destined one and only.

      And yet Khiann had ignored her for years, which should have been impossible for him even if he had been only pretending. That was not how it worked between fated couples.

      Annani closed her eyes and took several calming breaths.

      It went against her impetuous nature, but this time Annani was going to remain passive and let him do all the work. She was not going to initiate a thing. It was Khiann’s turn to take a risk and bare his soul to her. If he was not willing, then he was not the one for her.

      It would break her heart, but it was better to discover the truth before she risked her father’s displeasure and incited Mortdh to war for nothing.

      “My lady?” Gulan entered her room. “Tula is here. Should I have her come in?”

      Annani schooled her features and smiled broadly. “Of course.”

      The little girl, who was a much braver soul than her older sister, practically skipped into the room. “I am so excited. Are we going to play the game again?”

      Annani put a finger to her lips. “Shush, keep your voice down.”

      Tula giggled. “I am sorry, my lady,” she whispered loudly. “How are we going to do it this time?”

      How indeed.

      Instead of coming up with a plan, Annani had wasted her time on the most ineffective activity possible.

      Self-doubt was a human affliction, not one that should affect powerful goddesses, and certainly not the future leader of the realm. She was inexperienced, that was true, but she was young and therefore entitled to a few mistakes. As Ekin had always told her, it was better to try and fail than not try at all. Failing was part of the learning process.

      When all was said and done, Annani would persevere because she was not a quitter. She was a fighter, and she was a winner.

      Beckoning for Tula to get closer, she whispered, “The same way we did it last time. We switch clothes, and you get in my bed.”

      “I love your bed. It is so comfortable. I feel like a princess when I am in it.” The girl frowned. “I wanted to ask you a question, but Gulan said I should not, but I want to ask anyway. If you can shroud yourself in my visage, why do you need to wear my clothes?”

      Gulan paled. “Tula, this is rude. Apologize immediately!”

      Annani waved a hand. “It is okay, Gulan.” She smiled at the girl. “How good is your thralling ability? Can you shroud yourself from humans?”

      Tula grimaced. “Not good at all. I can hold a shroud for a couple of minutes, but I lose concentration if someone talks to me, and my shroud goes poof!”

      Funny girl.

      Annani leaned closer. “I can hold a shroud for a little longer than you, and I can even have a conversation while keeping it around me, but it requires a lot of effort, and I cannot hold on to it for long. This is why I need the disguise.”

      Tula seemed taken aback. “I thought gods could do it for as long as they want.” She made a face. “I even thought that maybe gods are not really as perfect and as beautiful as they seem and that they only shroud themselves to look so flawless.”

      Gulan gasped. “Tula! This is most disrespectful. Apologize at once!”

      “What?” The girl spread her arms. “Am I not allowed to think? Or am I just not allowed to talk?’

      Annani patted the girl’s bony shoulder. “It is okay to think, but sometimes it is better to keep your thoughts to yourself. I am not offended, but some other gods might be. It is always better to err on the side of caution.”

      Gulan tried to stifle a snort as she led Tula behind the partition, but it escaped her throat. She covered it up with a quick command to her sister; “Take your tunic off, Tula.”

      The older girl was smart and cautious. But what was the fun in that?

      “Your sister would like me to follow my own advice, which I do not always do, but that does not mean that it is not good.”

      “My lady.” Gulan’s eyes darted to Annani’s wardrobe. “May I just make a suggestion?”

      Annani waved a hand. “Certainly. You should always feel free to express your opinion.”

      Her maid came closer and whispered in her ear. “Instead of meeting Master Khiann once again dressed in Tula’s unflattering commoner garb, perhaps this time you would like to impress him by wearing one of your own beautiful dresses? You can come with the two of us, claiming that you want to listen in on Master Khiann’s talk with Tula because you want to learn about commerce. No one is going to question your desire to do so. On the contrary, your sire might commend your interest in the subject.”

      Hmm, that was an angle Annani had not considered. A nice dress would bolster her confidence and would make her much harder to resist.

      It would also be easier to act regal and aloof when dressed like a princess who had reached her majority, and not a young commoner girl.
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      “Navohn, my friend, what brings you here this evening?” Ahn asked.

      Earlier that day, a messenger had arrived from the merchant, requesting a meeting. The stated reason was Navohn’s desire to discuss the escort Ahn had promised him, but since there was nothing to discuss, it was probably about something else. As far as Ahn was concerned, he had done his part, and the rest should have been handled by underlings.

      Nevertheless, Navohn was good company, and he was looking forward to an informal chat with his old friend. The god was an excellent source of reliable information that otherwise would have never made its way to the palace.

      As a ruler, Ahn had no direct connection with his people—gods, immortals, and humans—and was dependent on reports prepared by others, whose alliances and loyalties he did not always trust. He would have been a fool to do so.

      Most people, regardless of species, were motivated either by fear or by greed. It was a rare individual who was concerned with the greater good.

      Navohn was a good male, but Ahn had no illusions as to his motives being purely altruistic. Ahn’s long-standing friendship benefited the merchant and his family, ensuring that their status remained high despite his friend’s odd choice of occupation.

      Also, supplying the palace was a most profitable business.

      That being said, however, at his core Navohn was a truly decent fellow, who believed that the system the gods had developed to govern themselves and those they ruled over was as just and as fair as anything anyone could come up with and needed to be preserved.

      They had that belief in common.

      Navohn bowed deeply. “I knew I would have your ear alone this evening while your lady is busy elsewhere, my lord.” He pulled a small wrapped package from a pocket hidden between the folds of his robe.

      Ahn beckoned him to come closer. “Come, sit with me.” He offered Navohn the chair across from him.

      “You honor me, my lord.” The merchant climbed the two steps up the dais, bowed again, and then took the seat he had been offered.

      With a wave of his hand, Ahn dismissed his secretary and his guards, so he and Navohn could drop the formalities and talk like the old friends they were. Other than Nai, the merchant was the only one Ahn could have a normal conversation with.

      Navohn waited for everyone to depart before placing the package on the low table between the two chairs. “The anniversary of your joining ceremony with your beautiful mate is coming up, and I knew you would need a special gift for her.”

      Ahn smiled. “What would I have done without you, my friend? Your excellent memory ensures my mated bliss. Once again I had forgotten.”

      “My memory is far from excellent. I keep a calendar of special occasions—mine as well as those of my close friends.”

      “It is much appreciated. Show me what you have in that parcel. By the size of it, I am guessing jewelry?”

      “What else?”

      Navohn untied the twine, then proceeded to unwrap his package slowly and carefully, probably not out of concern for the fragility of what was inside, but to build up anticipation. After all, he was a merchant who knew how to enhance the perceived value of his wares.

      When he was done, Navohn arranged the set for Ahn’s inspection.

      Made of gold and studded with glowing red stones the likes of which Ahn had never seen before, the necklace was an intricate work of expert craftsmanship that must have taken many moon cycles to create. There was only one artisan who could have produced it, and he was not cheap. Navohn must have paid a fortune to have it made. A matching set of earrings and two bracelets completed the exquisite ensemble.

      “Lady Nai will be most pleased when you present her with this gift.”

      “I am sure she will.” Ahn lifted the necklace. “Beautiful stones. I have never seen such vivid red. Where did you get this?”

      “Down south of the Nile river. I have never seen the likes either. They came at a steep price, but I knew the stones would look magnificent once Master Khirin set them in gold.”

      “I recognize his work. It is incomparable.” The master goldsmith was a true artisan who took insane pride in his work. Each piece took many moon cycles to complete, and he charged for his work accordingly.

      “When did you commission this set?”

      Navohn leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “A year ago, right after I returned from the trip to the south. I knew right away that these stones would look magnificent on your beautiful mate, and that lady Nai would appreciate having something so unique.”

      “Indeed.” Ahn put the necklace back. “What is your price for these?” He waved his hand over the set.

      The merchant bowed his head. “It is a gift. After all, you refused payment for the armed escort you are providing for my upcoming expedition.”

      Ahn frowned. The escort was in exchange for information he wanted Navohn to gather and bring back to him. It had never been stated in so many words, but it had been implied and understood. Navohn had something else in mind as payment for the extravagant gift.

      “It is not a fair exchange. The escort is not worth even a tenth of the value of this set.” Ahn pushed the parcel toward Navohn, not because he did not want the gift, but because it was part of the game they were playing.

      The merchant pushed the parcel back. “I cannot put a price on true love, my friend. Your fated mate deserves only the best.”

      “Indeed she does. But I have the means to pay for my mate’s joining anniversary gift.” He pushed the parcel toward Navohn again. “Name your price.”

      The merchant sighed dramatically and spread his arms. “What price would you have me put on love, my lord?”

      Insufferable god. What did he want?

      “As much as I appreciate our friendship, Navohn, I do not appreciate talking in circles. Tell me what you want.”

      The sparkle in the guy’s eyes was a sure sign that he had Ahn exactly where he wanted him, but at this point, Ahn did not care. His curiosity had been whetted.

      “True love needs to be celebrated and revered and nothing should supersede it. Not politics, not monetary concerns, not even pride. Do you agree, my lord?”

      Ahn did not like where this was going. That much preamble meant a grand request was coming.

      “To an extent. Not everyone is fortunate enough to find their truelove mate or even have the luxury of seeking one.”

      “But you are one of those fortunate to have found yours.”

      Ahn inclined his head. “And I thank the Fates every day for the blessing they bestowed on me.”

      Navohn nodded. “As you should, my lord, as you should.” He shook his head and spread his arms again. “Do you not think that your daughter deserves the same?”

      The words were like a kick to the gut, especially when delivered by a friend.

      The guilt over the promise Ahn had made Mortdh was a source of endless torment, and yet he saw no way out of it. To break it was akin to a declaration of war. The offense to Mortdh would be too great, and it would push him over the edge.

      Even a sane god would have taken that as the worst insult possible. And Mortdh was far from sane.

      Ahn threw a quick soundproofing shroud over the room before responding. He was well aware that Mortdh had spies even in the heart of the palace. “You overstep your bounds, my friend. My daughter is the future ruler of this realm. It is her duty to ensure peace.”

      Navohn sighed. “It will be many years before her time comes to take the throne, and a lot can happen between now and then. Peace is not guaranteed either way.”

      “Perhaps not. But let us face the facts instead of engaging in wishful thinking. Breaking Annani’s engagement to Mortdh will bring about immediate war. It will be perceived as a grave offense, and he would have no choice but to respond even if he is not so inclined, which we both know he is.”

      Navohn lifted a finger. “Unless it is not you who breaks the engagement, but the lady herself. If Annani finds her truelove match, she has the right to choose her beloved over the one she is promised to. It is our law that matings must be consensual, and naturally, after finding her fated one, the lady cannot consent to join another. The dissolving of an engagement is not considered an offense in such a case. On the contrary. Truelove matings are regarded as decreed by the Fates. To go against them is considered sacrilege.”

      It was a loophole Ahn had contemplated before.

      For it to work, though, Annani would need to find her truelove match, which was not likely. He had even entertained the thought of arranging a ruse. But to prevent war, it had to be proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that her chosen mate was indeed her one and only—not easy to do even when true.

      Ahn rubbed a hand over his jaw. “As powerful as I am, even I cannot force the Fates to provide a truelove mate for my daughter.”

      Navohn smiled. “Perhaps the Fates have already sent him to her?”

      Ahn lifted a brow. “Do you know something I do not?”

      The merchant bowed his head. “Indeed, I do, my lord. Your daughter and my son seem to be under the impression that they might be each other’s one and only. They would like your permission to explore the possibility.”
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      As Khiann waited for Annani in the palace’s gardens, he wondered how their second meeting was going to play out. He might have set things in motion, but the rest was in Annani’s hands.

      Would she come alone as Tula?

      Or would Gulan accompany her?

      Or perhaps Annani would come as herself, using some excuse for why she needed to be with the girls?

      The problem with the third option was that her guards would trail along. Gulan and Tula were participants in his and Annani’s conspiracy. Willingly or not, they would cooperate, giving them privacy.

      The guards were a different story.

      He could thrall the immortals with ease, but they might suspect him of doing so. Khiann could not risk that. If he hoped to ever get Ahn’s permission to court Annani, he had to be on his best behavior.

      Which probably meant no kisses.

      Then again, maybe Annani could thrall her guards. After all, she had done so before. Ahn let his daughter get away with a lot of escapades, and she would most likely not get in any trouble for a small offense like that—or as small as she would make it seem.

      Khiann’s plans for her did not fall under the category of insignificant transgressions.

      Hopefully, she was just as desperate for more as he.

      More kisses, more touching. Khiann wanted his hands all over her slender body, caressing, coaxing, exciting…

      She would not object.

      The little minx was lustful and ripe for the taking.

      Annani needed him as much as he needed her.

      What in damnation was taking her so long?

      He pushed to his feet and started pacing. It was early evening, which was the time gods and immortals usually begun venturing outside their darkened, cool abodes, while the humans did the reverse, retiring for the night.

      A small exodus was happening in the gardens, the caretakers passing him by on their way out casting curious glances at the god who was not supposed to be there. As they bowed deeply to show their respect, Khiann nodded graciously and uttered a few words of blessing.

      Humans expected that from gods. In exchange for the gods’ teachings and blessings, many provided their labor free of charge. Those working in the palace were not worshipers and were paid good wages, but still, it was customary.

      As the sound of girly giggles preceded his visitors, Khiann turned in their direction, waiting for the three to emerge through the gate. The amused voices belonged to Annani and Tula. Gulan looked terrified. Not that his gaze lingered on the maid’s worried face for more than a split second before moving to the magnificent princess and getting stuck there.

      It seemed Annani had chosen the third option, looking resplendent in her regal attire and her jewelry, with her abundant red hair spilling in soft locks down her back and reaching all the way down to her thighs.

      Wiping a hand over his mouth, Khiann commanded his fangs to behave. Unfortunately, he could do nothing about the other part of his male anatomy that was showing signs of excitement. Hoping that his long tunic with its gold-thread embroidery would provide some coverage, he bowed deeply.

      “My lady, I am honored that you would join us for the lesson. I did not know you were interested in commerce.” His words were for the benefit of the two guards trailing behind the girls.

      There would be no privacy for them today.

      Annani lifted her chin and clasped her hands in front of her. “I am interested in everything that has to do with the prosperity of my people. As a future ruler, it is my obligation to learn as much as I can about as many things as I can.”

      He bowed again. “You are very wise.”

      Gulan sighed, Tula giggled again, and Annani smirked.

      Turning to face her maid, she pointed at one of the trails. “I know the perfect place for today’s lesson. You know the one I am referring to—the gazebo next to the fountain with my mother’s statue in the middle.”

      “Yes, my lady.” Gulan dipped her head, took Tula’s hand, and proceeded in the direction the princess had indicated.

      Annani and Khiann followed with the guards closing the procession.

      “How have you been lately, my lady?” Khiann asked.

      “Very well. Thank you for asking. And yourself?”

      “I have been perturbed. Sleep eluded me and I was restless.”

      She arched a red brow. “What troubles you?”

      “My father’s expedition. There are many dangers on the road. I hope the most wise Ahn will provide a large armed escort for the caravan. In fact, my father is meeting with him as we speak.”

      As Annani’s quick mind caught up to his meaning immediately, her breath hitched a little before she could control the response. “I wish your father much success and a safe journey. I hope my father will do right by him.”

      Waterfall sounds greeted them as they neared the fountain, the gazebo with its stone table and two stone benches coming into view. Annani was right. It was the perfect spot for conducting a lesson, but not so much for the other things Khiann had in mind.

      How in damnation was he going to steal a kiss?

      Khiann refused to even contemplate returning home without one.

      Annani took a seat on the bench next to the stone table and motioned for him to join her. “Gulan, Tula, you can sit on the other bench.”

      After the girls had done as she’d instructed, Annani turned to the guards who had remained standing outside. “Please go to the kitchen and bring us refreshments. Tell cook to bake the sweet cakes I love. When they are ready, bring them here together with a pitcher of beer and another one of water.”

      To ensure the guards' cooperation, her words had been infused with the gentlest of thralls. It had been so subtle that he was sure none of the immortals perceived it. This was not the work of a novice. Annani must have been practicing long and hard to get such a level of mastery. In fact, she was better at it than he was.

      Gulan frowned, probably suspecting something, but that was because she knew her lady well and not because she had felt something. Khiann was certain of that.

      Tula pulled out a clay tablet and a stylus from her satchel. “Should we pretend to actually do some studying?”

      Annani waved a hand. “How silly of me. I forgot to ask the men to bring a tablecloth. Could you girls bring one? Napkins too. And a vase with flowers. After all, we cannot enjoy a repast on an unadorned table, can we?”

      This time Annani had not used a thrall. There was no need. Her co-conspirators were going to obey her wishes.

      Gulan sighed. “Come on, Tula. Let us get what the lady asks for.”

      The little girl giggled. “I will spend the next hour looking for the most beautiful flowers in the garden for your vase, my lady.”

      Khiann liked the girl, a lot. “Remind me to buy the sprite a gift,” he said after the girls had departed.

      “Tula is a good sport. Poor Gulan, though. She trembles in fear every time I pull a stunt like this.”

      He scooted a little closer and wrapped his arm around Annani’s shoulders. “I hope that by a stunt like this you are not referring to arranging clandestine meetings with other male gods.”

      Annani leaned away, putting some distance between them before casting a silencing shroud around the gazebo. “It depends. Are you asking about the past or the future?”

      It was difficult to shroud a space without walls, and Khiann could feel the ripples as outside sounds filtered through. He wondered whether he should reinforce it with one of his own. Annani might take offense, but it was important to keep their conversation private for several reasons, chief among them the possibility of Mortdh having spies inside the palace.

      As Khiann cast the shroud, the bubble he incased them in snapped into place with an audible pop. “Both,” he said, his words sounding as if he was talking inside a sealed chamber, which he kind of was. Now there were two shrouds protecting their privacy. Annani’s was the outer layer, and his was the inner one.

      Double security.

      The princess did not remark on it, although she was clearly aware of what he had done. Hopefully, it meant that she approved.

      Instead, Annani touched a small finger to her luscious lips. “Hmm, let me think.” She tapped her lips twice. “I have only done this once, two days ago. The meeting this evening was your idea, not mine. But I cannot say about the future. That depends on you and your actions or lack thereof.”

      What did she mean?

      He was doing everything in his power to move forward and get his courtship approved by Ahn. Or rather his father was doing it for him.

      “Right now my father is talking with yours, and we will soon know if there is a chance Ahn will approve of my request to court you.”

      Annani sighed. “That is between my father and yours, and it is out of our hands. What about what is or is not between the two of us?”

      Baffling woman.

      Why was she speaking in riddles?

      Was it a test of some sort?

      Khiann considered himself an intelligent god. He should be able to figure it out. Had he inadvertently offended Annani in some way?

      A moment of strained silence passed as he searched his mind and came up with nothing. “Please forgive me, but I do not know what you mean. You will have to be more direct.”

      Annani sighed. “I really hoped you would act differently once we were alone. I cannot help but feel disappointed.”
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      Are all males so obtuse?

      Except, it did not matter if Khiann understood her meaning or not. His action, or rather inaction, spoke louder than words.

      If he desired her even a fraction of how much she desired him, he would have been ravishing her the moment she had gotten rid of her guards and had sent Gulan and Tula away.

      Even though Annani had promised herself to remain passive this evening and let Khiann lead, she had taken the first step by inviting him to sit next to her on the bench. It was a clear signal that she was not only allowing his advances but inviting them.

      All he had to do was reach over, pull her into his lap, and start kissing. But had he?

      No.

      Instead, he was wasting valuable time talking.

      “What would you have me do?” Khiann asked.

      Shaking her head, Annani pushed up to her feet. “If I have to tell you then you are not the right god for me.”

      “Oh no, you do not.” Khiann grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back down so forcefully that she fell into his lap.

      “What are you doing?” Annani asked a little breathlessly. This was exactly what she had wanted him to do, but for the right reasons. Not because he had gotten angry or offended by her dismissal.

      “I came here for another kiss, and I am not leaving before I get one.”

      Reaching under her hair, his hand closed around her nape. His fingers were so long that he was practically encircling her entire throat, but he was gentle, caging her neck but not hurting her in any way. And as his lips descended upon hers, he stopped right before contact was made, waiting for her to close the remaining distance.

      Even in the height of passion, Khiann remembered to seek her consent, which was the way it should be. A male, even a dominant god, should always ensure that his advances were welcome. It did not detract one bit from the intensity Annani sought. On the contrary, it added to it.

      With a sigh that sounded more like a moan, Annani pressed her lips to Khiann’s, and by doing so snapped his restraint as surely as if she had severed the tether holding a wild animal.

      With her permission explicitly granted, Khiann’s ferocity was unleashed.

      And she had thought he did not desire her.

      Not only could she not have been more wrong, Annani had never been happier about having been mistaken.

      As he devoured her with his lips and his tongue, his hands roamed her back impatiently, urgently, the circles growing nearer and nearer the sides of her breasts.

      When was he going to touch her there?

      Her nipples hardening into two aching points, she moaned into Khiann’s mouth and pressed her breasts to his hard chest.

      “Is that what you want, little girl?” he hissed from in between his elongated fangs.

      It was a testament to how much she was turned on that his comment did not bother her. Khiann could call her a little girl, or whatever else he wanted, as long as he kept touching her.

      “Yes. More,” she mumbled into his mouth, slipping her own tongue inside and tasting his exquisite male flavor. The effect was like getting drunk. She felt dizzy and lightheaded.

      And happy.

      So incredibly happy that she could burst from how much happiness was inside her.

      Annani could never get enough of this. As soon as her father granted Khiann permission to court her, she was going to take this magnificent male to her bed. Or his. Or whatever bed was available.

      Perhaps even before permission was given.

      Every moment that they were not joined was a wasted one, and it did not matter that they had eternity ahead of them to enjoy each other.

      His hand brushed against the side of her breast, dangerously close to her nipple, and then halted. “More?” he asked.

      “Yes. More, more, and more.”

      When he palmed her through the dress, they both groaned in unison.

      As Annani felt herself grow wet and needy between her legs, she knew what it meant. Her mother had had the talk with her in that matter-of-fact way of hers, which had failed to mention how incredible the sensations were.

      It was so much more than Annani had anticipated.

      The pleasure was intense, but there was also the ache of an unfulfilled void. She knew what it meant as well. In theory.

      “Is that good?” Khiann whispered in her ear.

      “It is. But I ache for more.”

      “Impatient girl.” He nipped her soft earlobe, the small sting ratcheting her desire to a new level.

      Who knew a little pain could enhance pleasure?

      The body was indeed a marvelous thing.

      “Do it again,” she said, wanting to make sure she had not confused the sensation.

      “Did you like it?” He licked her earlobe instead, sending shivers down her spine.

      “I did. But I do not understand why.”

      His fingers closed around her nipple, and as he pinched it lightly, her eyes rolled back, and more moisture gathered down below.

      “Did you like this?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He palmed her breast, warming her nipple, and kissed her again, his lips soft this time, patient.

      “There is so much I can teach you, my beautiful flower.”

      The words excited and upset her at the same time. Excited, because she was eager to discover all the wonders of intimacy. Upset, because it reminded her that Khiann had sampled plenty of other females before her.

      “Promise me that you will never bed another female. You belong to me.”

      He chuckled. “From the moment you kissed me, I could think of no one but you. There will never be another. If your father refuses my suit, I shall take a vow of celibacy.”

      Annani rested her forehead on Khiann’s chest. “No, I would not want that for you. If we cannot be together, I want you to find another.” She smiled sadly. “Just make sure it is no one I know. And never bring her to the palace. At least not for a few years.”

      He sighed. “You are pure heart, Annani.”

      She lifted her head. “Did you hear that?”

      Khiann listened for a moment and then smiled. “Now I do. I think Tula is singing to let us know that they are coming back.” His hand closed around her nape again. “One last kiss.”

      “Yes, please.”
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      Khiann joined his parents in the carriage for the trip to the palace, instead of riding his horse behind it. As much as he loved the stallion, he did not want to arrive with the animal’s scent all over him, or with his tunic in less than pristine condition.

      Today's audience with Ahn and Nai was the most important of his life.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” his father said.

      “What if Ahn does not approve of me?”

      Navohn waved a hand, casting a sound barrier to keep their conversation private. “This is only a formality. What is not to approve of? You are a fine young god who any parent would be happy to secure for his or her daughter.”

      Contrary to his father’s reassurances, Khiann’s age was a problem. At nineteen, he did not inspire the same respect as an older, more experienced god would. “I am too young. Ahn might want a mature mate for Annani, someone who will help her and guide her in case she has to assume rule sooner than expected.”

      His mother laughed. “What on earth could happen that would require the princess to do so? She has thousands of years ahead of her to learn all she needs to know, and so do you. When the time comes, both of you are going to be well prepared.”

      Navohn patted Khiann’s shoulder. “As I said before. Unless you mumble like a fool, it is a done deal. Ahn wants Annani to be happy, but he does not want war with Mortdh. Therefore, your courtship would have to be done in secret. Once she announces you as her truelove mate, Mortdh would be bound by tradition to bow out gracefully. He will not lose face, and war would be averted.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Khiann leaned back against the plush pillows lining the carriage’s back and sides. What did a secret courtship involve?

      And how exactly were they going to keep it a secret?

      The palace was teeming with numerous immortals and humans who held various positions, and no doubt included quite a few who spied for Mortdh.

      Was he going to sneak into Annani’s room under a shroud?

      Should he think of a solution or wait for Ahn to suggest one?

      But the most important question was whether Annani was going to attend this meeting.

      It would be hard to concentrate with her present. For the past two days, Khiann could think of nothing else but the few intimate moments they had stolen in the gardens.

      As the carriage stopped in front of the palace’s gates, servants rushed to attend to them and their entourage.

      The doors to the palace were open, with Ahn’s personal secretary standing just outside of them and waiting to welcome Khiann’s parents, which reflected Navohn’s high standing with the ruler.

      “Greetings,” he said as he bowed deep to the elder gods and only inclined his head toward Khiann. “Lord Ahn is expecting you. Please follow me.” The immortal led Khiann and his parents into a small reception hall. “Please be seated.” He motioned to one of the two long divans flanking a low stone table.

      As the three of them waited in silence, it took Khiann a few moments to realize what bothered him about the setup that was otherwise welcoming and not as intimidating as the throne room. With no burning incense to corrupt the air, the chamber was not stifling.

      Which meant that there would be no hiding their emotions from the ruler and his mate. It was a well-known fact that Ahn could detect the tiniest variations in scent, and that it was impossible to hide things from him.

      By the same token, Ahn and Nai would be similarly exposed. The difference was that Khiann and his parents' senses were not as sharp as Ahn’s, and that put them at a disadvantage.

      But this was not about Ahn or Khiann’s parents. This was about Khiann.

      He was here to be tested, which was perfectly fine with him.

      He was ready.

      His intentions toward Annani were pure. Well, aside from a burning need to bed her, but then it was expected of him. A lack of intense desire for the one he wanted to court would have probably disqualified him.

      Gods were lustful creatures, especially toward their trueloves.

      A few moments later, when one of the doors opened, Khiann’s gut twisted in anticipation. But instead of Annani and her parents, a flurry of servants entered, holding trays loaded with refreshments.

      A long time passed until the doors were opened again by two guards, who bowed deeply as Ahn strode in with Nai at his side. Annani walked a couple of steps behind them.

      Khiann and his parents got to their feet and bowed, staying in the position until Ahn and Nai sat down at the divan across from them. When Annani sat next to her mother, Ahn motioned for her to move in between them.

      “Please sit down, my friends,” Ahn said. “This is an informal occasion. Make yourselves comfortable.”

      With a wave of his hand, their ruler dismissed the servants and the two guards, who bowed and retreated, walking backward until they cleared the room.

      As the doors clicked closed, Nai motioned at the table. “Please partake.”

      Khiann glanced at Annani, but she shook her head imperceptibly, letting him know he should focus on her father.

      Smart girl. He would do well to follow her instructions.

      “Thank you, my lady,” Navohn said. “And thank you for agreeing to see us, my lord.”

      Ahn waved his hand again, casting a soundproofing shroud around the chamber. Their ruler’s power was immense, his shroud snapping into place and sealing them inside an impenetrable shield. Compared to this, the one Navohn had cast in the carriage seemed like a child’s practice attempt.

      “Khiann.” Ahn pinned him with a hard stare. “Your father tells me that you and my daughter have exchanged messages, deciding that you are each other’s destined mates.”

      To protect Annani, that was how his father had explained it. But to continue the lie without the benefit of incense to mask their scents would be foolish. Besides, Annani might have confessed already.

      Khiann bowed his head. “We exchanged words, my lord.”

      Ahn nodded, the small smile curving one side of his mouth making him look cruel. “I see. What I want to know is who snuck to see whom?” He cast an inquiring glance at Annani.

      Not one to cower before anyone, not even the formidable Ahn, Annani lifted her chin. “I snuck out first to see Khiann, and then he came to the palace under the pretext of meeting Tula, Gulan’s little sister, and helping her with her school project.”

      “I assume Tula had no such assignment?” Still looking amused, which was a good sign, Ahn lifted a brow.

      Annani shook her head. “No.”

      “And how did you manage to elude your guards and sneak out to see Khiann?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh please, Father, as if it was difficult. I ordered Tula to get in my bed and pretend she was me, and then shrouded myself in her image. The guards thought that the two girls leaving my room were Gulan and her sister, and that I was sleeping in my chambers.”

      “So you forced both Gulan and Tula into being your accomplices?”

      “I did. Please do not be mad at them. I gave them no choice. And Khiann did not know what I was planning to do either. But I had to talk to him and convince him to come ask your permission to court me.”

      Nai was shaking her head while hiding a smile, and Ahn seemed to have trouble keeping a stern expression as well. It was obvious the two adored their daughter.

      “What kind of project was Tula supposed to work on?” Ahn asked.

      Annani lifted her hand and waved at Khiann. “Commerce, of course. That is why she needed Khiann’s help.”

      “I see.” He rubbed a hand over his square jaw. “This gives me an idea for a punishment. One that fits your crime.”

      Annani’s eyes widened in surprise. “Punishment? Is your displeasure with me not enough?”

      “Not this time, daughter. You put yourself in danger, and you coerced your poor maid into endangering her little sister.”

      Khiann would have been worried for Annani if not for Ahn’s smirk. A quick glance at Nai revealed her hiding a smile with a hand over her mouth, but her eyes betrayed her, sparkling with amusement.

      Ahn leveled his gaze at Khiann. “And you, my friend’s son. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Khiann bowed his head. “I cannot apologize, my lord, since my apology will not be sincere. I have adored Annani since we were children in school, but I have never entertained even the tiniest of hopes that she might be my fated truelove. I did not dare. But when she came to see me, I was grateful and elated, thanking the Fates for her courage and castigating myself for not acting first. I am humbled by Annani’s determination and her will to act upon it. She will make a fine ruler one day.”

      Seeming pleased by Khiann’s sincere answer, Ahn nodded. “You have guts, Khiann. If you were a coward who trembled in fear before me, I would have declined your suit. Not only because my Annani needs a strong mate to stand up to her, but because she needs you to lend her your strength and support. My daughter’s journey is not going to be easy. It is going to be fraught with peril.”

      Khiann bowed his head again. “It would be my honor and my privilege.”

      “That being said, you were a co-conspirator in Annani’s scheme and therefore will share in her punishment.”

      “Of course, my lord.” As long as his suit was accepted, Khiann was willing to suffer any torment Ahn could come up with.

      Except, Annani joining him in the punishment was not going to happen. If Ahn needed to punish someone, he could do as he pleased with Khiann, but not Annani. He was about to speak up when she beat him to it.

      “What punishment, Father?” Annani asked in a tone that was defiant and not at all fearful.

      “I appoint Khiann as your tutor. That project Tula supposedly had to do for school is now yours. You are to prepare a full and detailed report on the subject of commerce. Khiann is going to come to the palace every day after his work for his father is done and teach you what he knows. You are to compile this knowledge into a comprehensive report and submit it to me in one moon rotation.”

      As Annani realized her father’s plan, a smile spread across her beautiful face. “Does this mean that the old goat is no longer my tutor and Khiann is taking his place?”

      “For one moon rotation. After that time I will reevaluate, depending on the quality of that report.” Ahn winked. “And, of course, on the level of dedication the two of you show.”
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      “I like the boy,” Nai said as they retired to their bedchamber for the night. “He is handsome.”

      Ahn arched a brow. “Is that the only criterion for a suitable mate for your daughter? All gods are handsome, and all goddesses are beautiful.”

      “I am not referring to his features, although they are most pleasing, it is his bearing that impresses me.” Nai sat on the bed and removed her sandals. “He is confident without being arrogant, and he is honest without being foolish about it. Besides, did you see how Annani looked at him?”

      Ahn sat next to his mate and wrapped his arm around her. “It is the same look you gave me when I first saw you bathing in that pond. It got me in a lot of trouble.”

      “Are you sorry that I entrapped you?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “How many times have you asked me this question, and how many times have I answered never?”

      She laughed. “Thousands.”

      None other than he got to see this side of his mate. Mindful of her humble beginnings, Nai always strove to appear regal and composed. She only dropped that mask when they were alone. It was in moments like these, with her face relaxed and her laughter free and uninhibited, that he loved her the most.

      “I thank the Fates every day for your incredible courage to do what you did. If not for your subterfuge, I would have been mated to my cousin, and she would have made my life miserable. Instead, you forced my hand and made me the happiest of gods.”

      She leaned her head on his shoulder. “You were mine, I knew it the moment I saw you. I could not wait until I was of mating age because it would have been too late, and you would have mated your intended.” Even after all these years, and all of his reassurances, Nai still felt the need to explain herself and why she had acted the way she had. Others might have scorned her, even to this day, but not him. Nevertheless, Ahn liked to tease her about it.

      “So it had nothing to do with my status?”

      Nai huffed. “You asked me that same question thousands of times, and my answer was always the same.” She mimicked his words to her. “No. I would have done the same if you were the lowliest of gods. You are my truelove. I have a feeling Annani and Khiann are the real deal too. I hope so, for her sake. It always saddened me to think of her in a loveless joining with Mortdh. He would have squashed her spirit.”

      “I hope I am not committing a grave mistake.” Ahn sighed. “Even though bowing out would be the right thing to do, when Mortdh finds out, he will be enraged nonetheless. Fates only know what he will do.”

      “You can offer him Areana as consolation. She is second in line after Annani.”

      “He will not accept a much older daughter from a mistress, especially not one who was already mated.”

      Areana was Ahn’s only other child. Born a century before Nai had entered his life, she was older than his mate, who had been only sixteen when he had joined with her.

      The pledge of eternal fidelity Ahn had made for taking Nai a year shy of her majority had turned out to be superfluous. Since their first fateful encounter, he had never desired anyone but her.

      “Widowed,” Nai shook her head. “The poor woman. It has been years since her mate was killed, and yet she still mourns him and refuses to consider another.”

      “Bandits are the bane of our existence. I wish there were more of us to eliminate this plague once and for all.”

      “You could do what Mortdh is doing and assemble an army of humans to fight them. He is insane but not stupid.”

      Ahn shook his head. “I will not stoop that low. Humans serve and worship us in exchange for our benevolent leadership and guidance. I will not repay their trust by leading them into a war that will result in countless casualties. Our obligation is to help them live good lives. Sacrificing them on our command is not part of the deal.” He had wronged humans once, eliminating the vast majority of their population. He was not going to wrong them again.

      “But bandit attacks are causing much loss and suffering to humans as well. Do you not think that they would like to defend themselves?”

      “They are free to do so. I allow armed guards, but I will not allow an army. Humans are violent. They will start with the bandits and continue against each other, and soon wars will erupt between the city-states.”

      Ahn was well aware of his people’s bloody history and the terrible things they had done, one that his young mate had no knowledge of. None of the subsequent generations of gods had. It was better that way. As long as they believed that they were peaceful and benevolent people, they would act as such.

      It had worked for thousands of years.

      But now Mortdh was threatening to destroy that carefully constructed and fiercely maintained illusion.

      Far away in his northern stronghold, he did as he pleased, ignoring the laws that had governed the gods, keeping their destructive powers in check since the very beginning of their settlement in this remote corner of the universe.
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      As Annani followed Nai’s maid to her mother’s private reception room, she wondered what the summons was about. Her lessons with Khiann were supposed to start that same evening, so it probably had to do with that.

      Would Nai have some words of wisdom for her? Finally share with her the secrets of seduction?

      Doubtful.

      It would probably be about what she was not supposed to do while alone with Khiann, and not what she wanted to do. If Annani had her way, there would be very little studying done and a lot of kissing and touching. The question was how many guards her parents would send to keep her from getting what she wanted.

      No matter.

      Between her powers and Khiann’s, they would have no problem thralling a number of guards in a way that would leave no trace and no lingering suspicions.

      “You wanted to see me, Mother?” Annani bowed as she entered the chamber.

      Gulan, who entered behind her, bowed deeper and then retreated to the back of the room and stood against the wall.

      Nai lifted her head and gifted Annani with one of her rare smiles. “Yes, daughter of mine. Please come sit with me.”

      It was not that her mother was a somber or unhappy goddess, quite the opposite was true. Nai adored Ahn and counted herself the luckiest female for capturing him. But she also loved her role as the ruler’s mate, and as such, she had to exude authority, which she interpreted as holding her head high and acting serious at all times, even around her only child.

      “I wish to converse with Annani in private.” She dismissed Gulan and her own maid.

      Gulan looked beyond relieved as she bowed again and left the room.

      Nai intimidated her, as she did most people. Knowing how strong her influence on Ahn was, and how much he valued his mate’s opinion, gods, as well as immortals and humans, trod lightly around her.

      Arranging the folds of her dress, Annani sat on the divan across from her mother, careful to keep her back straight and her chin held high and look as regal as her mother expected her to look at all times. Fates forbid she would dare to slouch, or let an unseemly crease mar the skirt of her dress.

      When the maid closed the door behind her and Gulan, Nai cast a soundproofing shroud around the room. “You will do the same every time Khiann is with you,” she told Annani.

      “Why? It is not as if we are going to be alone.”

      Nai lifted both brows. “Really? What do you take me for, a fool? Two powerful gods who want to be alone will find a way to do as they please. But you are young and inexperienced, and you might forget that unbeknownst to you someone might be listening in. Always shroud conversations you do not wish overheard.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Nai reached for a cup of water and took a sip, then put the cup down and sighed. “This talk is long overdue. And since you are about to become intimate with another god, I cannot delay any longer. It is hard for a mother to accept that her little girl is all grown up.”

      Annani stifled the impulse to roll her eyes. She could not remember her mother ever babying her or treating her as anything other than the future ruler of the realm.

      Besides, if Nai was referring to what transpired between a male and a female, they had already had that talk, and Nai had explained the basics of what went where and why.

      Her mother had delivered the information in the most dry and technical terms possible. It had not been a very inspiring or motivating talk. If Annani had based her expectation solely on her mother’s words, she would have never felt the desire to be intimate with anyone.

      Fortunately, her imagination had supplied the missing details, and then a few conversations with her very talkative and not at all bashful seamstress had confirmed what Annani had suspected all along. There was much pleasure to be had, and procreation was not the main goal.

      “We already had the talk, Mother.”

      Nai waved a hand. “Those were only the basic facts. There is so much more.”

      Duh. “I see. What else can you teach me, Mother?” Annani widened her eyes in mock innocence.

      Nai had either not noticed or had chosen to ignore Annani’s impudence. “As I explained before, a male god, as well as a male immortal, bites his female during intercourse, mostly around the time he reaches his climax, which is when he fills the female with his male essence.”

      Great, Nai’s delivery was exactly the same it had been the other time. Dry and uninspiring. Ekin had been more passionate when explaining about his improvements to the irrigation system than her mother was when talking about matters of the flesh.

      Nai lifted her cup and took another sip of water. “What I have not told you is that the venom of a male god or immortal is addictive.”

      That was indeed news to Annani. “In what way? Does it make the female crave more intimacy?”

      “It does. But if she is intimate with only one male and his venom is the only one to enter her system, she will crave only him and will be repulsed by others.”

      That did not sound too bad. Annani had no intention of taking on other lovers. She was going to be faithful to Khiann and demand the same from him. And if they were each other's fated trueloves it would not be a problem at all.

      She shrugged. “I do not care. I only want Khiann.”

      Her mother smiled indulgently. “You are infatuated with the boy. That does not necessarily mean love, and certainly not truelove, even though I am sure you are convinced that it does.”

      Nai was wrong, but Annani had to play along. She had been granted her wish and was going to see Khiann every day. No way was she going to jeopardize this by acting disrespectfully toward her mother.

      “That is what the courtship is for. We will explore our feelings for each other.”

      Nai laughed. “I am sure more than feelings will be explored.”

      Then her expression turned serious again. “This is exactly what I want to talk to you about. First of all, Khiann’s courtship is unofficial. Until the two of you are sure that you are each other's trueloves, Mortdh cannot find out about it. All his spies will report to him is that you have a new tutor.”

      “A handsome young god. I am sure he is going to get suspicious.”

      “He might. But Mortdh is not in love with you, and he does not care what you do. What he cares about, though, are appearances. He would not mind too much if you do not remain chaste until you join him, but he would be enraged if you become pregnant and have a child that is not his.”

      Annani waved a dismissive hand. “The chances of that are so small that it is of no concern. How often do goddesses conceive?”

      “Rarely. But it is a possibility. Add to that the certainty of addiction, and you will understand why you should not engage in intercourse with Khiann until you are sure he is the one.”

      Annani narrowed her eyes. “What exactly does the addiction entail? And how can I avoid it? Most goddesses, other than those who are joined with their truelove, are not monogamous or faithful to their mates. How do they manage that?”

      “When a goddess or an immortal female is sexually active, the only way she can avoid addiction to one male is to frequently change partners. A mix of several venoms prevents the addiction to a particular one. Once the addiction sets in, it is impossible for her to be with any other male other than the one she is addicted to because she will feel no attraction to anyone else.”

      “What if something happens to that male? Like what happened to poor Areana’s mate? Is that why she is still alone?”

      Nai shook her head. “She is alone because she still mourns his death and chooses not to take a new lover. The addiction is long gone. Initially, she must have suffered terrible withdrawal pangs on top of the pain of losing her truelove, but with time they had no doubt subsided. A widow is not sentenced to eternal loneliness.”

      “What about the males? Do they get addicted as well?” It would be terribly unfair if they did not.

      “Eventually, they get addicted too. But it takes less time for the female to succumb than for the male.”

      Annani crossed her arms over her chest. “This is so unfair.”

      Nai clasped Annani’s hands. “I know, my dear girl. Promise me that you will wait to get intimate with Khiann until you are certain that he is the one. I do not want you to suffer through withdrawal. I hear that it is terrible.”

      “I promise.”

      Since Annani knew with unshakable certainty that Khiann was the one, it had been an easy promise to make. She might wait a week or two to prove it to herself beyond a shadow of a doubt and to comply with her mother’s wishes, but not longer than that.

      Her attraction to Khiann was too powerful to resist.
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      “What do you think of this one?” Annani shook out the skirt of the new blue dress her seamstress had delivered that morning, smoothing out the folds and creases.

      The order had been fulfilled with unusual speed. Typically, it took the immortal weeks to be done with the elaborate embroidery adorning Annani’s dresses and tunics, not days. For some reason, the seamstress had been exceedingly eager to please this time, and more talkative and full of questions than ever.

      Delani was such a gossip.

      For a change, however, Annani had been careful, censoring her words and keeping her excitement bottled up, lest the woman suspected something and started asking questions. A lot was at stake and letting a hint slip out could have devastating consequences. Fates forbid Mortdh found out about Khiann’s courtship.

      Who knew who else the seamstress talked to?

      Not everyone was as trustworthy as Gulan, who Annani regarded more as a friend than a servant.

      “It is most flattering, my lady.” The girl lifted the dresses Annani had tossed over the privacy partition, discarding them as not pretty enough, or too fancy, or not fancy enough.

      On the one hand, Annani wanted to look her best for Khiann, but on the other hand, she did not want to appear as if she was trying too hard or showing off her status.

      Khiann was going to arrive shortly, for the first time in his official capacity as her suitor. Their non-official, hush-hush courtship period was about to start, and Annani needed to look as tempting and as alluring as possible without it being obvious that she had dedicated much thought to it.

      It was such a tough choice.

      “Is it nicer than the others?”

      “They are all beautiful, my lady, and you look magnificent in every one. I cannot choose one over the other.”

      Ugh. Gulan probably considered offering her honest opinion as too forward, or maybe she was just indecisive. In either case, her friend was not much help.

      Perhaps she should call her guards in. A male’s opinion could have been helpful. After all, what looked pleasing to a female’s eyes might leave a male indifferent.

      Except, asking the guards was inappropriate. Annani treated them as her friends, but unfortunately, they could not reciprocate in kind. There was an invisible and yet very tangible wall of propriety between a princess and her servants. Besides, they would probably react precisely the same as Gulan, saying everything looked beautiful.

      Camel droppings. Having an older brother would have been beneficial in so many ways.

      Annani chuckled at the absurdity of the thought. If she had an older brother, she would not be in the predicament she was in because she would not be first in line to rule, and Mortdh would not be interested in her. She would be free to mate with whomever she pleased, and her choice would not have the catastrophic potential of starting a war.

      Indeed, an older brother could have been the answer to much more significant problems than choosing a dress to wear for Khiann.

      Maybe in the absence of a brother an uncle would do?

      Annani could ask Ekin. Her father’s older and much more fun half-brother was probably the only person she trusted to tell her the truth. Even her parents told her only what they thought she should know. Which she thought was dishonest and cast a shadow on her relationship with them. In Annani’s opinion omitting information, especially when it pertained to her, was almost as bad as lying.

      Ekin always answered her questions to the best of his ability.

      Besides, he knew about her and Khiann, which meant that stifling her excitement would not be necessary around him. Annani wanted to dance and sing and tell everyone how happy she was.

      Instead, she had to pretend as if nothing unusual was going on.

      Except, her uncle’s quarters were situated on the other side of the palace, and asking him to come to her chamber would border on disrespectful. On the other hand, crossing the palace with each new dress she wanted his opinion on was too time-consuming, and she was in a bit of a rush.

      It seemed Gulan would have to do.

      With a sigh, Annani tried a different approach. “Which color do you think looks best on me?”

      “All colors look good on you, my lady. But personally, I think red hues complement your complexion the best.”

      Annani peeked from behind the partition. “Are you sure? Even with my red hair?”

      Gulan shrugged. “I am not an expert. Perhaps I should get the seamstress?”

      That could have been an excellent idea if Annani had the time. After all, Delani was her primary source of information on everything that had to do with the male sex. If nothing else, a few giggles over some racy stories might have calmed the flurry of butterflies taking flight in Annani’s stomach.

      “Hand me the burgundy one,” she told her maid. The dress was not new, but she had worn it only once before. The fabric was beautiful, soft and airy, which was vitally important since Annani did not do well in the heat, especially when she was excited, and the air was still hot out in the gardens.

      Sweating was most unbecoming, and it would be several more hours before the night cooled sufficiently to be comfortable.

      Since the fabric of the dress was unadorned, Annani added a gold necklace, a matching pair of earrings, and a circlet to hold her hair back.

      “Not bad,” she told the reflection in the mirror. She was not overdressed or underdressed, and she looked pretty.

      “Perfect,” Gulan sighed. “Master Khiann is going to swoon.”

      Annani huffed. “Male gods do not swoon.” On second thought, though, she giggled thinking that he might get a little dizzy if all the blood from his big body rushed into a certain part of him.

      Knowing Gulan, though, that had not been what had prompted her comment. The girl was too innocent to entertain thoughts of that nature.

      “My apologies, my lady.” Gulan bowed.

      “No apologies required.” Annani pulled her friend into a quick embrace. “You are my best friend. I want you to always speak your mind when we are alone.”

      As Gulan returned the hug, her long, strong arms were as gentle as those of a mother embracing a child. “And you are mine. But I cannot behave one way when we are alone and another when we are not. It is too confusing. I love you in my heart, but whether anyone else is present or not, I prefer to always address you with the respect and deference you deserve. It makes matters simpler for me.”

      “Oh, Gulan.” Annani stretched on the tips of her toes and kissed her friend’s cheek. “I am so lucky to have you. I would have been so lonely without you.” Hiring Gulan as her handmaid and protector was the best thing Annani’s parents had done for her. Other than giving her life, of course.

      A lone tear slid down Gulan’s cheek. “Thank you.” Embarrassed, she quickly wiped the tear and forced a smile. “My apologies for getting overly emotional.”

      Annani patted her shoulder. “Your big heart is one of the things I love most about you. Feel free to get emotional whenever you feel like it.”

      Gulan was a big softy who got teary-eyed over cute babies and fluffy kittens and true love stories.

      A moment later there was a quiet knock on the door, followed by a hesitant, “My lady?”

      “What is it? You can come in, Gumer.”

      The guard opened the door just enough to stick his head through it. “Your tutor has arrived, my lady. He is waiting for you in the gazebo as you have instructed.”

      “Thank you. I will be out in a minute,” Annani said.

      Gumer bowed and closed the door.

      Taking a deep breath, she smoothed the skirt of her dress once again.

      “Okay, one last look in the mirror.” Satisfied with her appearance, Annani turned to Gulan. “Shall we?”
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      “Stop stressing, you look fine.” Esag tugged on Khiann’s tunic. It was a little tight at the chest, which caused it to ride up. He had bulked up since it had been made for him several moon cycles before.

      “Fine is not good enough.”

      “How about dashingly handsome?“

      Khiann smiled. “Better. But the tunic is too tight. Maybe I should wear a different one?”

      It was the best casual garment he owned. The others were either too fancy or too plain. Up until today, Khiann had not concerned himself with clothing, and whatever his mother ordered for him had been fine. Except, he was about to court a princess and needed to look the part.

      “It shows off your muscles. Girls like a muscular chest.”

      “Is that so?” Khiann gave the tunic another tug and puffed up the aforementioned body part, putting even more strain on the seams. The stitching held.

      Good. It would have been embarrassing to have the garment tear in Annani’s presence.

      “You look irresistible, my lord,” Esag taunted in a feminine tone while fanning himself with his hand.

      “Now look at what you have done.” Khiann batted his eyelashes. “You made me blush.”

      As Esag had no doubt intended, the teasing had lightened the mood, easing the churning in Khiann’s gut. Judging by his nervousness, one might think he was a blushing virgin and not an experienced young god who had bedded females aplenty and had not heard a single complaint yet.

      If anyone should be nervous, it was Annani.

      He wondered what she was doing. Was she standing in front of her mirror the same as he was and fretting about her appearance?

      Not that she had anything to worry about. He would think her the most beautiful female ever born no matter how she was dressed. Even a commoner’s garb looked good on her.

      Taking one last glance at the mirror, Khiann gave his tunic another tug for good measure and raked his fingers through his shoulder-length hair, pushing the wavy strands behind his ears. It still looked messy.

      “Hand me the comb, Esag.”

      His squire shook his head. “You do not want to appear too well-groomed. Girls go for the carefree, tousled style.” Esag demonstrated by pushing his fingers through his own dark hair and then tossing his head from side to side. “I present the wind-blown style.”

      “More like the just-fell-out-off-bed style.” Nevertheless, Khiann decided to take Esag’s advice and forgo the comb. “Let us go. I do not want to be late.”

      They walked to the palace instead of riding their horses, first of all because Khiann did not want the animal smell clinging to his clothes, and secondly because he figured his visit would draw less attention if they arrived on foot.

      As they entered the palace’s inner courtyard, Gulan waved at them from the front door, then blushed furiously when Esag bowed to her in greeting.

      “Good evening, Master Khiann.” She bowed. “My lady awaits you in the gazebo.”

      “Thank you, and good evening to you as well. Please, lead the way.” Khiann waved his hand.

      “How are you, Gulan?” Esag asked.

      “I am well,” the girl answered without looking at the squire, bowed again, and then quickly turned on her heel.

      As she walked briskly toward the gardens, Khiann and Esag followed a couple of steps behind her.

      The nervous energy radiating from Gulan was palpable, and Khiann was quite sure that it had nothing to do with Annani and his first official tutoring session, and everything to do with his squire.

      He needed to have a talk with Esag about leading the girl on. If the guy cared about Gulan even a little, he should dial down the charm and act indifferent. At first, her feelings might get hurt, but it would be better for her in the long run. The girl should set her sights on an available immortal, not one who was promised to another.

      As they reached the gazebo, and Khiann got his first glimpse of Annani, all thoughts of Gulan and Esag were forgotten. She looked resplendent in her dark red dress, the soft fabric hugging her lush body most enticingly. Annani was small and not at all voluptuous, but every part of her was made to perfection.

      Fates, how he wanted to pull her into his arms and run his hands all over those slender feminine curves. But courtship was not about the meeting of bodies, or at least it was not supposed to be. It was supposed to be about the meetings of minds and hearts and about ascertaining compatibility.

      In theory.

      In reality, males were slaves to their baser natures and filled with carnal thoughts. He would do his best, though, and hope it was enough.

      Khiann bowed. “Greetings, my lady.”

      With a tiny smirk, Annani inclined her head in a perfunctory bow. “Good evening, Master Khiann. I am eager for our first lesson to begin.”

      “Yes, indeed.” Khiann pulled out his tablet from his satchel and put it on the stone table. “I prepared a list of the goods currently imported and also of those exported.”

      Annani clapped her hands. “Splendid. It sounds fascinating.” Taking a seat on the bench, she motioned for him to join her.

      “Come on, Gulan.” Esag took the maid’s elbow. “While these two discuss commerce, I am going to teach you how to defend yourself and your lady.”

      The girl glanced at Annani. “Do I have your permission to leave, my lady?”

      “Yes. You should have taken combat lessons a long time ago. Size and physical strength are not enough to stave off an attack.”

      Gulan’s dark complexion got a shade darker and ruddier. “As you command, my lady.” She executed a slight bow before letting Esag lead her down the meandering garden path.

      As the two walked away, Khiann leaned and whispered in Annani’s ear, “You should not encourage this. Esag is promised to another.”

      Annani’s face fell. “That is such a shame. Gulan is quite taken with him.”

      “I have noticed. I will have a talk with him.”

      “Poor Gulan. She is going to be crushed, especially since Esag seems to genuinely like her.” Annani sighed. “People should be free to choose their mates. I do not support the custom of parents arranging their children’s engagements at a young age. It is a loophole that allows them to circumvent the law of consent. I do not know how loving parents can sentence their child to a loveless joining.”

      Khiann took her hand. “Of course you do not. You are a victim of that custom.”

      A slight, barely there rustle of leaves reminded Khiann that he should have cast a shroud around them before speaking so freely. It could have been nothing more than a bird in a tree, but it could have also been one of Mortdh’s spies.

      Concentrating, he cast a complicated shroud, creating not only a sound barrier but also an illusion of Annani and him poring over his tablet. As soon as it was in place, he turned to his princess and smiled. “Are you ready for your first lesson, my love?”

      Annani gasped. “Did you just call me your love?”

      “Yes, I did.” He took her hand and brought it to his lips for a kiss. “I have fallen for you, my feisty sprite.”

      “But our courtship has not even begun yet.”

      “I know what is in my heart. I have known it for a very long time and tried to ignore it because I thought there was not the slightest chance of anything ever coming of it. But now that you have given me that chance, I am going to prove to you that I am your one and only.”

      With a soft sigh, Annani lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of his. “You do not have to prove anything to me. I already know that we are fated to be joined for eternity.”
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      Gods help me, Gulan thought as she reluctantly let Esag lead her away.

      Annani had been too preoccupied with Khiann to notice the desperate plea in Gulan’s eyes, which had been begging for the opposite of what her words had been asking for. She had not wanted to leave with the squire. She could not handle being alone with him.

      Was this love? Or was this illness?

      Immortals did not get sick, so it must have been the former.

      Did Annani suffer from sweaty palms, racing heartbeat, difficulty breathing, and nausea?

      Gulan did not think so. Annani might have exhibited a few signs of nervous excitement, but at no point had her lady been close to fainting as Gulan was now.

      The effect of Esag’s proximity was not enjoyable. If that was how love or attraction or whatever that was felt, then it was poisonous.

      “This looks like a good spot.” Esag pointed to a clearing in the garden. “We can practice here.”

      Her throat too tight for talking, Gulan nodded.

      “I am going to show you a few basic moves.” He retook her elbow and positioned her in the center of the dirt patch delineated by bushes. “Stand here.”

      He took a step back and looked at her hands, which were clasped tightly together. “You need to loosen up. Drop your arms by your sides and shake them like you are shaking water off.” He demonstrated.

      She imitated him. “Like this?” Her voice came out barely louder than a whisper.

      “Yes. That is good. Now do the same with your legs.” He winked. “One leg at a time. I do not want you to fall on your pretty face.”

      At the compliment, Gulan felt her face heat up even worse. She was probably redder than a pomegranate.

      Once she was done shaking out her legs, he had her shake her arms again. Gulan felt silly but did as he instructed. Not one to argue or assert herself, she did all that he asked of her. Besides, if she cooperated, the training session would be over sooner rather than later. She could go to the fountain and splash some water on her burning cheeks before returning to Annani.

      “Now you are ready.” Esag smiled. “I am going to show you the first basic move. Pretend you want to grab me.”

      “Grab you where?”

      He patted his chest. “Pretend you are a thug and grab my tunic here.”

      Hesitantly, she reached for his tunic, but before she could grab a fistful, Esag caught her wrist and pulled her forward while turning around in slow motion. “I do not want to complete the move, but the idea is to use your opponent’s momentum and throw him over your shoulder.”

      That did not make any sense. “Why would I want to carry him on my shoulder?”

      Esag laughed. “I meant to throw him over, so he hits the ground, not keep him there.”

      “Oh.”

      “I would have demonstrated, but I do not want to hurt you.”

      That defied the purpose of the lesson. If she was already there and suffering Esag’s disturbing proximity, she should at least learn a few moves.

      “I am not easily hurt. Please show me how it is done because I do not understand what you mean.”

      “Are you sure? I am going to throw you on the ground, and it is going to hurt your back, and your tunic is going to get dirty.”

      It felt good to be treated like a girl. Not many people did, most expecting her to act like a boy just because she was as tall and as strong as one. Gulan did not like it, but she was used to it, and to gain the ability to protect her lady better, she was willing to suffer much worse than an aching back and dirty clothes.

      Those were nothing.

      The problem was Esag. Touching him, and getting touched by him. She was not herself around him. A different teacher would have been preferable. Except, she could not back out now without offending him.

      Besides, no one else had offered to train her, and she was too shy to ask one of the guards, or any male for that matter. It would have been nice to have a female warrior to teach her, but there were none.

      Females did not train for combat.

      “Do not worry about me. It is my duty and obligation to protect my lady to the best of my ability. I want to learn.”

      “As you wish.” Esag did not look or sound sure. “I will try to make your fall as gentle as possible.”

      “Do not.” She wanted to add that she was a big girl and could take it, but that was kind of obvious and nothing she wished to emphasize.

      For the first time in Gulan’s life, a male was showing interest in her, and not just any male, a handsome squire who could have any girl he wanted. If he found her desirable, she was not going to point out why she was not.

      “Try to grab my tunic again.” He pointed at his chest.

      Taking a deep breath, Gulan lurched forward, hoping to catch Esag before he had time to react, but his reflexes were fast, and he grabbed her wrist the same way he had done before, only this time he did not stop.

      Turning, he gave a mighty pull on her arm and swept her leg from under her with his. For one short moment, she was draped over his back, and in the next, she was flying heels over head in the air. With a loud thud, she landed on the ground.

      Still holding on to her wrist, Esag straddled her, a knee on each side. “This is how you make sure your opponent does not get up. You sit on him.”

      “You are not sitting on me.” Thanks the gods for that.

      “No, I am not.” He jumped up, helping her to her feet by pulling on her wrist again. “But you get what I mean.”

      Gulan nodded, then patted her tunic to dislodge the leaves and dirt clinging to its back.

      “Are you all right?” Esag asked.

      “Yes. I think I can do it.”

      He turned her around and patted her back to clean the rest of the dirt off her, making her blush again as his hand brushed against her bottom.

      Did he do it on purpose?

      Gods, she hoped not.

      When he was done, Esag walked over to the middle of the clearing. “I am heavy, and you may not be able to lift me. Use my momentum and put your back into it.”

      Was he teasing her? Esag had seen her lift a boy and throw him across the schoolyard without using any technique. This was going to be easy.

      On second thought, though, maybe she should pretend and fail on purpose?

      It was not feminine to be so strong.

      The thing was, Gulan hated to lie and was exceedingly bad at it, which was the main reason why Annani’s shenanigans were so difficult for her. Duplicity of any kind was foreign to her nature. Even keeping secrets was an effort.

      She would have to throw him. The other thing that bothered her was where exactly was Esag going to grab her? She could not point at her chest as he had.

      “I am sure that I can throw you over my shoulder.”

      “We will see. Drape your braid over your front. I am going to pretend as if I am going for it.”

      Thank the gods Esag solved that dilemma.

      She followed his instructions, pulling her heavy braid and draping it over her left breast. Hopefully, she could catch Esag’s wrist before his hand reached her. What if he got ahold of more than her hair?

      As his eyes followed her movements, they lingered on her chest for a moment too long before returning to her face. Apparently, the same thought had crossed his mind.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Gulan nodded.

      Esag did not move as fast as she had expected him to, giving her ample time to catch his wrist before his hand could close around her braid.

      Another thing she had not expected was for her pull to be so strong that she did not need to trip his leg in order to send him flying over her shoulder. If not for her hand still holding onto his wrist, Esag would have landed in the bushes bordering the clearing.

      As it was, he landed on the ground with a mighty thud and a loud grunt.

      Gulan stopped his forward movement, letting go of his wrist only when she was sure he would not slide further away. As she straddled him, her knees on either side of him, her long tunic rode up her thighs.

      Esag smiled up at her as if he was the one who had emerged triumphant, his hands landing on her thighs. “Gods, you are beautiful. I could stare into those green eyes of yours for eternity.”

      That was the last thing Gulan had expected him to say. She had been ready for comments about her strength, or about her heavy weight on top of him. She had even braced for a disgusted expression or a sour one. But not this.

      For a moment, she remained frozen, looking into Esag’s smiling eyes, terrified by how good his hands felt on her thighs.

      What was she supposed to say? That she found him beautiful as well? That she could stare into those smiling eyes of his for eternity too?

      Instead, she bolted upright and ran.

      “Gulan!” Esag called after her. “Wait! What happened?” He chased her, the sound of his flopping sandals thundering in her ears.

      She wished she could put the storm of feelings raging inside her into words or at least calm down for long enough to answer him, but it was no use.

      Gulan just kept on running.
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      As Annani let go of Khiann’s hand, he clasped it again. “I need to keep touching you.”

      “Someone might see us.”

      “I added a visual shroud to the sound barrier. Anyone passing by will see us sitting with our heads bent over my tablet and will think we are studying. We can do whatever we want as long as we are inside the gazebo.”

      Annani’s demeanor changed in an instant, the seductive smirk and smiling eyes hinting at her intentions. “Anything we want?”

      My princess is not shy. Thank you, wise Fates.

      Other males might have preferred a demure mate, but Khiann did not. Annani’s assertiveness and commanding presence excited him, challenged him, and made him eager to play. With her, there would not be a dull moment.

      In one swift move, he lifted her off the bench and onto his lap. “Anything your heart desires.”

      She cupped his cheek. “My heart and my body are in accord in their desires. I want your lips on mine and your hands all over me.”

      Dear Fates, the girl was temptation personified. Khiann had a feeling she would not object if he threw her over the table and had his way with her.

      Was he the luckiest of gods or what?

      But even though the hard rod in his breeches disagreed, it was too soon for that. Annani was an untried virgin, and despite her bravado had a lot to learn about intimacy and what it entailed.

      According to the sensual arts teacher his father had hired for him, a female required a buildup of intimacy and trust before surrendering her body to a male, and the first time was the most important one. If the experience were fulfilling, both emotionally and physically, it would set a positive tone for the future. Conversely, a less than satisfactory first experience had the potential of ruining her expectations and making her less than enthusiastic for repeats.

      His teacher had warned Khiann to take his time with females, especially the young and inexperienced ones. Even when the girl was impatient and implied that she was ready, it was not always so. It was his responsibility to ascertain that she was.

      People were not animals, she had said, and the sexual act was not only about fulfilling basic needs and procreation. Without the heart and the mind, the joining was not as satisfying.

      Her teachings had served Khiann well. He had not been in love with any of his former partners, but he had never taken to bed a female he had not liked or one that he had not felt some sort of a connection with.

      How much more fulfilling would the experience be with the one he loved? No doubt unimaginably so.

      Provided he exercised restraint.

      It would be a mistake to succumb too soon because his sprite was in a hurry to sample the fruits of passion. Too much was at stake. They had eternity to enjoy each other, and he was going to make sure that they started it right, which meant following his teacher’s advice to the letter.

      By the time he joined with Annani, he would know her soul, and her heart and her body’s every response to every touch better than he knew his own.

      Lifting his hand, he gently rubbed his finger over her lush lower lip, then bent his head and kissed her, just a soft, featherlight kiss.

      “You smell like sunshine and first rain,” he murmured against her lips.

      She giggled. “What is the difference between the first and the second rain? And I did not know sunshine had a smell.”

      “It is how I imagine the scents of happiness and vitality.”

      “Oh. It sounds nice.” She leaned into him, pressing her small body against his chest as if seeking to touch as much of him as possible. “You smell like thunder and lightning.”

      “I did not know they had a smell.”

      As Khiann held her to him, his palm slowly sliding up and down her exposed back, he applauded her choice of dress. It allowed him to touch her bare skin which was as soft as a petal and as smooth as silk.

      “That is how I imagine the scents of power and vigor.” Annani closed her eyes and submitted to his soft touches, her back muscles relaxing under his hands. “It feels so good,” she mumbled into his chest. “I feel so close to you. Closer than I ever felt to anyone.”

      His heart swelling with love, he kissed her forehead. “I feel the same way.”

      “But as good as this is, I ache for more.” She sighed and put her hand over her flat belly. “There is hunger in me that only you can satisfy.”

      Clever sprite, she was redirecting their conversation to where she wanted it to go.

      “Have you ever satisfied yourself?” he asked.

      Annani chuckled. “Many times, and more so since I saw you again in the throne room. I do not want it to go to your head, but you have been the star of all of my girly fantasies.”

      He leaned back. “All of them? You have never thought of another male?”

      “No, only you.” She leaned away and looked up at him. “I have been loyal to you even in my dreams, and it makes me angry to think that you were not.” She pouted and looked away.

      Fates, if he had known that he would have never touched another female. But then he would have been just as inexperienced as she was and could not teach her all the marvels of the sensual arts he had learned.

      “I am so sorry, but I have not dared to even dream of you because you were an impossible dream. If I have known, I would have waited.” Khiann hooked a finger under her chin and forced her to look at him. “I do not know if this is any consolation to you, but I think of my former partners as teachers who prepared me for you so I could bring you the most pleasure. Can you think of them in the same way?”

      “Teachers, huh?” She smiled. “I prefer it to lovers, that is for sure. I am still jealous, but I understand why it is unreasonable for me to wish you had not partaken. Besides, I like it that you are well-versed in the sensual arts. I feel safe in your hands.”

      A laugh shook her small frame. “Now it is your turn to tutor me, and I have to wonder if that was what my father had in mind when he commissioned you.”

      “Your father is not naive. I am sure he knows what he is allowing and that my tutelage is not limited to commerce.”

      “Perhaps he expects you to behave yourself?”

      It was Khiann’s turn to laugh. “Even if he expects that of me, he does not expect it from you, his headstrong and impetuous princess.”

      As Annani opened her mouth to answer, Khiann’s head snapped in the direction of a suspicious sound. He was quite sure it had not been made by a small creature or a bird. “Shh.” He put his finger to her lips. “Listen.”

      They should have been safe in the gazebo. Other than another god, no one should be able to penetrate his shroud.

      In theory.

      Some immortals were almost as powerful as the average god, and conversely, some gods were less powerful than the most talented of immortals. It was a secret the gods kept to themselves, lest the immortals get ideas they should not.

      A moment later he caught a flash of a woman’s skirt peeking from behind a tree, and then immediately darting back.

      Annani waved a dismissive hand. “It is only my seamstress. She probably delivered my new dresses but does not want to disturb us while we are studying.”

      “Is she a human or an immortal?”

      “An immortal.”

      “Are you sure she is not here to spy on us?”

      Annani shrugged. “I cannot be sure of anyone. Although, in Delani’s case, she might be spying for herself and not for Mortdh. The woman is an incorrigible gossip.”

      “Do you want me to drop the shroud so you can see what she wants?”

      With a sigh, Annani lifted off Khiann’s lap and sat next to him. “First, let us assume the same pose as in the illusion. I would rather deal with her and have her gone before we resume our lesson.” She winked. “I want my entire focus to be on my teacher.”

      He could not argue with that logic.

      “As you wish, my beautiful flower.”
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      As Khiann let his shroud dissipate, Annani lifted her head and called out. “Delani? Is that you?”

      The seamstress stepped out from behind the tree. “I am so sorry to disturb you, my lady, but I could not remember whether you wanted the flower embroidery on the yellow dress or the blue one.”

      That was odd. Annani remembered the seamstress taking notes as she usually did, using charcoal on a clay tablet. Only gods possessed tablets, everyone else had to use more primitive writing implements.

      She narrowed her eyes at the woman. “What happened to the notes you took?”

      “I am so sorry, my lady. My son thought it was an old clay tablet and used it to do his homework. He erased my notes, and I could not remember if the flowers went on the yellow dress or the blue.”

      A reasonable enough explanation, and the scent of guilt might have been because of the mishap and not because of some nefarious spying activity.

      Still, Annani decided to further censor her conversations with the seamstress, maybe even supply the woman with misleading information.

      “The flowers go on the yellow dress and the waves pattern on the blue.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” Delani bowed. “My sincere apologies for disturbing your lesson.”

      Annani waved a hand. “Apology accepted. Now, off with you, Master Khiann has better things to do than hear about my new dresses.”

      “Yes, my lady.” The seamstress retreated while bowing. “My apologies to you and to Lord Khiann.” She turned and ran the rest of the way.

      Khiann waited a few moments before recasting the shroud. “Do you believe her?” he asked after the gazebo had been secured.

      “I do not know. Her explanation sounded reasonable, and the scent of guilt was appropriate to her offense. I think it would have been much stronger if she was spying for Mortdh.”

      “Maybe yes and maybe no. I heard of immortals who could regulate their scents, and I have encountered a human once who emitted none at all.”

      “Is that possible? Everyone emits emotional scents, even gods.”

      Khiann shrugged. “Anomalies exist. Just as someone can be born without the sense of smell, or blind, or deaf, another can lack the ability to produce smells. Your seamstress could be one of those who can control how much smell they emit, or she might be one of those people who believe in the stories they tell. In either case, I suggest caution around her.”

      “I agree. I plan on going a step further and feeding her misleading information.”

      He arched a brow. “Like what?”

      “I can say that you are a horribly boring teacher and that I cannot wait for the lessons to be over. I can even make a few remarks about another god or gods who I find attractive.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Like who?”

      Oh, this was going to be fun. Let Khiann feel some jealousy for a change. She should not be the only one afflicted by that most disturbing and uncomfortable malady.

      “Like Cahn. He is so tall, and you know I have a weakness for tall males. Then there is Bodhn, not a god, only an immortal, but what a physique. All those muscles and those piercing blue eyes.” She sighed dramatically, enjoying the red hue creeping up Khiann’s cheeks. “He is so mouth-watering that even goddesses pursue him.”

      Watching the red spreading to Khiann’s ears whetted Annani’s appetite for more teasing. “And there is Toven, Ekin’s younger son. He is not as gorgeous as some of the other gods, but he has a beautiful mind. He is smart and kind and loyal, the complete opposite of his older half-brother. If my father promised me to him, I would not have minded as much, even though he is not my truelove mate.”

      Apparently, the last comment was one too far. Khiann was fuming. “Really? Maybe you could go to your father and renegotiate?”

      Annani put on a mock sad expression. “Toven is happily joined, and he is loyal to his mate.”

      “What if he were not?”

      She playfully flicked Khiann’s nose with her finger. “Then you would have a serious competitor for my affections.”

      “Is that so?” Khiann lifted her up, but instead of pulling her into his lap, he draped her over it and smacked her behind.

      Annani turned her head and smirked at his angry face. “Jealous?” she taunted.

      “Yes, I am.” He flipped the back of her dress up, exposing her naked bottom, and smacked it again, then repeated it on the other cheek.

      It did not hurt at all. If anything, it was arousing. Khiann could see not only her bare cheeks but also her femininity blooming between them.

      His sharp inhale confirmed that he had seen the effect, or smelled it. Annani had been told that the scent of a goddess’s desire was most pleasing to her male counterpart and acted as a powerful aphrodisiac.

      As Khiann’s palm rested on the fleshy part of her upturned behind, Annani waited with breathless anticipation for his next move.

      Would he caress her heated flesh?

      What she wanted most was for his fingers to find her moist center and touch her the way she had touched herself when thinking of him. It would no doubt feel a thousand times better when he did it.

      “Beautiful,” he said, smoothing his palm down the curve of her buttocks.

      She almost cried out when Khiann stopped a fraction of a finger away from where she wanted him to touch her.

      What was he waiting for?

      With the haze of her desire clouding her thoughts, it took a moment until it occurred to her that he might be waiting for her permission.

      “Touch me,” she breathed.

      A single finger feathered over her nether lips, as if he was afraid his touch might break her.

      “More.” Well aware that her request sounded more like a command, Annani was too needy to care. The hunger building up inside her was frightening in its intensity. If she did not get immediate relief, she was going to explode.

      Leaning over her, Khiann kissed one buttock and then the other before blowing softly on the hot flesh in between them. “I want to lick that sweet nectar you have made for me. Is that all right?”

      Had there ever been a more rhetorical question than that?

      It was more than all right. It was necessary.

      “Yes,” she whispered. When he did not respond immediately, she added, “Please.”

      Holding both cheeks in his large hands, Khiann delved his tongue inside her. His gentle lick had the effect of a bolt of lighting on her.

      Annani jerked up and away.

      The sensation was too much, too intense, and she had not been prepared for her body’s response. It was like nothing she had experienced before using her own fingers.

      “Too much, too soon?” Khiann asked.

      “I did not expect it to feel like that.”

      “Good or bad?”

      “Good. Definitely good.”

      “Okay then.”

      When he licked her again, she forced herself to stay still.

      With a soft sigh, Khiann kissed her bottom and then lifted her up and hugged her to his chest.

      Bewildered, she asked, “Why did you stop?”

      “You are not ready, my love. Your beautiful bottom scrambled my brains, and I jumped ahead, skipping over several necessary steps.”

      What was he talking about?

      “What steps? I liked your tongue on me.”

      “At the least, I should have kissed you first.”

      She had not been aware that a particular sequence had to be followed. Her seamstress had not mentioned it when describing the many pleasures of the flesh, and neither had her mother.

      But given the fact that Khiann had been schooled in the sensual arts by experts, he probably knew better how things needed to progress to maximize her pleasure. Annani trusted him more than her female sources of information.

      “Then kiss me now and then quickly follow with the other steps.”

      He chuckled. “Annani, my love, you have no idea how precious you are.”
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      It took a lot of effort to stifle the laugh bubbling up from Khiann’s chest—or more precisely from his overflowing heart. The unexpected mirth had also helped the situation with his fangs, which had retracted to their normal size.

      For a few moments, he had been very close to the danger zone, the predator in him threatening to overwhelm the thinking man. The sight of Annani’s naked flesh and the evidence of her desire for him had tested his restraint.

      Holding her to him, he had been struggling with the need to sink his fangs into her. Thankfully, the remainder of her inexperience and innocence had cooled him down.

      Annani was like a child, who in her eagerness for the candy had resigned herself to eating her vegetables first and getting that necessary evil out of the way as quickly as possible. What she did not know, however, was that without eating her veggies first, the candy would not taste as good.

      Reluctantly, he lifted her up a little and tugged down her dress, restoring her modesty. “Patience, my beautiful flower. There is a lot of pleasure in prolonging the buildup and exercising self-denial.”

      Leaning away, she eyed him as if he were out of his mind. “I do not see how it makes any sense. I know what I want, and I want it now.”

      Khiann shook his head. “Do you trust me?”

      From the rebellious gleam in her eyes, Annani knew where he was leading and did not like it. She crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her chin up, affecting an imperious expression. “I have no choice but to trust you.” Releasing one arm, she waved it in front of his face. “You are the one who has been taught by experts and has all the experience. I am only a naive virgin.” Annani huffed and returned her arm to where it had been before.

      Feisty sprite.

      Khiann loved Annani’s spunk and her spirit, but the flip side was that she was not as pliable and accommodating as the other women he had been with. He was used to females who were eager to please him and thought little of their own pleasure. It had been up to him to ensure they had received as much or more than they had given.

      But then he had never been with a goddess.

      Of course, she would be more demanding than those who considered themselves inferior to gods.

      Except, Khiann had a feeling Annani’s assertiveness had nothing to do with her godly heritage. It was not even the result of her upbringing as the next ruler. It was her nature. She was born with it.

      “I will make you a deal,” he said.

      Annani narrowed her eyes. “What kind of a deal?”

      “Until our third joining, you will have to obey my instructions and follow my rules of sensual engagement without question. It will give you time to learn what is pleasing to you and what is not. I do not want you to rush things. As I have said before, the anticipation enhances the pleasure.”

      She lifted a brow. “And after our third joining, you will obey my instructions and follow my rules without question?”

      He would not like it, but it was only fair. “Yes.”

      Considering his proposal, Annani tapped a finger on her lips. “What if I do not know what I want even after the third joining?”

      “Then you will command me to continue teaching you.”

      With a soft sigh, Annani uncrossed her arms and put her cheek on his chest. “I am confused, I will admit it.”

      He caressed her back. “About what, my love?”

      “On the one hand, it excites me when you take charge, and I yield to you, but on the other hand, I want you to do exactly what I have in mind, at the exact moment I want it. I know it does not make any sense, and not only because of the contradiction. You are not a mind reader. Also, I do not wish to be selfish. I want to know what pleases you as well.”

      Perfection. He loved that she was not afraid to reveal her innermost thoughts. In fact, it seemed that Annani was not afraid of anything.

      His courageous princess.

      Before answering, he palmed her nape and kissed her long and hard, leaving her panting and breathless when he was done.

      “I do not need to be a mind reader to fulfill your desires. It is my pleasure as well as my duty to learn your every little response and know your body and mind better than you know it yourself. Because you are inexperienced, you need to learn it as well. The art of sensual pleasure is not a theoretical study. It can only be learned by experiencing and experimenting, preferably with one who has reached mastery in the field.”

      Annani chuckled. “I will make you a deal.”

      That should be interesting. “Yes?”

      “I will agree to your deal provided you never mention your prior experiences again. I would rather pretend that you were born with the knowledge.”

      He was not going to get a better one than that. “Agreed.”

      Annani wrapped her arms around his neck and lifted her head. “Let us seal the deal with another kiss.”

      Evidently, agreeing to the deal and actually following his rules were not one and the same. Annani could not go against her nature. But she would learn.

      “I will let it slide this time, but from now on I am the one giving out instructions. Is that clear?” He arched a brow.

      “Sorry. Old habits and all that. I will try to hold my tongue and practice obedience until our third joining. Hopefully, it will not take too long to reach that pinnacle.” She winked at him.

      “Imp.” He tweaked her nose. The earth’s core would freeze over before Annani learned obedience, but it would be fun watching her try.
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      “Can you come with me?” Esag asked Khiann.

      “To court Ashegan? Have you lost your mind?”

      “Please? I cannot stand being alone with her.” The girl talked and talked and talked. If he were a human, he would have gotten a headache.

      Khiann shook his head. “You need to break off the engagement. Imagine an eternity of misery being mated to someone you cannot stand.”

      Esag scratched the back of his head. “I wish I could, but my family needs this. My father has gained a lot of business connections thanks to Ashegan’s father, and my sisters have better chances of securing good mates. If I break the engagement, all of it would be lost. It would ruin my family.”

      “I understand. You have explained all of that before, but you did not tell me you were actually suffering in her company. It is one thing to be joined with someone you do not love, and another thing altogether to be joined to someone you cannot stand. In the first case, love can come later, which is not likely in the second.”

      “That is what concubines and mistresses are for.” Esag winked. “You will have to raise my pay.” As Khiann’s squire, he was earning decent wages but not enough to support a wife and a mistress.

      The thing was, everyone expected Esag to leave Khiann’s employ after the joining and start working for Ashegan’s father. The pay would be much better, and after learning the ins and outs of the metalworking business, he could open a shop of his own. Not a bad life for an immortal from a lowly family. All he had to sacrifice for it was joining with an annoying woman.

      Besides, Ashegan might mature into someone he could at least tolerate. After all, she was pleasant to look at, and if he stuffed his ears with wool, he would not have to listen to her either. She would not even notice because their conversations were one-sided. She talked, and he pretended to listen, smiling and nodding from time to time.

      It was safer that way.

      The girl got offended by everything and cried over nothing. Esag had given up on having a normal conversation with her a long time ago.

      “I should be going. If I am late even a little, Ashegan will take offense and cry.”

      Khiann put down his tablet and looked up at him. “What if you could secure another joining that is beneficial to your family? Find a nice immortal girl who will not drive you crazy?”

      “Too late for that. Besides, Ashegan is the best I can get. Her father must have known she would grow up to be an intolerable female and made sure her intended could not run off.”

      Khiann tried to hide the pity in his eyes by looking down at his tablet. “Good luck, my friend. Maybe she will change for the better after the joining.”

      “I hope.” Esag bowed. “I will see you tomorrow morning.”

      “Esag!” Khiann called after him.

      “Yes?”

      “Remember what I have told you about keeping ‘you know what’ a secret.”

      Esag put his hand over his heart. “I have sworn it on my immortal life, my lord. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Very well.”

      It was a testament to their friendship that Khiann had confided in him about his secret courtship of Annani.

      The lucky bastard.

      Luck seemed to follow the rich and the powerful. Khiann was courting the woman he loved, one who also happened to be the future ruler of their people.

      Would Ahn have agreed to the courtship if Khiann was the son of a poor family instead of the richest? Not that any of the other gods were poor. As heads of city-states, they collected taxes and were rich without doing much.

      Except, Esag did not envy Khiann his future bride, he envied Khiann’s ability to choose. Annani was stunning, probably the most beautiful goddess of them all, but she was a handful.

      Esag liked demure girls. Not subservient, but feminine, quiet, and well-mannered.

      Like Gulan.

      The girl had run off on him when he had told her she was beautiful. Chasing after her all the way back to the gazebo, he had been surprised at her speed. Apparently, Gulan was not only as strong as a male but could run just as fast.

      When he had finally caught up with her, he could not ask her what troubled her in front of the two gods. She had refused to even look at him.

      For some reason, his compliment had scared her away or offended her. Had she thought he had lied?

      It was true that most males would not have thought of Gulan as feminine, but that was because they looked at her tall frame and did not bother to look at her beautiful face and gorgeous eyes.

      Esag could see nothing else.

      Well, that was not entirely true. The girl was blessed with an impressive pair of breasts that he could not wait to put his hands on. And he had noticed her legs as well. They were long and strong.

      Last night he had pleasured himself while fantasizing about those legs wrapped around his middle, squeezing as he thrust into her.

      Damnation. Esag’s steps faltered as he hardened and had to adjust himself.

      Gulan was precisely the type of girl he would have chosen for himself if he were free to do so. Her size and strength aside, she had a very mellow character, was polite to a fault, and as demure as they came. She was not stupid or vacuous either.

      Perhaps he could convince her to become his concubine. He could build a separate life with her, treating her as well as he would an official mate. And if Ashegan retaliated by taking lovers of her own, he would not mind at all.

      It could work.

      Gods and immortals were not known for their fidelity, and arrangements like that were common. Except for the truelove couples, most everyone took lovers on the side; some did it only occasionally, while others opted for more permanent arrangements.

      Gulan was not a daughter of a prominent family, and given her unusual physical attributes, her chances of a good mating were slim. The best she could hope for was a position as a permanent concubine or a mistress.

      Why not his?

      With that idea lifting his spirits, Esag’s strode into Ashegan’s residence with a big smile on his face.

      “Hello, my lovely intended.”

      His greeting was met with a frown. “You are late.”
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      Six weeks into Khiann’s daily tutoring, Annani had learned very little about commerce and a lot about her own sexuality, or as much as was possible to explore with both of them keeping their clothes on.

      There was only so much they could allow themselves to do under the protection of the shroud. From time to time people stopped by to talk to them, and there was always a chance a god or goddess would venture into the gardens.

      Shrouding did not work on gods, only on immortals and humans.

      Frustration had become Annani’s constant companion, so much so that she had started snapping at poor Gulan for no good reason. Despicable behavior, since the girl could not retaliate. She was just an easy and available target. Annani felt disgusted with herself for the way she was treating her best friend.

      Bottom line, it was time to graduate from Khiann’s course on sensuality, or at least move to the next level. Meaning, she had to find them a private place where they could finally touch each other all over without worrying about getting caught.

      The gazebo was no good, and so was her room. The entire palace would know if she invited Khiann into her chamber. Which left only one option.

      Enlisting Ekin’s help.

      If there was any god who would be willing to risk her father’s wrath, it was Ekin. As second in command and an invaluable scientist and inventor, Ekin was untouchable, and he knew it. There was nothing Ahn could or would do to him.

      Her uncle would also be sympathetic to her cause. Or at least she hoped he would. Ekin was all for free love, but he was also Mortdh’s father. Annani still found it hard to believe that he would choose her side over his own son, even if the two were not on speaking terms.

      “I am going to talk to my uncle,” she told Gulan.

      “Do you want to change before you go, my lady?”

      Annani glanced down at what she was wearing. Her dress was clean and free of unsightly creases. “Why would I?”

      “I thought you would want to wear one of the new ones the seamstress delivered this morning.”

      Right. Annani always wore her new clothes right away. Except, lately she could not care less about clothing or other adornments. Her head was filled with Khiann.

      Except, she should not veer away from her habits lest people become suspicious. Delani had sure been full of questions as she had checked the fit and had made a few adjustments on the spot.

      Her suspicions about the woman being one of Mortdh's spies had solidified after the visit. To be fair, though, Annani had been unreasonably anxious lately, suspecting every servant. It could have been all in her head. After all, there was nothing new about Delani’s barrage of questions, or her prattle.

      “Hand me the yellow one.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      The blue looked nicer on her, but Annani wanted to keep it for her evening meeting with Khiann.

      When they reached her uncle’s study, Annani motioned for Gulan and her guards to stay outside and entered by herself.

      As usual, she found Ekin poring over his large tablet and drawing on it with a stylus.

      “What are you working on now?”

      “A design for a faster boat.” He immediately went into a long explanation about how his new design would improve commerce and how much money it would save the palace.

      “Uncle, I did not come here to talk about commerce. Fates know I had enough of it over the past six weeks.”

      He smiled. “Is the new tutor working out well?”

      Annani felt a blush creep up her cheeks. “Very well indeed.”

      “I am glad.”

      Not one to beat around the bush, Annani plunged in. “I need a favor from you.”

      “Anything.” Ekin straightened up, took her elbow, and led her to his chaise. “Tell me what you need, and I shall see what I can do.”

      Sitting next to her uncle, Annani debated whether she should just tell him what she wanted and why straight up, or talk around it and hope he would understand.

      Ekin was bright, and his nature was more similar to hers than that of her parents. He would know what she meant and not make a big fuss about impropriety or some other nonsense like that.

      Still, she was a bit embarrassed.

      Taking a deep breath, Annani rearranged the folds of her yellow dress. “For the past six weeks, my tutor has conducted the lessons in the gazebo. There are a lot of distractions over there. Birds chirping, small animals scurrying through the undergrowth, and people coming and going and interrupting us constantly. I was wondering if we could have our lessons here. I could learn so much more without all those interruptions.”

      A big grin split Ekin’s face. “I will be happy to assist you, niece. Let me show you a chamber you may use for your studies.” He got up and offered her his hand.

      “Right through here.” Ekin opened one of the doors on the other side of his study. Behind it was a corridor, leading to other chambers in his private wing of the palace.

      “I think this one is perfect.” He paused in front of one of the doors and pushed it open. “What do you think?”

      A large bed took up most of the space in the room. Besides the bed, there was an elegant chaise with a high arm and a privacy partition for dressing. There was no desk or table.

      Annani looked up at her uncle. “Is it private?”

      “Very, and it has an adjacent washroom.” He walked over to the chaise and patted the tall arm. “A lot of interesting studying could be done on this piece of furniture.”

      Annani blushed. She was a virgin, but that did not mean she did not know what Ekin was implying.

      Naughty god.

      “What about your servants?”

      “Many of my companions require discretion. My staff are not allowed in this wing unless I tell them it is all right to enter and clean it. I dismiss anyone who does not adhere to my instructions. As far as everyone is concerned, you and your tutor will be using my study for your lessons while I am there, chaperoning.”

      Annani stretched up on her tiptoes and kissed her uncle’s cheek. “You are the best, Ekin.”

      “So I have been told.” He winked.
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      “Tell me again why are we going to Ekin’s study?” Khiann asked as Annani led him down the palace’s wide corridor.

      The sprite was up to something, and he had a feeling it was not studying. Was Ekin on one of his excursions and Annani thought to use his quarters?

      A crazy idea, since she was followed everywhere by her guards. The gazebo was outdoors, a public area of the palace, and no one made a fuss about the guards not spending every moment with her there. Only the cook and her assistants knew that they spent every evening in the kitchens, waiting for Annani’s cakes to be ready.

      A room in Ekin’s quarters was a different story.

      “As I have explained before, there are too many distractions in the gazebo, and I have a hard time concentrating on your most eloquent lectures. I asked Ekin if we could use his study, and he graciously agreed.”

      “I see.” He did not, but by the barely contained smirk on Annani’s beautiful face, the princess had something interesting planned.

      “Here we are.” She knocked on the door.

      It was immediately opened by Ekin himself, not a servant.

      “Good evening, my favorite niece.” He bent to kiss Annani’s cheek.

      “I am your only niece.” She entered and motioned for Khiann to follow, then turned around to Gulan and the guards. “Since we will be working on my assignment together with my uncle, you are free to go. Come back in two hours. We have a lot of work to do.”

      “As you wish, my lady.” Gulan looked suspicious but bowed and turned on her heel nonetheless.

      The guards looked happy to be dismissed.

      “Thank you, my lady,” the one on the left said.

      “We shall return in two hours,” the other one said.

      Annani waved a hand. “Take your time. It might take more than two hours.”

      The guards bowed and followed Gulan down the corridor.

      A moment after the door enclosed them in the study, Annani pumped her small fist in the air. “Ekin, you are a genius.”

      “I know.” The god smiled and offered Khiann his hand. “We have met before, Khiann son of Navohn and the lovely Yaeni, but we never clasped hands in friendship.”

      Disturbed by the god’s words, Khiann shook the hand he was offered. “Thank you for welcoming us into your study.”

      “My pleasure, son.”

      Ekin had a notorious reputation, and referring to Khiann’s mother as lovely might have suggested that the two were more than acquaintances. It was not something a son wanted to contemplate about his mother.

      His parents were not a truelove match, but nevertheless, there was plenty of love between them. As far as Khiann knew, neither his father nor his mother had ever strayed. Except, it was not something parents shared with their children. He might have been blissfully unaware.

      “Would either of you care to explain what is going on?” he asked.

      Ekin raised a brow at Annani. “You did not tell him?”

      “I wanted it to be a surprise. Besides, we were not alone for even one moment.”

      The god grinned, the corners of his eyes crinkling in amusement. Ekin was so ancient that he was actually showing some slight signs of aging. “Let us not waste time then. Follow me, children.” He turned around and walked over to one of the doors leading out of his study.

      “I am not a child, uncle.”

      “You will always be a child to me, my lovely niece.”

      Khiann was relieved. Apparently, Ekin used the term lovely liberally.

      It is evident that the two not only liked each other but also shared many characteristics. Hopefully, though, Annani had not inherited her uncle's propensity for seeking variety, just his smarts, and his upbeat personality.

      Ekin opened one of the doors lining the corridor of his private wing and motioned for them to enter. “I will see you when I see you. If anyone comes looking for you, I shall shoo them away. Have fun, kids.” He winked before closing the door on them.

      “Surprise!” Annani wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a passionate kiss.

      Khiann was stunned.

      Was Ekin providing cover for them, letting them use one of the bedchambers in his private quarters?

      It was inconceivable.

      And it was not safe.

      “What if one of Ekin’s servants finds us here?”

      Still holding on to his neck and forcing him to bend almost in two, Annani grinned. “My uncle’s reputation is not in vain. He runs his household with the privacy of his partners in mind. His staff are not allowed in this area unless he specifically instructs them to go in and clean it.”

      “What if this is a trap?” Khiann dislodged her arms so he could straighten up.

      Annani waved a hand. “Pfft, Khiann. You are even more paranoid than I am. I trust Ekin.”

      “Mortdh’s father.”

      “Yes.” And to prove it, she tugged on her dress, letting it fall to the floor, and then stepped out of it, wearing nothing other than her glorious skin.

      All objections forgotten, Khiann was rendered speechless once again.

      During the past six weeks, he had had his hands on every curve of Annani’s magnificent body, even on some of her naked skin, but this was the first time he was seeing her without a stitch of clothing on.

      Mirth dancing in her eyes, she put a hand on her hip and struck a pose, looking as regal without clothes as she looked in the most elaborate of gowns. “Say something.”

      He rubbed a hand over his mouth, wiping away the few droplets of venom that had dripped from his fully extended fangs onto his lower lip.

      “You are so incredibly beautiful,” he said with a slur.

      Up until now, Khiann had managed to refrain from biting Annani by the sheer force of his willpower. As a result, for the past six weeks, his venom glands had been permanently swollen. Unlike human males, gods and immortals did not have the luxury of letting off steam by their own hands, or at least not entirely. Biting a pillow just did not do the trick. The venom had to be released into a female’s bloodstream.

      The problem was that if injected repeatedly, the venom was addictive. Until Annani was certain beyond the shadow of a doubt that she wanted him as her mate, he could not allow himself to get her addicted to him.

      He could have used the services of paid partners, but it did not feel right to do so. Khiann wanted only Annani and had decided to abstain until she was ready. Besides, she expected him to stay true to her.

      As a result, there was not even a drop of patience left in him. He feared that the moment he had her naked body in his arms, he was going to bite her.

      Her eyes hooded with desire, Annani sauntered toward the bed and climbed on top of it. “Now it is your turn to show me this magnificent body of yours. I have been waiting for this moment quite impatiently.”

      Khiann shook his head.

      He was in deep trouble. His fangs wanted inside Annani’s neck, and his shaft wanted inside her womanhood. If he removed his breeches, he would attack her before ensuring her readiness.

      His only chance of holding off was to leave them on until she was well prepared to receive him.

      “Do you remember the deal we have made? You are to follow my commands, not the other way around.”

      Annani pouted. “I remember.”
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      That was disappointing. Annani had been looking forward to seeing Khiann in all his magnificence just as much as she had been craving their joining.

      “But why not? I want to see you.”

      “You will, just not all of me right away. Patience, my love. I promise you will see everything before we leave this room.” He reached for the bottom of his tunic and pulled it over his head.

      Wow, Khiann was perfection. Annani’s mouth watered at the sight of his muscular chest and arms.

      All gods had handsome bodies and beautiful faces, but most of them led sedentary lives and did not develop big bulging muscles like Khiann’s.

      “How did you get to be so big?”

      He glanced down at the huge erection tenting his breeches. “This is your doing.” He lifted a pair of worried eyes. “I hope it does not scare you.”

      Typical male, thinking everything was about his manhood.

      Rolling her eyes, Annani waved a hand. “I will admit your size is somewhat intimidating, but my question referred to your muscles, not your erection.”

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed.

      “Do not get me wrong, it is very impressive,” she added quickly. “But I expected its size to be proportionate to your height. What I did not expect were all those yummy muscles.”

      A small smirk lifted one corner of Khiann’s mouth, making him look comical given that his fangs were fully extended. It was like watching a tiger smile. “I practice fencing with Esag daily. I need to be able to defend myself and my entourage on the caravan routes. The roads are infested with bandits.”

      It should have worried her that Khiann found it necessary to learn fighting skills to fend off potential attacks on his trading expeditions. Instead, it only enhanced his appeal in her eyes. There was something very alluring about a capable warrior. As a god, Khiann had abilities that would most likely make actual hand to hand combat unnecessary. Still, the fact that he knew how to wield a sword excited her.

      As the spike in her desire reached Khiann’s nostrils, the glow in his eyes intensified. He sucked in a breath and advanced on her, his powerful body moving with the grace and fluidity of a predator, his fangs and intense eyes making him look feral.

      Magnificent god.

      Oddly, Annani felt no trepidation despite the sight of his glowing eyes, his fully elongated fearsome fangs, and the erection tenting his breeches, not to mention the horror tales of how difficult and painful the first time was for a female. Thankfully, goddesses did not have a maidenhead like human and immortal females, so there would be no tearing and no blood involved, except maybe for where he was going to bite her.

      According to Delani and Nai, though, it was the best part of the joining. A god’s venom was a powerful aphrodisiac and produced the best orgasms. Annani could not wait to experience Khiann’s bite even if a little pain was involved, or a lot.

      She was not worried about that part of the joining. The size of his erection, however, was another story. He was a big male, while she was a tiny female. Even without the need to breach a barrier, the fit was not going to be comfortable.

      Khiann caught her staring at the tent in his pants. “Do not be afraid, my beautiful flower.” He leaned over her, his eyes roaming over every curve before he kissed her lips. “By the time I am done preparing you, you will be so soaking wet that I will glide inside you effortlessly.”

      Her male was delusional. It was going to hurt. But she could deal with that. After all, Delani had reassured her that only the first couple of times were painful, hastening to add that she would feel pleasure as well. Supposedly, by the third time, the pain would be gone, and only the pleasure would remain.

      “I am not afraid of pain. If babies can pass through my channel, so can your manhood. I trust you to make it good for me in the end.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought him down to lie on top of her. The feel of his big body blanketing hers was heavenly. Annani had waited a long time to experience this type of closeness, and it was even better than she had imagined.

      As he lifted his torso and braced on his forearms, Khiann gazed at her with love in his glowing eyes. “I cherish your trust. It is the most precious gift you can give me.”

      “More precious than my virginity?”

      “Much more. Although I cherish that too.”

      She liked his answer a lot. Khiann was right to value her trust over her virginity. It was much harder to give away.

      Dipping his head, he slanted his lips over hers, gently, careful not to nick her with his fangs as he slipped his tongue into her mouth. His gentleness did not last long, though. After a few swipes against her tongue, he deepened the kiss, thrusting into her mouth, claiming it as thoroughly as if it were a prelude to another taking.

      By the time Khiann lifted his head and moved to his side, Annani’s body was quivering with need.

      Gazing at her puckered nipples with heated eyes, he murmured, "Beautiful.”

      As he smoothed his palm over her hip and then continued up to the valley of her narrow waist, feathering his fingers over her heaving ribcage, Annani held her breath. When his hand finally made contact with her breast, she released it with an audible whoosh and then moaned as he dipped his head and licked her straining nipple.

      Yes, that was precisely what she needed.

      Arching her back, Annani demanded more than the lazy swipes of his tongue. Not one to deny her, not for long anyway, Khiann gently took the hard peak between his lips and suckled on it, at the same time rolling the other one between his fingers.

      Annani was on fire, so turned on that she could have climaxed just from that, or rather from the anticipation of his next move. During their so-called lessons, he had brought her to several shattering orgasms just by masterfully fondling her breasts.

      Fates, he had given her so much pleasure over the six weeks of his courtship. Annani could not wait to do the same in return. Except, she had to stick to the deal she had made and follow his lead until their third joining.

      It would be amazing to finally have her hands and her mouth on him. Everywhere. For some reason, though, Khiann had denied her the pleasure of touching his manhood. Hopefully, her curiosity would be sated tonight.

      As his suckling turned more forceful, she braced for what was coming next, almost crying in relief when his fingers closed around her other nipple and pinched. It was the oddest thing, but she craved the little zings of pain. They enhanced her pleasure, bringing her to a faster orgasm than all of his gentle touches put together.

      “Yes!” she mewled. “More!”

      Khiann pinched harder while applying pressure to her other nipple with his blunt front teeth.

      The first time he had done it in the gazebo, she had feared that he might nick her with his sharp fangs, but somehow he had managed not to. Not even once.

      His admirable self-control and the care he took with her endeared him to Annani even more. It must have been so hard for him to give and give without getting any relief in return. But he had insisted on focusing entirely on her and her pleasure, learning her, teaching her, developing her trust in him.

      What she had learned was that he would never hurt her, intentionally or unintentionally, which allowed her to enjoy the things he did to her without even a shadow of trepidation.

      As the pressure increased, the coil inside her tightened until she was sure it would snap at any moment, but then Khiann released the pressure, soothing one nipple with gentle licks of his tongue and the other with his warm palm.

      “Why did you stop? I was so close.”

      “Patience, precious. Trust me.”

      The magic words had the desired effect on her, doing away with her frustration. Khiann knew best how to wring the most pleasure out of her. He had proven it many times over.

      With a sigh, she relaxed her body, letting it sink into the comfortable bed as Khiann’s palm smoothed over her rib cage and started a reverse journey down her belly to her heated sex.

      When he cupped her there, Annani’s eyes rolled back in her head.

      “Spread your thighs for me, love.”

      She did, letting her legs fall wide and giving him all the access he wanted. He had touched her down below before, bringing her to an orgasm by gently rubbing the apex of her femininity, but he had not penetrated her with his fingers yet. Annani was sure that his long digits would feel a thousand times better than her own tiny ones.

      As he teased her wet lower lips, his touch was so featherlight at first that it felt ticklish. When she squirmed a little, letting him know she was growing impatient, his fingers applied a little more pressure, becoming more and more demanding with each sweep.

      It was better but not enough. “Please, Khiann. I need more.”

      Leaning over her, he kissed her at the same time as he started to work his finger inside her.

      Finally.

      She had been right to think that Khiann’s fingers would feel much better than her own, but she had not anticipated that he would have difficulty inserting even one. His single digit was thicker than two of hers, which was the most she had ever done on her own while imagining it was his hand and not hers.

      It was worrisome. This was not the easy glide he had promised her, and that was only one finger, not his thick manhood.

      But as he kept gently thrusting into her, slowly, his tongue working her mouth in sync with his finger, she relaxed, and her tight sheath started loosening. With her pleasure climbing, more and more lubricant coated Khiann’s gentle finger, and when he withdrew and returned with two, she moaned as the new sensation of fullness overwhelmed her.

      In a good way.

      “Come for me, my beautiful flower,” Khiann whispered in her ear as he pressed the heel of his palm against the center of her pleasure.

      With a cry, she let the tight coil inside her spring free.
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      His princess was magnificent, and even more so when in the throes of passion.

      With a heart overflowing with love, Khiann hugged Annani to him, enveloping her body with his. The urge to bite was still there, but worry stifled the need. She was so small that it had been difficult to work even one finger into her, he had gotten her wet enough to add another, but two of his fingers were not nearly as thick as his shaft.

      He had a feeling that tonight would not end in a joining, which would greatly disappoint Annani.

      “That was incredible,” she mumbled into his chest.

      “Yes, it was.” He kissed her forehead.

      She lifted her head and smiled. “If your fingers brought me so much pleasure, I can only imagine how amazing our joining will feel.”

      It pained him to do so, but he had to deny her. Annani’s first time would set the tone for the rest of her eternal life, and he did not want it to be filled with pain and tears. “It would have to wait for the next time. You are too tight. I need to prepare you better.”

      “Ugh, Khiann. I love you, and I know I made a deal with you, but you are too cautious with me. I am a goddess. Even if it hurts at first, my body will heal immediately and adjust. I do not want to wait another day.” She glanced at his straining manhood. “Besides, I do not think you can wait any longer either.”

      As she reached for him, he did not stop her this time. A male could withstand only so much.

      Sucking in a breath, he braced for the first contact with her small hand, and as she cupped him over his breeches, his hips surged up involuntarily. “You are killing me.”

      “I am not. You are a god.” Annani smirked, letting go of him only to reach inside his pants and palm his naked flesh.

      Growling like a beast, he gritted his teeth, which did not work well while sporting fully elongated fangs. “Annani,” he hissed as he thrust into her soft palm again.

      “So smooth,” she breathed. “And so warm. I bet it will feel incredible. Put it in me, Khiann.”

      Damnation. He was going to come in her hand. Maybe he should. It would certainly relieve the incredible pressure threatening to obliterate his restraint, and he could take his time with her.

      “Wow, you are growing even harder. I did not think it was possible. Does it hurt?” She lifted her eyes to his face.

      “Keep it up for a few more seconds, and I will climax.” He closed his hand over her nape and gave another hard thrust.

      “Oh.” She let go.

      “I did not say it to stop you.”

      Her eyes widened. “You want me to continue?”

      “Yes.”

      She looked down at his shaft and licked her lips.

      Fates, was she going to put her mouth on him?

      “Are you going to bite me when you climax?” she asked.

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I want it very much.”

      It would not be the same as biting Annani while he was inside her, which provided the most pleasure for a male, and also for an experienced female, but there was one huge advantage to doing it like that. With his venom working its magic on her body, there would be no pain for her when he penetrated her. After all, a god did not need recovery time. He would be hard and ready immediately after coming in her hand.

      Khiann pushed his breeches down, kicking them the rest of the way off as he cupped Annani’s bottom. Grinding against her belly, he hissed through his fangs, "Put your hands on me.”

      She pushed on his chest. “Lie on your back. I want to look at you.”

      The deal they had made discarded and forgotten, he did as she commanded, lying on his back with his manhood standing up straight and away from his body.

      Annani rose to her knees and gave his long body a thorough look over. “You are male perfection, my Khiann. I will commission a sculpture of your nude body, and it will adorn our mated bedchamber.”

      “Your hands,” he hissed again. Talk about sculptures could wait for a more convenient time.

      As she smiled and leaned over him, he groaned, then hissed and closed his eyes as she cupped his straining length with both hands. His eyes popped open with a start when he felt her small tongue flicking the mushroom head. “Fates, Annani.”

      She licked him again, gathering the small bead of moisture from the tip. “I love your taste.” She smacked her lips before licking him again, more thoroughly this time.

      Fates, he was not going to last. “I am a hair away from erupting. Are you sure about this?”

      Annani’s eyes were hooded with desire. “Yes, my love. I want to bring you to a climax like you have done for me so many times.”

      “Come here.” He cupped the back of her neck, bringing her on top of him.

      Still holding onto his shaft, she draped herself over his body, her cheek resting on his chest. It felt amazing to hold her, their bodies touching all over, but the height difference meant that he could not kiss her like that. It would not do. He needed to claim her mouth. Pushing back, Khiann sat up and pulled Annani with him.

      She had no choice but to straddle him. Her eyes closed, she moaned as her heated core rubbed against his shaft. “It feels so good.”

      “Yes, it does.” He palmed the back of her head and pulled her to his mouth. “Now I can kiss you while you pleasure me with your soft hands.”

      Her smile was radiant as she palmed his length and offered him her lips. Her touch was heaven, even though it was that of a novice.

      Fingers threaded through her thick hair, holding her in place, he kissed her long and hard, his other hand finding her breast and fondling her nipple.

      She moaned, and she writhed, but her up and down movements never faltered, sending his seed shooting up from his shaft.

      Holding the back of her head in an iron grip, Khiann tilted it sideways, elongating her neck, and struck with a hiss.

      Annani cried out when his fangs broke her skin, tensing for a moment, but as the venom hit her bloodstream, her body slumped, and she collapsed on top of him.
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      As they clung to each other, their bodies sticky from Khiann’s climax, Annani felt like she was floating on clouds. The stories she had been told had not done the venom bite justice.

      The feeling was indescribable.

      She had orgasmed as soon as the initial pain of it had subsided, which must have taken no more than a couple of seconds. But it was about much more than the physical sensations. The connection she felt to Khiann had intensified tenfold, a hundredfold. It was as if every cell in her body wanted to cling to one of his. She never wanted to part with him, not for a second.

      Through the euphoric haze, she felt him lifting her up and laying her down on her back, then climbing on top of her. She wrapped her arms around his torso, welcoming his weight.

      Khiann was hers for eternity.

      His hands threading through her thick hair, he kissed her gently. “I love you, my beautiful flower.”

      “I love you too. So much so that my heart feels like it is going to burst. Make me yours, Khiann. Join us.”

      He kissed her again, then reached between their bodies, positioned himself at her entrance, and pushed in, just a little, then stopped.

      After climaxing twice, Annani was as slick as she was ever going to get. It should have been easy, but it was not. Thanks to the venom, she felt no pain, only immense pressure.

      If she had not known better, she would have feared of getting split in half.

      Bracing on his forearms, Khiann looked at her with eyes full of passion mingled with worry. “You are still so tight, my love,” he slurred. His fangs, which had retracted after he had bitten her, were back to their full length.

      Was he going to bite her again?

      Fates, she hoped so.

      The thought elicited another outpour of lubricant, allowing Khiann to slide a little more of his manhood inside her.

      “Keep going. I will stretch for you.”

      He cupped her cheeks and kissed her again while pressing a little more of himself inside her.

      This was not how she imagined their first joining. In her fantasies, Khiann seated himself with one brutal thrust, waited for a moment or two for her to adjust to his girth, and then pounded into her until climaxing with his fangs embedded in her neck.

      In reality, it was a much more difficult feat to accomplish, and Khiann was a much more thoughtful and gentle lover than she had anticipated.

      Fates, how she loved this male.

      Beads of sweat dotting his forehead, Khiann was obviously struggling to maintain control.

      Annani lifted her arms and wrapped them around his neck, then closed her eyes and arched her back, forcing a bit more of him inside her. It was an odd sensation having half of her sheath full to bursting and the other empty.

      Still a little dazed from the venom’s euphoric effect, Annani felt brave. “Push harder,” she whispered.

      “Patience, my love.”

      “Please, just do it.” She was not sure if it was her impetuous nature talking or the venom, but she had no more patience left.

      Annani wanted the joining consummated.

      As Khiann lifted his head and looked into her eyes, what he saw must have convinced him that she was adamant about seeing it through.

      “Spread wider for me.”

      She did, going as wide as she could.

      He took hold of her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh, and pushed. Hard. Annani cried out, realizing how much restraint he had exercised until now.

      Khiann stilled and after a moment started to withdraw, but Annani would have none of that.

      She loved him to pieces for being so considerate and selfless, but this joining was happening now. Reaching down, she cupped his buttocks and held him to her with all her strength. “Keep going.”

      When the stubborn god still did not move, she bit his shoulder. Her fangs might have been tiny and had no venom to discharge, but they could pierce his skin. As the exquisite taste of Khiann’s blood exploded over her tongue, a new outpour of moisture occurred, allowing him to slide back easily to where he had been before.

      With a growl, Khiann pushed the rest of the way in, seating himself to the hilt.

      Victory.

      Finally. She was deliciously filled up, stretched out to her utmost limit, but thanks to Khiann’s venom there was no pain, no burning sensation, just a wondrous feeling of oneness.

      Releasing his bottom, she tightened her arms around his back and bucked up, spurring him into action.

      His eyes gazing lovingly into hers, Khiann pulled almost all the way out, then pushed back in. Slowly, gently, he repeated the move several times. But when she smiled up at him in encouragement and arched up, the last of his restraint snapped.

      Now, this was precisely what she had been fantasizing about.

      The powerful god on top of her finally realized that she was not going to break and started pounding into her in earnest. Holding onto her hips so she would not slide away from him, his thrusts became frantic, and when his shaft swelled inside her, stretching her beyond what she thought was possible, he threw his head back and roared, then bit her again as he climaxed, wresting another orgasm out of her. Then as the venom hit her system, she orgasmed again, and again.

      Exhausted, Annani let herself drift away.
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      A knock on the door awakened Khiann. “Kids, your time is up,” Ekin said quietly through the closed door. “It has been more than three hours. I cannot hold people off for much longer. You need to hurry up.”

      “Give us a few more minutes,” Khiann answered in the same low tone.

      “I wish I could give you more time, but a few minutes is all I can manage.”

      “Thank you.”

      There was a quiet chuckle. “My pleasure.”

      Annani stirred, pulling the blanket over her and tucking the corner under her chin.

      Adorable.

      Khiann loved her so much he wanted to pick her up and carry her around with him wherever he went. Being away from her was inconceivable.

      He kissed her nose. “You need to get up, love.”

      “I know.” She did not open her eyes.

      “Let me carry you to the washroom.”

      “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

      He tugged on the blanket. “How are you feeling? Anything hurt?”

      “I am feeling wonderful.” She opened her eyes and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Nothing hurts.”

      He lifted her up. “Thank the merciful Fates.”

      In the washroom, he helped her clean up and then wrapped her in a drying cloth.

      Sitting on a stool, she watched him wash, her eyes roaming his body as if she was still hungry for him. Involuntarily, he got hard again.

      Annani smiled. “I wish we had time for another round. You know how the saying goes. With the meal comes the appetite.”

      He lifted her into his arms and carried her back to the bedchamber. “I wish we did not have to part at all. How can I live without you for even one hour?” He lowered her down to the bed and went to retrieve her dress from the floor. “I wish we’d already had our joining ceremony and were free to be together at all times.”

      Annani sighed as she pulled the dress on. “I wish so too. I will talk with my father about allowing us more time together.”

      Khiann paused with his tunic in hand. “Are you ready to tell him that I am your one and only?”

      “Of course. I was ready six weeks ago.” She waved a hand. “The courtship phase only confirmed what I knew all along. You are mine, Khiann, and I want to claim you officially.”

      He went over to where she was sitting and knelt at her feet. “Let us talk to your father together. I want us to get officially engaged.”

      Annani chuckled. “Who is impatient now?” She cupped his cheeks and leaned to kiss his lips. “Before we do anything rash, we should talk to Ekin and ask his advice. He will know the best way to proceed.”

      Khiann still did not feel right about confiding in Ekin, even though the god had made this magical night possible for them. “Maybe we should talk to my father instead. He is one of the oldest gods and has a lot of experience. He also knows your father well. They have been friends since the very beginning.”

      “We can ask both. Two smart gods are better than one, right?”

      There was another knock on the door. “Kids, please hurry up.”

      “We are coming,” Annani called out.

      Khiann shrugged his tunic on and offered his hand to Annani. “Come on, love, let us talk to your uncle first.”

      Holding hands, they walked back to Ekin’s study.

      They found the god pacing the large space.

      “Thank the Fates,” he said as he saw them. “I guess congratulations are due, but first you need to go out and calm your maid and your guards. They were worried enough to try and pressure me into allowing them in. While you are at it, I will pour us some wine.”

      As Annani stepped out and admonished her maid and her guards for pestering Ekin while she was working hard on her report, her uncle took three goblets off the shelf, poured a generous helping of wine into each, and handed one to Khiann.

      “All done,” Annani said as she closed the door. “I sent them away and told them I have at least another hour of studying to do.”

      Ekin raised a brow. “You are not done?”

      Annani blushed. “Is one ever done?”

      Her uncle beamed with pride and patted her shoulder. “You are my blood, that is for sure.”

      “We need your advice,” Khiann said.

      “I see.” Ekin handed Annani a goblet, then motioned for them to follow him to the chaise.

      “So this is it,” he said as they were all seated. “You want to make it official.”

      “Yes,” Khiann said.

      “You need to talk to Ahn, not me.”

      “I know that, uncle. What I want from you are pointers. How should we approach him? What should we say?”

      His brows drawn tight, Ekin sipped on his wine for a few moments, then turned to Annani. “You should talk to Ahn and your mother first, and then wait for your father to invite Khiann. Ahn will want to ascertain that what you feel for the boy is more than an infatuation. Only after he is convinced of that, will he put Khiann through similar questions to make sure it is the real deal for him as well.”

      Annani crossed her arms over her chest. “Why can he not take our word for it? We know what we feel for each other is true.”

      “For his own peace of mind. Ahn is risking war for your happiness, Annani.”
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      As Mortdh read the latest update from his head spy at Ahn’s court, his first reaction was disbelief. The second was rage. Crumpling the scroll in his fist, he hurled it against the wall.

      “What is it, Father?” Navuh asked as he went to retrieve it.

      “Everyone out!” Mortdh bellowed, sending the servants scurrying away.

      “Bad news?” Navuh asked as everyone else cleared the chamber.

      Mortdh cast a soundproofing shroud before answering. “The whoring daughter of the usurper is making a mockery out of me.”

      “Annani?”

      “Does the usurper have another daughter that he promised to me and is now spreading her legs for someone who is not me?”

      “May I?” Navuh asked as he unfurled the scroll.

      Mortdh waved a hand. “Go ahead. Burn it when you are done. I do not wish news of my shame to spread.”

      He had worked long and hard to build up his rule over the northern region. The humans and immortals residing in his territory believed that he was an independent sovereign, and that he did not have to answer to the southern ruler and his precious assembly of gods.

      Mortdh was revered as the highest of gods, the king of them all, and by joining with the little slut, it could have even been true.

      “Those are only rumors, my lord,” Navuh said as he rolled the scroll and tossed into the fire. “It is not uncommon for young gods and goddesses to have tutors.”

      Mortdh glared at his son. “Surely you are not so naive as to believe your own words, Navuh. Other than their own children, gods do not tutor other gods. It is a ploy to allow the bastard access to her without alerting me.” Mortdh rose to his feet and walked over to the fireplace.

      Warming his hands, he watched the parchment smolder, much like the fury inside him. His father had been cheated out of his rightful place as head of the gods, and Mortdh was determined to correct that wrong. Not for Ekin, but for himself.

      The next leader of the gods would be the rightful successor.

      If not for the stupid matriarchal succession rules, the brilliant and cunning Ekin would have been sitting on the throne, and not his younger and less deserving brother. Mortdh would have been the successor, not the little whore.

      So what if Ekin was born to a concubine and Ahn to the official wife?

      What difference did it make which cunt they had emerged from?

      Ekin was their father’s eldest son and therefore should have been  king. When he stepped down to pursue his science, which he would no doubt have done sooner rather than later, Mortdh would have taken his place eons ago as the head of the gods, immortals, and humans everywhere.

      Once he seized the throne, he was going to do away with any custom or tradition that gave cunts power. Starting with the right of consent. They were breeders, nothing more, and as such they should be treated like livestock to be sold and bought on the market. In fact, he was going to do away with the gods’ entire code of law. There would be no more need for the big or small assembly because there would be no more voting on anything.

      Mortdh was going to lord supreme over them all, and they were going to accept him as an absolute ruler because he knew what was best for everyone.

      The humans and immortals residing in his territory worshiped him not out of fear, but out of gratitude.

      He was good to them.

      Unlike the other gods, who sat on their asses all day and expected humans to provide for them, Mortdh provided for his people.

      His region was prospering thanks to the lucrative cedar tree exports, and he was funneling the profits to his people by hiring them to serve in his ever-growing army and build his temple mound.

      Unlike his uncle’s domain, Mortdh’s territory was clear of bandits. After several raiding parties had been dealt with swiftly and harshly, the others moved south where they continued their raids with impunity.

      “Even if it is true,” Navuh said. “A goddess Annani’s age is still very impressionable, and her mind could be changed for her. May I speak freely, Father?”

      Mortdh waved his hand impatiently. “That was the idea behind dismissing the servants. Talk.”

      “Thank you.” Navuh took a deep breath and steepled his fingers. “You have not courted Annani. You have not gone to visit her. Perhaps a visit is due. You can dazzle the girl with your good looks and your commanding presence, as well as the many expensive gifts you will bring. You can make her forget all about the new contender for her affections, assuming that there is indeed one and the tutor is not really just a tutor.”

      “I agree. I have been negligent.”

      For some reason, it had never occurred to Mortdh that one day Annani would reach the age of majority and might choose another as her mate. Instead of waiting, he should have arrived at Ahn’s palace and mated with the girl right on that day.

      In his defense, he had not counted on Ahn spoiling the brat to such a degree that she would dare challenge the promise her father had made to Mortdh.

      There were rumors that Annani was hotheaded and not the obedient daughter Ahn should have raised, but Mortdh had not extrapolated the possible ramification of his future bride’s faulty character. Frankly, over the years since the promise had been made, he had spared her little thought at all.

      Except, what if it was not Annani’s idea to hire the pretend tutor but Ahn’s?

      Had his simpering uncle changed his mind, and was he actually instigating a war? It was possible that rumors of Mortdh’s growing army had reached him and he wanted to crush Mortdh before he became undefeated.

      That was what Mortdh would have done, but it was unlike his uncle to pursue such violent action. It seemed that after mating Nai, Ahn had started to believe in his own propaganda about the gods being peaceful and benevolent.

      His uncle had been a fierce and ruthless leader before joining with the young goddess. When the humans had increased in numbers to the degree that had threatened the gods, he had no qualms about arranging a mass culling.

      Even Mortdh would have not gone that far. He would have taken out the leaders, killed a few hundred to scare the rest, and taken control of the situation.

      Humans were not much of a threat if one knew how to manage them.

      In fact, they were the base of Mortdh’s power. Without them, he could not win a war against his brethren. Unlike his uncle, though, he knew how to control humans. All it took to keep their hordes in check was strong leadership. Without it, humans were like sheep—unpredictable and easily excitable. In the hands of a capable shepherd, however, they were a force to reckon with.

      The problem was that his army was not ready yet. Until he amassed a strong enough force to win a war against Ahn and the other gods, he was going to stall by exhausting every political maneuver available to him.

      “Gifts are a good idea. Assemble a caravan. Fill it with jewelry, rare fabrics, exotic slaves, and whatever else you may deem appropriate. I am putting you in charge of delivering everything and dazzling the little whore.”

      “As you wish, Father. How soon do you want it done?”

      “Make it so you can leave in three days.”

      “As you command, Father.” Navuh bowed. “Would you be flying ahead of the caravan?”

      Navuh was still young and did not understand that perception was everything. “No, my son. If the gifts do the trick, I will not come at all. I do not want to waste my time on her. I am sending you with my elite squadron of immortal warriors and wagons piled with goods.” He lifted his hands. “It will send a clear message—a sword in one hand, and a pomegranate in the other. I trust your judgment. Assess the situation, and if you decide that my presence is necessary, inform me, and I will fly over to join you.”

      Navuh bowed again. “I bask in the light of your wisdom, Father.”
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      “You wished to see me, Mother?” Annani asked as she entered her parents’ private quarters.

      It had been a long time since she had been allowed in there. Most of the mother-daughter meetings were conducted either in Nai’s reception room or the throne room.

      It was highly unusual for Annani to be invited to the royal couple’s private chamber.

      “Yes, indeed.” Nai turned to her maids and Gulan. “I wish to speak with my daughter in private. Everyone else, please leave.”

      “As you wish, my lady.” Her mother’s head maid bowed and ushered the others out.

      “Come sit with me,” Nai commanded as the door closed behind the maids.

      Should she worry? What was it all about? Was her mother going to subject her to another lecture on why she should not join with Khiann yet?

      Annani stifled a smile. It was a little too late for that.

      Thank the Fates, the scent of incense permeated the chamber. Without it, there would have been no way for Annani to mask her feelings of happiness from her mother. The heavy perfume she had doused herself with could only do so much.

      “I heard that you and Khiann used Ekin’s workspace for your lesson yesterday, and that you have spent many hours on your report.” Nai raised one perfectly arched brow.

      “Yes.”

      “Could I see that report?”

      Camel droppings, there was no report. Annani had scribbled a few notes, but it was not what three hours of work should have produced.

      “It is not finished. I still have a lot of work to do on it until it is ready for presentation.”

      Nai laughed. “What do you take me for, child, a fool? I know perfectly well what you and Khiann did yesterday.”

      Damnation. Should she continue to pretend? What if her mother had informants who had spied on them last night?

      It was not a remote possibility. It was a certainty.

      One of Nai’s earliest lessons to her daughter was about a ruler’s need to have eyes and ears everywhere to inform him or her of what was going on around them.

      Still, Annani could always answer a question with another question and not commit to anything. It was one of the things she had learned from listening to what went on in the throne room. “What do you think we did, Mother?”

      Nai patted her knee. “I know Ekin. Someone who refers to himself as the god of free love and fornication is not much of a chaperone.”

      “He is not?”

      “Oh, stop the innocent act, Annani. You are not fooling me. Ekin covered for you and Khiann while the two of you necked in some dark corner of his quarters.”

      Annani suppressed the relieved breath she wanted to exhale.

      Except, her mother did not miss much. “It was more than necking, was it?”

      Annani nodded, letting the smile she had been stifling since morning finally spring free.

      Nai chuckled. “That good, eh?”

      A blush heating her cheeks, Annani nodded again. “Indescribable,” she whispered and took her mother’s hands in hers. “I want to join with Khiann as soon as possible. We cannot bear being away from each other for more than a few hours. Can you talk with Father for me?”

      “Are you absolutely sure Khiann is your one?”

      “Positive. If I cannot have him, I would rather die.”

      Nai gave her a stern look. “I do not appreciate melodramatics, Annani.”

      She was not being melodramatic. Without Khiann, there was no purpose to her life, no joy. She would rather perish than live without him. To appease her mother, though, she said, “I will never love another.”

      “That I can believe. You are too much of a fighter to choose death no matter what, my daughter. Besides, it is a selfish thing even to contemplate.”

      “If a person finds life too difficult to live, how is it selfish to wish to end the suffering?”

      Her mother waved a hand. “In some extreme cases, like a human on his or her deathbed who is suffering intolerable pain, it is acceptable. But it is selfish for a young and capable woman or man to wish it because of heartache. The Fates put you on this earth for a reason. You have a job to do, and you are not free to leave until that job is done.”

      Annani frowned. “What job?”

      “That is for you to find out. It is different for each of us.”

      Her mother was very confusing. “What is your job?”

      “Is it not obvious?”

      “Are you talking about ruling along with Father?”

      Nai shook her head. “It may seem that way, but no. I was put on this earth for two reasons. The first one was to join with your father and teach him compassion. The second was you. The fortuneteller told me that you are destined for greatness.”

      Annani huffed. “Since when do you believe in that nonsense, Mother? Fortunetellers will say whatever they think you want to hear, or what some god or immortal thralled them to believe. No one can see the future because it did not happen yet.”

      Nai nodded. “There are thousands of possible futures, that is true. But I do believe that some humans and immortals have a real gift for feeling which one will come to pass.”

      “Perhaps,” Annani agreed just to end the whole discussion about seers. In her opinion, the visions some humans and immortals had were the product of godly pranks, some of them quite malicious. None of the gods ever claimed to be able to see the future. Anyone making such a claim would have been ridiculed.

      “You just need to open your mind to the possibility, child. We are thought of as gods by those inferior to us, but that does not make us all-knowing.”

      “I promise to dedicate some serious thought to it, Mother.” Not really.

      Nai sighed as if knowing that Annani had no such intention. “I will talk with your father and tell him that you have made up your mind. He will probably want to have another talk with Khiann.”
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      As Khiann got ready for his workday, he thanked the Fates for his father’s early return. Navohn had not been due back for at least two more days, but favorable weather conditions had allowed the caravan to traverse the distance faster.

      According to his father, the winds had been mellow, and the heat had been unusually mild for the season. Khiann had a suspicion that the Fates had something to do with it.

      A strange thought for a skeptic like him.

      Except, it was hard to argue against their existence when recent events implied otherwise. A mere two moon cycles ago he could not have dreamed of Annani ever being his. The princess had been as unapproachable as the moon itself.

      The Fates had been exceptionally kind to him.

      The question was why.

      Those who believed in them wholeheartedly claimed that they bestowed gifts on those who had sacrificed a lot for others or those who had endured terrible hardships.

      Khiann had done neither.

      He had been blessed with loving parents and good friends and had not experienced even the slightest of hardships, unless the six torturous weeks of abstinence could count as such. He had definitely suffered, but it had been his choice to dedicate the courtship period to Annani and her pleasure and not ask for anything in return. It had also been his decision not to slake his needs elsewhere.

      It had not been easy, but he was quite proud of himself for accomplishing a feat not many male gods or even immortals were capable of. That did not mean, though, that the Fates would consider it a sacrifice. It had not been selfless. They would not reward him for something he had done for his own benefit, whether it was Annani’s introduction to the world of carnal pleasures or his own ego.

      It worried him. If he had not earned his boon, it was believed that the Fates would demand payment at a later time, and that the payment would be equivalent in value to what they had bestowed.

      A payment for love as great as Annani’s and his could equal the world’s destruction, which was a real possibility if Mortdh could not be appeased.

      Still, despite the constant churning in his gut, Khiann would have not changed anything.

      Upon entering the kitchen, he found his parents finishing their breakfast.

      “Good morning, Mother, Father.” He dipped his head before joining them at the table.

      “Good morning, Khiann.” His mother’s smile looked relaxed and natural, which was a welcome change after weeks of seeing her worry and brood. She did not do well in his father’s absence.

      The thing was, Navohn loved to travel. This was what had prompted him to become a merchant in the first place. But for Yaeni’s sake, he should have stayed home more often and let someone else lead the trading expeditions.

      Except, if he did that, Khiann would have to take his place, which was the plan until Annani had entered the picture. Now, the last thing Khiann wanted to do was to be without her for weeks at a time.

      Mere hours of separation were difficult to endure. Every moment away from his love was painful.

      Perhaps they could train Esag to take his place. His squire would be overjoyed to travel extensively and have a legitimate reason to be away from his cantankerous intended.

      “Would you like something to eat?” the cook asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      Khiann turned to his father. “Are you all rested?”

      Since Navohn had returned late last evening, and after a quick greeting had retired to his mated bedchamber, they had not had the opportunity to talk yet.

      “It is good to be home.”

      “How did your expedition go?”

      “Exceedingly well. I have found unimaginable treasures. Come to my office after you are done eating, and I will show you.”

      Khiann guzzled down the mug of water the cook had put in front of him, stuffed a piece of bread in his mouth and chewed it in record time. “I am done. Let us go.”

      Navohn laughed. “I see that you are impatient. And that is even before I hinted at the nature of my marvelous acquisitions.” He rose to his feet and leaned to kiss Yaeni. “I will join you for lunch, my love.”

      “I need to talk to you,” Khiann said as they stepped into his father’s office. Even after working there for almost two moon cycles, Khiann still could not think of it as theirs or his. It would always be his father’s office.

      “I am sure you do.” Navohn closed the door and cast a soundproofing shroud over the space. “Tell me the news.”

      “The courtship went well. Annani and I are ready to announce our engagement. She already talked with her mother who in turn talked to Ahn. He wants to see me the day after tomorrow.”

      Navohn sat on one of the chairs facing his desk and motioned for Khiann to take the other. “Then it is fortunate that I came home early.”

      “Indeed. I was worried that I would have to talk to Ahn without the benefit of your advice. The Fates were kind to me.”

      “More than you know, my boy.” Navohn smirked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The treasure I have found. The moment I laid eyes on them I knew they would be the perfect engagement gift for your princess. Even Mortdh with all his riches could not offer anything comparable. He would have to concede defeat, regardless of Annani’s right to choose. You will present your suit with an offer he cannot beat.”

      Khiann frowned. “Them? Do not tell me you are referring to slaves. Annani abhors slavery.”

      His father’s grin widened. “Then she is going to doubly appreciate this gift.”

      “What is it?”

      Navohn pushed to his feet. “Come, and I will show you.”

      As he followed his father to the stables, Khiann tried to guess what Navohn was going to show him. Perhaps he had acquired some exotic animals, or maybe a rare breed of horses. Both would be considered an adequate gift, but he doubted Annani would be interested in either.

      His princess did not show much interest in animals, and she favored more elegant modes of transportation than horses. Annani either traveled by carriage or used her flying vehicle, one of the few in the gods' possession that were still functional. Most of the rockets and airboats were either broken or missing parts, and since the boat of million years had departed eons ago, no effort had been made to fix them.

      Besides, if anyone knew how to repair the flying machines, it was Ekin, who knew everything there was to know about the gods’ technology, but he showed no interest in doing so.

      Who knew, perhaps he preferred the gods to be earthbound. Without the flying boats, the gods’ fate was tied to that of humans and immortals. There would never be another flood to cull the human population.

      As they walked into the furthest stable, Khiann saw seven squat men sitting in a row and sorting through piles of semiprecious stones, separating them by color and size.

      Common semiprecious stones? That could not have been the extraordinary gift his father had been referring to. There was nothing special about them. Mountains of those colorful rocks would be needed to impress the heir to the throne.

      “Is that it, Father?”

      “Are they not extraordinary?” Navohn asked.

      “My apologies, but I do not see what is special about these semiprecious stones.”

      Navohn laughed. “Not the rocks, Khiann, the Odus.” He waved his hand at the men.

      Maybe his father had spent too much time in the scorching sun, and it had affected his brain. “Slaves? I already told you that Annani is against slavery.”

      “Even when the slaves are not people but machines?”

      Taking a few steps, Khiann got closer and peered at the men, then sniffed. The lingering scent of horses had initially obscured the metallic scent coming off the seven workers, but now that Khiann was paying attention, it was unmistakable. Under the layer of skin and flesh was metal. A lot of it.

      Rubbing a hand over his jaw, he looked at his father. “I have never heard of mechanical men.”

      “Bio-mechanical servants were quite common on our mother world. Ahn and Ekin would know what these are, and they would also realize their incredible value. The technology of creating them was banned. These seven are the only ones in existence. They are irreplaceable and therefore priceless.”
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      “Ouch,” Annani cried out as a strand of her hair got caught on Gulan’s bracelet.”

      “I am so sorry, my lady.” Gulan held the strand with the fingers of one hand while gently pulling it out from in between the bracelet’s links with the other. “I should remove my jewelry while styling your hair.” She took off the bracelet and put it on Annani’s vanity table, then resumed her work on her lady’s elaborate up-do.

      She wondered why Annani even bothered. From experience, Gulan knew that no trace of her hard work would remain after Khiann’s visit. Annani’s hair would get all tussled and messy from their lovemaking.

      It was no longer a secret. By now, everyone knew about her lady’s new suitor.

      If not for Mortdh, to whom she was still officially promised, and the fact that she was supposed to remain faithful to him, no one would have made a big fuss about the princess taking a lover. After all, she was of age and was allowed to do as she pleased.

      In fact, most of their former classmates were either getting into relationships or finalizing them with engagements or joining ceremonies. Gulan had been to quite a few lately.

      Her friends were starting their adult lives while she was stuck in place with no prospects in sight.

      Unless she counted Esag, which she did not.

      It was not as if he was courting her or anything. He was just teaching her to fight. The hints and inappropriate remarks he threw at her from time to time were meaningless.

      On Esag’s part, it was just mindless flirting, but it was so much more on hers.

      She had learned to hide it better, though. After that first time she had run off on him, Gulan had forced herself to exercise better control of her emotions, or rather the way she let them manifest.

      She was not going to make a fool of herself again.

      Pinning the last strand of red hair on top of the pile she had made, Gulan stepped back and admired her work in the mirror. “Is it to your satisfaction, my lady?” she asked.

      “It is beautiful, like all of your creations.” Annani patted the mountain of hair and rose to her feet. “I am ready. Are you?”

      Gulan put the bracelet back on. “I am now.”

      Annani eyed the piece of jewelry. “Are you going to practice fighting with that on?”

      “No, I will take it off before we start. I do not want to accidentally hurt Esag with it.”

      She was getting better, which meant that when their sessions were over, Esag often sported bruises. He did not complain. On the contrary, he was so proud and happy every time she managed to land a blow, that Gulan did not feel like she had to hold anything back.

      After leaving Annani in the reception chamber her parents had allocated to her meetings with Khiann, or their love room as Annani referred to it, Gulan headed to the palace gardens.

      While Annani and Khiann engaged in one form of physical activity, Gulan and Esag engaged in another. It was a less pleasant one but satisfying in its own way.

      “Hi, Gulan,” Esag greeted her as she neared the clearing that they had appropriated for their training.

      “Hi, yourself. Ready to get beaten?”

      “By you, always.” He winked.

      Here he goes again with his flirting.

      After she had run off when he had called her beautiful, Esag had been trying to refrain from flirtatious comments. Except, it seemed like he could not help himself.

      It was in his nature. Esag probably flirted with every female he encountered.

      Gulan would be a fool to entertain hopes for anything more, especially after Annani’s forewarning. Her lady had advised her to ignore Esag and his many charms because he was promised to another.

      Except promises of that nature could be broken, as Annani herself was proving, and Gulan could not extinguish the tiny spark of hope in her heart.

      What if Esag fell in love with her and broke off his engagement?

      Do not be a fool. You are not a beautiful princess, and no one is going to break their promises for you.

      “What are you waiting for?” Esag taunted from several feet away. “I do not have all day.”

      Gulan attacked.

      She was freakishly strong, but Esag had years of hard practice on her and the muscles to show for it. He overpowered her in no time, throwing her down to the ground and straddling her. When she tried to grab his hair and pull him off her, he caught her hands and pinned them over her head.

      Gulan bucked up, using all of her considerable strength, but Esag held on tight, pressing down even harder.

      To her utter bewilderment, she found the submissive pose oddly titillating. Disturbed and embarrassed, Gulan resumed her struggles in an attempt to divert Esag’s attention from her sudden and most inappropriate arousal.

      Maybe her desperation might produce a strong enough scent to mask the other subtler one.

      Several futile moments later, Gulan ceased her efforts and went limp. “I concede defeat. You win. Now, get off me.”

      “Not so fast.”

      With no fight left in her, she became aware of Esag’s response to her. His eyes were glowing, his fangs were elongating, and she could feel his erection hardening through his breeches. Apparently, he found the pose as arousing as she did.

      It made the situation even worse.

      Gulan bucked up again. “Get off me, Esag!”

      “I want a kiss.”

      Her breath hitched. Gulan had never been kissed. But if she allowed Esag to kiss her, the last of the defenses she had built around her heart would no doubt crumble.

      She should not say yes to the kiss. Esag did not want her, not really. He was just playing with her. When the time came for him to join with his intended, Gulan’s heart would shatter.

      She would never be able to pick up the pieces and glue them back together.

      And yet, she wanted that kiss more than anything.

      Maybe it was her only chance to be kissed by an attractive male, and she might end up forever regretting missing that chance.

      When she did not answer, he leaned over her, his lips hovering so close to hers that she could feel the heat from his mouth.

      “Last chance to say no, Gulan,” he whispered.

      When she said nothing at all, he closed the rest of the distance and kissed her.
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      A scroll in his hand, Esag walked into the office. “The summons from the palace arrived,” he announced.

      “Just in time.” Khiann released a breath. A day earlier would have been too soon, and a day later would have been a day too long to wait.

      As Esag placed it in his hand, he broke the royal seal without giving it a second glance. Normally, Khiann would have paused to admire the artwork that went into it, but not today.

      “It is a formal invitation,” he said as he finished reading it. “I am to arrive with my parents and present my official suit.”

      “When?” Navohn asked.

      “Tomorrow evening, right after sunset.”

      His father grinned. “I guess it is time to get the Odus cleaned up and dress them in fine garments.”

      The seven were still in the stables, working on sifting through the stones. Apparently, they did not require sleep and could eat almost anything, converting it into energy that animated their mechanical inner workings.

      Esag scratched the beard he was starting to grow per his intended‘s request. Ashegan thought he would look more distinguished with it. “I do not understand how come no one knew about the Odus. I would think a marvel like that would not easily be forgotten and abandoned.”

      Khiann and his father exchanged glances.

      Esag had not been privy to their talks about the gods’ history. Other than the original group of gods and very few of their descendants, no one knew the truth about their violent past. It was of vital importance for the humans and their hybrid progeny, the immortals, to believe that the gods were benevolent, peaceful people.

      “They were lost,” Navohn said. “I found them quite by chance.”

      “Were they enslaved by humans?” Esag asked.

      “No, they would not serve anyone who is not a god, not unless their master told them to do so. They wandered searching for their true masters, offering their services for food and clothing. When they saw me, they recognized who and what I was and followed me, claiming me as their master. Until I transfer ownership to the princess, they will answer only to me.”

      “I wonder what happened to their original owner,” Esag said.

      Navohn lifted his hands in the air. “Who knows? There might have been a sandstorm or an earthquake, and they got separated. Their master might still be buried somewhere in the desert, waiting for someone to revive him. A god or an immortal could survive indefinitely in stasis.”

      The explanation might have satisfied someone not as smart as Esag. “I was under the impression that they can talk. Perhaps they can tell you what happened to their master?”

      “I thought the same thing. It seems, however, that their memories were wiped. I do not know if it was done deliberately or if it was a malfunction, but the result is the same. The Odus do not know who they are, where they came from, or who their original master was.”

      “That is a shame,” Esag said. “Should I take them to get washed?”

      “Yes, please. And make sure they wash their hair as well. Think of the Odus as small children. They need to be told exactly what to do and how.”

      “Got it.” Esag bowed and turned on his heel.

      Khiann waited a few moments before casting a sound barrier around the office. “Did you wipe their memories?”

      “No, I was telling the truth about that.”

      “I still do not understand how they got here. You said their kind was destroyed.”

      Navohn sighed and leaned back in his chair. “What I said was that after they had been misused for combat in the big war, their making had been prohibited, the technology to build them had been destroyed, and the Odus had been disposed of.”

      “What is the difference between destroying and disposing of them?”

      “The Odus are indestructible. To get rid of them, they were ejected into space. I suspect that whoever owned these seven did not have the heart to dispose of them that way and sent them to a habitable planet on purpose.”

      “You want to tell me that there are thousands of them floating in space?”

      “If the vessels housing them still hold, then yes.”

      “But they need to eat and breathe to maintain their biological parts.”

      “I am not a scientist, but I guess they can go into stasis the same way we do, and survive eons. We can ask Ekin, he should know.”

      Khiann raked his fingers through his hair. “But if at some point in time they were used for warfare, are they not dangerous? I do not want to give Annani a potentially deadly gift.”

      “It is all in the programming. The Odus do what their master tells them to do. In fact, they can be programmed to protect her. The princess will be much safer with these seven guarding her at all times. Another bonus is that they will never reveal any of her secrets either. They are the perfect servants.”

      “If that is so, maybe we should keep one or two for ourselves.”

      Navohn shook his head. “Even though Ahn considers me a friend, he will not allow such dangerous technology to remain in my hands. With Annani as their mistress, he has nothing to worry about. Unless of course she decides to turn on him, but I do not think he has anything to be concerned about in that regard.”
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      As he paced the throne room, Ahn debated the wisdom of his decision to ask Areana to take Annani’s place as Mortdh’s intended.

      There was no upside to it other than the slight chance of averting war by giving Mortdh a way to save face.

      The guilt was eating at him.

      He was saving one daughter by sacrificing the other. The difference was that he was offering Areana a choice. He had not offered it to Annani, which in retrospect was one of the biggest mistakes he had ever made, and there had been plenty.

      Ahn had ruled for a long time, and he was not infallible. It was true that most of the hard decisions he had taken had been voted on by the big assembly, but that did not absolve him of responsibility. He had the power to veto any decision he did not approve of. But in the name of equality and in the spirit of the laws he and the other founders had put in place, Ahn had never vetoed a unanimous vote.

      Still, some of the decisions that Ahn regretted had been made by him and him alone. When it came to the safety of his people, the assembly’s vote was not needed, and the same was true when it came to his own family.

      The thing was, Ahn had always chosen the good of his people over everything and everyone else, and that included his beloved daughter.

      “Should I stay for your meeting with Areana?” Nai asked.

      He shook his head. “She would be intimidated by your presence.”

      “I understand.” Nai came up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down to her. “I know it is not easy for you, my love.” She kissed him briefly before sauntering out of the room.

      Ahn sighed. Nai always tried to see the best in him, giving him much more credit than he deserved.

      He did not feel for Areana even a fraction of what he felt for Annani. His older daughter was nothing like her half-sister. Where Annani was strong and decisive, Areana was timid and weak.

      Truth be told, he found it embarrassing to have produced such an inferior offspring. How could the most powerful god beget one of the weakest?

      Unfortunately, it had been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that Areana was his. As the daughter of a mistress, she had not been raised in the palace, and Ahn had made no effort to get to know her. After her birth, Areana’s mother had joined with another god who had acted as a father to her.

      He was still pacing when a servant announced Areana’s arrival.

      “Let her in,” he told the immortal.

      She bowed upon entering. “Good evening, my lord.”

      “Good evening, daughter.” He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her on one cheek and then the other. It was a proper fatherly greeting, but it lacked the appropriate emotion.

      At least she was beautiful. Mortdh could not complain about her not being pleasing to the eye. And she was sad, deeply so. Which was not surprising since she had lost her fated mate. One did not recover from a tragedy like that.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said as he led her to a chair.

      “You have summoned me. Of course I came.”

      “Wine?” he asked as he poured himself a goblet.

      “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      She had a pleasant voice, even sweet.

      “You are probably wondering why I asked you here.” He handed her a full goblet.

      “Yes, I am,” Areana nodded.

      In fact, she kept nodding throughout his long explanation about what he wanted from her and why.

      “It is entirely up to you, Areana. Do not feel as if you have any obligation to agree, or that you will disappoint me if you do not. I will find another way to appease Mortdh.”

      As she sipped her wine for several long moments, he was glad she was giving it serious thought.

      Areana put the goblet down on the low table and clasped her hands in front of her. “Since my love was murdered, my life has been meaningless, and it does not matter if I am miserable here or at Mortdh’s stronghold. He has so many concubines and mistresses that he will probably leave me alone. Knowing that I helped Annani will give meaning to my empty life. But I am not sure about the spying part. I am not brave, my lord. In fact, I am a coward. If I were brave, I would have ended my life as soon as I lost the reason to keep on living.” She lowered her eyes.

      Damnation. If his heart were not as black, it would have been weeping for Areana. But after thousands of years of ruling, Ahn was inured to misery as well as guilt. Without Nai in the room, he did not even feel the need to pretend compassion.

      “I am not asking you to actively spy on him. Just observe what is going on in his court, and when you come home for a visit, which I am going to insist on as part of your joining, you will report to me what you have observed.”

      Areana lifted her sad, yet intelligent eyes to him. “Mortdh will expect that of me. I am sure no secrets would be revealed while I am around.”

      “Yes and no. First of all, he cannot silence everyone in court, and people like to talk. The service staff know everything. If you befriend them, you will know more than the best of spies. In fact, you are perfect for that. As a goddess of limited powers and mellow personality, you will not intimidate them. They will feel free to share gossip with you.”

      “I heard he uses mostly slaves.”

      Ahn waved a dismissive hand. “Slaves, servants, it does not make a difference. People are people regardless of their station, and they like to talk.”
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      “Stop right there!” one of the soldiers guarding the palace’s front doors ordered. “We were told to accompany Master Khiann and his parents to the reception hall. These men need to stay behind.” He pointed at the Odus.

      “They are a gift,” Navohn said.

      The soldier arched a brow. “Slaves?”

      “Very special kind,” Navohn answered with a smile.

      “I need to search them for weapons.”

      “By all means.” His father waved a hand at the seven Odus. “I give you my permission to search them, my good man,” he said more for the Odus’ benefit than the soldiers’. They needed to hear their master’s approval before submitting to the search.

      “All clear,” the soldier announced when he was done patting down the last one. “You may enter.”

      Unlike the other time, they were escorted by four armed guards, probably because of the Odus. Or so Khiann hoped. It would have been most disconcerting if the guards had been sent to escort the three of them.

      “Welcome,” Ahn said as they were let inside the reception hall.

      “Thank you, my lord. And good evening to you and your lovely mate and daughter,” Navohn returned the greeting with a bow.

      Annani and Nai smiled and dipped their heads.

      Khiann bowed, and so did his mother.

      “What is that?” Ahn’s eyes widened as the Odus followed them inside, accompanied by the guards.

      “An engagement present, my lord,” Khiann said.

      The ruler got to his feet and walked over. “Amazing. I did not think any were left.”

      “A rare and precious find, worthy of a princess,” Navohn offered with a bow.

      “You may leave us.” Ahn waved at the guards. “These men are harmless.”

      As the door closed behind the soldiers, Ahn cast a soundproofing shroud. “Where did you find them?”

      “It is a long story which I will be glad to tell you over a goblet of wine.”

      “Of course, where are my manners.” Ahn clapped Navohn’s shoulder. “Please come in and join us.” He pointed to a divan. “What should we do with them while we talk?” The ruler tilted his head toward the seven men standing like statues and awaiting further instructions.

      Khiann’s father pointed at the room’s south wall. “You may sit on the floor over there.”

      “Yes, master.” They bowed in unison and headed to where he had directed them.

      As Khiann and his parents sat down across from the royal family, Nai pointed to the low table between the two divans. “Please partake.”

      The table was loaded with trays of small delicacies, decanters of wine, and pitchers of beer.

      “Thank you.” Navohn lifted one of the decanters and poured wine into six gold goblets. “Should we toast the joyous occasion?”

      Ahn lifted his goblet. “To Annani and Khiann. May their joining be full of love, and fruitful.”

      “Long life and prosperity.” Navohn lifted his.

      Khiann waited for Annani to take hers. “To my love!” He clinked her goblet.

      “To my love,” she echoed.

      He had been expecting more questions, but apparently, the engagement was a done deal. It seemed Ahn was satisfied with Annani’s proclamation that she had made up her mind and had no further questions for Khiann.

      “Now, tell me, my friend. Where did you find not one, but seven Odus?”

      As his father recounted the tale of the Odus finding and following him, and not the other way around, Khiann and Annani smiled at each other like a couple of fools.

      It was actually happening.

      The impossible was becoming a reality, and it was all thanks to Annani. He would be forever grateful to her for taking the initiative. If not for her, they would not be sitting in the royal reception room discussing the Odus.

      “I knew right away that they would be the perfect wedding gift for Annani,” Navohn finished his tale. “It is well known that you are opposed to slavery, my lady.” His father turned to Annani. “This is the perfect solution. The seven Odus will serve you and protect you always.”

      Annani’s eyes peeled wide. “I do not understand.” While exchanging smiles and coy glances with Khiann, she had not been listening to their fathers’ conversation.

      “The Odus are not men, Annani,” Ahn explained. “They are machines cleverly disguised as people, and these seven are probably the only ones still to exist. They are priceless.”

      “Oh, wow.” Annani glanced at her present. “What am I supposed to do with them?”

      Donkey dung. She did not like her gift.

      “Whatever you wish. I am sure you will find something. They do not need sleep and can eat garbage. They can also morph their features. So if you prefer female servants, they can become that.”

      “Everywhere?” A blush spread across her pale cheeks.

      Ahn chuckled. “They do not have reproductive organs. What I meant was that they can change their body shape and facial features.”

      “Oh.”

      Ahn patted her knee. “What I like most about this amazing gift, though, is that Mortdh could not match it or outdo it.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Navohn said.

      Nai put her goblet down. “It is time to inform Mortdh, is it not?”

      “Yes, it is. He must have heard rumors, or what is more likely was informed by his spies. I was told that a caravan is heading here, loaded with presents for Annani. Mortdh is not aboard. He sent it with his son, Navuh.”

      “Too little, too late,” Annani chimed.

      “That is why I am so glad you found the Odus, Navohn. There is nothing in that caravan that can come close to the value of these seven.”

      Annani shook her head. “I am just glad he is not coming with the caravan. I do not wish to see him.”

      Ahn picked up his goblet and emptied it in one gulp. “When he gets my message about your upcoming engagement, he will come, and you will have to face him. There is no avoiding that.”
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      With Annani and her parents conferring with Khiann and his, Gulan had a free evening to do as she pleased. First, though, she had to fold and put away all the dresses Annani had tried on before going to her meeting.

      The question was what to do when she was done.

      Gulan did not get time off often. Annani hated the substitute maid, complaining about her so much that Gulan had decided it was better not to take her allotted day off and just stay on.

      It was not as if she had anything interesting to do with her free day. Most times she had spent it helping her mother with the laundry and Tula with her late homework assignments. It was more work, just of the unpaid kind. At least her lady paid her lavishly for staying the extra day a week.

      “Gulan, you have a visitor,” Gumer called out from behind the closed door and then opened it. “Esag is waiting for you in your usual place.”

      “Thank you. I will be out in a moment.”

      Everyone knew she was training with Khiann’s squire. What they did not know was that he had kissed her.

      No one knew, not even Annani. Gulan had not told her, mostly because she did not know what to make of it.

      Remembering the kiss, she touched a finger to her lips. It had been wonderful, awakening needs and desires she had buried so deep inside that she had not been aware of their existence. Gulan wanted Esag, but what did he want?

      Did he want to seduce her?

      Did he have feelings for her?

      What was his game?

      Trying to guess his intentions was driving her crazy. At night, Gulan lay awake, staring at the ceiling for hours while going over every word and every touch. The problem was that she had nothing to base her speculations on.

      What did she know about relationships?

      Nothing.

      Maybe Esag was as tormented as she was and wanted to talk? Perhaps that was why he came? They had not scheduled a training session for this evening. Did he want another kiss?

      Did she?

      It was about time they had a talk.

      Should she change her tunic to a fresh one?

      Gazing at the mirror, Gulan tucked a few stray hairs into her braid, tugged on her tunic, and sighed. All her clothes were functional, not pretty. She owned one nice dress, which she wore only to celebrations, and it was not appropriate for a casual meeting in the palace gardens. Especially if all Esag wanted was to show her some new fighting moves.

      If he liked her, it was not because of her clothes. Gulan was not like Annani, fretting about outfits and what made her look her best. She was not a princess, only a simple maid.

      Flipping her braid back, she lifted her chin and headed out.

      In their clearing, she found Esag sitting on the ground with his legs crossed.

      “Hi, Gulan. Care to join me?” He patted the dirt next to him.

      As she sat on the ground, Gulan was glad to be wearing her simple tunic. “We did not have a session scheduled for this evening, did we?”

      “No, but I figured it was a good opportunity to talk to you in private.”

      As if all the other times they had met in the clearing had not been private. No one paid attention to a squire and a maid practicing fighting moves.

      “About what?”

      For once, Esag did not look as sure of himself as he usually did. Instead of a smirk, he wore a shy smile, and instead of looking her straight in the eyes, he fidgeted with a twig he had picked up.

      “I like you, Gulan, a lot.”

      Her heart did a happy flip. “I like you too.”

      He lifted his eyes to her. “A lot?”

      She nodded.

      “I liked kissing you the other day, and I think you liked it too.”

      Her ears heating up, she nodded. “It was nice.”

      Esag snorted. “Nice is not the term I would have used.”

      “What is wrong with nice?”

      “It implies a mediocre kiss. I prefer hot, arousing, earth moving.”

      It had been all of that and more, but she was too shy to admit it. “If you say so.”

      “I would like more kisses like that.”

      So would she.

      “I would like much more than kisses.”

      Gulan blushed and looked away. She wanted that too.

      “But I am promised to another, and Khiann is on my case about leading you on.”

      Her heart did a flip and then sank all the way down to her gut. Her first instinct was to get up and run away like she had done before, but that was the coward’s way out, and Gulan was not a coward. She would say what she had to say and then run. “Annani told me. But promises of that kind can be broken. It is not easy, I know, but if you really want to…” She lost her nerve and did not finish her sentence.

      “I want to, but I cannot. I do not even like my intended, and the thought of spending the rest of my immortal life with her gives me nightmares, but this joining is crucial to my family. I cannot break the engagement.”

      Gulan knew all about familial obligations, but that did not make her feel any better. She felt like dying. Esag was not going to break his promise for her. “What is the point of you telling me this? Is it because Khiann ordered you to do so?”

      “In part. I want to be honest with you, and I do not want to lead you on. The thing is, I really like being with you. I can imagine us having a life together. A good life.”

      Esag was twisting the knife deeper and deeper. Why was he so cruel?

      “That is neither here nor there. If you cannot break the promise, then you cannot be with me.”

      Esag broke the twig and tossed it away. “We can be together if you agree to be my concubine. I promise to treat you as if you were my official mate, just without the title. That way I can have the woman I want without destroying my family.”

      Gulan had stopped listening after the word concubine had left Esag’s mouth.

      A concubine? That was what he was offering her?

      It was such a grave insult that it had left her speechless. Only widows and daughters of destitute families who needed a benefactor accepted such an arrangement. It was just a step above being a whore.

      He could have said a lover—it did not imply financial support in exchange for intimate favors, but a concubine?

      Not that she would have agreed to that either, but at least she would not have felt so humiliated.

      Gulan bolted up. “Do not ever talk to me again.”

      He caught her hand. “Listen to me, Gulan. It is not as bad as it sounds…”

      She yanked her hand out of his grasp. “Yes, it is. Goodbye, Esag. And good luck with the rest of your life.”
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      “I am so happy,” Annani said as they lay in each other's arms later that night. “Tomorrow, I am going to start planning our engagement party. I am thinking about a procession. We can ride in an open carriage and wave to the crowds while they throw flowers and soft candy at us.”

      Khiann kissed her forehead. “Is it not a bit much for an engagement party? What will we do for our wedding?”

      Annani smiled and stretched her arms. “We can fly in my airboat and throw flowers and candy at the crowd.”

      “That is a silly idea. If we throw candy from such a great height, it might hurt someone, and flowers will just float away.”

      “You are right, no flying. Maybe I should save the procession for the wedding?”

      “Good choice.”

      “Do you have anything you would like to add to the celebrations?”

      “Nope, I have all I need right here.” He closed his arms around her and took her mouth in a hard kiss.

      They had made love twice already, but it did not preclude a third time. Now that their secret was officially out, there was no more need for hiding. If they so wished, Khiann could spend every night in Annani’s room, and he was definitely going to. Being apart from her during his workday was hard enough. He wanted to spend every moment of his free time with his love.

      That was the upside of having their engagement officially announced. The downside was fear of Mortdh.

      The moment the news reached Annani’s rejected intended, Khiann’s life would be in jeopardy. Mortdh would not hesitate to arrange for his assassination. In fact, it was such a likely possibility that Navohn had decided to assign a cadre of bodyguards to go everywhere Khiann went.

      Ahn had agreed that it was necessary and even offered the use of his own palace guard.

      “Why are you frowning, my love?” Annani smoothed her finger over the ridges that had formed between his eyebrows.

      “The usual reason. Mortdh. From now on I cannot go anywhere without an armed escort.”

      She waved a nonchalant hand. “I think you and our fathers are overreacting. Mortdh will huff and puff but eventually he will back off. My father is offering him Areana, my half-sister. She is very beautiful and not as argumentative and headstrong as I am. She is a much better choice for Mortdh.”

      Poor woman. But rather her than Annani.

      Khiann lifted a strand of Annani’s long hair and wound it around his finger. “She is also a widow, and second in line to the throne, not the first. If anything, Mortdh will feel slighted.”

      “Then he is a fool. Areana is lovely.”

      “Not half as lovely as you, my beautiful flower.”

      As Khiann cupped Annani’s small breast, her nipple immediately puckered in his palm. “I prefer to make love again than talk about unpleasant subjects.” He leaned and took the hard peak in his mouth.

      Nights were for pleasure, their worries and troubles could wait for the light of day.

      Annani grinned. “I concur.”
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      Something was bothering Gulan.

      While Annani was bursting with happiness, her maid had not smiled even once all morning. The girl was not much of a talker, but today she was practically mute. Her lips compressed into a tight line, Gulan seemed to be on the verge of tears.

      Did it have anything to do with the upcoming engagement?

      Was she worried about her place in Annani’s life?

      It was true that Khiann was taking up more and more of her time, but that was the natural progression of things. People matured, and their partners took a central place in their lives, especially when the partner was a fated truelove mate.

      Nevertheless, even though Khiann had taken Gulan’s place as Annani’s best friend, the position of second best friend would always and forever belong to Gulan. In fact, Annani had no plans to replace her with another after the joining ceremony. Nai would no doubt want to hire some snooty head maid to run her new household, but Annani wanted Gulan in that position.

      Which reminded her that she needed to talk with her mother about her and Khiann’s living arrangements. Her father would most likely want her to live in the palace, which meant that a new wing needed to be added to the existing structure.

      The other option was for Ekin to move out of the palace and into his own house, and for Annani and Khiann to take over his quarters. But unless Ekin volunteered, no one was going to suggest it. Doing so would be rude.

      Perhaps she should go visit him and start dropping hints?

      “Gulan, I want to go see my uncle. Do you want to come, or do you want to stay here and tidy up?”

      “I will stay.”

      Damnation. It was not like Gulan. Her maid always wanted to accompany her. Something was bothering the girl, and Annani needed to take care of her friend before worrying about her future accommodations.

      “What is wrong, Gulan? Are you afraid of losing my friendship once Khiann and I are joined? Because I can promise you that this will never happen. Wherever I go, you go.”

      Gulan shook her head. “I do not worry about that, my lady.”

      “So what is it? You were moping around all day. I do not like seeing you like that. It saddens me, especially when I think it is my fault.”

      “It has nothing to do with you, my lady. My apologies for casting a shadow on your happiness. This was not my intention.” The girl’s chin quivered as she tried to hold back tears.

      “Come here.” Annani opened her arms.

      Reluctantly, Gulan accepted the embrace, standing stiff as a broom. The only times she acted like that was when her control was slipping and she was afraid of showing too much emotion.

      Silly girl. That was what friends were for. Crying on each other's shoulders was okay.

      “Come sit with me and tell me what troubles you.” Annani led the girl to the sitting area of her room.

      “Talk to me,” she commanded.

      “It is Esag.”

      “What did the scoundrel do?”

      “He broke my heart.” No longer able to contain her pain, Gulan burst into tears, with terrible sobs shaking her big body.

      A broken heart could have been a result of many misdeeds. Annani needed to know what exactly Esag had done, in order to mete out a punishment appropriate for his crime. No one hurt her friend and got away with it.

      “Tell me what he did.”

      Gulan wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “He kissed me.”

      “Against your will?”

      “No, I allowed it.” She wiped her eyes again. “I have never been kissed before.”

      “So you were curious. I can understand that. Did he take other liberties you were not comfortable with?”

      Esag might have mistakenly assumed that permission for a kiss meant permission for other things as well.

      Gulan shook her head. “It was just one kiss. But it was amazing. It made me feel things I did not know I was capable of.”

      Camel droppings. The poor girl had fallen for the irresponsible squire. “Oh, Gulan, I told you he was unavailable. Did you fall for him? Is that why you are crying?”

      She nodded. “But that is not the worst part.”

      “What could be worse than that if Esag did not overstep his bounds?”

      “He asked me to be his concubine.”

      That did not sound so terrible. In fact, it could have been a good solution to an otherwise insoluble situation.

      “And?”

      Gulan turned a pair of teary eyes on her. “Is that not enough? It was insulting. I was humiliated. I do not want to ever see him or talk to him again!”

      Annani took Gulan’s hands. “I am sure that was not his intention. Think of it from his point of view. That is the only way he could be with you without devastating his family. Even if he loves you madly, he cannot break his promise because of his obligation to them. What would you have done in his place?”

      Gulan crossed her arms over her ample chest. “I would have not offered him a position as a paid sex servant.”

      “Is that what you think a concubine is?”

      “I was being polite out of respect for you, my lady. A concubine is just one step above a prostitute.”

      Annani stifled a smile. Angry Gulan was much less timid and more outspoken than mellow Gulan.

      “My half-sister Areana is the daughter of a concubine. Her mother also happens to be a goddess who has a nice cushy temple and worshipers to provide for her. Do you think of her as just a step above a prostitute as well?”

      Gulan shrugged. “That is different. She was a concubine to the head god while he was unmated. She was not a toy he kept on the side for when he was bored with his official mate.”

      So that was the real problem.

      Gulan did not want to share Esag. Not that Annani could blame her. If Khiann came to her with such an offer, she would have probably slapped him across the face and sent him away.

      Annani could not conceive of sharing the man she loved with another, even if he loved her and not the other female.

      Wrapping her arm around Gulan’s broad shoulders, Annani sighed. “I understand. It is not about the offer of becoming his concubine. It is about sharing him with another.”

      Gulan nodded.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I do not know, my lady. I will probably cry and cry until there are no more tears left in me. I do not know what else to do.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Gulan nodded. “Please do not tell Master Khiann. And if it is possible, try to make it so I do not need to see Esag or talk to him ever again.” She put a hand over her breast. “It will hurt too much.”
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      The fucking lying son of a whore and his whoring daughter!

      Mortdh closed the tablet and tossed it onto his desk, its great value the only reason he had not flung the device against the wall.

      It was the only one he owned. To get a replacement, he would have to steal it from another god. There were none to be bought.

      Better yet, he could pry one out of his uncle’s dead fingers.

      Ahn’s audacity was boundless. Breaking his promise to Mortdh was bad enough. Delivering the news via tablet was grossly disrespectful.

      The little slut had invoked her right of consent. She had chosen to give it to another suitor and by doing so had broken her father’s promise to Mortdh.

      To try and salvage the situation, he would have no choice but to fly over there and catch up to the caravan. To impress the slut and Ahn’s subjects, Mortdh would enter the city with all the pomp and fanfare of a king.

      Escorted by the elite warriors he had sent ahead with Navuh, Mortdh would issue a threat, while offering the wagons filled with gifts as a bribe.

      In the meantime, however, with both him and Navuh gone, his stronghold would be left with no proper leadership. The visit would have to be very short.

      What a clusterfuck, and it was partially his fault.

      Over the years, since the promise had been made, he should have paid his intended more attention. He should have sent her birthday gifts and other nonsense like that. He could have even hired a poet to scribble love poems for her.

      Females were stupid and easily manipulated by crap like that. Mortdh just did not expect some young upstart to beat him to it.

      If he had wooed her, Annani would not have been as easily swayed by another.

      The cunning bastard had stolen her from under Mortdh’s nose.

      The stupid cunt. She could have joined with the second most powerful god after her father. Instead, she had chosen some young and insignificant god.

      Soon to be a dead god.

      If Mortdh could not persuade her to change her mind, and she went through with the joining, he was going to make her a widow before she had a chance to conceive.

      If she was not pregnant already.

      If she were, there were ways to get rid of it.

      One way or another, Annani would be his and so would any child she birthed.

      Mortdh had begotten many children. Most were worthless humans, but he had several immortal sons who he had been grooming into leadership positions in his army.

      However, only Annani could give him a pureblood offspring.

      Even if in order to do so he was willing to lower his standards and take an old goddess who had already spread her legs for countless males, it would be impossible to lure one away from her temple and the cushy life she enjoyed.

      His only other option was to wait for the next goddess to be born and come of age. The thing was, unless Nai conceived again, she would not be the princess he had been promised.
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      “I do not wish to see him, and there is nothing you can say that will convince me otherwise!” For the first time she could remember, Annani raised her voice in her father’s presence.

      Mortdh had sent a rider with a message, demanding an audience with Annani and Ahn as soon as he arrived. He was an hour away from the city gates.

      “Annani!” her mother gasped.

      Ahn only lifted a brow. “Your behavior is that of a child. It is most unbecoming of a soon to be mated woman, not to mention a princess. Did I raise a coward? Are you afraid to face him?”

      Annani waved a dismissive hand. “It is pointless. He is going to try and change my mind, and when that does not happen, he will start issuing threats. Then you will offer him Areana, there will be some back and forth negotiations, and he will go home either satisfied or not. Instead, you can skip right to the negotiation part and spare me the unpleasantness.” Annani crossed her arms over her chest. “And anyway, how did he get here so fast? You told me he was not on the caravan heading this way.”

      “He flew in.”

      Annani plopped down on the divan and rubbed her temples. “How long does it take a caravan to get here from his stronghold?”

      “Two to three weeks,” her father said. “His spies must have informed him about Khiann’s tutoring. Mortdh is not stupid and must have suspected something. He decided to send you gifts as a preemptive measure.”

      As if he could woo her with material things. Only a pompous ass like Mortdh would presume to know what she wanted without bothering to get to know her. “And after getting your message, he decided to come here and try to change my mind.”

      Ahn nodded. “Precisely.”

      “Ugh. What do you want me to do, Father? I do not know what to say to him without making him even angrier.”

      “First of all, you need to watch your temper and act like a mature and levelheaded woman. Do not let Mortdh rile you. Be polite but firm, and emphasize why you are bound by tradition to choose Khiann over him. The Fates sent you your one true love, and you cannot anger them by refusing to accept their bounty.”

      “That actually sounds good.”

      “I know. I spent a lot of time thinking how to phrase it in the least offensive way I could. This is what I wrote in my message to him and what you should keep saying. You are not to blame. It is the Fates’ will.”

      Annani shook her head. “And yet, he flew here right after reading it, which means that he does not believe in the Fates.”

      “Of course he does not believe in them. But Mortdh is vain, and his biggest issue is the insult of a broken promise. Blaming the Fates will help him save face in the public’s eyes.”

      Nai rose to her feet and joined Annani on the divan. “Courage, my child. I know it is difficult, and that you would have rather done anything but deal with Mortdh. But think of it this way. After this unpleasantness is over with, there will be nothing but joy. Right?” She hooked a finger under Annani’s chin. “You have been so brave in your pursuit of happiness. Do not falter at the very end, when you can practically touch the finish line with your fingertips.”

      Taking a deep breath, Annani squeezed her mother’s hand. “You always know the right thing to say. I can do this.”

      Nai patted her knee. “That is my girl. The future ruler of the realm.”

      Funny, at that moment Annani did not feel like the ruler of anything. Nevertheless, her mother was right. It was the last hurdle on the road. Once Mortdh was dealt with, it was going to be smooth riding the rest of the way.

      Provided he did not leave enraged.

      Which meant that she had to summon all of her meager diplomatic abilities and keep smiling even when she felt like tearing Mortdh’s head off his body, which given his attitude was bound to happen.

      Ugh, she should have paid better attention to the court proceedings her father had forced her to attend. As it was, the only thing that came to mind was to channel her mother’s regal demeanor and keep her mouth shut as much as possible.

      “I will take my leave now to get ready. Could you send for me when he gets here?”

      Her father nodded.

      Ahn looked somber, more than usual. Was he worried?

      He was always so sure of himself. She had never seen him with anything other than a confident and regal expression on his face. As the ruler of gods, immortals, and humans, there was no one higher than Ahn. He had no one to answer to other than the big assembly, and he had the power of veto over them too.

      If he was worried, he must have had a good reason.

      As Annani walked back to her room, the mute Gulan trailing behind her, she wondered what else she could do to help her father. Maybe she should force herself to be really nice to Mortdh and pay him a lot of compliments?

      Her father had said Mortdh was vain. Vain people liked to hear how great they were. The problem was that she could think of nothing good to say about him.

      Maybe he was good-looking and she could comment on that. And she should thank him profusely for the gifts he brought her. Perhaps she should refuse them? After all, she was not going accept him, so it was not fair to keep the gifts.

      On the other hand, he might take offense at that.

      Dear Fates, what should I do?
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      As Ahn sat on his throne with his mate on one side and his daughter on the other, he was keenly aware of Areana’s presence behind the privacy partition. Even the heavy perfume of incense could not mask the scent of her anxiety from his superior sense of smell.

      It was good that Mortdh’s nose was not as discriminating. More predatory in nature than most gods, Mortdh might react aggressively to the scent of her fear and become even more combative than usual.

      It was the exact opposite of what Ahn wished to achieve.

      After many hours of pondering the problem, he had arrived at a solution that might be acceptable to both of them. At the very least, it should avert war for several thousands of years.

      Or so he hoped.

      It had been a strategic decision to hide Areana until the moment he presented her to Mortdh. Dressed in the finest of gowns, her hair artfully done by Nai’s personal hairdresser, she looked resplendent. Hopefully, Mortdh would be dazzled enough by the gentle beauty to overlook her being a widow and not the fresh young thing he desired.

      Unlike her half-sister’s, Annani’s scent revealed no anxiety, only determination. Despite her impetuous nature, she would make a fine ruler one day. Annani had guts and a good head on her shoulders. All she needed were a few hundreds of years to mature.

      “Let the games begin,” he murmured as servants opened the double doors to the throne room.

      Mortdh sauntered in as if he owned the place, his chest puffed up, and his head held high. A few paces behind him, his son Navuh sported the exact same expression.

      Had they rehearsed it before coming in?

      Ahn rose to his feet and descended the three steps that separated the dais from the rest of the throne room. Extending his arms, he offered Mortdh a broad smile. “Welcome, nephew. It is so good of you to visit.”

      To his credit, Mortdh followed protocol, returning the embrace and the mutual back-clapping. “Thank you, uncle, for welcoming my son and me into your home.” He motioned for Navuh to come closer.

      Offering a perfunctory bow, Navuh submitted to the same greeting.

      So far so good.

      As the two sat in the chairs facing the dais, Ahn returned to his throne, drew back his robe, and sat down.

      “May I proceed directly to the reason for my visit?” Mortdh asked.

      Ahn nodded. “Please, speak freely, nephew. We are a family. We can dispense with unnecessary chitchat.” He could have dragged it out longer by insisting on small talk and requesting updates, which would most likely have been all fake, but while Ahn would have enjoyed the game tremendously, Annani and Areana would not.

      For their sakes, he was going to make this circus show as short and to the point as possible while still achieving his goals.

      Not sparing Annani a glance, Mortdh addressed Ahn. “I understand that the princess believes she has found her fated truelove, but I beg to differ. Annani is still very young and impressionable. She had fallen into the clutches of a usurper.”

      Next to Ahn, Annani bristled, but she kept her mouth shut.

      Smart girl.

      “Do you not trust me to ensure the virtue of a contender for my daughter’s hand?”

      Mortdh smiled evilly, his thoughts transparent. After all, Ahn had promised his daughter to him—a god as far from virtuous as it got. But this was not about truth, this was about saving face and playing a game—one that both he and Mortdh knew how to play well.

      Mortdh bowed his head in mock respect. “Naturally, my lord. But you are too busy with affairs of state to pay close attention to your daughter.”

      Before Ahn had a chance to respond, Mortdh lifted his hand in the sign for peace. “I am guilty of the same. I should have paid better attention to my precious intended. In my defense, I have waited for her to reach the age of majority before coming to court her as a young woman, and not a child. But just as you, my lord, I have been preoccupied with affairs of state and waited too long. I am here to rectify my negligence.”

      Mortdh turned to Navuh. “Please have my lovely intended’s gifts brought in.”

      “Of course, Father.” Navuh pushed to his feet and bowed to Mortdh, bending his head much lower than he had done for Ahn.

      It did not escape Ahn’s notice that Mortdh was still referring to Annani as his intended.

      As the guards opened the doors for Navuh, he signaled for those waiting outside to enter. A well-organized procession began, with servants bringing in large baskets filled with beautiful fabrics and colorful scarfs, and smaller ones overflowing with gold and silver jewelry.

      The procession ended with a large group of unusually pale humans. Upon entering, they immediately dropped to the floor in a deep obeisance.

      “Who are these people?” Annani asked, speaking for the first time.

      Ahn had never seen the likes of them either. Unlike the humans he was familiar with, who were olive skinned or darker and had black hair, these humans had lost most of their pigmentation. They must have been northern dwellers where the sun was very weak, forcing them to adapt.

      Ahn was familiar with the phenomenon.

      The gods’ home world was almost completely devoid of light, which resulted in them developing luminous skin and glowing eyes.

      “Exotic slaves captured in the north,” Mortdh said with pride in his voice.

      Annani let out a most unladylike growl. “Slaves? You brought me slaves as gifts?”

      Ahn shushed her with a quick wave of his hand. “Did all these people sell themselves into slavery, Mortdh?”

      Slavery was strictly regulated and allowed only in very specific circumstances. Capturing free people and enslaving them was not one of them.

      “No, but these are savages, my lord. They hardly qualify as people. They are nomads who hunt for their sustenance. It is like capturing a herd of wild horses. You would not ask a horse if it wants to serve, would you?”
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      If Annani hated Mortdh before, she utterly despised him now. What a condescending and heartless buffoon.

      “I would not say that primitive people who lack culture are equivalent to horses. But I will let it slide this time. In the future, though, you should adhere to the law, nephew. After all, without laws we are no better than these savages, am I right?”

      Good for you, Father.

      Once the idiot left, she was going to free these poor people. The question was what should she do with them?

      Despite their almost god-like paleness, they looked indeed savage. Long tangled hair that had not ever seen a comb, and clothes made from hides and fur, which probably made them swelter in the southern heat.

      Poor creatures. Could they even talk?

      Mortdh inclined his head. “I thought the princess would be awed by creatures never seen before in these parts.”

      Annani did not answer even though Mortdh was looking directly at her. If she did, nothing nice was going to come out of her mouth.

      Her father answered for her. “I am sure she is. Annani is very inquisitive. She would love to learn about the northern lands from these people. Please have them escorted out. My servants will provide them with a meal.”

      That was actually true. She was very curious to hear all about distant lands and what kinds of plant and animal life they supported, provided she could converse with them. They probably spoke a foreign language she would have to learn.

      As Mortdh signaled Navuh to take the bunch of poor savages out of the throne room, the palace servants took the opportunity to collect the baskets of goods and line them up against the wall.

      Annani regarded the offerings with thinly veiled disgust. Apparently, Mortdh thought of her as a commodity he could trade for. She was not a peasant’s daughter to be gifted a couple of sheep. Much thought was usually given to a proper engagement gift for a highborn lady, not just piles of randomly accumulated stuff.

      “My dear nephew,” Ahn said as the throne room emptied of servants. “I appreciate the effort you put into trying to convince Annani to accept you, but I am afraid the Fates have made up their minds and chosen another for her. I for one do not want to tangle with them lest they retaliate, and neither should you.”

      Mortdh made a move to stand, but Ahn lifted a hand. “Hear me out, nephew. I think I have a solution that would be satisfactory to all parties involved. From the start, this joining was about politics and not love, a way for us to solidify our ties. We can still have that. I can no longer give you my daughter Annani, but I can give you my other daughter, Areana.”

      Ahn got up, walked toward the partition, and offered his hand to his older daughter. “I present the lovely Areana.”

      As Ahn led her down the stairs to where Mortdh was sitting in front of the dais, the poor woman trembled all over.

      His eyes glowing with fury at Ahn, Mortdh barely spared her a glance.

      Navuh, on the other hand, stifled a gasp when she lifted her head and looked at his father. Had he been infatuated with Areana? Surely this was not the first time he was seeing her.

      She was indeed very beautiful, but Mortdh was too busy fuming to notice.

      “A widow,” Mortdh hissed. “Used goods.”

      While Areana blushed and lowered her head, Annani felt like taking off her sandals and chucking them at the brute.

      What a nasty thing to say.

      Ahn ignored the rude comment. “Areana is my daughter and second in line to the throne. What is more, she agrees to the joining. It can be done today if you so wish.”

      Mortdh finally deigned to spare her a glance. “She is pleasing to the eye, I will admit that. But you need to sweeten the deal. I am getting the short end of the stick here, and I do not like it. You promised me Annani, the first in line to the throne, not the second, and at the time an untouched virgin, not a used woman.”

      As Ahn led the trembling Areana up the dais and helped her to a seat, Annani wanted to rush to her sister and hug her, offer her some comfort, but she could not. The negotiations were about to start, and she needed to sit quietly and let her father do what he did best.

      “I had a feeling that would be your sentiment, nephew, and I came up with a plan that should be most satisfactory to you. Come, join me at the table.”

      Ahn stepped down and walked over to where a table stood against the wall. Annani had wondered about what it was doing there, as it was not part of the throne room’s regular decor. She had suspected that the large scroll resting upon it was a map.

      As Mortdh followed her father, Ahn unfurled the scroll and spread it over the table. “Here is my territory.” Ahn pointed to the large area nestled between the two rivers. “And here is yours.” He pointed to Mortdh’s stronghold, situated on top of a mountain overlooking the middle sea.

      “As it is,” Ahn continued. “There is hardly any contact between the two regions. I am offering you sovereignty over yours. Not complete, you will still need to abide by our laws, but you can be a king of your own territory. Instead of you being subject to my rule, we will form a sort of federation. If any of the gods decide to join you, they will be subject to your rule.”

      Mortdh rubbed his hand over his short beard. “An interesting proposition, but how does it differ from what is already the situation?”

      “It makes it legal. You seek acknowledgment and royal succession, correct? Now you have it. My line will continue through Annani and her offspring, and yours will continue through Areana and hers.” Ahn threaded the fingers of his hands. “Two intertwined monarchies. Instead of having to wait thousands of years for me to step down, you can be king tomorrow. With my congratulations.”

      Wow, and wow.

      Her father’s idea was not only revolutionary but potentially dangerous. Splitting the gods and creating two centers of power could lead to conflicts of interest and eventually war. But that was a worry for the distant future.

      Ahn was taking care of the current crisis.

      Mortdh was getting almost everything he wanted without giving anything up. Except for her, but he was not really interested in Annani as a person. She had been just a means to an end, which her father was handing to him on a golden platter.

      “Is my proposition satisfactory to you, nephew?”

      Mortdh was still staring at the map as he nodded. “I am claiming this entire region.” He made a big circle with his finger.

      “Deal.” Her father offered his hand.

      When Mortdh shook it, Annani let out a breath.

      It was over.

      The last hurdle had been surmounted.

      Nothing else was standing in her path to eternal happiness with her beloved.
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      “That went well,” Navuh said as they returned to the caravan parked outside the city limits. “Ahn’s offer was very generous. It is almost everything you wanted, Father.”

      “Not even close.” Mortdh slammed his fist into the side of a wagon. “I agreed to his proposal to throw him off. We keep on building our army and getting ready to take over by force. I do not want to be king of the Northern Territory. I want what I always wanted and what should have been my birthright. I want to rule over them all. Gods, immortals, and humans.”

      “So what now?” Navuh asked.

      Mortdh continued walking in the direction of his flyer. “I left one of your less competent brothers in charge while I was gone. I need to get back. You will bring the caravan home.”

      “What about Areana?”

      Mortdh waved a dismissive hand. “Bring her with you. I promised Ahn a joining ceremony in two moon cycles, but I do not think I will actually go through with it. Fuck Ahn. After the way he humiliated me, I am planning on humiliating him by keeping his daughter as a concubine instead of an official mate.”

      Navuh rubbed his hand over his jaw. “But she is a goddess. You always wanted a pureblooded child.”

      Mortdh clapped his son’s back. “You are only an immortal, but I could not have asked for a more capable and enterprising son. You are my successor.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Navuh bowed deeply and kissed the back of his hand.

      Navuh was indeed a good son, but if Mortdh had a child with Annani, a male child, he would become Mortdh’s successor. For now, though, Navuh did not need to know it.

      Areana did not merit the same status. Being Ahn’s daughter was irrelevant because she was second in line.

      Then again, if he arranged for Annani’s untimely demise, Areana would become first in line, and he could resume his original plan. The thing was, it would not be easy to assassinate the princess, and even if he succeeded, the other gods would never forgive him for taking out their darling and would turn against him.

      Then there was the issue of Ahn. The fucker was in no hurry to step down, and his assassination would be even harder to pull off than that of his precious daughter.

      Mortdh took in a long calming breath. He was in no rush. Nothing needed to be decided right away. He was going to take his time and plot the most beneficial course of action.

      For him.

      Taking another deep breath, Mortdh tried to extinguish the inferno of anger burning inside him but failed. Thoughts of someone else screwing Annani kept the fire going. The only thing that could restore his calm was taking the fucker out.

      He could get rid of the usurper, and then take Annani with her consent or without.

      Not yet, though. Mortdh needed to think everything through.

      For the time being, though, until he decided his next move, the position of his official mate should remain open.

      He should definitely not join with Areana.
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      As Khiann sat in the open carriage and waved at the cheering crowds, he felt quite ridiculous, sitting there in the finest of garments and smiling like a fool at the humans and immortals gathered on the streets. That being said, he had to concede that Annani’s idea to have a procession, or rather three of them, was an excellent crowd-pleaser, generating an enormous amount of goodwill toward the royal family.

      Instead of the two of them riding in the carriage after the ceremony, she had flipped the order, having them arriving in separate ones, each followed by dozens of entertainers, most of whom were guards in disguise.

      Khiann and Annani were not fooling themselves that all was well and they were safe. Mortdh had seemed appeased by Ahn’s generous offer, but he was unpredictable. Even Ekin, Mortdh’s own father, had warned them against getting complacent and slacking on security.

      Some of the entertainers, however, were the real deal, dancers and singers. For the occasion, a song had been composed by a famous poet, celebrating love’s triumph and telling the tale of Annani falling in love and choosing a commoner over the powerful Mortdh.

      Not that Khiann considered himself a commoner, but the crowds were eating it up. If Mortdh tried to contest the joining, he would find no support from the people.

      Even Ahn was impressed with his daughter’s ability to manipulate public opinion. He had said she was better at it than he, and that it would have never crossed his mind to bother with influencing the masses.

      Annani had an innate talent for creating just the right amount of fanfare and drama to endear her to everyone, including gods, immortals, and humans.

      As had been planned, the two processions arrived at the palace gates at the same time and were supposed to enter its inner walls side by side.

      On the spur of the moment though, Kian leaped from his carriage into Annani’s and took her into his arms.

      The crowd went wild, cheering and hooting long after the two carriages had passed the gates, leaving the entertainers behind to lead the festivities outside.

      “That was amazing!” Annani beamed as the gates closed behind them. “Much better than I expected. They love us, Khiann.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him in front of all the invited guests, who included gods, prominent immortals, and even several human dignitaries.

      “They love you, my beautiful flower. I am just an accessory.” Khiann jumped out of the carriage and lifted his arms to help Annani down, clasping her to his chest instead of letting her sandaled feet touch the ground.

      Her elaborate gown and headdress were beautiful but looked heavy and uncomfortable to walk in.

      She slapped his arm and whispered, “Let me down, Khiann. We are supposed to walk in hand in hand, not with you carrying me inside.”

      He lifted a brow. “Who said there is only one way to do it? Look around you, love.”

      People were smiling at them.

      One of the goddesses wiped happy tears from her eyes, while another started clapping, soon to be followed by the rest of their guests.

      With a triumphant grin, he dipped his head and kissed her softly, then whispered in her ear, “They like the spontaneity. It shows our love for each other better than anything rehearsed.”

      Annani relaxed in his arms and whispered back, “It seems I am not the only one with a knack for crowd-pleasing. You are a natural.”

      He smiled. “I learn from the best.”

      Holding his princess in his arms, Khiann ran up the steps to the palace's front doors, but he had to slow down as he entered the gallery leading into the grand hall where their parents were waiting for them. Its walls were lined with guests who needed to be acknowledged. Smiles greeted them everywhere, with people returning Annani’s waves and air kisses.

      Everyone loved the spontaneous display. Except for Nai, who frowned as they entered the hall.

      Apparently, Annani's mother was a stickler for protocol and did not approve of Khiann’s unorthodox delivery of her daughter.

      But she was the only one. Ahn nodded and smiled, while Khiann’s parents grinned from ear to ear.

      Six throne-like chairs were set upon a dais, and Khiann deposited Annani into one of the middle ones. Her parents took the chairs on his bride’s side, while his parents sat in the ones on his.

      The next couple of hours or so were spent greeting the guests. Lined up outside in the gallery, they were admitted one at the time, walked in, climbed the steps to the right of the dais, offered their congratulations, and then descended the steps to its left.

      When they were done, servants escorted them to their tables.

      It was all very formal, orderly, and incredibly boring. Next to him, Annani kept tapping her sandaled feet on the floor until her mother cast her a withering glance and she stopped. But she had not let the smile slip from her face even once while greeting her guests.

      When everyone was finally seated, Ahn rose to his feet and lifted his hands to hush the murmuring.

      “Dear guests. Thank you for coming to celebrate this joyous occasion with us. Annani and Khiann have been uniquely blessed by the Fates. They are each other's fated trueloves, and as we all know, that which the Fates decree must come to pass.”

      He paused, letting the crowd show their approval with prolonged applause.

      “Today, they will pledge their lives to each other, but this is only a formality. In their hearts, they have done so already weeks ago. That is why it was decided to combine the engagement and joining ceremonies into one.”

      He waved his hand at Khiann and his daughter. “These two are young and impatient to start their lives together.”

      Believing the romantic spin, the guests clapped and cheered.

      The decision to combine the ceremonies, however, was not due to impatience. It had been Ekin’s idea. With Mortdh’s unpredictable nature, or insanity as Khiann thought of the god’s unstable mental state, it was better to finalize things as soon as possible.

      Ahn waited for the applause and cheers to subside before continuing. “As one who has been similarly blessed, I know how incredibly precious this gift is.” He turned and offered his hand to his mate, helping her up. “I wish Annani and Khiann a long and happy life filled with as much love and joy as Nai and I share.”

      As a new round of applause erupted, Nai dipped her head. “Thank you,” she said when it subsided, and then sat back.

      Her mate remained standing. “Ring bearers, approach!” he called out.

      It was custom to choose a best friend to do the honors, but gods usually chose other gods as their ring bearers, not immortal servants. Again veering away from tradition, Annani had chosen Gulan as hers, while Khiann had chosen Esag.

      The two had not seen or talked to each other for weeks, but Khiann had no idea what had caused the falling out. Annani knew, but Gulan had asked her to keep it a secret.

      Esag, who had been uncharacteristically tightlipped and moody lately, had refused to talk about it too.

      Other than Mortdh’s looming threat, the spat between those two was the only thing casting dark shadows on this otherwise joyous night.

      With a bow, Esag presented Khiann with a silver tray holding Annani’s ring, while Gulan presented Annani with Khiann’s. Once the rings were in their hands, the two bowed and retreated without sparing each other a single glance.

      “And now that we have the rings, it is time for the pledge,” Ahn announced. “The young couple have decided to prepare their own instead of me reciting some old and overused lines.”

      A few guests chuckled before another round of applause started.

      As Khiann and Annani pushed to their feet and faced each other, Khiann smiled at his tiny bride. Without her headdress, she barely reached the middle of his chest, but the ornament was so tall that the top of it reached his nose.

      Was that why she had chosen it? Did she want to make herself look taller because he towered over her?

      Silly girl. As small as she was, all eyes were on her and not on Khiann. Annani’s mesmerizing beauty and inner power shone so brightly that no one could avert their eyes even for a second to spare him a glance.

      It was as it should be.

      Annani was the heart of their people, the beacon of light for their future, while he was there to keep her happy and shining bright. He was the pedestal upon which she could stand and the pillar against which she could lean.

      Nothing more.

      And yet he counted himself the luckiest male alive.

      “My love, my life, my everything,” Annani started her pledge. “Against all the odds, and despite many obstacles, the Fates have brought us together. I will forever be grateful for this most precious of gifts. I do not know what I have done to merit such a boon, to find my one and only and experience this incredible love that is going to sustain me for thousands and thousands of years.”

      She turned to look at Khiann’s parents. “Thank you, Fates, and thank you Yaeni and Navohn for the gift that is your son.”

      As his mother wiped happy tears from her eyes, Annani turned back to Khiann. “And thank you, Khiann, for taking a risk on me. I promised to make it worth your while, and I am going to keep that promise forever.”

      As she lifted the ring, he offered her his hand. “Tradition dictates that I say; with this ring, I bind you to me. But a ring is only a symbol of what is in one’s heart. So instead, I am going to say; this ring, which is made from an unbreakable alloy, symbolizes the strength of our unbreakable bond.” She threaded the band on his finger. “In front of all these witnesses, I, Annani daughter of Nai and Ahn, pronounce you, Khiann son of Yaeni and Navohn, as mine, and I pledge myself to you for eternity and beyond.”

      His mind reeling, his heart so full it felt like bursting, Khiann forgot all the beautiful words he had prepared.

      Taking Annani’s hand, he repeated her words to her. “My love, my life, my everything. I promise to spend the rest of my life making you happy and thanking the Fates and your parents for the precious gift of you.”

      He put the ring on her slender finger. “In front of all these witnesses, I, Khiann son of Yaeni and Navohn, pronounce you, Annani daughter of Nai and Ahn, as mine, and I pledge myself to you for eternity and beyond.”
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      “Good morning, my love.” Khiann woke Annani with a kiss.

      Yawning, she stretched her arms and legs, then hugged the blanket to her chest and rolled to her side. “I want to sleep more.”

      The joining ceremony had been marvelous, but also exhausting.

      Annani might have overdone it with the celebrations, but given that it was a once in a lifetime event, she did not want to skimp on anything.

      Claiming security concerns, Khiann and her father had not been too enthusiastic about the post-ceremony carriage ride through the city she had arranged for, but Annani had insisted.

      She was so glad she had.

      Joy and love needed to be shared and celebrated.

      The carriage had been beautifully decorated with flowers and ribbons, and the people had been delighted to see her and Khiann riding in it as a mated couple. Even though it had been late at night when they had ridden through the streets, it had seemed as if every last human in the city had forgone sleep to go out and cheer them on.

      Khiann kissed her neck. “One of your Odus brought us breakfast. I think it was Okidu, but I have a hard time telling them apart.”

      She had given them each a name, instead of the general term Odu, which referred to what they were but not who they were as individuals. Supposedly, they were all the same, but their ability to morph their features translated into slight differences that made them look more like brothers than identical twins.

      Khiann’s father had explained that they lacked personality and she should not read too much into it just because they looked so human, but Annani had a feeling that was not entirely true. Something other than programming must have prompted them to adopt the slight differences.

      Their arrival had made Gulan’s work much easier. They had taken over all the cleaning and fetching, but Gulan still did Annani’s hair and helped her with getting dressed.

      “Where is Gulan?” Annani asked.

      “I have not seen her since last night.”

      That was odd.

      “Could you send one of the Odus to look for her? I need to get dressed.”

      “What for? You can eat breakfast naked.” He waggled his brows.

      She could, after all, the Odus were not really men, and her nudity had no effect on them. Except, she did not feel comfortable enough around them yet. But if her mate wanted a morning romp, she could send them away.

      Annani was all for it.

      “You can tell the Odus to leave us, and we can have some fun,” she husked, pulling the blanket just enough to give Khiann a glimpse of her breast.

      He sucked in a breath but shook his head. “Food first, lovemaking second. I feel guilty for further exhausting you last night. I should have let you sleep when we returned.”

      “Do not be silly. It would have not been a joining night without an actual joining.”

      He smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, but I kept you awake for hours.”

      That he had. “Come here.” She lifted her arms, inviting him to come back to bed.

      Instead, he leaned into the embrace and kissed her. “Food, love. You need nourishment. “I will send Okidu or one of the others to find Gulan. Or, if you please, I can serve as your maid and help you get dressed.” He winked.

      “Then we will not get to eat for sure.”

      “You are right, my love.” He kissed her forehead.

      As Khiann stepped out of the bedchamber to talk to the Odus, Annani pulled the blanket up to her nose and closed her eyes. She could catch a few more moments of sleep before he came back.

      “Annani, my love, wake up,” Khiann said.

      Something in his tone jolted her awake in an instant. “What happened?”

      He handed her a small scroll tied with a pretty ribbon. “The Odus searched everywhere. Gulan is not in the palace. They found this in her room. It is from her. It is addressed to you.”

      “What is in it?”

      Despite the knot forming in her gut, Annani hoped the scroll was a gift from Gulan—a wish of happy joining, or maybe a poem—and not bad news.

      “I did not open it.”

      Snatching it from his hand, Annani removed the ribbon and unfurled the scroll. As she had thought, it started with good wishes, but unfortunately, it did not end with them.

      “What does it say?” Khiann asked.

      “She is gone,” Annani whispered as tears pooled in the corners of her eyes. “Gulan ran away because she was broken-hearted and could not stay and watch Esag join with his intended.”

      “Donkey dung!” Khiann exclaimed. “I told the idiot not to toy with her feelings.”

      With tears sliding down her cheeks, Annani handed him the scroll. “It is not only about Esag. She says that I do not need her anymore because I have you to love and the Odus to serve me. She begs me to help her family by taking Tula in her place. They need the income.”

      Khiann read the note, then rose to his feet and started pacing while raking his hands through his hair. “Do you have any idea where she might have gone?”

      Annani shook her head. “I do not. But she could not have gone far. She was still here last night to help me undress. Even if she left right away, she could not have traversed a long distance on foot. She does not own a horse.”

      “I will send Esag after her.”

      “Do you think it is wise? Even if he finds her, she will refuse to come back with him.” It pained Annani to say it, but Gulan was a free woman, and if she wanted to quit her employment, it was her right to do so. “Maybe we should respect her wishes and let her go?”

      Khiann stopped his pacing and came back to sit on the bed next to Annani. “You would have been right if she went home or to her next place of employment, but she did not. From her note, I understand that she wants to disappear and go somewhere no one knows her. For starters, it is not safe for a female to travel alone, even a strong one like Gulan, and secondly, where could she go where no one knows her?” He lifted a brow.

      That was a good question. As Annani’s maid, Gulan was well known. Maybe not by name, but her unusual size ensured that everyone who had ever seen her, remembered her. There was only one settlement of immortals who were unfamiliar with her.

      “She could not be so stupid. You think she is heading to Mortdh’s territory?”

      “Where else?”

      “But that is insane!”

      Khiann clasped her hand to his chest. “Love can make even the most rational person do crazy things.”

      “And beautiful things,” Annani said. “Love is the force behind most everything we do. Good and bad. Right and wrong.”

      The end… for now…
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      Premonitions are tricky.

      And although Syssi had been having them for as long as she could remember, she could never predict how they’d come to pass.

      Yet in one way or another, they always did.

      It was a curse.

      Knowing something was coming, but not the when or the how, left her perpetually anxious.

      Lately, she sensed a dark shadow descending over the world, a malevolence that had an oddly familiar flavor to it. An old and powerful force was on the rise, readying to plunge the world into darkness. Yet again.

      It alarmed her.

      So much so that she dreaded watching the news or reading a newspaper. To witness global events unfold according to her predictions only fueled their potency. And like one of those biblical prophets of doom, the foreknowledge she was burdened with was too vague to heed—even if anyone cared to listen.

      And yet, although the portents were mounting, it seemed as if no one was concerned. Blinded by one trifling thing or another, most of her friends were convinced that their future was secure.

      As if weapons of mass destruction were not threatening to annihilate the world, and the slaughter of thousands in Africa and in North Korea and in other godforsaken dictatorships wasn’t happening. Not to mention that hunger was still a serious problem in parts of the globe, and basic human rights were rapidly eroding in those and other parts: specifically, those of women.

      It weighed on her.

      Being a powerless observer sucked.

      There was nothing she could do.

      Except, some small part of her was rebelling against this perceived helplessness, whispering in her mind that she was wrong. It was like an itch, a nagging suspicion that she was forgetting something important, and that just around the corner, a life-altering adventure awaited.

      Perhaps it had something to do with the dream that had been tormenting her for months. Infrequent at first, lately it had been a nightly occurrence, and she would wake up gasping, sweaty, shaky, and with a mean headache.

      The dream always began in the midst of a heart-pounding pursuit.

      Out of breath and desperate, she was running for her life through a dark wood—a pack of vicious wolves on her heels. With the hellhounds’ terrible red-glowing eyes and snarling muzzles never far behind, her panting breaths were the only other sounds to disturb the quiet of the night.

      What am I doing here?

      Why are they chasing me?

      Dear God, I’m going to die—horrifically—they are going to tear me apart.

      Her eyes darting frantically in search of help, Syssi could see nothing besides the elusive shadows the moon was casting on her path.

      She was losing hope, her legs threatening to give out, when up ahead in the distance she discerned what looked like a silhouette of a man. She couldn’t be sure, though. The tall shape was barely visible below the limbs of a large tree—it might’ve been just another shadow.

      It remained a mystery. She’d never reached him, not even once, always waking up before getting close enough to find out if he’d been real.

      Trouble was, Syssi didn’t know what to make of the dream. Was the dark stranger friend or foe? Was she supposed to run to him? Or from him?

      On that, her premonition remained undecided, churning up a strange mix of contradicting feelings: a sense of trepidation, but also excitement.

      Yes, her premonitions were definitely tricky.
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      “Watch out!” Syssi threw a hand out, bracing against the Porsche’s front panel.

      Her new boss, the most talked about professor on campus, Dr. Amanda Dokani, was going to get them killed.

      “Would you chill?” Amanda cast Syssi an annoyed glance before accelerating again to take advantage of an opening in the next lane over.

      Syssi held her breath. The space didn’t look big enough for a motorcycle. The Porsche was a small car, but not that small. When Amanda managed to slip it into the tiny space without causing an accident, Syssi sagged in relief.

      Would telling her boss she was driving like a maniac get her fired?

      Nah. Not after all the trouble Amanda had gone through convincing Syssi to come work for her. Besides, they were friends. Sort of. “You’re dangerous. I’m never going to hitch a ride with you again.”

      Amanda snorted. “I don’t know what your problem is. I’m an excellent driver.”

      If she wasn’t holding on to the dashboard for dear life, Syssi would’ve crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “Why can’t you stay in one lane? Do you really think all that weaving  between cars will get you there faster? And anyway, what’s the rush? You have plenty of time until your first class starts.”

      Amanda let out a resigned sigh. “Fine, I’ll slow down. But you need to tell me what’s gotten into you. Yesterday, you had no problem with my driving.”

      True. But that had been before the disturbing foretelling that had forced itself into Syssi’s mind this morning. Amanda was in danger, the premonition had been clear on that, but the details had been fuzzy.

      “I had a premonition about you.”

      “Aha, I knew it. Let’s hear it.” Amanda looked excited as she peered at Syssi with a pair of big blue eyes that seemed to be glowing from the inside. It must’ve been a trick of the light—a reflection from contact lenses—because people’s eyes didn’t emit light. Though, it sure as hell looked like it.

      Syssi shook her head. This wasn’t the first oddity she’d noticed about her new boss. Not that any of it was a big deal, just small things. Was Syssi the only one who noticed that there was something peculiar about the professor?

      Probably.

      Amanda’s students were too busy gaping and admiring to actually listen to her lectures, let alone notice that there was something off about her.

      Tall and lean, with dark, glossy, short hair, deep blue eyes, and full, sensuous lips that were red without the benefit of a lipstick, Amanda’s beauty bordered on the surreal. Distracted by her looks, most people could see nothing beyond it, and at first, Syssi had been no different. But with each passing day, since she had first walked into Amanda’s lab a little over two months ago, it was getting easier see the person inside and ignore the cover.

      Upon discovering that Professor Dokani was conducting experiments on extrasensory perception, Syssi had volunteered to be a test subject. What better way to explore her ability to foresee glimpses of the future than having a neuroscientist examine it?

      Her results had been so exceptional that even though neuroscience hadn’t been her field of study, Amanda had pestered her to join the research team.

      Syssi had politely declined.

      She had an internship lined up with a wonderful architect. Tragically, though, the poor man had died of a heart failure a few days before she’d been supposed to start. So here she was, working at the lab and getting valuable insight into an ability that had haunted her, her entire life.

      At least until she could find another architect to intern with.

      “It was vague, as they all are, so I didn’t want to worry you for nothing, but I sensed that something major was going to happen to you—not life threatening, but life changing.”

      Amanda smirked. “Hey, maybe the groundbreaking paper we are working on will get published in Nature? That would be major and life changing.”

      Syssi shook her head. “The premonition wasn’t bleak but it wasn’t sunny either. Besides, we are not ready. Even I know we have to do a lot more experiments before we can prove your hypothesis.”

      Tapping a long-nailed finger on the steering wheel, Amanda frowned. “I know. Tell me something, are you still getting those nightmares? The ones with the wolves?”

      Syssi blushed. “Yeah, almost every night.” She’d told Amanda about the dreams, but not about the recent changes in their nature. Last Saturday, she’d gotten a little closer to her would-be dream rescuer, and closer yet each night since. His facial features were still obscured by the shadows, but she could tell that he was tall, exceptionally so, and that his body was beautifully built—lean and strong like that of an athlete’s.

      Even though it was only a dream, his proximity was doing all kinds of weird things to her, affecting her in a most disturbing way. The man was like the epicenter of a force field, emitting some kind of attractant she was powerless to resist.

      The way he held himself, his entire body language exuding an aura of power and confidence, was calling to everything female in her. Syssi yearned for her dream guy like she’d never yearned for any real man.

      To be with him would differ from any sexual experience that she’d ever had or even fantasized about. Before the dreams had taken on this new twist, her fantasies had been quite tame, as well as the men starring in them. Kind of like her ex-boyfriend, or perhaps just a little more exciting. Gregg had been as far removed from intense as it got.

      Not this guy.

      He would demand nothing less than her complete and utter submission.

      The shocking part was that she found herself yearning for his dominance. The concept was so foreign to her that she should’ve found it abhorrent, and certainly not titillating. Still, it was hard to argue with the very physical evidence her dream arousal was leaving behind.

      Wet panties weren’t a big problem first thing in the morning, but the arousal carried over to her waking hours. Syssi could’ve banished it, forcing it off her mind, but the truth was that she didn’t want to. It made her feel alive. There was something naughty and delicious about her constant state of arousal, her yearning for the forbidden sensation, and she refused to give it up.

      Not yet, anyway.

      She would cast these fantasies aside once she started dating again and had a real guy in her life. It didn’t require a degree in psychology to figure out that there was a connection between the dreams and her extended dry spell.

      Amanda cast her a sidelong glance, no doubt puzzled by Syssi’s blush. “The dreams are affecting you, and this is why you see trouble lurking in every corner. I think you are mixing up real premonitions with a bad mood.”

      “Not likely. I know the difference. A premonition has a very distinct feel to it.” Syssi sighed. “I’m just tired. All I need is one good night’s sleep to regain my sunny predisposition.” One without disturbing dreams about a sexy dark stranger.

      “What you need is to get laid. One good tumble and the nightmares will go poof. Isn’t a handsome guy part of the dream? You need to catch up to him and turn that nightmare into something naughty instead of scary; something fun like several screaming orgasms.” Amanda squirmed in her chair. “I could use some myself.” She winked at Syssi, the seductive smile on her beautiful face so sinful it had Syssi squirm a little herself. Amanda was such a sexual creature that it was impossible to remain unaffected. Especially given Syssi’s already elevated state of arousal.

      If it were anyone else other than Amanda, Syssi would’ve been freaked out, thinking she was that transparent and that everyone could figure out what her dreams were about. But the woman had sex on her mind twenty-four seven. She would’ve turned a dream about a trip to the supermarket into something sexy.

      But even though Amanda was very open about her sexuality, sometimes shockingly so, Syssi didn’t want to share this with her boss. She hid her discomfort with a shrug. “I don’t know if he is handsome or not because I never get close enough to see him. It’s not that kind of a dream.”

      Liar, liar, panties on fire.
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      “Where the hell is he?” Amanda murmured and took another quick glance at the time before fixing her gaze back on the lecture hall’s door.

      From her elevated vantage point on the podium, there was little chance she could miss Kian. At six foot four and with two distinctive bodyguards at his side, he wasn’t exactly inconspicuous, or easily overlooked.

      She was just anxious for him to show up.

      At last, after endless nagging and cajoling, her brother—the all-important Regent and head of her clan on the American continent—was making the time to come see her teach.

      He should be here already. Kian was punctual to a fault. Unless, he isn’t coming after all.

      Snatching her phone out of her purse, Amanda turned her back to the class.

      Where are you? I have to start in a few minutes, Amanda texted, then waited, tapping her heeled shoe on the podium’s hardwood floor.

      Don’t get your knickers in a twist. Parking the car. Be there in two.

      Letting out a relieved breath, she smiled and texted back. Knickers? Really? What century are you stuck in? It’s a thong now. Get with the times, old man. And unless you can fly, you won’t make it in two.

      Old man walking as fast as he can while texting. Stop bugging me.

      Amanda chuckled, but as she shifted her attention back to the rapidly filling classroom, her eyebrows dipped with worry. At this rate, Kian might not find an empty seat, let alone three, which might provide him with a perfect excuse to leave.

      “Professor Dokani, I just wanted to tell you that I love your lectures,” called out a brave soul sitting in the first row.

      Gutsy boy.

      She smiled and gave him the thumbs-up.

      The room, already one of the largest in the department at one hundred and fifty seats, was nearing full capacity. Amanda’s class, “Mind: The Final Frontier”, was quickly becoming a favorite of the student body. Not that she had any illusions as to why her class was so popular.

      It wasn’t due to a sudden interest in the philosophy of neuroscience, or appreciation for the title’s reference to Star Trek. And sadly, it wasn’t due to her fascinating lectures or her amazing teaching skills either. No, the course’s popularity had mainly to do with her looks.

      Owing to her exceptional hearing, Amanda couldn’t help but overhear her students’ murmurs; most of which were flattering, though some were not just rude but outright derogatory. She would’ve loved nothing more than to slap those boys around for talking like that about a woman, any woman. Unfortunately, she couldn’t. Not only would it get her fired from the university, but it would expose her supernatural hearing and uncommon strength.

      Amanda sighed. Beauty wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be. What most people didn’t realize was that it was both a gift and a curse. No one bothered to look past the cover to see what was on the inside.

      Even Amanda herself hadn’t been immune. For most of her life she’d let this exquisite exterior define her, but lately it just wasn’t enough. She wished to be admired for her skill as a teacher, and not the looks her unique genetic heritage had bestowed upon her.

      “Just look at her,” she heard one of the boys whisper. “She looks like something straight out of an anime illustrator’s fantasy.”

      Nice. But although what he’d said was flattering, and not vulgar like some of the other comments she’d heard, Amanda had to disagree. Unlike the nearly naked anime beauties, she was dressed, modestly and impeccably.

      Still, at the back of her mind, shoved into a hidden corner she managed to ignore most of the time, Amanda often felt like an anime character: an exaggerated exterior masking a hollow interior. But then she covered it up well, projecting a confident attitude and dressing the part.

      This morning she’d taken particular care, choosing an outfit to best fit the role she was playing: a distinguished and respected professor, yet a hot one. The slim-fitting black trousers and blue silk blouse revealed very little skin, leaving the job of accentuating her figure to the exquisite cut of the luxurious fabrics.

      Amanda didn’t own a single article of clothing that wasn’t a top designer label or cost less than most folks’ monthly mortgage payments. Not that she could afford that kind of stuff on a professor’s pay; that wouldn’t have covered her shoe budget alone. But her shares in the clan’s extensive holdings ensured she could buy whatever struck her fancy without ever needing to work for it.

      The research she was conducting had a higher purpose than earning her income or even prestige.

      Still, she liked feeling important for a change. And besides delighting in her students’ reactions—amusing and thrilling as they were—she had to admit that she truly enjoyed teaching and was surprisingly good at it.

      With a thinly veiled smirk, Amanda watched the young men—some freezing in place, awestruck as they stared at her, others tripping over their own feet as they tried to find a seat without taking their eyes off her.

      Some tall, some short, some pale, some dark. Most were average-looking. A few were worth a second glance.

      Yummy, so many to choose from.

      She loved their attention, their lust. Drinking it in, Amanda was in her element: the hunter in a field of ogling prey.

      Mortals, with their weak, malleable minds, were easily snared, their memories of the hook-ups easily erased, and the men themselves just as easily forgotten.

      Regrettably, it was a modus operandi for her kind.

      Repeatedly thralling partners messed with their brains, while hiding her true nature for extended periods of time was tiresome and carried the risk of exposure.

      Long-term relationships were simply impossible.

      Those of her kin who’d tried had gotten burned; most figuratively, some literally.

      Case in point; the witch hunts.

      In days past, a woman like her might have been called a femme fatale, a succubus, or even a vamp. Nowadays, there was a new term, cougar, which she liked better. It didn’t carry such negative connotation and was, in fact, closer to the truth.

      Not that anyone would dare think of her as an older woman. Amanda shuddered at the thought.

      She was a beautiful, young female.

      Her fake birth certificate stated that she was born on the sixth of May, 1984. It got the sixth of May right, but the actual year of her birth was 1773.

      Amanda was over two hundred years old.

      The funny thing was, for a near-immortal she truly was young. Kian was four years shy of two thousand—the old goat. Compared to the life spans of mortals, though…

      Well, what they didn’t know didn’t hurt them. She was what she was—what biology and her kin’s traditions made her—a lustful, hedonistic, near-immortal.

      Amanda liked who she was, and she loved her life. Most of it anyway.

      At last, as the classroom began to settle down, she spotted Kian, flanked by his trusted sidekicks—number one and number two as she nicknamed Brundar and Anandur. The three headed for the back row, where seats immediately became available, vacated by their occupants who scurried to find a place elsewhere.

      Good.

      Amanda would never admit it, but Kian’s approval meant a lot to her. Being that much older, he fulfilled both the roles of the father she’d never had and a big brother.

      Lately, the clan’s holdings were increasing at a staggering pace, and managing their family’s extensive affairs was taking up most of Kian’s waking time. It had taken relentless nagging to pry him away for a couple of hours to come see his baby sister teach.
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      Kian was taken by surprise when the lecture reached its end with a lively discussion concerning free will. Enchanted by Amanda’s rendition of the mysterious nature of consciousness and the brain’s uncharted neural pathways, he had lost track of time just like the rest of her students. Even Brundar and Anandur, who’d expected to be bored out of their minds, had been listening—riveted throughout the entire class.

      “It’s time to go,” Kian whispered, motioning for them to follow as he pushed to his feet. Leaving Amanda’s mesmerized audience behind, they sneaked out of the lecture hall unnoticed, which in itself served as another testament to her skill. More often than not, the three of them attracted a lot of unwanted attention; be it admiration from females, or apprehension from males.

      Then again, establishing their headquarters in a big city that was home to the film and music industry had its perks. On the streets of Los Angeles—with all of its actors, musicians, and wannabes of the same—a bunch of tall, good-looking men wasn’t an unusual sight.

      Once outside, Kian squinted at the glaring sun and pulled on his custom-made, heavy-duty sunglasses. Unlike his native Scotland, it rarely got cloudy enough here for him to forgo the shades. And at this time of year in particular, the bright orb’s glare was brutal on his over-sensitive eyes.

      Not that it got significantly better during what passed for winter in Southern California.

      Pulling up to the curb, his black SUV with its dark-tinted windows attracted the interest of the few people on the street. Thankfully, no one lingered to gawk.

      “She’s really good. Even I got it,” Anandur remarked as he opened the passenger door for Kian.

      With a slight nod, Brundar seconded his brother’s opinion.

      “I still hate the idea of her being so publicly exposed. It’s risky. All it will take is for some nosy reporter to go digging into her fake dossier, and all hell will break loose.” His temper on the rise, Kian slammed the SUV’s door.

      He had to admit, though, Amanda had had her students spellbound. Some of it was no doubt due to her beauty, and some due to her special ability to influence. But as he was immune to both and had still found the lecture fascinating, he had to give her the credit she was due.

      “Where to, Master?” his driver asked, easing into traffic.

      “We are having lunch at Gino’s.”

      Mindful of the amount of work still waiting for him, Kian pulled out his phone and began scrolling through the avalanche of emails and texts that had managed to accumulate during the two-hour class. He’d barely gotten through a fraction of them when his driver parked the SUV in front of Amanda’s favorite place for lunch.

      Gino’s was a short drive away from campus, close enough for her to grab a quick bite to eat during her lunch break, but too far for her students to get there on foot. Which meant the risk of her bumping into one of them was low. She’d discovered it two years ago when she’d gotten her first job at the university.

      A generous grant provided by one of the clan’s subsidiary corporations ensured Amanda had free rein to test her ideas. But even though Kian was funding her research, he didn’t put much stock in her achieving her main objective. His reasoning was that even if Amanda failed to find anything useful for the clan, her research could potentially benefit humanity, which, of course, was the ultimate goal and justified the substantial monetary investment.

      “Is it we, as in you and Amanda, or are we invited as well?” Anandur asked as they stepped out of the vehicle.

      “No. I will have you guys stand sentry, salivating while Amanda and I eat. This is not the Middle Ages, and I didn’t do so even then. Really, Andu, sometimes I wonder if it’s part of your act or are you really that thick.”

      Brundar chuckled, a jab directed at his obnoxious brother never failing to bring a rare smile to his austere face.

      “What I mean, ladies… are we all sitting together as one big happy family, auntie and uncle with their beloved nephews? Or Amanda and you upstairs, while we guard from a safe distance—out of hearing range—downstairs?” Anandur arched both of his bushy red brows.

      “I don’t know. It’s up to Amanda. I’m not sure what she has in mind.” Kian frowned, remembering she’d mentioned that there was something she wanted to talk to him about.

      “Aha, you don’t know. So I’m not so thick, am I?” Anandur smirked.

      Kian shook his head but smiled despite himself. Anandur liked to act the big brainless oaf. At almost six and a half feet tall and about two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle, he looked like a pro wrestler. Add to that a head full of crinkly red hair, a bushy red beard and mustache, and he could play an extra in a Viking movie.

      In contrast, Brundar looked almost feminine. A little over six feet, he wasn’t short, but his lean build, pretty angelic face, and his choice of hairstyle—keeping his pale blond stick-straight mane so long it reached the small of his back even when bound with twine—made him look delicate. Metrosexual.

      Their appearances couldn’t have been more misleading. Of the two, Brundar was the deadlier force—cold, calculated, and skilled. A true master.

      Anandur’s reliance on his brute strength, though, didn’t mean that he could be easily fooled or manipulated. He was a keen observer, capable of quick and accurate assessments of sticky situations, never acting on impulse. The big oaf act fooled his opponents into underestimating him, which naturally was the whole point.

      Together the brothers, who’d been serving as his bodyguards for centuries, were deadly to anyone posing a threat to Kian or the clan.

      As expected, Gino’s was packed with customers waiting in line on the sidewalk to be seated. The few round bistro tables on its narrow veranda were all taken; some by young mothers with their strollers blocking whatever little space remained, and others by business types from the nearby offices.

      Bypassing the crowd, Kian took the worn stairs leading directly from the back entrance up to what Gino called his VIP section. It was a small room on the second floor reserved for his special guests—those who for various reasons didn’t want to mingle with the rest of the clientele, or members of his large, extended family.

      The room looked like an old lady’s parlor. Old-fashioned wallpaper in green and yellow hues covered walls which were decorated with the fading portraits of stern matriarchs and patriarchs posing in their Sunday best—their disapproving expressions staring from their frames. Six upholstered chairs surrounded a round dining table in the center, and the serve ware came from a peeling sideboard laboring under the weight of piles of china.

      Looking at it, Kian imagined that one of these days the thing would collapse, and Gino’s heirloom collection would be history. But each time he’d mentioned it, Gino had just smiled, saying not to worry; his grandmother’s sideboard had held for the past fifty years and would keep on holding for at least that many more.

      With another glance at the wood’s widening cracks, Kian shrugged and sat down. He would hate to tell the guy; I told you so, when it eventually fell apart.

      As he peered at the street through the open French doors that led to the tiny balcony overlooking the front, the lacy curtains fluttered in the light, warm breeze.

      Feeling his tension ease, Kian realized he liked it here. It was cozy and intimate, despite the tacky decor, or perhaps owing to it.
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      “Hey, Gino!” Anandur waved the proprietor over. “How are you doing, buddy? Life treating you well?”

      “Can’t complain. Business is doing good, the family is good, so I’m good. Eh? What can I do for you, gentlemen?”

      For some reason, Gino was always nervous around them, despite the fact that since Amanda had gotten the job at the university, they were eating here at least twice a month and leaving extravagant tips. Anandur had often wondered if it was the small guy’s instinctive wariness of men their size, or Gino suspecting them of being Mafia goons.

      Calling Kian boss certainly didn’t help matters. But what the heck, Anandur liked messing with the old man.

      “The boss is upstairs. Could you please set us a table down here next to the stairs?” Anandur leaned down to Gino’s ear. “We need to watch both entrances. If you know what I mean,” he whispered, pausing for effect. “Oh, and the lady is going to join him shortly, so it will be two upstairs and two downstairs for lunch today.”

      “The lovely Ms. Amanda?” the small man breathed, wiping his spotless hands on his pristine apron, his mostly bald head glistening with perspiration.

      “The one and only.” Anandur chuckled. “And speaking of the devil, here she is in person, the beautiful Dr. Amanda Dokani.” He pointed at the front door.

      “Hi, boys!” Amanda sauntered into the restaurant, causing a momentary halt in the chatter. She hugged Brundar, then stretching to reach, kissed Anandur’s cheek. “Kian is upstairs?”

      “Yep, he is waiting for you. But before you go, I just wanted to say, you totally rocked today!” Anandur high-fived her. “I didn’t snooze even once.” He pulled her into a hug.

      “Congratulations on the promotion,” Brundar added, for once not skimping on words.

      Gino was still wiping his hands, waiting for her to acknowledge him.

      Amanda turned, flashing him her megawatt smile. “Gino! Sweetheart!” She leaned to give him a hug.

      “Bellissima!” He blushed the color of beets, returning the hug and planting a kiss on each of her cheeks. “So happy to see you again.”

      “You always brighten my day, Gino. The way you say bellissima… Makes a girl swoon. Be a darling and bring me my wine upstairs? I’m in the mood to celebrate. You still stock it, I hope?”

      “I keep it just for you, bellissima!” He beamed.

      Amanda’s favorite wine, a 2005 Angelus, was too rich for Gino’s regulars, but he always kept a bottle just for her. Excusing himself, Gino scurried to the kitchen to fish out the bottle he was hiding behind the onions in the pantry. The unmistakable scent always clung to the bottle, and Anandur wondered if Amanda could smell it as well. Female immortals’ sense of smell wasn’t as acute as that of the males, but still, this one was quite pungent.

      Starting up, Amanda paused mid-stair. “Aren’t you coming?” She arched her brows.

      “Sorry, princess, we are on guard duty, keeping an eye out from down here. The two of you together in public always makes me twitchy.” Anandur waved her off and dragged a chair to the small table the waiter had placed near the stairs.

      “As you wish.” Amanda shrugged and kept climbing.
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      Amanda wasn’t about to argue. The conversation she was planning to have with her brother required privacy.

      Argh, he is going to fume and rant, she cringed.

      For a good guy, he sure had a very short fuse. But this needed to be done, and giving up was not an option.

      The future of their clan depended on it.

      “I’m so proud of you!” Kian got up and pulled her into a hug.

      “It’s about time someone was!” Lingering in the comfort of Kian’s warm embrace, Amanda sniffled, blinking back the tears that were threatening to ruin her carefully applied makeup. “The naughty party girl is finally making a contribution.” She chuckled.

      Nine years ago, Amanda had decided to enroll in college, surprising everyone, most of all herself, with how brilliant she’d turned out to be. In just seven years, she’d earned a Ph.D. in the Philosophy of Neuroscience, and was now hailed as a new and fresh thinker, a leader in her field. Her papers were published in the most respected scientific journals.

      “Oh, sweetheart, when you look ahead to a lifespan of thousands of years, two centuries of partying seem like nothing at all. And after the sorrow you had endured, you deserved all the joy you could find.”

      Why the hell did Kian have to bring it up?

      Her day had been going so well until he opened the trapdoor on the old pain she’d buried deep down behind thick walls and a moat. Surfacing, it dragged its serrated edge through her insides. “You know I don’t talk about it!” She pushed away from him, wiping the few tears that found their way out despite her best efforts.

      In the silence that followed, the sound of Gino’s light footfalls echoing from the stairwell announced his arrival. A moment later, he rushed in with a loaded tray in one hand and a folded stand in the other. Setting it up by the table, he proceeded to pull out a chair for Amanda. “My lady?” He gestured for her to take a seat.

      Donning her well-practiced cheerful mask, Amanda did what she’d always done when unpleasant thoughts intruded. She pushed them back into their little jail, redirecting her train of thought to a happier place; like whether Gino insisted on always serving them himself because he coveted their generous tips, or because he believed they were celebrities. “Thank you, Gino.” She sat down, sneaking another discreet swipe at her eyes before offering him a bright smile.

      Gino removed the red-checkered napkin from the basket of freshly baked rolls, letting the steam out, then fussed with the placement of the wine glasses. Once he was satisfied with how everything looked, he proceeded to make a big production out of opening the bottle and pouring Amanda’s wine.

      As he pulled out two menus from his apron pocket and was about to hand them out, Kian stopped him with a chuckle. “Please, we have no need for these. Unless new items have been added since our last time here, I can recite your menu verbatim. I’ll have a Caesar salad and the vegetable lasagna, please.”

      “The garden delight fettuccine and your delicious house salad, per favore.” Amanda smiled at Gino and reached for one of the fragrant rolls.

      “Very well!” His face beaming with satisfaction, Gino puffed out his chest and stuffed the menus back in his apron pocket. “I’ll be back with your salads momentarily.”

      Sipping her wine, Amanda stole a furtive glance at Kian to assess his mood as she thought of a way to broach the delicate subject she needed to discuss with him.

      “You’re plotting something.” Kian narrowed his eyes. “I know that contemplating look, the one you have when you want to tell me something you know I’m not going to like. Let’s hear it then and get it over with so I can bite your head off, and we can eat in peace.”

      Amanda pouted. “You could be nice and agreeable for a change.”

      “Spill!”

      “I want you to meet Syssi,” she blurted in a hurry, cringing in preparation for his retort.

      “Syssi?” He arched a brow.

      “Yes, Syssi, my research assistant, remember? I mentioned her before.” Amanda looked hopefully at Kian. He didn’t seem angry. Yet. Maybe this would go easier than she had expected.

      “Last I heard you mention that girl, you were blabbering about an architecture graduate who excelled at predicting coin tosses.”

      “I hired her,” Amanda said while trying to look remorseful.

      “And what credentials did she bring to the job? Arranging the Functional MRI machines in an aesthetically pleasing manner? Painting the lab in designer colors? I understand you wanted to test her, but why hire the girl?”

      Kian’s level of aggravation was rising with each sentence. He had this tendency to fuel his own temper over minor issues. And yet, when things hit critical mass he somehow managed to be as cool as a cucumber.

      “Syssi is an amazing person; smart, dedicated, and hard working. The internship she had lined up bummed. The poor schmuck died of a heart attack on a fishing trip of all places. I needed a research assistant, and she was both available and the best test subject I had to date. She is off the charts, Kian. And it’s not only the coin tosses, which in itself is beyond impressive; she guesses with eighty-seven percent accuracy. The random-computer-selected-images test? You know which one I’m talking about?”

      When he nodded, she continued. “She was spot on, or close to the correct image in ninety-two out of a hundred pictures. She has the strongest precognition ability of any mortal I’ve ever tested. I’m telling you, Syssi is a Dormant, Kian. I just know it.” Amanda could barely contain her excitement.

      Kian ran both hands through his hair. “I can’t do it, Amanda. It’s just wrong. Pick another male. It doesn’t have to be me.”

      “I don’t know what your problem is, Kian. You bang random women you pick up at clubs and bars, and I know for a fact that you’ve even paid for it on occasion. So why not Syssi? Why not someone who has the potential to change your life and give hope to the rest of us? We know there must be Dormants out there; carriers of our unrealized genes who can be turned into near-immortals like us. Potential mates we could bond with for life. And I think I finally found a way to identify them. You know why I started this research in the first place, searching for anomalies, paranormal abilities. Once we realized DNA testing was useless, instead of giving up, I took a different approach. Don’t you want children, Kian? Immortal children? Don’t you want a life mate?” Amanda was exasperated. If it were up to her, she wouldn’t even pause to think. But only males possessed the venom necessary to activate the dormant DNA.

      It was a cruel twist of fate, or as Kian believed, the work of a crazy geneticist. Only the immortal females contributed the special genetic material to their offspring. And only males could activate it in a Dormant.

      An immortal mother and a mortal father produced mortal offspring who possessed the dormant immortal genes and could be activated by venom. If not activated, the dormant genetic material would remain inert but still pass from mother to daughter, and so on. It wouldn’t pass to the sons, though.

      The immortal heredity was matrilineal.

      To facilitate the activation of a Dormant, an immortal male would have to inject the latent with his venom. When sexually aroused, the male’s fangs elongated and venom was produced in specialized glands; the need to bite and release it into the female’s system congruent with the need to ejaculate.

      Aggression toward other males triggered a similar reaction. Though the venom produced for the purpose of immobilizing or even killing an opponent was obviously more potent and carried a different mix of chemicals. A large amount of it, pumped into the victim’s system, paralyzed the body and stopped the heart. Even in immortals.

      Kian just stared at her, looking stunned by her audacity. But she did not back down. Holding his stare, she challenged him to pick up the gauntlet.

      “You really want to know what the big deal is? I’ll tell you. I hate it! I hate what I have to do. I feel like a drug addict; needing, craving the release sex provides and despising the need. I wish I could abstain, or at least have the luxury human males have of taking matters into their own hands, so to speak. But I can’t bite myself, can I? If I could put my hands on the sick fuck who designed us this way, I would kill the fucker… slowly.” Kian took a fortifying breath in an obvious attempt to calm down, then continued in a quieter voice.

      “I use these women. I don’t remember their faces or their names. They are all interchangeable in my mind. Not to feel like a jerk, I try not to objectify them, giving them as much pleasure as I can, and when tampering with their brain I leave the memory of pleasure intact, erasing only the biting part and replacing my features with those of another. That’s all I can do to ease my conscience. But there is nothing I can do for myself, for the way I feel, as if I’m a goddamned animal with no control over my baser needs.”

      Reaching over and taking Kian’s hand, Amanda purposely kept pity out of her expression. “I had no idea it got so bad for you.”

      She did not understand his misery. She loved sex. Loved the variety of partners. Perhaps it was different for the females of the clan because supposedly, there was a purpose to their sexual appetite. Conception was extremely rare for her people, and pregnancy was hailed a miracle. With the females of the clan holding the key to its continuity, as only their progeny could turn immortal, they were encouraged to seek a variety of human partners in the hopes of conceiving.

      Their plight was not as bad as that of the males. The possibility of having a child to share their long life with, to bear witness to their journey, made the lack of a life-mate tolerable. But for the males there was no such solace. If their dalliance with a human resulted in a child, that child was mortal, with a mortal’s short lifespan and vulnerability. But wasn’t that exactly what she was trying to rectify? Find Dormants that were descendent from other matrilineal lines?

      As all members of her clan were the progeny of one immortal female, they were forbidden to one another.

      A taboo.

      Kian took her hand. “You’re still young, Amanda, so it’s still fun for you. But I bet it will get old by the time you reach my age.”

      Amanda looked into his eyes and spoke softly. “Forgive me for pushing. But I still don’t get what all of that has to do with you attempting to activate Syssi. If she turns out to be a dud, all you did was have sex with another faceless, nameless female. But if she is the real deal, isn’t it worth a try?”

      As his handsome face hardened, Kian pulled his hand away, leaned back in his chair, and crossed his arms over his chest. “Here is the thing, sister of mine. She will not be another faceless, nameless girl. We don’t know how long it takes to turn an adult woman. Don’t pimp me out like I’m some man-whore.” He uttered that last bit acidly, his expression turning to menacing.

      She had known her holier-than-thou brother would find her request objectionable, but she hadn’t expected him to be that adamant about it. Nevertheless, she had to give it another go. Tempt him. Too much was at stake. Shaking off her despairing mood, Amanda straightened her back and leaned forward. “Syssi is beautiful, Kian, and smart. You’re going to love her…” She paused, realizing that the word love did her a disservice in the context of this conversation. “I mean, it’s not like you’ll be suffering. She is exactly your type. She is blond, very pretty, with a deliciously curvy figure. I’m sure you’ll find her attractive. And engaging. Did I mention already how smart she is? And nice?”

      “I’ll take your word for it, but I’ll pass. Ask someone else. If she is so wonderful, I’m sure you’ll have no shortage of volunteers.” There was a finality to his tone that would have deterred a lesser opponent. But Amanda remained adamant.

      “I’m not going to choose someone else,” Amanda hissed, then hushed as she heard Gino climbing the stairs.

      Sensing the heavy tension in the room, Gino’s smile faded. “Here are your salads, and more rolls. Enjoy!” He turned and beat a hasty retreat.

      Amanda waited till Gino was out of earshot before resuming her offense. “You are my only brother, and what’s more, you’re our mother’s only living son. You’re the closest to a pureblood male the clan has. Your venom’s potency is Syssi’s best chance of turning. And when she turns, she will have the potential to create a new matrilineal line. Don’t you want to be the one who creates it with her? Who knows if I will ever find another one? Maybe she is the one lucky shot? Are you willing to bet on it? To forfeit your one chance because of pride and arrogance?” Amanda was practically huffing with righteous indignation.

      Kian regarded her coolly, still leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest. “Nice speech, Amanda. One problem, though. The ‘when’, is an ‘if’. If she turns and if I were a betting man, I would not put my money on this one. And the answer is still no.”

      Amanda set her elbows onto the table, dropping her forehead on her hands. “You are such a stu… stubborn old goat. Just sleep on it. Don’t decide anything yet. Maybe when you meet her, you’ll change your mind.”

      “I don’t think so, princess.” Kian’s tone got a shade warmer as he leaned in and patted her cheek as if she was a petulant child. “Look, you will have similar chances of success using another male. The only thing I’m spoiling for you is your romantic fantasy. It’s not a big disaster. Put on your big-girl panties and deal!”

      Amanda smiled at his feeble attempt at levity. Despite his stubbornness and gruffness and bad temper, she knew that he loved her. “If I were leaning that way, I would have snatched Syssi for myself in a heartbeat. I like her that much.” She pouted.

      Kian rolled his eyes and dug into his salad, letting her know that as far as he was concerned, this discussion was over.
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      “Why Amanda thought I could do this is beyond me,” Syssi muttered as she stared at yet another printout. The freaking computer had been spouting nonsensical results all morning, and she was no closer to finding the error than she’d been five hours ago.

      Taking a hammer to the thing was looking more and more enticing.

      Heaving a sigh, she ran her fingers through her hair. Again. Sticking out in all directions, it was tangled and knotted from the number of times she’d pushed her fingers through it.

      I probably look like Einstein, and not because of what’s under my cranium.

      It was time for a break, the hollow feeling in her belly reminding her she hadn’t eaten yet.

      The two espressos, one cappuccino, and eight cups of coffee she’d consumed before lunch—which was excessive even for a caffeine addict like her—didn’t qualify as nutrition.

      It crossed her mind that she reached for coffee the way other people reached for alcohol. When agitated or worried, or just in need of a break, the ritual of making it, pouring it, and stirring in the precise amount of sweetener relaxed her.

      Drinking a truly good cup of coffee was her idea of bliss.

      Pushing up from her chair, she stretched her back, listening for the familiar popping sound. A stretch wasn’t as satisfying without it. When it came, she did a couple of side to side twists and then turned toward the two postdocs. “I’m going to grab a sandwich. You guys want anything?”

      Hannah shook her head, pointing to the empty protein shake container on her desk. Her latest diet craze consisted of protein shakes, protein bars, and water. Nothing else.

      David, the other postdoc, smiled his creepy smile and took a big bite of his salami sandwich.

      Ugh, she must have been really engrossed in her work not to notice the nauseating stench.

      “I can bring cookies.”

      Hannah made a sad face. “Rub it in, why don’t you. Waving sweet, delicious carbs in front of the fat girl. Meanie!”

      “Fine, so no cookies.”

      “Hey, what about me? I want something sweet...” David leered.

      “In solidarity with Hannah, no dessert.” Syssi pretended not to get it—her usual line of defense against unwanted advances.

      David was a jerk. He didn’t flirt or tell jokes, or any of the other things guys usually did to get Syssi’s attention. He ogled, made inappropriate comments, and habitually invaded her personal space, believing for some inexplicable reason that he was God’s gift to women everywhere. His delusional beliefs aside, his problem wasn’t that his features were unappealing, David was an average-looking guy, but that he was schlumpy and unkempt. More than his personal hygiene or taste in clothes, it was his personality that needed a major makeover.

      In the lab’s kitchenette, Syssi slapped together her favorite sandwich of goat cheese, tomatoes, and basil on whole wheat, then ate it leaning against the counter.

      She wasn’t ready to go back yet.

      Out there, she would have to deal with David. And unfortunately, as she’d learned from experience, he wasn’t done. Once David started with his idiotic comments, he’d be on a roll for the rest of the day.

      Oh, the joy...

      “Good afternoon, darlings!” Syssi heard Amanda make her grand entrance. “Missed me terribly, I hope? And where is my girl Syssi?”

      “Over here!” Syssi called over a mouthful.

      Amanda poked her head into the kitchenette, then stepped in and leaned against the counter next to Syssi. “What’s up? You look troubled.”

      “I’m dying out there. I can’t find what’s wrong with my programming. The computer has been spouting nonsense all morning, and I’m ready to go at the thing with a sledgehammer.”

      “Why didn’t you ask David for help?” Amanda crossed her legs at her ankles and her arms over her chest.

      Syssi cast her boss a sidelong glance. “Are you serious? He will never let me live it down, probably demand a hookup as payment. The creep.”

      Amanda’s expression turned serious. “I know you don’t like David, heck, I don’t like him either. But he is very good at what he does, and you need to use him. There will always be people like him trying to mess with you, but if you let them, you’ll find it damn hard to accomplish anything. You need to be forceful and refuse to take shit from anyone. Sometimes a girl needs to be a bitch not to get pushed around. Be a bitch, Syssi! You might even enjoy it.” Amanda winked, her gorgeous face returning to its usual brightness.

      “Thank you for the advice, mommy.”

      Joking aside, Amanda was right. Syssi needed to deal with David, or working in the lab would become intolerable.

      What puzzled her, however, was Amanda’s admission that she didn’t like David either. She was the boss and no one dictated to her who she should employ and who she should not. With a frown, Syssi asked, “What I don’t understand, though, is why you hired him if you don’t like him?”

      “He was the best applicant for the job. And besides, I hired him because I don’t like him.”

      “So am I to assume that you don’t like me either? Since you hired me...” Syssi pretended offense.

      “No, my dear, sweet Syssi, I adore you. You know that!” Amanda slapped her cheek playfully, then kissed it. “I hire females I like and males I don’t.”

      Searching her face, Syssi realized Amanda wasn’t joking. Her boss seemed sincere. “I don’t understand.”

      “Better shun the bait, than struggle in the snare,” Amanda quoted, looking down at her stiletto-clad feet.

      “Oh, Amanda, you’re not that bad. I don’t buy the whole femme fatale act.”

      “Who said it’s an act? I am bad. You have no idea how bad!” Amanda made a wicked face.

      “You witch!” Syssi laughed, mock-punching Amanda’s shoulder.

      Amanda shrugged, pushed away from the counter, and headed for her desk with the sensual saunter of a practiced temptress.

      Syssi didn’t buy Amanda’s sex-on-a-stick act. It was nothing more than the theatrics of a drama queen. Being so strikingly beautiful, her boss naturally expected to be the center of attention wherever she showed her face.

      Except, was it possible that she really was as sexually active as she claimed to be? Maybe.

      And why not? Amanda wasn’t married—didn’t even have a boyfriend—she could and did as she pleased.

      Good for her!

      Reflecting on her own nonexistent love life, Syssi cringed. She hadn’t been on a single date since things had finally fallen apart with Gregg. For two lonely years, she’d mourned a relationship that had been dying a slow death long before it had ended. Though, in retrospect, she realized it was the sense of failure more than any lingering tender feelings that had her stuck on the sidelines while everyone around her was having the time of their lives, or at least pretending to.

      Syssi had met Gregg her first week of college, and they’d stayed together until his graduation four years later. Being her first serious boyfriend, and her first and only lover, there had been this expectation that their relationship would lead to marriage. Except, when he had moved to Sacramento for a job, it had been a relief for both of them.

      So why was she still alone? Syssi had no good answer for that. Men found her attractive, and she didn’t lack propositions, but there was no one she found even remotely enticing.  Except the guy from her dreams, that is, but he didn’t count.

      Her relationship with Gregg had left her wary of starting a new one. For some reason, being with him had dimmed her spirit, and two years later it hadn’t bounced back yet.

      Most of the time he probably hadn’t been aware of acting like a jerk, never actually saying or doing anything that could have been perceived as outright offensive or belittling.

      Instead, he’d just always managed to twist things around and blame her for everything that hadn’t been working to his satisfaction. His grades falling short of spectacular had been her fault because she had taken too much of his time. They hadn’t gone out enough because she hadn’t scheduled and planned it. They hadn’t had enough friends because she hadn’t been outgoing enough… and so it went.

      But the worst part had been the sex. There had been no intensity to it, no excitement, it’d felt like a chore. Was it a wonder then, that she hadn’t been looking forward to it? And of course, it had been all her fault. She hadn’t initiated enough, she hadn’t excited him enough. She hadn’t been hot enough.

      Blah, blah, blah...

      Logically, she knew he had been full of shit. Where had been his contribution? Had he been just a bystander in their life together, waiting for her to do everything? But on the inside, in that irrational place where her fears and insecurities hid, she sometimes thought that maybe he had been right. Maybe she really wasn’t assertive enough, outgoing enough, sexy enough...

      Lacking... She felt lacking.

      Syssi shook herself. That’s definitely enough self-pity for one day.

      And besides, not all of it had been bad. Gregg had stood by her side in her time of need. He had been loyal, and apart from the never-ending complaining, a pleasure to talk to.

      But when the relationship had ended, she’d focused on the negatives; the bad parts had been vividly remembered and endlessly reexamined, while the good parts had been marginalized, forgotten.

      It was time to move on, though. Maybe she should try some of the blind dates her friends were trying to set her up on. Or even look into those dating sites Hannah had suggested. But although Syssi had promised herself she would do it, she still hadn’t taken a single step in this direction. Tomorrow, next week…

      “Yo! Syssi! Your cell phone is ringing!” Hannah called from the other room.

      “Coming!” Syssi hurried to retrieve her phone from her purse. But by the time she fished it out, her brother’s call had already gone to voice mail. And if that wasn’t frustrating enough, David’s salami breath assaulted her as he bent over her shoulder to look at her screen, invading her personal space.

      “Amanda said you needed my help,” he breathed into her ear. “For a kiss, I’m willing to do you a favor,” he added with a smirk, amused by his own wit.

      “Cut it out, David, and please move your salami breath away from me. You know I can’t stand the smell of meat,” Syssi snapped. Pushing to her feet, she almost toppled her chair backward, forcing David to back up.

      His eyes widened. “That was such a bitchy retort, so unlike our polite, proper Syssi. It was hot!” He leered before taking the seat she’d vacated.

      “You want me. I know you do. That’s why you’re so flustered.” He winked and started scrolling through the program. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll take good care of you.” His hands flew over her keyboard, his concentration not at all affected by his sorry attempts at flirting.

      She had to hand it to him. David had a way with computers that he definitely lacked with women.

      With his face almost touching the screen, he kept going, “Nothing turns me on like a strong, assertive woman. I’ll scrub my mouth with thorny roses for a kiss from you.” Riding on a wave of his fetid breath, David’s whispered poetic attempt did nothing but trigger Syssi’s gag reflex.

      She couldn’t believe it. Instead of discouraged, he seemed even more determined.

      “Look, David, I’m going to return this call, and you are going to find out what’s wrong with my program. Not as a favor, but because it’s your job. Amanda hired you for your programming skills. It sure as hell wasn’t for your charming personality!”

      “Oh, baby, you have no idea how hot you look when you’re angry.”

      “Ugh! I’m going to strangle him!” Syssi kicked the leg of the chair he was sitting in.

      Snorting, Hannah shook her head.

      “It’s not funny!” Syssi barked and walked out the door.

      She hated confrontations. Especially futile ones like this. But at least David was going to fix her programming. Except, what would it take to fix him? For some reason, a vet with a scalpel came to mind.

      Leaning against the wall, she banged her head. Today was such a shitty day, with her shortcomings and insecurities popping up like teenage zits. Just when she thought she was rid of them for good, they returned sprouting white heads. More than the confrontations themselves, she hated how ill-equipped she was to deal with them. Why the hell was it so hard for her to assert herself or show her temper?

      Even now, her hands were still shaking, and she had to take a long calming breath before returning her brother’s call. If Andrew detected her agitation, he would start a full-blown interrogation. And she was so not in the mood for that.

      He answered on the first ring. “Hi, Syssi, how’s the new job?”

      “It’s okay. Though I really suck at programming. Other than that, Amanda is a great boss and the work is interesting.” Syssi paused before plunging. “You really should come visit. The woman is a stunner, and I would pay good money to see your jaw drop when you see her. The great Andrew Spivak will be speechless!”

      Syssi was joking. Nothing ever fazed Andrew. But he was single and so was Amanda. Who knew what might happen if the two got together...

      “You have piqued my curiosity. Though I doubt she’s all that. Anyway, I spoke with Dad today.”

      “Yeah? How are they? What are they up to?”

      Their parents were volunteering in Africa. Her mother, Dr. Anita Spivak, a retired sixty-six-year-old pediatrician, was working twelve-hour shifts in the harsh conditions of the ravaged region, providing much needed medical care to its children. Syssi’s father, who had spent his professional career as a pharmaceutical sales rep and later as an executive, was enjoying his retirement; photographing nature and wildlife while helping his wife.

      They rarely called.

      Syssi wished she could blame Africa for that, but it was nothing new. Her parents had always been too busy with their careers, their social life... each other.

      Andrew had been the responsible adult in their household, practically raising Syssi and their younger brother, Jacob.

      Their mother had had Andrew at twenty-eight, and had given up on conceiving again when long years had gone by and nothing had happened. It hadn’t been a big heartbreak. With her workload, raising even one child had been difficult. Lucky for Andrew, their grandparents had stepped in, providing the care he had needed. Syssi’s arrival had been a miracle, the pregnancy taking Anita by surprise at the age of forty-two. A year later, she had been blessed again with another miracle. Jacob.

      The two babies had been welcomed and loved but left mostly to the care of nannies. By the time they had arrived, their parents had been too established in their routines to make any changes for their sake.

      “Dad sends their love. He says he has enough material to publish his first book, and he promises to send us the files to look through and choose the pictures we like most.”

      “I wonder when that will happen. You know him; lots of promises and little delivery.” Syssi could not help sounding bitter. Their dad had been promising to drag their mother away from her work for a few days back home. Syssi was still waiting... two years later. She had hoped they would at least show up for her graduation, wishing they’d surprise her at the last minute. How naive of her. They never had.

      “How are you doing, Andrew? Still bored at your desk job?”

      It had been a while since he’d been sent away on one of his assignments abroad, and being stuck in the office usually made him restless.

      Syssi had often wondered about Andrew’s frequent trips. After retiring from a hush-hush Special Ops unit, he had joined the Internal Antiterrorism Department—supposedly as an analyst. Why then, had he been spending months at a time abroad? Doing what? Research?

      “Actually, I’m swamped with work here, and truth be told, I’m tired of living out of a suitcase. I think you’ll have to tolerate my annoying presence in your life for a little longer this time.”

      Andrew sounded happy to stay home... Intriguing... Was it possible he’d finally met someone?

      “There must be a woman involved. I can think of no other reason for you to sound so cheerful about staying put. So tell me, who is she? Did you find someone special?” Syssi asked hopefully.

      Andrew chuckled. “No, there is no one special. Who’s crazy enough to stick around me?”

      “You’re a great guy, Andrew. Someday, you’ll make some lucky girl very happy.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “You’ll see. I have a feeling... Soon.”

      When Syssi had a feeling, those who knew her listened. Her premonitions had a freakish tendency to come to pass.

      “I hope you’re kidding because if you’re not, you are scaring the shit out of me. You know I’m not built for anything serious!”

      It was funny how scared he sounded. The brave warrior afraid of being snared by some mystery woman. “Nah, just messing with you,” she lied.

      “Wow! You had me there for a moment.” Andrew took a deep breath and exhaled it forcefully, exaggerating his relief... Or maybe not.

      “I have to let you go. I have to get back to work and deal with a pesky problem.” Syssi sighed.

      “Need me to come beat that problem up? I will, you know...”

      “I just might take you up on that offer,” Syssi answered, not sure she meant it as a joke. “Bye, Andrew.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrew leaned back in the swivel chair and laced his fingers behind his head. He wondered what Syssi wasn’t telling him. The pesky problem was probably a guy, he smiled knowingly.

      Nothing new there.

      Syssi was so lovely, there would always be some poor schmuck making a pest of himself over her.

      Maybe he should visit that lab after all, and not just to admire the infamous Dr. Amanda Dokani.
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      “Promise me that you are not going to drive like a lunatic.” Syssi put her hands on her hips and glared at Amanda.

      Folding her tall frame into the driver seat of her Porsche, Amanda buckled up and lowered the passenger side window. “Would you get in already? You’re jumpy because of the nightmares, not my driving.”

      With a frown, Syssi opened the door and leaned against the frame. “If you don’t promise, I’m not getting in. I’d rather walk.”

      “I’ll be good. But only until I drop you off. After that I’m going to drive this baby like it should be driven.”

      Syssi got in and turned to look at her, worry lines furrowing her forehead. “You should be careful. Remember my premonition?”

      Amanda shrugged. “You don’t know what or when or how. I’d rather live dangerously than not at all.”

      With a wince, Syssi looked away.

      Oh, shit, she shouldn’t have said it. Hurting the girl’s feelings hadn’t been her intention. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. Please don’t take it personally.”

      “No, you’re right. I’m too cautious. I don’t go on dates because I’m afraid the guys will end up being jerks, or boring. Worse, I’m anxious about having to tell a guy that I don’t want another date even before I went on the first one. Pathetic. My money is in a savings account, earning zero interest, because I don’t want to chance losing any of it in the stock market. I could’ve doubled what I have if I trusted my gut and bought Apple stock even though it was already high.” She let out a sigh and slumped in her seat.

      “What you need is a pattern interrupt. Something to zap you out of your comfort zone and force you into action.” Amanda knew exactly what that something was, or rather who, but he’d refused to cooperate.

      She needed to come up with a plan of how to get these two together in the same room. Kian was basically in the same situation as Syssi.

      His days consisted of work and his nights of meaningless hookups. Day in and day out. He’d never taken a vacation, had never gone to see a concert or a play, and he’d been to the movie theaters exactly once. Kian wasn’t living, he was functioning. He just wasn’t aware of it.

      Amanda was betting that once Kian and Syssi laid eyes on each other, the encounter would shock both of them out of their stagnation. It was only a gut feeling, but it was a strong one. She just knew that they would make each other happy.

      But she was getting ahead of herself. One thing at a time.

      First she needed to get them together, then let nature take its course on the express lane to the nearest bedroom. After that was accomplished it was a matter of waiting to see if Syssi transitioned.

      Amanda believed she would.

      Leaving the university grounds, she accelerated, and the Porsche glided along at what she considered an excruciatingly slow pace. It was late, and most of the rush-hour traffic was over. There was no reason to go so slow. With a quick glance at Syssi, Amanda let her foot press down on the gas pedal a little. The girl didn’t notice a thing. She was busy looking out the window and moping.

      Amanda kept accelerating until she was cruising at a more reasonable speed.

      Turning her head toward her forlorn passenger, she was about to tease Syssi about her bad mood, when suddenly a stupid suicidal squirrel decided that it was a good day to die.

      The furry thing jumped from a low hanging tree branch, right in front of her car. Amanda slammed on the brakes and the car swerved, skidding out of control. She managed to right the Porsche a split second too late, hitting a water hydrant head on.

      Metal groaned, Syssi cried out, and Amanda held her breath, waiting for the airbags to deploy and the hydrant to erupt in a geyser. But the impact hadn’t been powerful enough to cause either. Evidently, she’d managed to slow down sufficiently to avoid more serious damage.

      Throwing the door open, Amanda unbuckled and got out, rushing around to open Syssi’s door. “Are you hurt?” The impact had been mild, but humans were so damn fragile.

      Syssi tried to shake her head, then winced, rubbing the spot where the seatbelt had cut into the skin of her neck.

      “Hold on, darling. I got you.” Amanda leaned inside and unbuckled her.

      “What happened?” Syssi asked.

      “A good for nothing stupid squirrel. I should’ve just ran him over.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “Just kidding. But I’m mad as hell. I have plans for tonight.” Amanda went over to the front and examined the damage. “Not as bad as I thought. It’s just cosmetic.” She got inside and turned on the ignition. “It’s good that the Porsche’s engine is in the back. Get inside, Syssi.”

      “What about the hydrant?”

      “It’s fine. Let’s go.”

      Amanda waited for Syssi to buckle up before backing away from the hydrant and easing into traffic.

      She’d better call Onidu and tell him to get her a loaner. Pressing a button on the steering wheel, she called home.

      “Onidu, darling. I had an unfortunate fender bender with a hydrant. I need you to get me a rental.”

      “Of course, Mistress. Are you well? Do you require medical attention?”

      “I’m perfectly fine. But my beautiful car isn’t. Would you take care of it for me?”

      “Naturally, Mistress.”

      “Thank you.” Amanda ended the call.

      “Who was it?” Syssi asked.

      “Onidu? He is my butler.”

      “Figures,” Syssi murmured under her breath, thinking Amanda couldn’t hear her.

      When they reached Syssi’s place, Amanda parked next to the curb and turned to her personal seer. “So that was it, I guess,” she said.

      “That was what?”

      “The bad thing you were predicting was going to happen. I was in danger and it wasn’t life-threatening. To either of us.” She winked. “Case closed.”

      Syssi shook her head and winced, rubbing her neck again. “I don’t think so. Not unless parting with your Porsche for a couple of days is a monumental, life-changing event for you.”

      “So what is your advice, my sage oracle?” Amanda asked as Syssi stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      “Just be careful and watchful. There isn’t much else you can do.”
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      “To us!” Mark saluted.

      Mark’s team from SDPD was celebrating their latest breakthrough at Rouges.

      The local bar catered to a mixed crowd: students from nearby Stanford, young professionals from Palo Alto, and the occasional riffraff. Most days of the week a live band provided entertainment. Except tonight.

      Tuesdays, the band was off, so the place was not as packed and not as loud. Which was why they had chosen tonight for their celebration.

      “Peace, love, and   rock ’n’ roll!” Logan downed a shot.

      To outsiders, SDPD stood for Software Development Programming Department. Only those on the inside were privy to the special programming that the firm masquerading as a gaming developer was really working on.

      In fact, the Strategic Defense Programming Division was a civilian outlet serving the federal government, its substantial pool of genius tasked with the development of viruses that could disable enemy weapon systems—specifically, WMDs—weapons of mass destruction.

      Top programmers, gifted hackers, and brilliant mathematicians were secretively lured into its fold. Some were seduced by promises of big money, others by a chance of changing the world, and a few were simply blackmailed.

      Once in, they were never let out.

      Not that anyone really wanted out.

      Realizing the significance of what they were working on, they knew there couldn’t be a higher calling or a greater purpose for their skills.

      They were literally saving the world. Regrettably, as anonymous heroes.

      “To Mark!” Armando raised his sixth shot of tequila. “Our boy genius. The one and only. The king of hacking. May he keep producing more fine lines of code!” He downed the shot, his cheering friends banging the table as they tossed back their drinks.

      Mark felt a ripple of apprehension course through him. The salute was generic enough not to divulge anything specific and yet, potentially, it could have clued someone in.

      SDPD, and Mark in particular, had provided the basis for the most famous computer virus in history. The virus that had infiltrated and damaged a dangerous rogue regime’s nuclear facilities.

      It was just the beginning.

      They were well on their way to developing something even better. Soon, there would be no advanced weaponry that they couldn’t disable, providing a safety net for the US and its trusted allies.

      Naturally, some governments and terrorist organizations didn’t appreciate their work, therefore Mark’s life and that of his coworkers depended on their anonymity.

      They were supposed to be invisible.

      Heck, they were not supposed to even exist.

      They were all drunk.

      Well, everyone except for Svetlana, who was a bottomless pit. The tiny Russian mathematician had an off-the-charts IQ and a not-so-secret crush on Mark.

      Holding her shot glass, she stood up to her full height of five feet nothing and saluted; “To Mark!” Then downing the straight shot of Absolut vodka she favored, proceeded to drop herself onto his lap, wiggling her tiny butt to get more comfortable or perhaps stir something up.

      Mark tensed. Wrapping his arm around her waist to steady her, he held her in place, preventing her from burrowing further.

      The girl took it as a sign of encouragement. Turning to face him, she planted a wet kiss on his lips.

      The guys went wild, whooping and whistling. “Svetlana! Svetlana! Svetlana!” They cheered her on.

      Getting bold, she straddled him, took his cheeks in both hands, and licked his bottom lip with her small pink tongue, urging him to let her in.

      Gently, not wishing to offend her, he pushed her away and rearranged her position so she remained seated only on one of his thighs. Holding on to her waist, he reached for his drink and saluted. “To the team!”

      “To the team!” the guys shouted.

      Dejected, Svetlana pushed up from his thigh, and the sad look she pinned on him made him wince.

      It was a shame that she chose him as her object of desire. Any of the other guys would’ve loved for her to get frisky with them. Svetlana was a pretty little thing, with skin so white it seemed translucent, huge, pale blue eyes, and long, wavy, white-blond hair. She was just a kid, really, barely over the minimum drinking age.

      Mark liked the girl, just not in the way she liked him.

      Winking at her, he playfully smacked her butt. As he had intended, Svetlana perceived the gesture as him flirting back. Smiling, the hurt look gone from her big blue eyes, she turned and went back to her seat.

      Mark exhaled quietly. Being gay wasn’t a big deal to anyone anymore, but he was a product of a different era and preferred to keep it private.

      No one needed to know.

      He didn’t flirt with other gays or go to gay bars. Instead, he’d found a lucrative escort service that provided partners to affluent men like himself. As these establishments went, it was discreet, costly, and offered a good selection of prime healthy studs.

      For Mark, it was the perfect solution. He made shitloads of money he didn’t need; his shares in the family business were more than enough to keep him in style. So why not spend it on his insatiable appetite? Safely and prudently.

      He even had a tryst scheduled for later tonight and needed to leave soon to get ready.

      Mark was excited.

      Jason’s web profile had been promising. The guy was young, handsome, and a student at Stanford, which promised he wouldn’t be a complete dolt. Mark had no patience with stupidity. To him, it was as big of a turn-off as an offensive body odor or a potbelly.

      At nine o’clock, Mark excused himself claiming a headache. He left after a round of cheerful, drunk hugs from his friends and a lingering one from Svetlana.

      As he waited outside the club for the cab that would take him home, he sought to sober up in the night’s cool air. Except, his buzz was more about the thrill of anticipation than any lingering intoxication.

      He got home with twenty minutes to spare—just enough time to grab a quick shower, decide on a flattering pair of slacks and a button-down shirt, and set his living room to the right atmosphere. His guest being a paid escort, the effort wasn’t necessary. Nevertheless, as this was the extent of his love life, Mark was determined to get the most out of it.

      Thinking about the wicked seduction he had planned for tonight, Mark paced around his living room impatiently.

      At the sound of a knock, he took a deep breath, and with a last quick glance at the mirror by the front door, hurried to open it for his guest.

      The young man standing on his front porch looked nothing like the guy in the picture on the escort service’s website.

      Mark’s neck tingled. Something was wrong.

      “You’re not Jason,” he said, debating if he should slam the door in the guy’s face.

      “Sorry, Jason could not make it tonight. I’m Gideon, his replacement.” The man forced a fake smile that did not reach his eyes.

      Something was definitely off.

      The guy was handsome enough; tall, with broad shoulders and muscular arms, but he wasn’t gay. Mark had centuries of experience and an innate sense about these things. He could sniff out a gay man from a mile away.

      Gideon, if this was his real name, definitely wasn’t one.

      There was something oddly familiar about the guy’s aggressive vibe, though, and Mark’s sensation of dread grew worse. A moment later, an adrenaline surge tightened his gut as he finally recognized it for what it was. His body’s natural alarm system had been triggered by the presence of another immortal male.

      Except, this one wasn’t a member of his clan. And as the only other immortals Mark knew of were his clan’s mortal enemies—the Doomers—this man meant him harm.

      Terrified, he tried to slam the door closed, but the guy blocked it with his shoulder and with a brutal punch to the face sent Mark staggering backward. Following with his own body weight, the assassin brought Mark down.

      When they hit the floor, Mark struggled to get free. But he was no match for the strength and skill of his assailant. In mere seconds, he found himself pinned face down to the floor with the immortal’s fangs sinking deep into his neck.

      All struggle ceased the moment the assassin’s venom hit his system—the euphoria blooming in his mind and the languid feeling spreading through his body effectively paralyzing him.

      He felt the venom being pumped into his bloodstream, pulsing in sync with his heartbeat. Although still aware enough to understand that he was about to die, in his drugged state he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      Eventually, the assassin withdrew his fangs and licked the puncture wounds closed. Mark knew that his near-immortal body would heal the bruising in a matter of minutes, and shortly thereafter, the venom paralyzing him would stop his heart, then disintegrate.

      There would be no trace left of any wrongdoing, and heart failure would be determined as the most probable cause of death.

      The family would obviously know. Besides blowing it to pieces, the only way to stop a near-immortal’s heart was to inject the body with loads of venom.

      His Advanced Decision Card listed Arwel’s phone number as his next of kin.

      The paramedics would call him.

      Arwel would know what happened.

      “This is for giving your corrupt western pets your stolen technology, you queer scum! This is for the computer virus!” the murderer hurled, then spat at Mark’s face. “You brought the war to your own doorstep. Fighting by proxy is over!” he hissed through clenched teeth.

      Mark was only dimly aware of what the Doomer was saying, hearing the words but not truly comprehending them. Through the drugged haze of his mind, he heard two more sets of footsteps entering his home. Conversing in short, clipped sentences, the men were speaking in some foreign language he didn’t recognize.

      It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

      As he drifted away, he wondered if there was anything beyond this reality. Would his soul go on to some kind of heaven? Was there anything besides dark oblivion waiting for him?

      If there were, he wished other souls would be there, so he wouldn’t be alone. The thought of spending an eternity of incorporeal existence aware, and yet with no one to communicate with and nothing to do, terrified him more than fading into nothingness.
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      Kian woke up with a start, his sweat-saturated hair sticking to the back of his neck and his heart still pounding from the nightmare. Filled with an intense sense of dread, all he could remember was the endless running and getting lost in a maze of strange staircases that had led nowhere, and being turned around in corridors that had twisted on themselves in impossible ways.

      What had he been running from? Who had been chasing him? Why had they been chasing him?

      It was just a dream. Kian tried to shake off the uneasy feeling. Nothing more than his mind rearranging bits and pieces of thoughts and memories to create an action horror flick with him in the starring role.

      Yeah, that’s all it was.

      Unlike his mother and sisters, he didn’t place much stock in dreams or premonitions. Ordinary, everyday reality was strange enough without throwing that into the mix.

      Kian flung off the damp duvet, pushed off the tangled sheets and dropped his feet to the floor. Sitting on the bed with his elbows on his thighs, he let his head drop as he waited for his heartbeat to slow down.

      After a moment, the smell of freshly brewed coffee wafting from the kitchen was just the incentive he needed to shrug it off and jump into the shower. At first, he’d planned to be quick about it, but with the hot water jets pounding his skin from all six showerheads, it just felt so good that he allowed himself to linger.

      It was absurd that a man surrounded by so much luxury got so little use out of it. There was always too much to do and not enough time to do it. He was rushing everything; his showers, his meals, his interactions with others. And yet, there were always some tasks left undone and issues unattended to.

      Most of the time Kian didn’t mind the intense pace and the heavy mantle of responsibility. It kept him far too busy to dwell on the fact that he was lonely, although rarely alone. Or that his very long and productive life felt futile, despite all of his accomplishments.

      Just once in a while he would have liked to slow down. Savor life. Smell the coffee.

      Coffee, he could really use some right now, followed by Okidu’s decadent waffles, topped with fresh fruit and smothered in coconut whipped cream. It wasn’t the healthiest of breakfasts, but what the heck. It was good!

      He was fortunate to have Okidu as his cook, his butler, his cleaner, his chauffeur, and his companion. Lots of hats for one person to wear, but then again, Okidu wasn’t really a person. Quite often, Kian had trouble remembering that his butler wasn’t a living breathing man.

      Okidu was a marvel of ingenuity; a biomechanical masterpiece posing as a person. He didn’t require sleep, didn’t require maintenance, was self-repairing, and could survive on garbage. He could even morph his form from male to female and vice versa by adjusting his facial features and body shape; sometimes alternating between the two just for the sake of entertainment, and sometimes because circumstances favored a particular gender. Inherently, Okidu had none. No reproductive system or sex organs to define him one way or the other.

      No one knew who’d created Okidu, or how, or when. There were only seven of his kind known to exist. A priceless masterpiece that could not be replicated or replaced. Over five thousand years ago, the seven had been a wedding gift to Kian’s mother, a token of love from her groom. They had been believed to be an ancient relic even then.

      Kian couldn’t remember a time without Okidu being around. Since he was a little boy, Okidu had been there to ensure his safety, to feed him, to dress him, and to keep him company.

      Though uncomfortable thinking of Okidu as a possession, as such, he was Kian’s most valued one. Regrettably, Okidu couldn’t be a friend or a confidant, he just didn’t function that way. With his decision-making ability limited to a preprogrammed set of instructions within which he could learn and adapt, he was incapable of feeling true emotions. Nevertheless, he easily fooled the casual observer by approximating the appropriate tone and facial expressions.

      “Good morning, Master!” Okidu exclaimed with a happy face and a perfect British accent as Kian entered the kitchen. Lately, he had taken to acting out his favorite mini-series on BBC, featuring an aristocratic British family and their household staff. Okidu had been alternating between mimicking the snobby butler, the hurried maid, and the cockney driver. Lacking a personality of his own, he must’ve calculated that mimicking cliché characters would make his passing for a human likelier.

      It had been amusing at first. The exaggerated gestures, the different costumes, the accents. It was like having a private comedy show—every day, all day long, for weeks on end. It became annoying, and this morning it really grated on Kian’s nerves.

      Furthermore, there were only two waffles left, with Anandur and Brundar ogling them like a couple of hungry wolves.

      “I saved the last two for you, Master!” Okidu chimed.

      Kian felt like punching something, or someone, or rather two someones. Pinning the two with a hard stare, he barked, “Do I have to see your sorry faces every morning before I’ve even had my coffee? And then you wolf down my waffles? Don’t you have food in your place?”

      The brothers had an apartment two stories down from Kian’s penthouse, and though every Guardian had one in the family’s secure high rise, they preferred to stay together and share one.

      Smack in the middle of downtown Los Angeles, the building he had built for the clan’s American arm was a luxurious dig. To preserve appearances, some of the lower floor apartments were time-shared by international corporations in need of lodging for their visiting executives. The upper floors and an extensive underground facility served the clan. A private parking level, with elevators that required a thumbprint to open their doors, ensured his family could come and go safely and discreetly.

      It took hiding in plain sight to a whole new level.

      “Sorry, boss, but our kitchen doesn’t come equipped with Okidu. And to be honest, between Brundar and me, we can’t even fry an egg.” Anandur was still eyeing the surviving waffles.

      Kian sighed. “Resistance is futile,” he murmured and poured himself a cup of coffee. Leaning his butt against the counter, he took a satisfying first sip of the hot brew.

      “Please make some more waffles for the kids, Okidu. You have underestimated their appetite.”

      “Coming right up, sire!”

      “It smells heavenly in here.” Kri, their only female Guardian, poked her head into the kitchen.

      Tall and athletic, his young niece was a kick-ass kind of girl, which got her the approval of the male Guardians. And although muscular and wide shouldered, she still managed to look feminine.

      As always, her long tawny hair was pulled away from her pretty face and woven into a tight braid. Today, the heavy rope was draped over the front of a red workout shirt.

      “Okidu made waffles, and no one called me? I’m deeply wounded.” She walked in and planted her rear on a stool.

      “Come in. Why the hell not? It’s a goddamn party!” Kian dropped a plate in front of Kri and poured her a cup of coffee.

      He couldn’t tell her to go away now, could he? She had as much right, or lack thereof, to invade his kitchen as the other two.

      “Thank you, Kian. As always, you’re so kind.” Kri accepted the mug. Holding it in both hands, she took a sip. “Ugh, bitter, I need sugar.” As his stern look made it perfectly clear that he was done serving her, Kri got up to get it herself. “I know. I’ve already used up my quota of hospitality.”

      “What are you doing here, Kri?”

      “I thought I’d stop by on my way to the gym and see if you wanted to join me for a workout.” Avoiding his eyes, Kri looked down at her cup.

      The girl had a silly crush on him and was using every excuse as an opportunity to spend more time with him.

      Kian ignored it.

      Descending from the same matrilineal line, they were considered closely related despite the many generations separating them.

      A serious taboo.

      Not that he would have ever considered anything even if that wasn’t the case. In his mind, Kri would always be his little niece.

      He figured she’d get over it.

      Being only forty-one years old, Kri was barely a teenager in near-immortal terms, and like a mortal teenager, he assumed she suffered from a case of transitory, immature infatuation.

      One she would laugh off later in life.

      Kian glared at her, then turned to glare at the guys. “From now on, no one comes up here before nine in the morning, capisce?” He regarded their despondent faces. “And I want you to knock and wait to be allowed in. No more waltzing in whenever you feel like it. This is not the goddamn subway station!”

      They had the same exchange every couple of weeks. Like spoiled kids, they’d behave for a while, then go back to pissing him off.

      That was the trouble with employing family. What could he do? Couldn’t fire them, couldn’t smother them either. It would upset their mothers.

      Kian sighed.

      “But the waffles, Kian! The waffles!” Kri lamented in mock despair.

      “Get the fucking recipe!”

      A loud knock announced another member of the team. Okidu rushed over to open it for Onegus, the head of the Guardians.

      Taking one sniff of the tantalizing aroma, Onegus smiled his Hollywood smile, and, what a surprise, immediately beelined for the kitchen.

      At least the SOB was actually supposed to show up for his morning meeting with Kian.

      “Oh no you don’t! Everybody out! Let’s move the party to the other room!” Kian passed through the butler’s pantry into the dining room, which was never used for its primary function. Kian ate at the kitchen counter and never had the kind of guests he wanted to invite to a sit-down dinner.

      He liked to work from home, though, so when needed, he used the room for informal meetings. Not that this was a meeting.

      More like a home invasion...

      His home office was his quiet place to work, and he didn’t want the gang invading it and messing with his neatly arranged stuff.

      On some level, the fact that the whole force could fit easily inside his dining room was depressing. The number of Guardians had shrunk in recent years, and with only seven of them remaining, their duties were limited to providing security detail, mainly to him as Regent, and internal policing—enforcing the clan’s laws.

      Back in the old country, when the force had still been the size of a small battalion, Kian had led it into more battles than he cared to remember. In the days of hand to hand combat, when the Guardians had been tasked with protecting and guarding the clan’s turf, the force had numbered between sixty and eighty warriors. But as times had changed—the USA becoming a relatively safe place for them to live and hide in—it had dwindled down, its defense services no longer needed.

      Kian, as the clan’s American Regent, was in charge of the Guardians as well as heading the local clan-council. And that was in addition to managing the clan’s huge business empire.

      He snorted as he remembered thinking that acting as Regent, over what were now two hundred eighty-three people, would be an easy job. It wasn’t.

      With their business empire growing and branching into various industries, Kian was working harder and longer than ever. There simply weren’t enough goddamned hours in the day. Was it a wonder then that he was short-tempered and irritable?

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had some time off.

      Just as his uninvited guests, and Onegus, were preparing to plant their butts on the chairs surrounding his long dining table, Kian’s cell phone vibrated.

      He pulled it out and glanced at the caller’s name before answering. “Arwel. What’s up in the Bay Area?”

      There was a moment of silence, then a sigh.

      Kian felt a ripple of anxiety rush down his spine. “Talk to me!”

      “Mark was found dead in his home this morning.” Arwel paused.

      Kian remained silent, stunned by the impossible news.

      “His cleaning lady found him on the floor of his living room and called 911. He had my number on his Advanced Decision Card, listing me as next of kin.”

      Arwel’s speech faltered. It had been a while since a member of their family had been killed. The security and anonymity the clan enjoyed in their adopted home made them complacent. The pain of loss had faded into distant memory. Facing it once again was hard, more so for Arwel.

      The poor guy had enough trouble coping with life as it was, with his over-receptive mind bombarded relentlessly by the emotions of others. To protect himself, he often drank excessively. Though he sounded sober now.

      “His body was intact. The paramedics declared heart failure as the probable cause of death. Obviously, we know what that means—fangs and venom. We checked his house for clues.” There was another pause. “Doomers got him, Kian. They are here and have somehow found Mark.”

      As Kian’s mind processed the implications, the chill that had started in his heart upon first hearing the disturbing news spread out to encompass his entire body.

      DOOM—the Devout Order Of Mortdh Brotherhood—was his clan’s ancient enemy. Sworn to annihilate every last member of his family and destroy any and all progress Annani was helping humanity achieve, they sought to plunge the world back into ignorance and darkness.

      Theirs wasn’t an idle threat.

      Time and again, the order had manipulated mortal affairs by planting seeds of hatred, triggering wars, and dragging humanity down—successfully halting and reversing social and scientific advancement all too often.

      The DOOM Brotherhood was a relentless scourge.

      It was Kian’s worst nightmare made manifest. He had believed that hiding in plain sight among the multitudes of mortals would keep his family safe from this powerful enemy. And yet, the Doomers had somehow gotten to Mark.

      “Are you sure he was murdered by Doomers?”

      “They left a message taped to his computer screen.”

      “What did it say?”

      “Nothing and everything. It’s a drawing. Two sickle swords crossed at the handle, flanking a disk. Their fucking emblem. I took a photo of it.”

      “Send me the picture.”

      “Hold on.”

      Kian switched screens. The image of the crude drawing was blurry, but there was no mistaking the DOOM’s emblem.

      As grief and impotent rage warred for dominance over his emotions, he pushed up from his chair and began pacing.

      As a man of solution-driven action, Kian felt an irrational, overbearing need to do something, anything, that would make this all go away. Except, there was no action that would bring Mark back. No going back in time and changing the decisions that had led to this.

      The only thing left for him to do was to mourn the dead and safeguard the living.

      “Bring our boy home... Take the jet and bring him here,” he told Arwel, then paused to realign his mental gears and get them in motion.

      “Check his body and make sure they didn’t plant any tracking devices on him. The bastards know we’d bring Mark home for a proper service. Can’t risk them following you here. Go through his place again, see if anything is missing. Check for any clues that can point to us; letters, photos, personal mementos, and the sort. If you find anything like that, bring it here. I’m sure his mother will want to have it. Pay attention to details. I need to know if they found anything.”

      “I’m on it!” Arwel was about to hang up.

      “Arwel! I’m not done. I want all clan members from your area evacuated. Have Bhathian contact them and explain the gravity of the situation. Provide each one with a different route and mode of transportation. I don’t want a mad rush to the airport. They are to take nothing and tell no one. Just get up and go. We’ll take care of the details once everyone is safe.”

      “They are not gonna like it, boss.”

      “I know, but until we figure out what went down, they’ll be chilling their butts over here. I’d rather have them pissed than dead.”

      Kian ended the call and turned to the Guardians. By the look of their somber faces, they were ready to hear the bad news, waiting for the boulder to start rolling and come crashing down on them.

      It was one of those moments everyone dreads; the unexpected disaster striking out of nowhere, destroying the illusion that you’re in control, and shoving the cruel reality in your face.

      Shit happens! Deal with it!

      Squaring his shoulders, Kian delivered the grim update. “As you’ve probably figured out, we have a situation. Mark, son of Micah, was murdered in his home last night.” Kian lifted his phone to show them the DOOM emblem. “This was left behind, taped to his computer screen.”

      “Fuck!” was the only response from Anandur. Brundar and Onegus looked ready to kill, and Kri sniffled, trying to hold back her tears.

      None of them knew Mark very well, but they knew of him; the clan’s genius programmer. His loss was devastating not only on a personal level but also as an asset that would be difficult to replace.

      Kian sat down and dropped his elbows on the table, then hung his head on his fisted hands. “It’s all my fault. I take full responsibility,” he admitted, the guilt eating at his gut.

      With a curse, Onegus brought his fist down on the table. “How could it be your fault, Kian? Beyond your usual spiel of being Regent and responsible for everyone and everything. Yadda, yadda, yadda.”

      “It is my fault. I might as well have placed a neon sign, pointing to his head and blinking: Here I am. Come get me! Anyone with half a brain could’ve figured out that a code this sophisticated couldn’t have been developed with current knowhow.”

      Kian had known he was taking a big risk by allowing Mark to leak too much info too soon. But he had felt he had no choice. The risk of WMDs in the hands of power-hungry despots outweighed the risk of exposure. And besides, he had never imagined that the Doomers would come after Mark. He’d assumed that if they’d retaliate, they’d do it the same way they had always done, using the mortals under their influence against those the clan was helping.

      Kian continued, “After so many years with no casualties, we’ve become complacent. And even before, the few of us the Doomers managed to snare were random cases of a male being in the wrong place at the wrong time. They’ve never been able to hunt us down successfully; there are just too few of us, and we hide too well. Except now, I feel like I’ve drawn the fuckers a goddamned yellow brick road!”

      “Maybe they just got lucky with Mark?” Kri suggested. Which earned her the condescending you-don’t-know-what-you’re-talking-about look from the others.

      “No, guys, just hear me out. Think of how the Doomers always retaliated before. They went after our humans or helped theirs against ours. Suppose the Doomers were seeking revenge on the team that worked on that code. They somehow find them, identify Mark as the top programmer, and decide to take him out; send us a message. I bet they didn’t even know he was one of us.”

      Kri got more animated. “We never used to work so close with mortals. We’d supply a bit of information and back off, let them work on it, figure it on their own. Then we’d supply some more, so it would look legit—home grown. No way the Doomers were expecting to find an immortal working on the same team with mortals. No freaking way!” Kri stared them down, daring them to try and refute her logic.

      “She might have a point,” Onegus admitted.

      “Even if Kri is right, that doesn’t change the outcome. Doomers still found and murdered Mark. And now that they have a clue as to what to look for and where, they might find more of us.” Kian pushed to his feet and walked over to Kri. “Good thinking, though. You’re a smart girl.” He squeezed her shoulder.

      At any other time, under different circumstances, Kri would’ve been ecstatic to receive this kind of praise from Kian. Now, she just nodded and reached for his hand on her shoulder, squeezing it back.

      “Sire, the waffles are ready!” Okidu chose that moment to bring in a loaded platter. He placed it carefully on the sideboard, then scurried away, expecting a stampede. But the food was ignored.

      “Thank you, Okidu,” Kian dismissed him. “Actually, I need you to do one more thing. Make sure we have four clean, vacant apartments ready, and if you could, please air Amanda’s penthouse. We are about to have overnight guests.”

      “Certainly, sire!” Okidu bowed.

      “Thank you.” Kian nodded to Okidu and faced the Guardians.

      “Onegus, I want you to call an emergency council meeting for nine in the evening today. Don’t tell them what it’s about. I don’t want anyone calling Micah to offer condolences before I see her. No one should get news like that over the phone. We’ll meet in the big council room. Instruct everyone to wear their ceremonial robes. I’m going to demand sequestering for all council members, which they will surely bitch and moan about. But we don’t have enough manpower to provide security detail for each of them separately. I need them here, protected. Hopefully, the formalities will impress upon them how serious I am about this. That will be all.”

      Kian’s eyes followed his people as they pushed away from the table and silently trudged toward the living room. Onegus pulled open the front door, and with a slight nod, left followed by the somber brothers. Kri remained behind, looking lost.

      Walking up to her, Kian took her in his arms and let her burrow her nose into his neck, hugging her for a long moment. Being so young, she had never faced the loss of a friend, and unlike the men’s emotions which had been deadened by centuries of countless battles, hers were still raw with pain and grief. When she sighed and let go of him, he looked into her eyes, making sure she was okay.

      But there was a reason he’d taken Kri on as a guardian. Squaring her shoulders, she pushed her chin up, and the determination he saw in her eyes proved to him that she really was the hard-ass he’d hired.

      “Go, I need time to plan.” He dismissed her with a pat to her back.

      Alone, Kian allowed himself to drift on the waves of guilt and dread for a few moments, letting his mind go in different directions, envisioning every foreseeable danger and coming up with creative if not feasible solutions. It was an old and tried technique of his. Like purging out the pus from a malignant wound; eventually the blood would run clean, and healing would start.

      Regrettably, other than the steps he’d already taken, he came up with nothing.

      First thing on his agenda was persuading his sister to move into the keep. Out of all the council members, he expected her to give him the most trouble. He’d better talk to her before the meeting and prepare her. It would save him the public drama. Besides, getting Amanda to safety was a priority.

      Good luck with that.

      Preparing for battle, he pulled out his phone and called her.

      After the initial shock over the news had worn off and her sniffles had subsided, she protested, “I can’t just abandon my lab or not show up for classes.

      Kian cut her short. “So come to the meeting and vote against!”

      “You know how the vote will go!” she hissed.

      “Yes I do. And if you had an ounce of wisdom in that brain of yours, you wouldn’t be fighting me over this. More than your life is in danger. If they find you, they wouldn’t kill you, you’d just wish they had.”

      Amanda huffed. “You’re overestimating the risk. They are not going to find me. And if you’re that concerned about my safety, assign a couple of Guardians to watch over me.”

      “You know we are short on Guardians. That’s why I’m calling for the sequestering of all council members. I just can’t keep everyone safe unless they are all in one location.”

      “Find a solution. I’m not leaving my work.” She ended the call.

      Kian sighed and ran the fingers of both hands through his hair, smoothing back the flyaway strands. He’d have to go over to her place himself and convince her it was the smart thing to do.

      Or, what was more likely, drag her out kicking and screaming.
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      It was oppressively quiet in the SUV on the way to Amanda’s lab. The Lexus’s almost soundproof interior filtered the outside traffic noise, leaving Brundar and Anandur’s tight-lipped silence undisturbed.

      Kian craved a cigarette, desperately, and a shot of whiskey or two.

      He’d quit smoking years ago, but here and there the craving returned with gusto. Like it did now. It wasn’t concern for his health that had prompted him to get rid of the habit, after all, his kind didn’t get cancer or heart disease. He just hated smelling like an ashtray. The way the stench had used to cling to his hair and clothing had disgusted him.

      Though he would kill for one now.

      Comforting the devastated Micah had been excruciating. It had left him empty and deflated. There was no good way to deliver this kind of news to a mother. You offered your sympathy, said how sorry you were, offered your help in anything and everything.

      Blah, blah, blah... The words hadn’t even registered. In the end, he’d just held her while she’d cried.

      And in the aftermath, he’d been left with no energy to deal with Amanda.

      Heaving a sigh, Kian gazed out the window and watched the cars passing them by. He wondered what kind of sorrows their mortal occupants were hiding behind their impassive expressions.

      There was so much anguish in their short, miserable lives, and family dying on them was such an integral part of their experience that it defined the whole of their existence. He suspected humans coped with the depressing certainty of their own mortality by keeping it out of their thoughts in any way they could. It sucked.

      To lose a loved one was the worst experience ever. He wouldn’t allow that to happen to him.

      Not again.

      There was nothing he could’ve done to prevent Lilen’s death all those centuries ago, but he’d be damned if he’d let anything happen to his obstinate sister.

      Not on his watch.

      Fisting his hands, he felt his lips curl in a snarl as his resolve hardened. He would march into that lab, throw Amanda over his shoulder, and carry her to the SUV. And he didn’t give a damn if he had to do it while she was kicking and screaming the whole way. To keep her safe, he’d even lock her in one of the underground cells.

      Yeah, that sounds good. Easiest way to deal with the brat.

      Kian took a deep breath. Okay... like that will fly.

      He needed to chill.

      Patience is a virtue, he repeated. Patience is a virtue.

      Yeah, it just wasn’t one of his.

      Let someone else get that merit badge. Kian didn’t plan on applying for sainthood anytime soon.

      Taking the elevator down to Amanda’s lab, he wondered if it just happened to be in the basement of the research facility or had Amanda chosen it because she preferred working underground.

      It seemed to be a natural default, an unconscious preference for his kind. The older ones, like him, still suffered from some sensitivity to harsh light, but it was nothing a pair of quality sunglasses couldn’t handle, and certainly nothing that bothered the younger immortals.

      Still, the original race of gods had truly shunned the sunlight. Their sensitive eyes had to be covered in protective goggles to filter even the little light that could infiltrate through the sides of a more ordinary protective eyewear.

      There had been no windows in their dwellings. Instead, shafts positioned diagonally through the thick walls had provided airflow while minimizing sunlight.

      The flip side of this handicap had been an excellent night vision, which near-immortals shared to some degree with their ancestors. The gods had been nocturnal creatures, more comfortable in the relative darkness of the night when the soft glow of the moon and stars replaced the harsh sunlight. So much gentler on their sensitive eyes and skin.

      Not for the first time, it crossed his mind that his ancestors must’ve been at the source of the outrageous vampire myths.

      Creatures with fangs that sucked blood and burned in sunlight...

      Right.

      Mortals and their wild imaginations running amok with exaggerations and embellishments.

      They got the fangs and sunlight part right, even the mind control was spot on, but where had the blood-sucking part come from? Or the red eyes for that matter? An immortal’s eyes tearing up from too much exposure to the sun’s harsh light? A careless one forgetting to lick the puncture wounds closed?

      Who knew?

      The truth was that the gods of old were at the source of many intriguing stories, with the vampire lore being one of the most imaginative. In his opinion, however, the legends of the snake people were more fitting. What was it about bats that so fascinated mortals that they preferred them to snakes? Not that he was all that fond of reptiles himself. Besides, the things couldn’t fly, and as this particular ability was part of what made the vampire stories work, the bats kind of made sense.

      His bodyguards were still uncharacteristically quiet as they made their way down the corridor, the rhythmic beat of their boots on the concrete floor the only indication that they were still with him.

      He wasn’t expecting Brundar to be chattering away, but Anandur’s silence bothered him. Kian turned to look back at the brothers. Though grimly focused, their eyes were following their feet instead of scoping the place.

      Not good.

      “Snap out of it, guys! And stay alert! You think it’s safe down here just because there are people all around us?”

      “What jumped and bit you on the ass, Kian! You think I don’t pay attention? I have been doing the same shit for how long now? A millennium? I can do it sleepwalking.” Anandur sounded more pissed than offended.

      “Yeah, yeah. You may kiss my ass to make it all better, lick it clean too!” Kian jumped sideways to avoid the punch Anandur aimed at his shoulder.

      At least the guy was smiling now.

      Brundar shook his head and kept going, leaving them behind.

      Stopping at the junction of corridors that terminated at the one leading to Amanda’s lab, Kian called him back. “Stay here. This is a good spot. You can see everyone coming this way from either direction.” He pointed to where he wanted them to stand guard.

      “I’m going in by myself. The hellion is not going to like an audience.”

      Not exactly. Amanda loved drama. It was Kian who could live without it. “Try not to attract any attention to yourselves, and stay alert!”
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      Leaning against the wall next to his brother, Anandur smirked as he watched Kian duck into Amanda’s lab. The guy was in for one hell of a fight, and if Kian thought it would go down easier without an audience, he was deluding himself.

      “Man, I would’ve loved to see that,” he told Brundar.

      His brother ignored him, as usual not interested in talking.

      Anandur shook his head and turned his attention to the sparse foot traffic. A trio of giggling girls was heading his way, and he had to admit that staying out in the corridor was proving to be quite entertaining.

      The girls were eyeing him and his brother with unabashed interest, smiling and sauntering as they got closer.

      Gutsy, forward minxes.

      Evidently, it was easier said than done for him and Brundar to avoid attracting attention.

      Not that he had a problem with that.

      With what they were wearing, or rather not wearing, he got himself a healthy eyeful of young female flesh. In addition to the painted-on, torn jeans all three were wearing, the tall brunette’s T-shirt was open at the sides with her purple lace bra showing, while her friend’s sported so many slashes that there was hardly any of it left to cover anything. And the one with the spiky pink hair wore a tiny thing with a Mickey Mouse picture on it that looked like something she’d swiped off her kid brother.

      Got to love this generation, Anandur thought as he flashed them his best seductive smile and winked.

      Their response to his blatantly masculine charm was as immediate as it was predictable, and his nostrils flared as the unmistakable, sweet smell of female arousal reached him, triggering his predatory instincts.

      Brundar wasn’t doing much better. Growling quietly beside him, his brother’s body tensed as he got ready to pounce.

      Adjusting himself, Anandur wrapped a restraining arm around Brundar’s shoulders, holding on tight and squeezing hard while smiling at the girls.

      “Damn, why are the good-looking guys always gay? It’s so unfair!” the tall one whispered to her friends.

      Anandur chuckled, his hearing more acute than the girls could ever suspect. Squeezing Brundar even harder, he kissed the top of his brother’s head.

      “I’m going to break your fucking arm if you don’t let go,” Brundar hissed.

      Frowning, Anandur released his brother with a pitying sidelong glance. The poor guy suffered from a crippling lack of a sense of humor.

      When the disappointed trio disappeared behind a corner, turning into another corridor, Brundar hastily cast a shrouding illusion around Anandur and himself. Obscuring their presence from any mortal passerby, his illusion made them appear part of the wall—undetectable unless someone bumped straight into them.
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      Syssi focused on the images flashing at evenly spaced time intervals on the screen: square, circle, star, triangle, star, circle, triangle, square...

      The shapes were popping randomly in a never-ending sequence, and her task was to guess which one would flash next and hit the appropriate key—before the image appeared.

      It was mind-numbingly boring, mainly since she’d been at it for the past couple of hours.

      Any other day, she would’ve just quit. After straining her mind for so long, the test results were iffy anyway, but not today.

      Syssi had never seen Amanda in such a bitchy mood before. The woman was scary. Something or someone must have pissed her off big time during her lunch break because she’d come back sullen and practically snarling at everyone.

      Hannah and David had done the smart thing and had left an hour ago... Ran for their lives was more like it.

      But not Syssi, no, Amanda’s precognition experiments favorite test bunny had to stay behind.

      Soon, she’d have to stop. Her eyes were tearing and her headache was blooming into a full-blown migraine. In a few minutes, she’d have to tell Amanda she couldn’t take it anymore.

      Sighing, she rubbed her blurry eyes as the lab’s door opened with a creak.

      Curious to see who it was, Syssi peeked between one flashing symbol and the next...

      And lost her concentration.

      Or rather had it blown to pieces.

      The man closing the door was breathtakingly handsome; tall, broad-shouldered, and perfectly proportioned under the conservative charcoal suit he was wearing. The suit looked expensive, and it had been probably custom made for him, but she was sure it wasn’t hiding any flab. The guy looked like he was all muscle.

      Holding himself regally as he scanned the lab, his posture was somewhat stiff, until he found Amanda and loosened marginally.

      As he glared at her, his deep blue eyes were hard and sad, making him appear angry, or frustrated.

      He smoothed back his chin-length tawny hair in what seemed like a nervous habit, brushing the curling ends with his fingers and forcing them away from his angular, beautiful face.

      Holding her breath, Syssi felt faint, her heart racing wildly and her legs turning to rubber. With an effort, she pulled air into her oxygen starved lungs and rubbed her tingling arms.

      “You can save your breath, Kian. I’m not going to let you drag me away to your lair. There is nothing you can say that will persuade me to abandon my work. It’s too important, so turn around and go home.” Amanda circled her finger and pointed it at the door.

      When he didn’t budge, she crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes, staring him down while tapping her high-heeled shoe on the concrete floor.

      So, this is Kian, Amanda’s brother. Wow.

      He looked nothing like Syssi had imagined he would. On the few occasions Amanda had mentioned her brother, she’d referred to him as the old goat, or the stupid old goat, painting in Syssi’s mind an image of an older guy sporting a goatee and thinning, wispy hair.

      In her wildest dreams, Syssi couldn’t have imagined him as the magnificent Greek-god-facsimile standing before her. Although, with Amanda as his sister, she should have known better. A stunning woman like her boss just couldn’t have an unattractive man for a brother.

      Syssi felt like an ugly duckling next to these beautiful swans. Who wouldn’t? No mere mortal could achieve this level of perfection.

      Forcing her eyes away, she tried to do a disappearing act by sliding down in her chair and hiding behind her computer screen. Too shook up to continue the experiment, she went through the motions and pretended to be working, using it as an excuse to stay out of sight.

      There was no way she was attracting attention to herself. If she were lucky, Kian would leave without ever noticing her.

      Syssi didn’t think she could survive an introduction.

      Her reaction to him was so immediate and so overpowering that she had no idea what to do with it. She’d never responded like this to a man.

      Syssi had never been one of those girls who idolized movie stars or rockers, and their big muscles and gorgeous faces had left her indifferent. Looks just hadn’t been all that important to her. All she’d ever wanted was a nice, intelligent guy who was decent looking.

      And yet, here she was, yearning with terrifying intensity for a man that could never be hers. Men like him didn’t exist in her world.

      He was beautiful, yet all male, there was nothing feminine about his perfect features. And his sophisticated business suit didn’t fool her. Kian exuded a kind of primitive power and dominance that terrified her.

      Because instinctively she felt compelled to submit to it.

      Where the hell were these thoughts coming from? Even the terminology was foreign to her. What was happening to her?

      Oh, God, just make him leave already.

      She was going to take these embarrassing thoughts with her to the grave. No one, and she meant absolutely no one, would ever find out that such absurdities had ever flitted through her mind. She might not be a bra-burning feminist, but she would never let anyone dominate her either.

      “Why are you being so stubborn? Did I really need to drop everything and come over here because you wouldn’t listen to reason? There is real danger out there, and I can’t let you—” Kian stopped mid-sentence as Amanda held a finger to her lips, shushing him, and pointed toward the back of the room.

      “Syssi, stop hiding and come meet my brother Kian.” Amanda was getting closer, waving her hand in invitation.

      Syssi remained glued to her chair, hoping the floor would split open and swallow her up.

      “Come out, girl. He doesn’t bite... much.” Amanda’s snort sounded like a cackle.

      Syssi shrunk away from her. The woman’s sarcastic tone sounded positively evil, evoking in her imagination an image of the beautiful swans morphing into ugly vultures.

      “Stop it, Amanda! You’re scaring the girl with your idiotic comments!” Kian snapped.

      Syssi felt like laughing—a crazy, cackling laugh. She wasn’t scared of them. Why would he think that? What really scared her was her own reaction to Kian. She was intimidated out of her freaking mind, and now Amanda was forcing her to show herself.

      No guy had ever terrified her like that. On occasion, she’d felt awkward, a little uncomfortable, and her accursed uncontrolled blushing had always been an impediment to her romantic life. But this was so out of her realm of experience that it was panic attack inducing.

      As Kian’s footsteps got closer, sweat broke out over her face and her stomach roiled. And then he was standing right beside her, extending his hand to help her up.

      No-no-no-no!

      Except, what choice did she have?

      Lifting her head, Syssi thanked providence, her cursed foresight, and whatever else that had prompted her to take a little extra care with her looks this morning. She had blow-dried her hair, put on a little makeup, and worn nice pair of pumps that added three inches to her height.

      At least she wouldn’t look like a complete midget troll standing next to all that perfection.

      But then, as her eyes made it all the way up to his face, her heart skipped a beat. This spectacular man was looking down at her with uncensored male appreciation.

      Enthralled by the hunger in his eyes, she took his offered hand, the jolt of energy passing through her body bringing on such strong blast of desire that it stunned and shamed her at the same time.

      If her legs felt like rubber before, now her knees dissolved completely. She was holding onto his hand for dear life, her whole weight leaning on it. “Sorry, my legs must’ve gone numb from sitting too long,” she managed in a hoarse whisper.

      In the silence that followed, the hunger she saw in Kian’s expression burned like an inferno before abruptly turning into scalding ice.

      The change was startling.

      As he straightened, his posture stiffened, his eyes hardened in disapproval, and his mouth narrowed.

      He looked angry again. Forget angry, he looked savage, cruel. But this time his displeasure was directed at her, and not at Amanda.

      Syssi felt her face heat up. She must’ve misinterpreted his expression, and her response had been totally inappropriate. Worse, her attraction to Kian must have been blatantly obvious for him to notice it, and he decided he wanted nothing to do with her.

      Oh, God.

      A guy like that probably had women throwing themselves at him constantly; prettier women, elegant, sophisticated, assertive. He was so far out of her league, he might as well have been from a different planet.

      Mortified, she lowered her eyes.
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      Kian had been ready to chew Amanda’s head off for shushing him, but then she’d pointed her finger at the girl hiding behind a large computer screen.

      Curious, he’d dipped his head.

      All he had seen under the desk were jean-clad, long legs and a pair of slender, heeled feet, but his enhanced senses had registered the girl’s rapid heartbeat and the acrid aroma of her fear.

      The two of them snarling at each other’s throats like a couple of feral beasts, they must’ve scared the girl. And then Amanda had made it even worse with her sarcasm, sounding like a wicked witch and fueling the girl’s fear instead of trying to ease it.

      Intending to rectify the situation, he’d crossed the short distance to the girl, when it had suddenly dawned on him that Amanda had called her Syssi.

      The same girl she wanted him to seduce.

      Amanda’s schemes aside, though, he needed to do something before the poor thing fainted. And at any rate, he was intrigued.

      Extending his arm to help her up, he was curious to see her face, but it was hidden behind a curtain of wavy blond hair. It wasn’t exactly blond, though. Several shades of light browns, blonds, and gold intertwined to create a spectacular whole. Taking a sniff, he knew it wasn’t the kind that came out of a box. There was no residual smell of chemicals—just the light flowery scent of her shampoo. Not that he would’ve minded one way or another. Amanda colored her hair from time to time to change her looks, and it wasn’t only about keeping her identity secret. She simply enjoyed it.

      With a little sigh, the girl seemed to gather enough courage to look up at him.

      Kian was dumbstruck.

      Syssi was beautiful.

      Staring at her lovely, blushing face, he was entrapped by her guileless gaze. The man who’d bedded thousands of women was rendered speechless by one blushing girl.

      Kian couldn’t explain it if he tried.

      Yes, she was lovely, beautiful, with pale, flawless skin, and a small straight nose, and those perfectly shaped, plump, pink lips that were utterly kissable.

      But what had delivered that gut-crunching punch was her big, bright, blue-green eyes.

      In that brief moment, when their eyes had first met, he’d gotten a glimpse of her soul.

      Startled, he kept staring, captivated, feeling as if he knew her—was coming home to her after being lost for a long time. It was all out there in her sincere, open face: the intelligence, the kindness, the shadow of sadness that shouldn’t have been there.

      And a hesitant, hopeful expression.

      So sweet.

      The girl was attracted to him, and she wanted him to like her.

      Her lashes dropped over her expressive eyes, and she bit down on her lower lip before taking his offered hand.

      Incredibly, that one small innocent touch stunned him, igniting an incinerating erotic current that burned a path straight from her fingers down to his groin.

      What the hell?

      Cursing the traitor in his pants, Kian was grateful for his suit jacket covering the evidence of his response. The girl looked flustered enough without getting a gander of that, and besides, he hated giving Amanda the satisfaction of being right.

      Syssi was all that Amanda had claimed her to be and more.

      Now that he got her standing, Kian could also appreciate her deliciously curved body as Amanda had so aptly put it. Skintight jeans hugged long slim legs, the gentle curve of her hips narrowing into a small waist. Perfectly shaped breasts, substantial but not too big, strained her T-shirt, stretching it across her chest. And through the split neckline, he got a delightful glimpse of the rounded tops.

      Damn! Amanda had been right. Syssi was exactly his type.

      And she was blushing!

      What girl blushed these days? None that he’d encountered lately, and for sure none so gorgeously delicious.

      That demure demeanor just floored him.

      Combined with the slight whiff of her arousal intermingled with that of her anxiety, the potent elixir cranked the dial of his lust all the way up, turning it into a burning need. His venom-glands began pulsating, swelling and dripping venom droplets down his elongated fangs into his mouth. The damned razor-sharp things were threatening to punch out over his bottom lip.

      Kian pressed his lips tight. He could just imagine the sight of him flashing these beauties, a monster straight out of a horror flick. He’d bet Syssi’s arousal would be gone in a flash. She would run screaming, and that hopeful infatuated look would be gone for good.

      But oh, man, how he wanted her.

      His imagination ran amok with the things he wanted to do to her, the erotic scenes flashing rapidly through his mind.

      First, he’d tighten his grip on her hand and yank her to him, holding her sweet curves flush against his front, then grab her nape to tilt her head up and catch her lips, kissing the living daylight out of her. When he’d gotten her all breathless and panting, he would lower her to the desk and peel those tight jeans off her...

      Yeah.

      Kian shook himself. He had to stop that train wreck before it crashed and burned. Reining in his runaway libido, he shackled it with the steel cables of his tight self-control.

      Bloody immortal hormones.

      This whole thing was absurd. If that little chit had anything special about her, it was her ability to turn both his sister and him into blabbering, romantic dolts. He was too old and too experienced for these kinds of teenage fantasies.

      Recognizing her...

      Feeling like coming home to her...

      He couldn’t believe this kind of nonsense even crossed his mind.

      It must’ve been just plain old lust.

      For the past couple of nights, he had not gone prowling, and his sex-starved body was kicking his hormones into overdrive and making him stupid.

      Sensing the change in him, Syssi pulled her hand out of his grasp and lowered her eyes, blushing again.

      Oh, fuck, her timid response just threw more gasoline on the fire of his arousal, spurring on the predator in him.

      Taking a deep breath, Kian hissed as he pulled it through his clenched teeth.

      Oh, great, now he was hissing... charming.

      He had to get out of there.

      As he turned away from her to face his smirking sister, he felt the girl’s hurt gaze burning holes in his back.

      “Now, who has his knickers in a twist? Dear brother of mine.” Amanda mocked his agitation. “Don’t pay any attention to his foul mood, Syssi. It has nothing to do with you. It’s just the way he is: An. Old. Grouchy. Goat.” Amanda walked over to Syssi and wrapped a supportive arm around the girl’s shoulders.

      It was a ridiculous standoff, with Kian brooding on one side, and the two women forming a united front against him on the other.

      When had he become the villain here?

      He just wanted to get it over with, haul Amanda home and get that smoke and drink he was so desperately craving.
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      Out in the hallway, Brundar leaned his shoulder against the wall, twisting his dagger between his fingers as he observed the sparse foot traffic of mortals passing him by.

      There was a common pattern to the way they talked, walked, the stuff they wore and the things they carried.

      They fit a certain profile.

      Some were leaving, walking in chatty groups of twos and threes, heading to the cafeteria or some other joint for their evening meal and making plans for later on. Others, holding on to their coffee mugs and their laptop cases, were coming in to do some late work at the labs.

      Behind him, Anandur chuckled.

      His brother was passing the time by entertaining himself with stupid YouTube clips on his phone, oblivious to the fact that he was on guard duty and was supposed to be invisible.

      Idiot.

      Brundar rolled his eyes as he imagined the ghost stories Anandur’s disembodied chuckles might start. Glancing both ways, he checked to see if any of the students walking by them had overheard his idiot of a brother.

      A girl clutching her laptop hurried by him without a glance, and another walked away, too busy talking on her phone to notice anything. But something about the three guys coming his way made the hair on the back of his neck tingle in alarm.

      Snapping to attention, Brundar palmed the hilt of his dagger.

      The men didn’t fit the mold he’d discerned.

      With no coffee or laptops, the young men were built like linebackers and marched purposefully with the gait of trained warriors.

      They were heading straight for Anandur and him, staring right at them as if the fuckers weren’t at all affected by his concealing illusion.

      They shouldn’t have been able to penetrate his shroud... unless...

      Unsheathing his second dagger, Brundar assumed a fighting stance. Next to him Anandur did the same while speed-dialing Kian, proving he hadn’t been as distracted as he’d appeared to be.

      “Doomers in the hall. About to engage,” he said when the shit hit the fan.
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      As Kian ended the call and returned the phone to his pocket, his face turned from brooding to grim to determined, and his body seemed to swell with aggression.

      Something was up.

      “Is there another way out of here?” he barked, confirming Syssi’s suspicion.

      “We can pass through the kitchenette to the adjoining lab; its front exit door faces a parallel corridor.” Amanda hurried to grab her purse and laptop. “Syssi, take your stuff, we are leaving!” She was already in the kitchen.

      Kian urged Syssi to follow.

      “What’s going on?” she asked while trying to walk as fast as Kian’s hand on the small of her back was propelling her to. His stride was so long that she was forced to jog to keep up.

      “Some unwanted company I’d rather avoid is coming this way,” was his cryptic reply.

      Syssi was afraid to ask any more questions.

      Kian looked like he was ready to commit murder, and what’s worse, she sensed that with him it wasn’t just an expression. Which didn’t really make sense considering the guy was supposedly the CEO of an international conglomerate. But her gut had an opinion of its own, and it didn’t match the one her mind was comfortable with.

      Come to think of it, he reminded her of Andrew. When her brother got like that, she knew to stay clear of him and keep quiet. In his line of work shit happened, a lot, and it didn’t matter if he was on leave. Dealing with it, the last thing he needed was to be distracted by his little sister’s curiosity.

      Trotting behind Amanda, she wondered what she had gotten herself into. Who were these people? Was she in real danger? Or was it her imagination?

      Except Amanda looked scared, she wasn’t imagining that. And in addition to deducing it from her companions’ urgency, Syssi felt it in her gut, which in this case was in agreement with her brain, confirming that something dangerous was coming their way.

      Rushing through the adjoining lab, they exited into a corridor on the other side of the basement. But instead of heading for the elevators farther down the hallway, Amanda opted for the nearby emergency stairs. She threw open the door, and they ran up. While Amanda and Syssi’s heels played a staccato beat on the metal stairs, Kian was somehow managing the climb soundlessly—his considerable weight not hindering his silent treads.

      Interesting, what the mind focused on in an emergency.

      Once outside, they hurried toward an SUV that had been conveniently waiting for them in front of the building, and the three of them crammed themselves into its back seat.

      Had Kian summoned the car? When? She hadn’t noticed him calling anyone. Had she been too preoccupied?

      Duh, running scared from some unspecified danger would do that to a person.

      The driver turned his head to face them, smiling a weird, fake-looking smile; the kind usually molded on the faces of store mannequins.

      “Where to, Master?”

      Master?

      The situation was becoming creepier by the minute, and Syssi was going into a full fight-or-flight mode, or rather a fright and flight.

      What did she really know about Amanda and her brother? Nothing. They might be the dangerous ones, and not whoever they were running from. Or perhaps she should be scared of both.

      There were just too many things that didn’t add up about Amanda and Kian. Though if asked, Syssi would not have been able to point to a single thing that would look suspicious to someone else.

      They were just too good-looking, unnaturally so. Amanda had a butler who called her mistress, and Kian had a driver who called him master. Kian, who must’ve weighed well over two hundred pounds, could climb stairs soundlessly, and sometimes Amanda’s eyes shone as if they were illuminated from the inside. Separately, each item on her list could be explained away, but taken together they painted a picture that was slightly off.

      Or a lot.

      “Drive for a few blocks then park. I need to check on the guys.”

      Sitting squeezed between Kian and Amanda, Syssi clutched her purse with trembling hands, trying to hide how shaken she was—feeling like Alice in Wonderland right after she had fallen down the rabbit hole.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie, we’re going to Kian’s place and we will have a good laugh about this whole silly episode over drinks.” Amanda hugged her stiff shoulders and patted her cheek.

      Why the hell was Amanda treating her like a child?

      But instead of feeling offended or at least peeved, for some inexplicable reason, Amanda’s words had a calming effect. Syssi’s tension eased, and she felt herself relax, becoming comfortable, even languid.

      How is it possible?

      Her rational mind refused to accept the unexplained change. Except, Amanda’s hand kept stroking her hair and it felt so wonderful that Syssi’s eyelids began drooping.

      She was so tired...

      How come? Syssi wondered again and tried to resist, but she couldn’t fight the sudden compulsion to sleep.
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      Amanda kept her mouth shut until Syssi’s eyes closed and she slumped into the back seat, leaning against Kian’s arm.

      “She’s out. So what’s going on? And if this was all a trick to get me to come with you...”

      Not deigning to respond, Kian only cast her an incredulous glare, then dipped his head to look at Syssi.

      She was leaning against his bicep, her wild mane of hair covering half of her face and most of her upper body. Gently, he brushed it away from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. Holding her carefully, he shifted so her cheek came to rest on his pectoral and wrapped his arm around her.

      Syssi sighed contently but didn’t wake. Tucked under his arm, her soft, small body felt as if it belonged there.

      But Kian craved more.

      In her sleep, she’d relaxed the death-hold she had on her purse, and her delicate hands were resting gracefully in her lap. Taking one small palm, he placed it on his thigh, savoring the added sensation. For now it would have to do.

      Like hell...

      Closing his eyes, he dipped his head to her hair and inhaled her fresh, sweet scent, then inched down to sniff at the soft skin in the hollow between her neck and shoulder.

      Divine... So inviting…

      Not surprisingly, his fangs distended and begun throbbing with venom. Struggling against an overwhelming urge to sink them into the smooth, creamy column of her neck, he forcefully leashed the monster inside and pulled back.

      With a wicked smirk, Amanda was eyeing him from Syssi’s other side, no doubt debating between taking advantage of the opportunity to needle him some more and letting him enjoy the moment.

      For now she kept quiet, but knowing his sister, she was patting herself on the shoulder. Observing his reaction to Syssi being exactly what she had predicted, she was basking in the success of her brilliant matchmaking.

      Still, patience not being one of Amanda’s virtues any more than it was his, a few moments later she asked again, “Seriously now, what’s going on?”

      “Anandur called from where I left Brundar and him to guard the hallway leading to your lab. Doomers showed up, and they were about to fight them off, giving us time to get away. That’s all I know for now. It was right outside your door, Miss ‘I’m in no danger,’” Kian bit out, glaring at her, his fury rising as the implications of what had just happened, or rather had almost happened, began sinking in.

      “Because of your obstinacy, Anandur and Brundar are fighting for their lives.” Throwing the accusation at her was unfair, but Kian was livid. If he had arrived just a few moments later, she would have been taken.

      Imagining what horrific things those monsters would have done to her, he felt as if acid was slowly sliding down his throat and into his gut.

      Amanda crossed her arms over her chest and shrugged, pretending she wasn’t shaken. But she wasn’t fooling him, not for a moment. Kian knew her too well. Amanda was just too proud to admit it, but the truth was written all over her face—she was distraught.

      Taking a deep breath, he calmed his tone to something a little more human-sounding than a growl. “Was there anything important left in the lab? Something that might be useful to the Doomers?”

      She shrugged again. “All the data from my paranormal research is on my laptop, and the lab’s computers have only the standard university stuff. So no, I don’t think they will find anything useful there. What I wonder, though, is how did they know where to find me?” She was trying to sound unaffected and matter-of-fact, but the slight tremble in her voice betrayed how rattled she was.

      “It must have been something they found at Mark’s place. Them showing up at your doorstep a day after his murder can’t be a coincidence. Probably something about your work. Unless they hit your home as well.” Kian glanced down at his phone again, anxious for news from his men.

      “Onidu would’ve called if they did.” Amanda had no reason to worry for her Odu; he was practically indestructible. But she pulled out her phone and called anyway.

      “Onidu, darling, did we have uninvited guests today?”

      “No, Mistress. Should I be expecting anyone?”

      “Our enemy showed up in the lab and I wanted to check on you and give you a heads-up.”

      “You wish to give me heads, Mistress? What should I do with them?”

      Kian chuckled. The Odus were very literal.

      “Never mind. Just be watchful.”

      “Of course, Mistress.”
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      Annani and Khiann’s joining ceremony had been beautiful. The love between them had shone so brightly that even the most cynical of guests had been moved, especially during the exchange of vows.

      Several had even shed a few tears.

      Gulan had shed a lot, but not for the same reason.

      Tonight, after she’d helped Annani out of her ceremonial attire, Gulan was leaving.

      She might never see her best friend again.

      The smile she had plastered on her face was so fake, it would have never fooled Annani if her mind was not as full of Khiann as it was. Or maybe her lady was just too happy to notice.

      Gods, it was so difficult to keep from crying openly when Gulan felt as if she were dying inside. With a tremendous effort, she held on until the preparations for the mating night were finished and she bid Annani goodnight. But as soon as the door to the newly-mated couple’s bedchamber closed behind her, the tears burst free, running down her cheeks and wresting pitiful sobs out of her.

      Leaving was so hard. But staying was harder.

      Thank the gods, Gulan did not encounter anyone as she ran all the way to the servants’ quarters. In the privacy of her own room, she leaned against the closed door and cried even harder.

      She was being ungrateful.

      The private chamber that Gulan did not have to share with another maid was just one more kindness out of the many her lady had bestowed upon her throughout the years. While the rest of the palace staff slept two and three to a room, Gulan had the entire bedchamber to herself.

      And how was she repaying it?

      By running away and leaving a cowardly note behind.

      The decision to leave had been the hardest Gulan had ever made in her life, but an unavoidable one. The pain of losing Esag, or rather the dream of him, was too much for her to bear. If she stayed, she would have to watch him join with another, and Gulan knew she would not survive that.

      It was better to start a new life somewhere far away from Esag.

      She would go on an adventure and travel to distant lands. Until the pain subsided, Gulan would fill her life with the exploration of the different human cultures Esag had told her about. If traders went there on a regular basis, so could she. People who produced goods and engaged in trade could not be completely uncivilized. The gods’ teachings must have reached them.

      Wiping away her tears with the sleeve of her beautiful new dress, Gulan took a deep breath and sighed. After weeks of planning, it was finally time.

      Maybe in a year or two, once she had healed enough, Gulan would come back and tell Annani about all she had seen.

      She needed to get moving, though. The caravan she was joining was heading out at sunrise, which was in a couple of hours.

      Pushing away from the door, Gulan walked over to her bed, took off the dress Annani had commissioned for her for the ceremony, folded it carefully, and put it on top of the mattress.

      Where Gulan was going, she would have no need for it. In fact, since she was going as a young man, not a woman, she would have no need for any feminine garb.

      It was quite ironic that after a lifetime of resenting her height and strength, she was taking advantage of them. The caravan organizer was always looking for capable, strong men who could lift heavy cargo and defend the caravan if needed.

      Even Esag’s combat training would come in handy.

      Standing in front of a mirror with a pair of shears in hand, Gulan took hold of her thick braid and hesitated for only a moment before hacking it off. What was left fanned out around her face, the jagged edges looking as haggard and sad as her soul.

      With several quick snips, she evened it out to look like an acceptable hairstyle for a man. Dipping her fingers in a pouch filled with soot, she smeared it over her chin. Hopefully, it would pass as a shadow of a beard.

      Her face was still too feminine to belong to a male, but with her size, no one would question her gender. They would assume she was a young man with a girly face.

      It happened.

      The next step was to bind her breasts and put on the peasant clothes she had bought. Under the tunic, she tied a pouch full of coins. Some of it was what she had managed to save up, but most of it came from selling the necklace Annani had given her. It was enough to keep her fed for a year.

      With what she was going to get paid for working in the caravan, Gulan had nothing to worry about—except for Tula, her parents, and Annani.

      Leaving behind the people she loved was the hardest part. But they would manage without her—provided Annani would not be too angry at her for running away and would help her family.

      Gulan trusted her lady’s kind heart would not turn vindictive.

      The truth was that Annani no longer needed her. With Khiann to keep her company and the Odus serving her lady’s every need, a maid was superfluous. But even if Annani decided to send riders after her, she would not know in which direction Gulan was heading.

      No one would expect her to choose the distant Nile valley as her final destination.
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