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      “These early morning meetings are becoming standard operating procedure for us.” Kian opened the door to his office and let Turner in. “Did you get any sleep at all?”

      Knowing Turner, the guy had spent all night devising a plan.

      Turner lifted his thermos. “Can’t say that I did, but I came prepared. We have a lot of ground to cover. I can catch a nap later on the plane.”

      “By prepared, do you mean the coffee or your meeting with Gorchenco?”

      “Both.”

      Yesterday, when Turner had called the Russian, he’d only hinted at what he wanted in exchange for keeping the information about the stolen submarine from getting out.

      At this point, all Gorchenco knew was that Turner needed him to take a woman to the sex resort on the Doomers’ island, pretend that she was his lover, and then leave her there. He hadn’t been told about having to return for her, let alone that he would be picking her up in a casket. The Russian was going to get the rest of the details later today, when he and Turner met face to face in New York.

      “I assume that you’re taking the jet?” Kian asked.

      Turner put his thermos down on the conference table. “Bridget is taking care of the flight arrangements.” He pulled a stack of papers out of his briefcase and placed them next to the coffee. “I’ve given it a lot of thought. Even with the damning information we have on Gorchenco, I don’t trust him not to double-cross us. He can move the sub, hide it somewhere else, and tell us to go to hell. We should disclose only the absolute minimum he needs to know in order to carry out our instructions.”

      “What are you going to tell him?”

      “I’m going to fabricate a cover story.”

      Kian arched a brow. “That differs only slightly from what we agreed on.”

      “Except for one major thing. We planned on using the information we have on him to solve Ella’s problem. That was a mistake. I don’t want him to know that we are connected to her in any way. One thing has nothing to do with the other.”

      “Won’t he know anyway? You said that Sandoval’s appraiser had informed Gorchenco that Ella’s engagement ring was back on the market. That guy saw you selling it to Sandoval, and he can describe you. Gorchenco is not stupid. He will put two and two together.”

      Kian suspected that Ella had chosen to attend an online college because she was afraid to leave the safety of the village. As long as her so-called husband was still looking for her, she would never be truly free, and that was no way to live. One way or another, Gorchenco had to be dealt with.

      “I spoke to Sandoval, and he is taking care of this.”

      “By taking care of, does he mean killing the appraiser?”

      Turner chuckled. “I hope not. Sandoval said that he was going to put him on notice. Coming from him that’s enough.”

      It wasn’t Kian’s problem, but he didn’t want the guy to die for flapping his mouth when he shouldn’t have.

      “Frankly, I don’t see why we need to hide our connection to Ella. It’s not like the Russian can use it for anything.” Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “What I’m worried about is exposing our connection to Lokan.”

      “That’s easy to cover up too,” Turner said. “As far as Gorchenco is concerned, the US government considers Lokan a person of interest, and his meetings and communications are routinely intercepted and monitored. That’s how the recording was obtained. The submarine was subsequently located by additional counter-intelligence assets.”

      “That’s also dangerous.” Kian rapped his fingers on the table. “First of all, the Russian might be too suspicious and sophisticated to buy that. Secondly, he might conclude that Lokan was compromised. Gorchenco can approach someone on the island and tell them that Lokan is cooperating with the enemy, so to speak, meaning the American government.”

      Turner leaned back in his chair. “Frankly, it’s only a matter of time before he figures out that Lokan is working with us. Gorchenco approached only a handful of people, and Lokan is probably the only one currently residing in the States. Besides, without that recording, our evidence is mostly circumstantial, and exposing it is a threat without teeth.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Gorchenco’s other prospective clients would not divulge information like that to the Americans. I just wish we could’ve protected Lokan’s identity. If Gorchenco confides in one of Lokan’s brothers, they will have no problem connecting the dots and figuring out who’s got him and what’s going on.”

      Flipping the thermos open, Turner took several sips before putting it back down. “That’s why the recording is crucial to us. Gorchenco is not going to tell anyone about his predicament and what it’s all about. Not while we are holding him by the balls. Stealing a Russian vessel worth billions is a capital punishment offense, and so is trying to sell it to the motherland’s enemies. Even if the story is an elaborate setup that the Russian government had organized to raise money, once it gets out, they will need a scapegoat.”

      Kian nodded. “Originally, I thought of using this dirt to get him to stop searching for Ella, but this is much bigger than that. Besides, we can still throw it in as a bonus after the mission is over.” He smirked. “Provided that you decide to let Gorchenco live. Killing him will solve Ella’s problem once and for all. The question is, what are we going to do about the sub?”

      Turner moved his stack of notes an inch to the left. “I’ve given the issue a lot of thought too, and we can’t allow Gorchenco to sell it.” He looked Kian in the eyes. “Think for a moment about who would want to purchase a stolen nuclear submarine and can afford its asking price. Those are precisely the kind of people who shouldn’t have it. I’d rather the Russians took it back.”

      “What if they are the ones who are selling it, and Gorchenco is just the front man?”

      “That doesn't change the fact that we can’t let the sub fall into the wrong hands.”

      “How are you going to make the Russians take it back if they want to sell it?”

      “I can whisper about it in the right ear and let our government take care of it. If the sub has the advanced technology Lokan claims it does, then I’m sure they would want to get their hands on it. They could arrange for a proxy to buy it for them. And if it doesn’t, they might pressure the Russians into reclaiming it.”

      “But if Gorchenco is doing this as a favor for Putin or for a cut of the profits, why would he agree to help us? The threat to expose him if he doesn't cooperate with us would be meaningless to him. Is he doing it to save face?”

      Turner shook his head. “The threat is even greater if he didn’t steal it. It’s not only his reputation on the line, but that of Putin too.”

      “Right. If the theft has been staged, it’s imperative for them to keep this info from getting out to the public. Talk about a blow to Putin’s reputation.”

      “Precisely. That’s why regardless of the sub being stolen or not, I bet Gorchenco ordered it moved immediately after our phone conversation.”

      Kian rubbed his chin. “Don’t you have people watching it?

      “I do, and it hasn’t moved yet. But then it’s not easy to find a new place to hide a monster this size on short notice.”

      “So let me get this straight. After the mission is done, you plan to leak the information to keep the Russians from selling the sub to the highest bidder?”

      Turner nodded.

      “Then we will have nothing on Gorchenco to get him off Ella’s back, and you’ll have to eliminate him.”

      Smiling, Turner pushed the stack of papers toward Kian. “We will see. Maybe I won’t have to because someone else will beat me to it. A monumental screw-up like this might cost Gorchenco his head.”

      “I thought you were itching to do it yourself.” Kian collected the notes and started flipping through them.

      Turner shrugged. “Gorchenco deserves to die for violating my daughter-in-law, but I don’t care who does it. Besides, who knows? He might still prove useful to us.”
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      By Lokan’s estimate it was late morning, but he hadn’t slept much, spending the night holding Carol, his arms never letting go of her soft body.

      She’d seemed so fragile after her short sojourn into stasis.

      It was a sobering thought to witness the profound effect it had on an immortal’s body in just three and a half hours. He shuddered to think what stasis would do to Carol in twenty-four.

      And it wasn’t only physical. The experience must have been mentally draining as well.

      Carol had been restless, mumbling incoherently in her sleep, her angelic face twisting in fear several times during the night. When she’d whimpered, Lokan had been torn between wanting to fall asleep so he could enter her dream to help her and staying awake to guard her physical body. She still seemed so fragile.

      Thankfully, the nightmares hadn’t lasted long.

      Had she been dreaming about her torture at the hands of the sadist?

      As he thought about Carol’s suffering, Lokan was seized by impotent fury. There was nothing he could do to avenge her or even protect her from future pain. The only thing he could do was hold her and ease her fears.

      Had Losham known about his adopted son’s immortal torture victim?

      Remembering the condolences he’d offered his bereaved brother, Lokan regretted every kind word.

      Sharim was dead, so he couldn’t kill the scum, but if Losham had been aware of what his son had been doing to Carol and had done nothing to stop it, then Lokan was going to take his vengeance on the father instead.

      Except, even if he got the chance to confront his brother about Sharim, which he probably wouldn’t, Losham would most likely deny culpability. But perhaps he could coax the information out of Losham by pretending to have heard something about Sharim capturing an immortal female. Watching Losham’s reaction would tell Lokan all he needed to know.

      The sound of the front door opening put a stop to his futile musings.

      What was going on, and who was entering without calling first?

      Arwel always called to let him know if someone was coming.

      Alarmed, Lokan got out of bed as quickly as he could without disturbing Carol. As he rushed into the living room, he was glad for having slept in his pajama bottoms for a change.

      If he had to fight off an intruder, he would rather not do it in the nude.

      Except, the intruder was Arwel, and his weapon of choice was a rolling cart topped with what looked and smelled like a feast.

      “Sorry for not calling before entering, but I didn’t want to wake Carol up.” The Guardian pushed the cart next to the dining table. “This is from the guys. They wanted Carol to have a good breakfast to help her recuperate.” He smiled apologetically. “It’s not going to be remotely as good as what she makes for us, but the men did their best.”

      Lokan was impressed, and even somewhat touched. The Guardians didn’t cook for themselves, but they’d made an effort for Carol.

      “That’s a nice gesture, and I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

      “Yeah. We are all rooting for her and the success of her mission.”

      Lokan’s gut twisted into a tight knot, but he managed a tight-lipped, "Thank you."

      Surprising him, Arwel clapped him on the back. “I know it’s difficult for you to let her go. But that’s the right thing to do.”

      “Is it?” Lokan arched a brow. “Carol’s plan can go wrong in so many ways. The Russian might betray her. And even if he doesn’t, he might be a lousy actor, and no one will buy their lovers’ quarrel. Or, they might not let him leave her on the island and might demand that he take her with him.”

      Arwel shrugged. “If they do, the mission will fail, but Carol won’t be in any danger, and it will be over before it began.”

      Lokan rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Unless Gorchenco should decide not to return her to us but to take her with him to Russia and then demand something in exchange for releasing her.”

      “That’s a good point. We will need to station Guardians at the airport.”

      Lokan shook his head. “You won’t know at which airport the transport is going to drop them off.”

      “Then we will post Guardians in all of them. How many do you use?”

      “For regular drops and pickups, we alternate between six. But Gorchenco could demand to be taken somewhere else, and since he is who he is, his wish would be granted.”

      “Crap.” Arwel pushed his hair away from his forehead.

      “Precisely. And I’ve only gotten started. Let’s say that Gorchenco comes through, and that Carol is allowed to stay on the island. They might take away her insulin pump and give her shots instead, which will ruin her entire plan. Without the pump disqualifying her for work in the brothel, she’ll be sent there for sure, and faking her own death won’t be possible either. How are you going to get her out then?”

      “That reminds me.” Arwel pulled a pamphlet out of his back pocket. “Julian dropped this off. It’s about diabetes and insulin and all that stuff. It’s for Carol.” He handed it to Lokan. “But back to your concerns. The plan is for you to call some people and tell them that Gorchenco asked you to keep her away from the brothel. You said that it should work.”

      “I know the immortal in charge of staffing the harem, and he owes me a favor, so I know I can get her in there if she is sent to housekeeping. But the brothel’s manager is a pompous ass, and he is an immortal, not a human, so I can’t compel him to do shit.” Lokan leaned against the doorjamb. “He might refuse.”

      “Then you call someone in charge of him and make up a story about Gorchenco threatening to hold up weapon deliveries unless his demands are met. Do you have another supplier who can replace him?”

      “Not as good as Gorchenco. The things he can get his hands on, no one else can.”

      “If so, the manager is not going to mess things up because of Carol.” Arwel turned toward the door. “From his perspective, she will be much less important than keeping the arms supply from being interrupted.”

      Lokan followed. “There is more. I can count another fifty possible pitfalls. And the thing is, none of that would have been relevant if I was the one taking Carol to the island. Kian is making a huge mistake by trusting the fucking Russian more than he trusts me.”

      Pulling out his phone, Arwel activated the door’s mechanism. “He doesn’t trust Gorchenco any more than he trusts you, and knowing Turner, he is well aware of all the possible obstacles and is incorporating contingencies for them. Besides, it’s not your decision, so you’d better make peace with it.”

      “With all due respect, Turner is not familiar with the island and the people running it. Can I at least make a list of everything that I think could go wrong and have him go over it?”

      “I’ll send it to Kian in a text.”

      “Thank you.”
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      As Turner had expected, the hotel lobby and the restaurant were crawling with Gorchenco’s goons. In preparation for the meeting, the Russian must have flown in his entire force, or at least most of it.

      On the face of things, the numbers didn’t work.

      Other than Onegus, who was joining Turner at the negotiation table, they had brought with them eight more Guardians.

      Gorchenco probably had triple that many men. But then, one immortal to three humans was more than enough.

      As Turner and Onegus walked in, they were accompanied by four Guardians posing as their bodyguards. The other four were already in position at various strategic places.

      Gorchenco was most likely aware of them, but that was fine. This was about posturing, and each side was thumping its chest to impress the other.

      Bottom line, Gorchenco wasn’t going to do anything to risk the information about the submarine getting out, and Turner had no plans for killing the Russian just yet.

      Flashing his megawatt charming smile at the maître d’, Onegus leaned forward and glanced at the appointment book, which was the old-fashioned kind with guests’ names still written in pen. “I believe Mr. Ross is waiting for us. I’m Owen MacBrie, and this is my associate, Viktor Ben.”

      The guy made a checkmark in his ledger. “Please follow me, gentlemen.” He started walking without grabbing a couple of menus as Turner had expected him to do. “Mr. Ross has reserved a private room for your dinner meeting.”

      Had the Russian ordered for them?

      In Turner’s book, that was a hostile move.

      Passing through the main restaurant, Turner nodded at the Russian’s bodyguards, letting them know that he saw them and wasn’t impressed.

      It seemed as if no other customers were dining at the hotel’s main restaurant at the moment, and that all the tables were occupied by Gorchenco’s goon squad.

      As he’d expected, the four Guardians posing as their bodyguards were instructed to stay behind. And as soon as they entered the private room, both he and Onegus were searched for weapons and wires. Once they were declared clean, the bodyguard informed Mr. Ross that he could come in.

      Not waiting for an invitation, Turner took a seat facing the door, and Onegus sat at the one next to him. That left only one chair, forcing Gorchenco to sit with his back to the entrance.

      The Russian’s bodyguards said nothing, waiting for their boss to enter. Clearly, they weren’t chosen for their brains and independent thinking, but that didn’t mean they couldn't shoot straight and kill Turner and Onegus. Provided they had the right kind of bullets, a shot to the head could kill an immortal, as could one to the heart. Except, the goons were probably not equipped with weapons for hunting bears, just for killing people.

      Not that it would get to that.

      The advantage of dealing with a smart mafioso was that Gorchenco wasn’t going to do anything rash or stupid.

      When the Russian finally arrived, Turner appraised him with a quick but thorough glance. Gorchenco looked older than he’d expected, and it seemed that the rumors about his heart attack had been true. The guy was pale, had dark circles under his eyes, and his gait, although confident, lacked vigor.

      “Are you guys related?” Onegus whispered so quietly that only Turner’s immortal hearing could pick it up. “He looks like an older version of you.”

      There was some truth to that statement. Gorchenco wasn’t tall, perhaps an inch taller than Turner, and what hair had remained on his head was in parts blond and in parts light gray. The eyes, however, bore the strongest resemblance. They were the same shade of pale blue and just as calculating.

      Onegus stood up and offered his hand. “I’m Owen MacBrie, and this is my associate.” He motioned at Turner. “Viktor Ben.”

      Looking up at Onegus’s smiling face, Gorchenco tilted his head as he shook his hand. “Marines?”

      The chief Guardian looked the part, tall and broad with a straight posture and a square jaw that could cut marble.

      “Special Ops,” Onegus said. “But that was a long time ago. I’m into better things these days.” Implying that they were with the US government was the plan.

      Gorchenco turned his attention to Turner. “Zdravstvyte.” He extended his hand.

      So Onegus wasn’t the only one who thought they looked alike. Gorchenco assumed Turner was Russian.

      “Zdravstvyte,” Turner said as he shook the mafioso’s hand. “I know a few words in Russian but not enough to carry on a conversation. My grandparents were Russian.”

      The grandparents part was true, but his limited knowledge was a lie.

      “I thought I recognized a fellow countryman,” Gorchenco said as he took a seat. “So, gentlemen, what is it all about?”

      The guy wasn’t showing any emotion, and Turner didn’t smell anxiety coming from him either. Gorchenco was in complete control, and it wasn’t only skin deep. Grudgingly, Turner was impressed.

      He glanced at the bodyguards. “Wouldn’t you prefer for this conversation to be private?”

      The Russian smiled coldly. “My men are loyal.”

      “Very well.” Turner leaned back in his chair. “I’ll let my colleague present our offer.”

      Onegus was supposed to play the good cop to Turner’s bad cop, which worked perfectly in this situation. Kian had feared that Turner’s animosity toward Gorchenco might interfere with the negotiations, and Turner had feared the same, but he shouldn't have.

      He was a trained professional, and his conditioning had kicked right in. Gorchenco was just another variable that had to be boxed into doing what needed to be done.

      Personal vendetta could wait until after the objective was met.
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      When Arwel rolled in the cart, Carol shook her head. “I can’t believe you guys. Who did the cooking?”

      First, it had been breakfast, and now lunch. The Guardians were outdoing themselves.

      Arwel parked the cart next to the dining table. “It was a joint effort. I made the salad.”

      That was so incredibly sweet.

      Pulling Arwel into her arms, she kissed his cheek. “Thank you. And thank the others for me too.”

      He looked uncomfortable. “It’s not a big deal. You’ve cooked so many amazing meals for us. This is the least we could do.”

      Lokan removed the lid from one of the containers. “There is nothing like a good steak or two to restore one’s health. Good choice.”

      Arwel chuckled. “Not really. Grilling is just about all the guys know how to do.”

      “Did you barbecue on the balcony?” Carol narrowed her eyes at him. “The home association rules specifically prohibit it.”

      He shrugged. “If anyone had come to complain, we would have thralled the busybody to forget about it.”

      “That’s not allowed either.”

      Behind them, Lokan snorted. “The clan has too many rules.” He pulled out a chair for her. “Sit down and eat your steak before it gets cold.”

      His smirk proved her suspicion that he was getting back at her for all the times she’d said the same words to him.

      “Enjoy,” Arwel said as he turned to leave.

      Carol lifted her hand to stop him. “Aren’t you going to stay and eat with us?”

      “Thank you, but the guys are waiting for me with the next batch. If you want more, just give me a call. We’ve bought so many that we’ve emptied the butcher’s shop.”

      The reminder of where the steaks came from momentarily ruined her appetite. It was easier not to think about butchering while enjoying a juicy steak. She glanced at the full container and grimaced. “I think we are good.”

      “If you change your mind, you know what to do.” Arwel headed out the door.

      When it closed behind him, Lokan unfurled a folded napkin and put it over her knees. “How many would you like?”

      “One, thank you.”

      He loaded her plate with two. “You lost a lot of energy. You need to eat.” He added a mountain of french fries and a small salad on the side. It was more than she could stomach even on a good day, and she would’ve preferred the proportions to be in reverse order. A big salad, some fries, and one small steak.

      Except, it was nice being taken care of for a change, and she wasn’t about to complain. Lokan was hovering over her like a concerned parent, making sure she was comfortable, hydrated, and sated, just not sexually.

      Not that she was up to it yet, not physically anyway, but her brain and her heart craved the intimacy. After their late lunch, she was going to persuade her man that she was good to go.

      “What’s that naughty smirk all about?” Lokan asked as he sat across from her.

      “Naturally, I’m plotting something.” She picked up a fry and stuffed it in her mouth.

      He arched a brow. “And what may I ask are you planning this time? I’m wary of what that mind of yours might come up with next.”

      “Oh, nothing dangerous. Just how to seduce you after we are done eating.” She popped another fry into her mouth.

      Ignoring her suggestive remark, Lokan pointed at her plate. “Eat the steak. The fries are not going to help you get stronger.”

      With a sigh, Carol cut up a piece and put it in her mouth. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t great either. And besides, she wasn’t all that hungry, and food wasn’t her top priority.

      After yesterday's public declaration of love, things had been a little awkward between her and Lokan. She’d imagined that they would spend every moment of the day gazing into each other’s eyes, kissing passionately, and saying those three little words over and over again. Except, neither of them had been in love before. They were acting like a couple of teenagers who had hooked up for sex but had nothing to say to each other.

      For some reason, it had been easier to talk to Lokan before those all-important three words had been said. Had he even meant them?

      He was acting as if he did.

      Earlier, they had cuddled on the couch after breakfast while going over the pamphlet Arwel had brought. Lokan had read it out loud for her, explaining the parts her mind was still too foggy to get. It had been challenging to focus on the dry descriptions of diabetes and how insulin shots and pumps worked. At some point she’d dozed off, waking up an hour later still cradled in Lokan’s arms.

      His tender care suggested that he loved her, but she needed to hear him say it too.

      Putting her fork down, she wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “We haven’t talked about what happened yesterday.”

      He arched a brow. “You were injected with poison and went into stasis while your body worked on neutralizing it, and you are still suffering the ill effects of that today. Did I miss anything?”

      Carol rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t talking about that. We both declared our love to each other, and today you are acting as if it never happened.”

      Rubbing his hand over the back of his neck, Lokan let out a long breath. “My feelings for you haven’t changed. I just don’t know how to act. Am I supposed to tell you that I love you once an hour? Once every three hours? How does it work?”

      Ugh, that sounded about as romantic as the diabetes pamphlet he’d read to her earlier.

      She really knew how to pick them, didn’t she?

      Lokan was an intelligent guy, and this clueless act didn’t suit him. Even if he’d never been in love, and even if he hadn’t watched any romantic movies, he should’ve been able to do better than this.

      He’d done just fine the day before when he’d told her and everyone else in the room that he couldn’t live without her. Had it been a calculated move to impress Annani?

      Damn. Carol hated those nagging doubts.

      After all, she hadn’t done any better. As someone who had read enough romances to fill up a library and watched every chick flick ever made, Carol should have been an expert on love etiquette by now. And yet, she hadn’t told Lokan that she loved him today either.

      “I think it’s the stress,” Lokan said. “We are both anxious about the mission and trying to hide it from each other. Tender feelings get pushed into a corner when the gut is tied in knots.”

      Carol knew exactly what he was talking about. “I feel it up here.” She touched her throat. “It’s like I have a lump in there, partially blocking my air supply.”

      “Oh, angel.” Lokan got up, rounded the table, and lifted her off her chair. “Better?” he asked when he sat down with her in his arms.

      “Infinitely so.” Carol rested her head against his chest. “I feel safe in your arms.”

      “Same here.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead.

      She looked into his dark eyes. “I make you feel safe?”

      “You make me feel like I’m not alone in the world. That’s as safe as I’ve ever felt.”

      “I love you.” She kissed his cheek. “And I know that you love me too. We just need to practice saying it more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Turner

          

        

      

    

    
      Turner watched Gorchenco’s face as Onegus leaned forward and spoke quietly. “We suspect that the island where you like to vacation is home to a large terrorist organization. We need your help to get a secret agent in there. A woman that you will claim is your current lover. You could insinuate that you are bringing her along because you want her to experiment with other women while you watch.”

      The Russian showed no outward reaction. He didn’t grimace or conversely smirk at the suggestion, nor did he seem surprised that they knew about the other activities on the island. He might not have been aware of the Doomers being anything other than human, but he must have known that he was supplying terrorists or a rogue regime. Because that was what the Brotherhood essentially was. Its goal was sabotaging progress and democracy and imposing its beliefs on the rest of the world. Or at least that was the story Navuh was selling his people.

      That was the thing about politics.

      Those at the top cared only about power and wealth, but to achieve that and to get their people to do the dirty work for them, they sold them a bunch of crap disguised as ideals. And that was true of democracies as much as it was true of dictatorships. The difference was that politicians in democracies had to work harder on the selling part. Despots had a much easier job.

      Gorchenco crossed his legs. “Who are ‘we,’ and what makes you think there is a terrorist organization hiding behind the resort?”

      At least he was smart enough not to try denying knowledge of the island, just his part in selling weapons to its owners.

      Onegus smiled. “Come on, Dimitri, can I call you Dimitri?” He didn’t wait for the Russian’s response. “You should know better than to ask such questions. You are not supplying them with weapons to use as props for movies. And as to who we are, you’re a smart fellow. I’m sure you can guess.”

      “I suppose,” Gorchenco said. “But if you are who I think you are, why do you need me to smuggle a spy in? I know of several prominent figures in your administration who frequent Pleasure Island. Why not target one of them? I’m sure they are easier to get to than I am.”

      Smart guy.

      Knowing that the US government would have never allowed a nuclear-powered submarine to be sold to the highest bidder, he must have figured that they weren’t who they were insinuating they were. And if they were indeed from the government, that they were planning on double crossing him. It wasn’t a stretch to believe that, once he fulfilled his part of the bargain, they were going to either confiscate the sub or return it to the Russians.

      That was why he’d brought up the prominent Americans who visited the island regularly. A threat for a threat. If they exposed him, he could expose these men and cause a scandal.

      In the old days, such men could get away with visiting brothels staffed with abducted and coerced women and girls. Nowadays, if discovered, it was going to end their careers and land them in jail where they belonged.

      Mimicking Onegus’s pose, Turner leaned forward and pinned the Russian with a hard stare. “That’s precisely why we chose you. We already know what you do for the island.” He smiled coldly, letting Gorchenco know that the submarine wasn’t the only dirt they had on him.

      Onegus picked up the thread. “Part of what we are trying to find out is who is visiting the island for more than the sex safari, and we don’t want to alert anyone to the fact that we're investigating the place.”

      The Russian arched a brow. “And you think that one woman can uncover all that? Is she a super spy?”

      Onegus shrugged. “Not at all, which makes her perfect for the job. She is a beautiful woman, and she knows how to use her charms to manipulate men. Her job is to do some snooping around and find out the scope of what’s going on. In addition to terrorism, we believe that the people who run the island are also into human trafficking on a large scale. If she finds any evidence of it, we will take it from there.”

      The Russian crossed his arms over his chest. “What is my part in this, other than getting her in? Your spy can’t achieve much while she pretends to be with me. I might be able to get her on the island, but I’m sure it will be under the condition that I keep her with me at all times. So far, I haven’t seen any female visitors. The place is meant to serve men alone.”

      Onegus smiled. “You’re an important client. I’m sure they’ll bend the rules for you. After a day or two, you and Caroline will pretend to have a lovers’ quarrel, which will get you so enraged that you’ll leave her behind without paying the bill for your scheduled week of vacation. How much do those go for?”

      “Around two hundred grand.”

      That was more than triple what Turner had assumed.

      Onegus, on the other hand, didn’t look surprised. “That’s what I thought. Naturally, your lover will not have the money to cover the bill, and she will have to work to pay it off. Women on the island have limited options.” Onegus lifted two fingers. “The brothel or housekeeping. The brothel is no good because she would be stuck in one room servicing clients all day. We need her to get assigned to housekeeping. You are supposedly going to call a friend and ask him to make sure she gets a good job in a place she won’t get hit on by other men, implying that you are jealous and that you still care about her. Naturally, we will do it for you, but if anyone calls to verify, you need to confirm.”

      “Anyone who knows me even superficially won’t believe it. People who manage to enrage me don’t get to live.”

      “You have a point. How about a claim that you want to punish her by having her work as a maid for the rest of her life and to never get laid again.”

      “That’s better. I would also add that if I see her again, I’m going to kill her, so they need to keep her away from the resort when I visit.”

      “An excellent suggestion,” Onegus said.

      Turner smiled. That was even better than what he’d wanted Lokan to tell his guy. This would be an excellent reason for assigning Carol to the harem.

      “How is she going to report her findings, and how are you going to get her out?” Gorchenco asked. “She can’t relay any information to you because no one is allowed communication devices on the island. Not even me. And unless you cover the bill for her, she won’t be allowed to leave.”

      “You are going to come back for her and pay the bill,” Onegus said. “You are going to say that you regret leaving her behind and that you want her back.”

      At this point, the Russian didn’t need to know that he would be collecting a casket. Turner wondered, however, if Gorchenco knew that the women and men who were brought to work on the island were never allowed to leave.

      Gorchenco looked at Turner. “Before I agree, I want to see the evidence you’re talking about.”

      “By all means,” Turner said.

      He pulled out his phone and showed the Russian the pictures and videos first. Then he pulled out his ace and put on the recording of Gorchenco trying to sell the sub to Lokan.

      Up until then, the Russian’s expression remained impassive, but as he listened to the recording, his eyes widened for a moment.

      Turner didn’t let it play out to the end. The sample was enough. “As part of our global investigation, we’ve had the gentleman you were talking to under surveillance for quite some time now.”

      Gorchenco leaned back and pinned Turner with a hard stare. “How do I know that once I do this for you, you are not going to cross me and disclose the evidence?”

      “You don’t. I can tell you that I’ll destroy it, but you are not going to believe me.” Turner smiled. “Except, we both know that you are going to move the submarine as soon as you can. Perhaps by the time this mission is over, the evidence will be gone. Until we have our lady safely back, you know that we are not going to sell you out.”

      “When do you want me to take her, and when do you want me to come back for her?”

      “You are going to reserve an island transport for Friday afternoon. We will deliver the lady to you Thursday morning, and you’ll fly directly to one of the neighboring airports. I believe it’s an eighteen-hour flight. We expect the whole operation to take about a week, and we will let you know exactly when to pick her up.”
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      It was a little after six in the morning when Kian got to his office. Turner was late, which was uncharacteristic of him, but he’d probably spent another sleepless night devising a backup plan.

      After the meeting with Gorchenco, Turner’s impression of the Russian was even less favorable than it was before, and he expected the guy to double cross them at some point.

      It didn’t make sense for Gorchenco to do that, at least not until he managed to either move the sub or sell it. But when Turner had a gut feeling, it was wise to heed it.

      That brain of his was something else. On top of organizing one impossible mission after another for the clan, he was somehow still managing to run his own independent business. Kian couldn’t fathom how Turner could juggle more than one or two complicated missions like that at a time. He must have scaled down to accepting only select clients and assignments.

      It would be great if the guy gave up his private operation and came to work for the clan full time, but it wasn’t going to happen. Turner was too much of an alpha to work under anyone.

      “Good morning.” Turner walked in with his briefcase in one hand and his thermos in the other. “I apologize for my tardiness, but there were a few items I wanted to verify before presenting my plan.”

      Kian waved a hand dismissively. “No need to apologize. And I just want to reiterate how much I appreciate what you’re doing for the clan, and that I wish you’d reconsider coming fully onboard. I could use a right-hand man.”

      Turner pulled a stack of papers from his briefcase and put it on the conference table. “Nice try, Kian. The answer is still no. Besides, I’m here whenever you need me, and other than my share in the clan’s profits, I don’t even get paid for my services.”

      “That’s because you refused. I offered.”

      “I figured I owed you.” Turner pulled out a yellow pad and put it on top of the stack. “You gave me immortality, and you didn’t charge me anything for it either.”

      It wasn’t an equitable exchange, but there was no point in arguing with Turner about it, especially when they were pressed for time. Besides, Turner was right, just not for the reason he thought. What he’d gotten was the most extraordinary of gifts.

      Annani’s blood donation, without which he wouldn’t have made it.

      “So, what did you come up with last night?”

      Turner tapped his yellow pad. “I had an outline of the plan beforehand. Last night I worked out the details. I still need to talk with Lokan about the island’s defenses, but I think it’s safe to assume that they are not geared up to guard against a stealth commando infiltration. They have no reason to. Their main concern is to keep the island hidden, which means that they are using radar and watching out for aircraft and ships. I don’t see a reason for them to employ sonar, although if they are, that will not be a problem either.

      “I’ll be damned.” Kian grinned. “You are using Syssi’s idea.”

      Turner nodded. “The area under the cliff is a dead zone as far as radar is concerned. We are obviously not going to use Gorchenco’s sub, but we can get a narco semi-submersible.”

      Kian had never heard of such a thing. “What is a narco semi-sub?”

      “That’s what the drug smugglers are using these days. Because they are made from fiberglass and travel semi-submerged, they are impossible to detect by radar or sonar. And since they are also painted blue to match the color of the ocean, they are hard to spot visually as well.”

      “What’s their range?”

      “Not a problem. The semi can travel about fifteen hundred nautical miles, and it doesn’t require deep water, which means that it can get a team of divers pretty close to the cliff. They can close the rest of the distance with underwater scooters.”

      “Sounds perfect, but where can we get one?”

      “I called Sandoval. He knows someone.” Turner chuckled. “He probably owns one too, but he will never admit it. He pretends to be an honest businessman, and I pretend to believe him. The best part is that he owes me.”

      Kian frowned. “How are you going to get the sub to the island on time?”

      “Even if he offered, we can’t use his because it will take over a month to get it in place. Luckily, Sandoval knows someone in Sri Lanka who owes him a favor.”

      “Lucky, indeed.” Kian grimaced.

      Using a vessel that had been built specifically for transporting drugs was not sitting well with him, but it seemed like their best option. “Is the sub big enough for what we need?”

      Turner nodded. “They are very basic vessels with no facilities, but then we don’t need it to have any. We are towing it with a boat, and we will only use it to get to the island without getting detected, and then to get back to the boat. The sub is designed to carry several tons of narcotics, so it's large enough for our needs.”

      Kian frowned. “Lokan said that the cliff is impossible to climb, and it’s also too high up for Carol or Areana to jump down from. Hitting the water from that height would be like hitting concrete, and I’m not sure they could survive that.”

      “I’m not going to have them jump. What Lokan doesn’t realize, and apparently also Navuh, is that no cliff is unclimbable. An excellent solo climber can climb it using nothing but his hands and feet.”

      “Assuming we can find someone like that, how is he going to get them down?”

      “He is going to scale the cliff at night and attach a hex near the top.”

      Surely Turner wasn’t talking about a curse. “What’s a hex?”

      “It’s a kind of hook that is wedged into a crack or crevice in the rock. It is as secure as regular rock-climbing hooks but requires no noisy hammering, which makes it ideal for this mission. I can show you a picture.”

      “That's okay.” Kian waved a hand. “I got that part. What I don’t get is how the guy is going to secure a rope to the top. I don't know much about rock climbing, but I don’t think a man using only his hands and feet can also haul a six-hundred-foot long rope up with him. The weight of it would be an enormous drag.”

      “He can’t. But what he can do is take with him a lightweight nylon cord, attach it to the hex, drop it, and have his team members, who will be waiting at the foot of the cliff, tie the rope to the cord. Then he can pull it up and attach it to the hex.”

      "That makes more sense.”

      “His teammates will also send up a bunch of hexes. On his way down, he will attach several of them to the cliff, securing the rope to them and making the climb easier for the others.”

      “Brilliant. So, we have the means of getting Carol out without her having to fake her own death, and we don’t need to rely on Gorchenco for getting her out. I like it.”

      Turner shook his head. “This is to get Areana out, and only a backup plan for extracting Carol if our original plan fails.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we don’t want to alert Navuh to the fact that the island’s location has been compromised. If Carol doesn't find Areana in the harem, she fakes her death, gets out, and no one is any the wiser. If she finds her, she lets us know, and we mobilize the divers. The cover story will be that Carol’s supposed death severely depressed Areana, and she decided to end her misery and jump off the cliff. After her endless suffering, her new friend’s death was the last straw that pushed her over the edge.”

      “There is one hitch in your plan. Areana is probably guarded at all times. And the fact that her guards are human doesn’t mean that they are blind and deaf. They will know she didn’t jump, and if we kill them all, the secret is going to get out anyway.” Kian tapped his fingers on the table. “Perhaps Areana can have someone create a diversion?”

      “We can’t count on that. My idea is to bring Yamanu along and have him shroud the area. He can make the humans believe that they saw Areana jump.”

      “What about the compulsion?”

      “Lokan said that the humans can’t be thralled, but he never instructed them to see or not to see something. I believe Yamanu’s shroud will work just fine.”

      “We need to test it.”

      “I agree. But we no longer have humans in the village, and our compeller is a kid. Are you okay with letting Lokan out of his cell and taking him into a busy coffee shop?”

      “We will use Parker.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      Kian shrugged. “At his age, I had a sword and knew how to use it. I think Parker can handle this. We will have him do something very innocent, like telling people on the beach to pick up their trash. Then Yamanu will make it disappear.”

      “I like that.”

      Kian glanced at Turner’s yellow pad. “Do you have a backup plan for getting Carol onto the island?”

      “I don’t think we need one because Gorchenco is going to cooperate as long as the submarine is still in the same place, which it is. We do have an alternative, though. You can let Lokan take her.”

      “I can’t. I don’t trust him even though he and Carol claim to be truelove mates.”

      “Neither do I. That’s why I will have a small communication device delivered to the harem via drone like we discussed before. I don’t want us to be at the mercy of the dream-walker either.”

      “We need to give Carol instructions, and she needs to get ready to leave. Do you want me to call her and have her come over here, or do we go over there so you can ask Lokan about the island’s defenses?”

      Turner rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Let’s go over there. I was thinking of explaining the contingencies to Carol in private, but she’s going to tell him about them anyway. Besides, there is nothing he can do with the information.”

      “True.”

      It would also be good to watch Lokan’s reaction to the additional safety measures Turner was implementing. If Lokan truly loved Carol as much as he’d claimed the other day, he should be glad of the backup plan to get her out in case something went wrong. But if he got pissed for not being trusted, it would mean that it had been just an act.
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      Lokan knocked on the bathroom door. “The coffee is ready.”

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” Carol called out.

      “Hurry up. I don’t want you to greet Kian and Turner wrapped in a towel.”

      He and Carol were still sleeping when Arwel called to let them know that they were about to receive visitors. Carol had misplaced her watch, so they couldn’t be sure what time it was, but by Lokan’s estimate it was early, not even seven in the morning. He was basing it on the few time markers Carol and his various visitors had provided, so he could be a little off, but not by much.

      “Can you please close the bedroom door and tell them to wait for me?” Carol asked.

      “I’ll do that. But hurry up nonetheless.”

      “Okay.”

      There could be only one reason for such an early morning visit. The arrangement with Gorchenco had been made, and they were ready to proceed with the mission.

      How did he feel about it?

      Like he was ready to claw his way out of the fucking cell with his fingernails, grab Carol, and run. Everything in him rebelled against letting her go, but the only thing he could do to stop her was refuse to help.

      Would they send her anyway?

      Without his help, Carol couldn’t get into the harem, and even if she did, she couldn’t transmit any information without dream-sharing it with him.

      Although that was less of an issue. If they managed to get Carol out, she could tell them her findings then. The only difference would be Areana. If she was in the harem, they would have to come back for her later, but without Carol, they would have no way to coordinate it.

      But if Lokan refused to help, Carol would never forgive him. For some reason, going on this mission was extremely important to her. Besides, if their roles were reversed, he would have been majorly pissed if Carol deliberately sabotaged his plans because she was afraid for him.

      Still, her being pissed at him was better than getting discovered on the island and violated by countless warriors.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t as remote a possibility as Carol imagined. One wrong move, one misstep, or just bad luck could get her exposed.

      With a sigh, Lokan did as she asked and closed the door to the bedroom. After pouring himself a cup of coffee, he sat on the couch and waited.

      Thankfully, their guests still hadn’t arrived by the time Carol emerged from the bedroom.

      “What took you so long?”

      She rolled her eyes. “There are some things a woman doesn’t share even with her beloved.” She walked over to the counter and poured herself a cup.

      “You’re getting better at this,” she said after taking a sip.

      “Making coffee is not rocket science.”

      “It’s not.” She sat next to him and kissed his cheek. “But a good cup of coffee in the morning certainly does more to improve life than any rocket has ever done. It’s the simple things in life that make it worth living.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I wish you meant that.”

      “I do.”

      “No, you don't. If you were satisfied with the simple and ordinary, you wouldn’t be so eager to risk your life for no good reason. For you, at least. It's not your mother that might be trapped in Navuh’s harem.”

      “Oh, so that’s what the sour mood is about.”

      “Of course it is. Turner and Kian are not coming here this early in the morning to discuss our honeymoon plans.”

      A bright smile spread over Carol’s face. “Have you been thinking about our honeymoon? That’s so romantic.” She wound her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss.

      He hadn’t, it was just the most ridiculous thing he could think of. But Carol looked so happy that he didn’t want to burst her bubble. Except, if getting married was such an exciting prospect for her, maybe she would consider giving up the mission for a wedding.

      “Who presides over marriage ceremonies in the clan?” he asked.

      “Usually it’s Annani, but I guess Kian could do it as well. Why?”

      “I was thinking that perhaps as a married woman you would be less inclined to leave your new husband and embark on a dangerous mission.”

      She shook her head. “You have such outdated notions, Lokan. Besides, it’s too late for me to change my mind even if I were inclined to. As you said, Turner and Kian are coming over because everything is set in motion already.”

      “You can change your mind up until Gorchenco leaves the island. Just tell him that you are going back with him and that’s it.”

      She blinked a couple of times. “If it were you, would you have cowered like that and abandoned your quest?”

      “I am cowering. I’ve been plotting and scheming for years, trying to find out whether my mother was still alive. I’m willing to give up this quest for you.”

      “Well, I’m not. Too much is riding on this. And it’s not just about us and our agenda as a couple or as individuals. Even if your freedom and our future together weren’t dependent on the outcome of this mission, we still need to think about the big picture. This could change the trajectory of our peoples’ future.”

      He arched a brow. “How so?”

      “I’m not sure. But I have a feeling that Areana holds the key to unlocking that potential.”

      “We don’t know that she is even alive, and, if she is, that she is indeed my mother. You are risking too much for a feeling.”

      Carol shrugged. “I’m willing to take the risk just for us. Anything else is a bonus.”

      “Are you sure it’s not vanity and a need for recognition that drives you to this insanity?”

      “I’m not sure at all. I know that’s a big part of what motivates me, and I’m not going to apologize for it.” She pinned him with a hard stare. “If I were a man, you would be much more understanding of my need to prove myself, and if you were my friend, you would support me and encourage me. The only reason you are freaking out is that I’m a woman.”

      “The main reason is that you are my woman, and I cannot bear the thought of you getting hurt or losing you. But you are right that I would be less worried if you were a male. A man would not face the risk of getting raped by countless warriors.”

      She arched a brow. “But he would face the risk of torture and execution. Are you saying that rape is worse than death?”

      It was a question he didn’t have an answer for.

      “I don’t know.”

      Slumping against his arm, Carol let out a breath. “When Sebastian tortured and raped me, I wished for death. But that was because of the pain. I felt hopeless, thinking that no one knew where I was and that it was never going to end. I don’t know if I would have prayed for death otherwise. This time, if something goes wrong and the unthinkable happens, I know that my people will come for me. Hope will help me survive until my rescue arrives.”
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      Carol was relieved when the door mechanism activated, announcing Kian and Turner’s arrival.

      The dark cloud hovering over her and Lokan was so dense that it was suffocating, and the only way out from under it was to plaster a smile on her face and pretend that everything was fine and dandy.

      Fake it until you make it was an aphorism. A change in expression could indeed affect one's mood.

      “Good morning,” Kian said as he entered. “I apologize for dragging you out of bed, but we are pressed for time.”

      Turner just nodded his greeting, and so did Lokan.

      Smiling, Anandur gave her a two-fingered salute, while Brundar dipped his head almost imperceptibly.

      Carol rose to her feet. “Can I offer you guys coffee?”

      Turner glanced at the carafe. “That would be much appreciated. Thank you.”

      “How are you feeling?” Kian asked.

      “Good as new.” She poured a cup and handed it to Turner. “Anyone else want coffee? I can brew more.”

      “No, thank you,” Kian said. “Please sit down. We have a lot to go over.”

      After taking a few sips, Turner put his cup down on the table. “Tomorrow, you are flying to New York to meet up with Gorchenco. The flight time from there to one of the nearby islands is about eighteen hours. He’s booked a vacation at the island’s resort starting Friday.”

      “Oh, boy.” Carol’s stomach twisted into a knot. “This is really happening.”

      “It is,” Turner said. “I’ve added a backup plan that I want to run by you. Don’t mention any of it to Gorchenco. As far as he is concerned, you are investigating the possibility of the resort being a cover for a terrorist base and a human trafficking ring.”

      He looked at Lokan. “Which isn’t really a fabrication.”

      Lokan shrugged, but Carol could feel his anger flare up.

      Turner continued. “We told him that he will need to pretend to be your lover. He knows about the fake fight and about leaving the island without you and without paying his bill.”

      “Did you tell him about the insulin pump?”

      Turner shook his head. “All I told him was that we have a way to arrange a housekeeping job for you, so you could snoop around and find out if some of the prominent American guests of the resort are involved in the terrorism and trafficking activities. You might want to warn him, but it’s best that he doesn’t know the pump is fake. As far as he is concerned, you are really a diabetic.”

      “Got it.”

      “We told him that we will let him know when to come back for you, claiming that he regretted leaving you behind. But we didn’t tell him that he will be picking you up in a casket. We will leave this detail for the last minute.”

      “Because you are afraid he is going to double cross you?” Lokan asked.

      “Correct.” Turner lifted the paper cup and took a few more sips. “Gorchenco doesn’t know about the harem, and it should stay that way.”

      “What’s the backup plan?” Lokan asked.

      “That’s where I need more information from you.” Turner put the cup down and reached for his briefcase. “Does anyone monitor the ocean with sonar?” He pulled out a yellow pad and a pen.

      Lokan uncrossed his legs. “Not as far as I know. Are you planning on using a submarine?”

      Turner nodded. “We will approach the island with a semi-submersible. A team of divers will scooter to the cliff, and a rock climber will go up and attach a hook near the top. If for some reason, Carol cannot fake her death, and if we need another way to get her out, this is how it’s going to be done. And the same goes for Areana if she is there. My question to you is this.” Turner leaned forward. “What are the chances of anyone spotting the climber or the divers?”

      Rubbing his hand over his jaw, Lokan frowned. “The cliff juts out into the ocean, and the side facing the water is not visible from any other spot. If you go during the night, you have a good chance of success. The problem is getting to the top. As I explained before, immortals patrol the outer fence of the harem, which is shaped like a horseshoe, with the open side facing the ocean. There is a small chance they could spot someone climbing over the edge. And there are also human guards inside the fence that can raise the alarm.”

      “That’s my next question,” Turner said. “We have a very strong shrouder that we can bring along. Would your compulsion over the humans make them immune to his shrouding?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Good. He will make them think that they saw Areana jump to her death.”

      “What about Carol?” Lokan asked.

      “If everything goes according to plan, Carol will get out in the casket. Areana, if she is there, will pretend to be distraught over her new friend’s death and supposedly commit suicide. If we need to get Carol out that way as well, we can change the story to fit the circumstances. Depressed over being left behind by her lover and held prisoner in the harem, Carol decides to jump. Areana tries to stop her and falls over too.”

      Lokan nodded. “I get it. That way, no one will know that the island’s location has been compromised.”

      “Correct,” Kian said.

      “The story is not very believable.” Carol pushed her hair behind her ears. “I’m sure someone is going to suspect something when they can’t find our bodies.”

      “There is a difference between suspecting and knowing for sure,” Kian said.

      “I see another potential problem.” Lokan crossed his arms over his chest. “What if at the agreed-upon time the team encounters a problem, and the climb has to be postponed? Or if Areana gets an unexpected visit from my father and can’t be at the edge of the cliff at the right time? How are they going to communicate with each other if Carol is already gone?”

      Turner put the yellow pad down on the coffee table and pulled out a schematic drawing from his briefcase. “Take a look.” He handed it to Lokan.

      “Is this a mechanical bug?”

      Turner smiled. “It’s a very small drone shaped to look like a bug. We will have it piggybacking on a large drone that will fly high up over the island and drop the small guy. Once released, we will fly it into the harem enclosure. It will have a communication device attached to it.” He looked at Carol. “You will have to go out and look for it. Make up some excuse of looking for flowers or healing herbs or whatever you can come up with.” He lifted his pen. “Its wings are going to be about the same size as this, so it will be pretty hard to find, but it’s imperative that you do. We will try to give you as exact a location as we can through Lokan.”

      “What if it lands in a tree?” Carol asked.

      “Then you’ll have to climb it.”

      “What’s the range on this thing?” Lokan asked.

      “Only about two hundred feet. We will also attach a signal amplifier to the face of the cliff partway up. Which means that for the transmission to reach the amplifier, you will have to stand at the edge. From there it will go up to the satellite.”

      “What are the chances of the amplifier being spotted from above?” Kian asked.

      “It’s going to be painted to look like the rocks around it, so spotting it visually is not likely. As to the signal, William and Roni are working on the encryption. Ships and aircraft pass through that area all the time. I doubt the island is monitoring every possible signal.” He looked at Lokan. “Am I right?”

      “That’s not something I was involved with, but it sounds reasonable.”

      Turner pulled out another schematic drawing and handed it to Carol. “The communication device has two parts. An earpiece and an amplifier that also charges the earpiece. When not in use, the earpiece should be set into the amplifier box.”

      The box looked to be the size of her old iPod, and Carol wondered whether they had those in the harem.

      “How do I activate it?”

      “Just tap on the earpiece once it’s in the ear canal.”

      “Can you make it look like an iPod?” She looked at Lokan. “Do they have them on the island?”

      He nodded. “When they first came out, the men brought them back from missions and, for a while, it was a craze. Everyone was ordering them. But after the new ones came out with internet connectivity, they were banned.”

      “You can order things to be delivered to the island?” Carol asked.

      “Not directly. There are catalogs and order forms. Goods get delivered to several facilities we own in neighboring countries and then taken to the island with our transport planes.”

      Carol frowned. “That could be used to smuggle someone to the island or to bring contraband communication devices.”

      Lokan shook his head. “Every delivery is thoroughly inspected by immortals.”

      “Some things are too small to detect even with a trained eye,” Turner said. “You didn’t notice the hairpins Ella and Vivian had. There were trackers in them.”

      “We have detectors for that. My mistake was not bringing one with me. I just didn’t expect the ladies to have such sophisticated trackers on them.” He looked at Carol and smiled. “Perhaps the Fates had something to do with my oversight.”
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      As Turner and Kian were about to leave, Arwel opened the door, but not to let them out. Instead, he escorted in a petite redhead.

      Lokan knew right away who she was.

      The woman wasn’t wearing a doctor’s coat, but the black bag that she carried and the air of authority that she projected made it obvious.

      She waved a hand in a communal greeting. “Hi, everyone. Am I interrupting?”

      “We were just about to leave,” Kian said. “Do you need us here?”

      The doctor shook her head. “That won’t be necessary.”

      He turned to Carol. “Be ready by four in the morning tomorrow. Okidu will pick you up and drive you to the airstrip.”

      Looking anxious, Carol pushed up to her feet. “Is anyone coming with me to New York, or am I going alone?”

      “Onegus and several Guardians will accompany you.” His eyes softened. “Unfortunately, once you enter Gorchenco’s limousine, that’s the end of your escort.”

      She let out a breath. “I know. Can I take my gun with me?”

      Turner shook his head. “Gorchenco would search you and take it away.”

      “Right.”

      “Good luck, Carol.” Kian offered her his hand.

      “Thanks. Keep your fingers crossed for me.”

      As he pulled her into a quick embrace, the look of surprise on her face made it evident that it wasn’t something Kian did habitually. “I will, and so will Syssi and my mother and all of your friends.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kian started for the door, then stopped, turned around, and looked at Lokan. “While Carol is gone, Arwel will move in with you.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Maybe not. But this way you’ll know what’s going on as soon as we do and vice versa.”

      Lokan inclined his head. “You are right. That will be helpful. Thank you.”

      "Arwel will sleep on the couch." Indicating that the discussion was over, Kian motioned for his bodyguards to follow and headed out the door.

      Turner wrapped his arm around the doctor’s waist and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

      Her eyes softened as she looked at him. “We’ll have lunch together.”

      Were the two mated? It certainly seemed so.

      Two brainiacs with formidable personalities. They made one hell of a couple.

      When the door started closing, the doctor walked over and offered Lokan her hand. “Hi. I’m Bridget.”

      Her handshake was surprisingly strong for a female that small.

      “Hello, Bridget.”

      “Can I offer you coffee?” Carol asked. “I just brewed a fresh one no more than ten minutes ago.”

      “Always.” The doctor sat next to Lokan on the couch and put her bag on the table. “Can I ask you to move over to one of the chairs? I need Carol to sit here with me.”

      “Of course.” Lokan got up and walked over to an armchair.

      Bridget started pulling stuff out of her bag and lining it up on the table.

      “What’s all that?” Carol handed her the coffee cup.

      “That’s a diabetic travel kit. You won’t need to use any of it, but since you’re playing the part of one, you need the right props.” She pointed. “In addition to the pump, you need a meter, extra batteries for your pump, syringes, insulin vials, etc.”

      “Where do I put the pump?”

      Bridget lifted an elastic band. “You can wear this under your clothes and put the pump inside the fold.” She demonstrated. “The most difficult issue is going to be keeping the cannula in. Your body is going to push it out, and it’s not going to stay in.” She lifted a roll of medical tape. “That’s why you will need to secure it with this. You don’t even need to have it inserted all the time. If anyone checks, you’ll pretend that it’s gotten loose and you didn’t notice. But after the initial check, I don't think anyone will.”

      Carol lifted the belt and the device. “I won’t be able to wear tight clothing with this thing sticking out.”

      “On the contrary.” The doctor smiled. “Wear tight things, so everyone will see the outline and ask you about it. The more people you tell about your supposed condition, the better.”

      Lokan shook his head. “Why would a guy like Gorchenco, who can have nearly any woman he wants, hook up with a diabetic? Don’t you think it would seem suspicious?”

      “Just look at her.” Bridget waved a hand at Carol. “Most men would be willing to overlook the pump to have her.”

      “Gorchenco is not most men.”

      Pushing her chin out, Carol huffed, “You’re insulting me.”

      Damn. He hadn't meant to.

      “You are gorgeous, and it wouldn’t have discouraged me. I’m just playing devil’s advocate here.”

      She waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. With the act I’m going to put on, every guy at that freaking sex resort is going to envy Gorchenco.”

      It bothered Lokan that Carol was so confident in her ability to ensnare males. She must have had a lot of practice, and he didn’t like to be reminded of that.

      “By the way, Bridget, can I hitch a ride with you? I need to pack for my trip, and I don’t have my car with me.”

      Lokan swallowed. They had so little time left before Carol left for the island, and she was going to waste it on packing?

      “Don’t you have enough things with you here?” he asked.

      “First of all, I need a suitcase and my makeup bag. Secondly, I don’t have the type of outfits I’ll be wearing on the island here with me.” She cast him an apologetic look. “I’ll be as quick about it as I can. I want to spend every possible moment with you before I leave.”
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      Carol pulled out her suitcase from the top shelf of the closet, dusted it off, and put it on the bed.

      It had been a long time since she’d traveled anywhere, and even longer since she’d worn any of the outfits that were going into that suitcase.

      She called them her hunting gear. It was good that she’d hung them in the plastic bags the dry cleaners had put them in. Otherwise, they would’ve been covered in as much dust as her luggage.

      In went the short tight dresses, the spiky four-inch heels, and lingerie that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with seduction.

      After so long, Carol wondered whether she could just slip into her old persona and once again feel comfortable in outfits that were meant to lure and seduce. She’d gotten used to being appreciated for qualities other than her feminine charms, and going back to relying on them made her feel a little cheap.

      Apparently, there was something to Lokan’s disdain for using one’s body and sexuality for material gain. Logically, she didn’t see a problem with that. Some people had brains that they traded for goods, others were skilled with their hands and sold things that they created, and still others could only offer manual labor. What was wrong with using a pretty face and an attractive body for gain?

      Damn. She couldn't keep it from Lokan forever. Mates were not supposed to keep secrets from each other.

      Except, she didn’t have the guts to tell him. Not face to face. Maybe she would do it while they dream-shared from opposite sides of the world. If Lokan did get mad, he would have time to cool off before she came back. And if he looked at her with disdain, she could escape by waking herself up.

      Yeah, that sounded like a plan.

      So what if it was cowardly?

      It didn’t matter how she told him as long as she did, right?

      Feeling lighter, Carol closed her suitcase and started organizing her makeup bag.

      She was almost done when the doorbell rang, but since Carol hadn’t told anyone that she was in the village, she assumed it was someone visiting her roommate.

      When the doorbell rang again, she stepped out into the hallway. “Ben! Can you get the door?”

      “I’m not expecting anyone.”

      “Neither am I.”

      “Fine.”

      She heard him shuffle to the door and open it. “Hi, Ella. Carol is in her room.”

      Who had told Ella? And if she knew, who else did?

      “Hey, girlfriend.” Ella walked into Carol’s bedroom. “Did you think to leave without saying goodbye to me?”

      “I didn’t know who I was allowed to tell.” Carol pulled her into a tight embrace. “But I’m so glad you came.” She let go and narrowed her eyes at Ella. “Did Julian tell you?”

      “Bridget told Julian, and he told me.”

      “That’s what I thought. So, it’s not like everyone in the village knows that I’m leaving on a mission.”

      “They will.” Ella pointed at the suitcase. “Do you want me to bring the cart around? Because if you lug this thing through the village, everyone will know.”

      “Good idea.”

      “I’ll get it.” Ella turned to the door.

      “It’s okay,” Ben called from the living room. “I’m on it.”

      “Thanks. You’re a mensch.”

      Damn, why did this little act of kindness bring tears to her eyes?

      “What’s the matter?” Ella asked.

      “I’m going to miss you, and Ben, and Wonder, and Callie, and everyone else.”

      “You’re only leaving for a week.”

      “I hope so.”

      Ella frowned. “Are you scared that you’re not coming back?”

      “A little.” Carol took in a deep breath. “But I shouldn’t think that way. If I’m to succeed, I need to assume the win, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Any words of advice regarding Gorchenco?”

      Ella plopped down on the bed. “I don’t like thinking about him.”

      Sitting next to her, Carol wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

      “No, it’s okay. You need to know as much as possible. First of all, he is extremely smart and perceptive. I think that the only reason I managed to fool him was that he was blinded by my resemblance to the love of his life who’d died. So, don’t count on your beauty being enough to influence him. I would advise you to say as little as possible and let him do the talking.”

      Carol chuckled. “Listening instead of talking is always a good idea. Unfortunately, I sometimes forget that, especially when I have too much to drink.”

      “Then be careful.”

      “I’ll do my best. What else?”

      “I can tell you general things about him, but not how to act because you need to be you. Except maybe for acting ladylike. He is old-fashioned and formal. He dressed me in Chanel suits and silk blouses.”

      “Got it.” Carol got up and walked into the closet. “I should pack a couple of those to make a good first impression on him. After we get to the island, the suits will go into the luggage. It’s going to be too hot and humid to wear them. Besides, I’ll need to look sexy, not sophisticated.”

      It occurred to Carol that everything she was taking with her was going to stay on the island. None of it was accompanying her into the casket they were going to put her in. She didn’t mind, though. She hadn’t worn these outfits for years. They were no longer her.

      “Is there anyone Gorchenco cares for?” She opened the case and added the two skirt suits. “Except for you, that is. A mother, father, siblings?”

      “His parents are both dead, and as far as I know he has no siblings. Gorchenco cares about the people on his estate, though, and by estate, I mean something the size of a country. He feels responsible for them. Also, don’t expect any of his staff to assist you. They are all very loyal to him.”

      “Got it. What else?”

      “I wonder what happened to the guy that was assigned to me, Misha. I really hope that Gorchenco didn’t kill him because he lost me. I know you can’t ask about him by name, but try to listen for it being mentioned. Maybe Misha will be there. I would feel so much better, knowing that no one died because of me.”

      “How did he look?”

      Ella smiled. “Huge and ugly, with a nose that looked like it was broken a few times, and gold crowns on his teeth. But he had a nice smile and a good heart. He was kind to me. Gorchenco was so scary, the scariest man I’ve ever met.”

      Ella hugged herself. “He sounded so cultured, so poised, but he rarely smiled, and his eyes were so damn cold. At least in the beginning. After I convinced him that I wanted to be with him, he warmed up to me a little. But even then he was still scary.”

      Great.

      It looked like in order to get to hell, Carol was getting in bed with the devil.

      How appropriate.
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      Carol had been gone for almost two hours, and with every passing moment Lokan’s irritation intensified.

      When the door finally opened, he rushed to her and crushed her in his arms. “What took you so long?”

      Dropping her suitcase, she returned his embrace, holding him tight with her nose buried in his shirt. “It’s a long drive to the village, and there was traffic on the way back. I packed as fast as I could.” She let go of him. “Did Arwel bring anything to eat? I’m hungry.”

      “He brought me a sandwich. We thought you were going to eat at home. Is it really in a village, or is it a nickname?”

      Leaving the suitcase behind, Carol walked over to the couch and sat down. “It’s kind of a village. Just like you have a hidden island, we have a hidden community, and we call it the village.”

      “Is it hidden from just the humans or also from us?”

      “From everyone. Even I don’t know where it is.”

      “So, how do you get in and out of there? Do you have special transportation like we do?”

      “Something like that. We have self-driving cars with windows that go opaque when the auto driver takes over.”

      “Fascinating.” Lokan walked over to the house phone. “I’ll call Arwel and have him order us a late lunch. Do you want something from the vending machines to tide you over?”

      She shook her head. “I can wait.”

      It occurred to Lokan that they should share a special dinner tonight, and he was mad at himself for not planning for it while Carol was gone.

      It was not too late to arrange for it, though. He picked up the phone and dialed zero.

      “What’s up?” Arwel asked.

      “Can you get lunch for Carol and me? And I don’t mean from the vending machines. I want you to order from a good restaurant. And the same goes for dinner. I want to make it special for Carol.” He glanced at her and smiled. “I’m sure there is enough money left over in my wallet to cover both.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I owe Carol a meal or two. In fact, I’ll send one of the guys out, so it gets here faster.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem.”

      He went over to the couch, picked her up, and sat with her cradled in his arms.

      Carol sighed and rested her head on his chest. “Ella came to say goodbye, and I asked her about Gorchenco. She said he was terrifying.”

      Lokan hooked a finger under her chin and tilted her head up. “Ella was also terrified of me. Did you find me scary at first?”

      She smiled. “Not at all.”

      “Then you are going to do just fine with the Russian. The trick with predators is not to show fear.”

      “I know. And if my usual tricks fail to impress him, I can dazzle him with my poor Russian.”

      That was a surprise. She hadn’t mentioned it before. “You speak Russian?”

      “Not as well as I speak French, German, and Italian, but I can understand almost everything and speak enough to communicate in Russian and many other languages.” She smiled. “I’m sure you speak many languages too. That’s one of the many advantages immortals have over humans. For some reason, we absorb languages very fast.”

      “That’s true, but in my case, I only learned the languages of the places I spent some time in. Did you live in Russia?”

      She shook her head. “Other than Scotland and here, the only other country I lived in was France. But that was a long time ago.”

      “So where did you learn Russian?”

      She hesitated for a moment. “In Paris. I hooked up with the son of a Russian count. I taught him French, and he taught me Russian.”

      Jealousy coursing through his veins, Lokan tried to appear unaffected. “Was he anyone famous?”

      “At the time, yeah. Alexander Romaystev.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      Carol waved a dismissive hand. “It was in the 18th century. I don’t think Doomers were involved in the French Revolution.”

      “You were there during that time?”

      “I was smart enough to leave just before it got messy.”

      Something about her story bothered Lokan. As far as he knew, the clan stuck together the same way the Brotherhood did. The only reason for a Brother to be on his own was going out on a mission, specifically spying, or in his case, finding politicians to bribe and extort. “Was your clan hiding in France at the time?”

      “No, I was on my own.”

      “How come? Were you sent to spy?”

      She laughed. “I wasn’t a spy. This is a recent development. I was there to have fun. Paris at that time was a happening place, the center of the civilized world. It was a fashionable city that attracted aristocrats from all over Europe. It was like a playground for me.”

      “Were you pretending to be one of them?”

      “After a fashion.”

      He frowned. “What does it mean?”

      She shrugged and moved off his lap to sit next to him. “I was pretending to be a low-on-means but a rich-in-charms young lady from a minor aristocratic family. In those days, men were more than happy to take care of such a lady, providing her with a lavish lifestyle in exchange for intimate favors.”

      “You were a courtesan?”

      She lifted her chin. “A very famous and sought-after one. Alexander couldn’t believe his luck when I agreed to accept him as my benefactor.”

      Carol having been a courtesan, a glorified prostitute, shouldn’t have come as a shock to him, and yet it did. She'd given him enough clues to figure that one out, but he’d stubbornly refused to put two and two together. It was just incomprehensible that a member of the clan had to resort to selling her body for financial gain.

      Perhaps she had no choice?

      “Why did you do it? Had you fallen out of favor with the clan and had no means to support yourself?”

      Carol shook her head. “Back then, the clan wasn’t as affluent as it is now, and we all had to work to support ourselves. I just chose what I liked to do, which was seducing rich and powerful men and having them fawn over me. It was a power trip, and I enjoyed it very much.” She looked at him accusingly. “I’ve never been ashamed of what I did until I met you. With all your talk about how degrading it was to be paid for sexual favors, you were the first person that made me feel uncomfortable about my past.”

      Lokan was doing his best not to show how much it bothered him. Getting into a fight over something that had happened two centuries ago, especially now before Carol’s departure, made no sense.

      “I already apologized for that.”

      “Yeah, but you still think that way. I can see it on your face.”

      Damn. How the hell could she read him so easily?

      After successfully hiding his thoughts and feelings from his father for a millennium, he should be able to hide them from a woman he'd only known for a couple of weeks.

      “You are imagining it. Even if I harbored negative thoughts about something that you did more than two hundred years ago, I’m not that transparent.”

      She cupped his cheek. “I see you because I love you.”

      Her words hit him like a sledgehammer. With just seven words, she’d obliterated the resentment and anger that her confession had evoked.

      Carol saw him because she loved him.

      Lifting her up, he returned her to his lap. “I love you too, and I should have seen you, but I put blinders on.”

      She arched a brow. “Are they off now?”

      “They are.”

      “And you still love me just as much as before?”

      “I love you even more. For a moment there, I got upset that you kept it from me, but I understand why. I made you feel shame for something you’ve never been ashamed of before, and I’m sorry for that.”

      Carol let out a breath. “Wow, I never thought you would accept it so easily. If I had, I would have told you about it sooner. I’m just glad that you’ve found a way to accept my colorful past.”

      “I didn’t say that I accepted it. You made your choices, and not all of them were great, but that’s fine. It’s not like my past is lily-white either. I’ve cheated, and I’ve lied, and I’ve manipulated my whole life. I’m no saint.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Carol

          

        

      

    

    
      It was such a relief to have this finally off her chest. Carol had expected Lokan to react much worse to the revelation that his mate had been a courtesan.

      Perhaps the way she’d presented it had taken the sting out. By making it clear that she’d enjoyed the power game, and that she had never felt ashamed of what she’d done, she’d shown him a different perspective, one that he’d gladly latched on to.

      “Let’s go to bed,” she whispered in his ear.

      He chuckled. “Did you forget about Arwel and the takeout he is bringing for us?”

      “I did. Damn. Now we will have to wait for after lunch.”

      As it turned out, they had to wait longer than that.

      “The goddess is on her way,” Arwel said as he came in with a bag full of takeout boxes.

      Carol frowned. “Do you know what she wants?”

      Arwel put the bag on the dining table. “Probably to give you her blessing.”

      “What does that mean?” Lokan asked. “Is the Clan Mother actually going to chant a prayer over Carol?”

      “I have no clue. All I know is that her blessings work. When Syssi wasn’t doing so well with her transition, the goddess gave her a blessing, and she woke up the next day. Annani did the same for Andrew and for Turner when they were having trouble transitioning.” He pointed at Carol. “If I were you, I would be very happy to receive a blessing from the goddess before embarking on a risky mission.”

      “I'm honored, of course. But you are getting carried away. She is probably coming over to give me some last-minute pointers and wish me luck.”

      “We should eat before the Clan Mother gets here,” Lokan suggested.

      “Yeah, let’s eat. I don’t want my belly to rumble while the goddess is here.” Carol turned to Arwel. “Do you know when she left the village?”

      “Kian called me about ten minutes ago and said that they were in the limo.”

      “Damn. We don’t have much time.” Carol started taking the boxes out.

      “I’ll see you later.” Arwel headed out.

      He’d left the door open, which was good since she could hear the elevator and have a couple of minutes’ warning.

      “Does the goddess live with you in the village?” Lokan asked.

      “No. Annani came over to see you. She has her own place somewhere secret that even Kian doesn’t know how to get to.”

      For some reason, Carol still didn’t feel a hundred percent comfortable telling Lokan things that might put her clan in danger. That was why she hadn't mentioned that Annani’s sanctuary was in Alaska.

      “How can it be?” Lokan asked. “Does he never visit her?”

      Carol finished chewing before answering. “It works similarly to how it’s done on your island. If Kian wants to visit his mother, he is flown in by one of her pilots.”

      He frowned. “You said that you don’t thrall humans repeatedly.”

      “Her pilots are not human.”

      “So they know where she can be found.”

      “Yeah, but they are not going to tell anyone.”

      Lokan’s frown deepened. “So she trusts the immortal pilots with the information but not her own son?”

      Crap. Could she tell him about the Odus?

      After all, it wasn’t like knowing about them could be used to harm the clan in any way.

      “They are not immortal either. They are a kind of cyborg. Their programming is impenetrable.”

      His eyes widened. “You really have incredibly advanced technology.”

      “The Odus were not made by us. They were Annani’s engagement gift from her betrothed, and supposedly, no one knew who made them and where they came from even back then.”

      “What do you mean by supposedly?”

      She shrugged. “The story was that they were an ancient relic that was found by Khiann’s father in the desert. But I don’t buy that. I think they must’ve come from the gods’ homeworld, which was where all the advanced technology came from originally.”

      Curiosity shining in his eyes, Lokan leaned forward. “What do you know about the gods’ homeworld? I didn’t even know that they came from somewhere else. I assumed they were remnants of an extinct civilization and a divergent species from humans.”

      “That could be. But personally, I think the gods were aliens from a different planet.”

      “You mean that you don’t know for sure?”

      “I don’t. Annani doesn’t talk about it. Her cover story is that she was very young when Mortdh annihilated the other gods, and that she didn’t know much.”

      “But you don’t believe her.”

      Carol shrugged. “It’s not like I have conversations with the goddess and can ask her.”

      “Well, maybe now is your chance.”

      Carol shook her head. “This is not the right time. What were you told about the gods?”

      He chuckled. “Our version makes Mortdh look like the saint who destroyed the other gods who were corrupt and promiscuous and treated the world as their playground. They were described in the same way they were depicted in the Greek and Roman myths. We were told nothing of their advanced technology, only that they were powerful. But I heard my father rant about Annani’s unfair advantage, and how stupid she was for leaking the gods’ knowledge to the humans. He blames her for the nuclear bombs that were dropped on Japan during World War II.”

      Carol shook her head. “Does he really believe that?”

      “I think he does.”
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      “Thank you for accompanying me,” Annani said as the limousine left the village’s parking structure.

      Kian had insisted on coming with her to see Carol, claiming that it was a good opportunity to update her on all the new developments regarding Areana’s rescue plan.

      Sounded legitimate enough, but Annani suspected that he wanted to keep an eye on her, making sure that she did not reveal any secrets Lokan was not supposed to know. Nevertheless, she was glad for the opportunity to spend time with him. Kian was always so busy.

      He nodded. “I just don’t want you to be alone with Lokan.”

      She put her hand on his arm. “I do not need protection. I only look small and fragile.” Her son kept forgetting that she was a goddess, the most powerful being on Earth. “But I am very glad to have you all to myself. How is Syssi doing?”

      Kian’s expression softened. “She is smiling and talking to her belly a lot.”

      “Ah, the joys of motherhood. There is nothing quite like it. Every mother is a true goddess, a creator of life.”

      “What about the father?”

      Annani patted his knee. “Fathers are important for the spark of life to happen, but their real job starts after the baby is born. You did not have the benefit of growing up with a father, and I managed to raise you and your sisters and brother alone, but it was out of necessity. I value the role of fathers in raising their children. My own father had a huge influence on me, and he had a lot to do with the kind of person I grew up to be. Unfortunately, he did not do the same for my sister. Areana grew up feeling rejected and neglected by him, and that was unforgivable.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Why are you getting so upset about something that happened five thousand years ago?”

      Annani sighed. “Forgive me for getting carried away, but Areana’s misfortunes weigh heavily on my heart. Especially since I was the reason for some of the worst of them.” She turned to face Kian. “Tell me all about the new developments regarding her rescue.”

      “Turner came up with a backup plan…”

      By the time Kian finished his update, Okidu had driven into the underground parking of the building across the street from the keep.

      “Turner is a real asset to the clan,” Annani said as they entered the tunnel. “His backup plan is ingenious. But what is more remarkable is his ability to execute it. If you came up with such an idea, I doubt you would have known where to find an expert rock climber who was also an experienced diver. And even if you found such a person, he might have refused to go on a dangerous covert mission. Turner’s connections are invaluable.”

      “I tried to convince him to close his private operation and come work for the clan full time, but he refused.” Kian held the elevator door open for her. “I was disappointed, but perhaps it’s better that way. For his resources to be available to us, he needs to stay connected to the outside world. That’s the reason Andrew still works for the government, and I’m not pressuring him to quit.”

      As they walked down the corridor to Lokan’s cell, Annani was surprised that the door was open. “I see that you have eased off on Lokan’s confinement.”

      “He bargained for me to allow him the use of the underground facilities.”

      Good for Lokan. Annani would have loved to hear what he had traded for his new privileges, but they had already reached the cell.

      Anandur and Brundar went in first, with her and Kian following only after Anandur nodded his approval.

      “Greetings, Clan Mother.” Lokan bowed his head.

      “Good afternoon.” Carol dipped her head as well.

      Annani smiled. “Good afternoon, indeed. I am so excited and hopeful.” She sat on an armchair. “I came to wish you good luck, Carol, but also to tell you a little bit more about Areana. I have given it some thought, and I realized that if you were to find her in Navuh’s harem, you could not just walk up to her and tell her that her sister had sent you. She might not believe you, thinking that it was a trap and that Navuh was testing her loyalty.”

      Carol seemed slightly offended. “I wouldn’t have done that. I would have approached her carefully.”

      “I am sure of that. But I want to tell you things that Navuh does not know about Areana and me, so you can convince her quite easily that I am the one who sent you. It will make your job easier.”

      Carol pursed her lips. “Areana has spent five thousand years with Navuh. I am sure that by now she’s told him every little detail about her life.”

      That was a possibility Annani had not considered. In her mind, her sister was a prisoner and therefore would not have shared information with her jailer. But Annani still remembered the sparks that had ignited between Areana and Navuh. They could have developed a relationship. Perhaps it was not a loving one, but it could be amicable.

      “You may be right. Still, I will tell you what I can.” Annani leaned back and made herself comfortable. “The first time I saw Navuh and Areana interact was in my father’s throne room. When Mortdh came to pressure my father into upholding his promise to him and to not let me mate my Khiann, he brought Navuh and a large contingent of soldiers along. My father explained that I had the right to choose my mate, especially since it was a truelove match destined by the Fates. He offered him his older daughter instead. When Mortdh made a rude remark about Areana being used goods because she was a widow, I saw rage in Navuh’s eyes. At that moment, he looked as if he was ready to kill his father. Of course, Areana did not see any of it because her spirit was crushed, and she was looking down at her sandals.”

      “Mortdh was a pig,” Carol said.

      Annani laughed. “I agree. When he left, and Navuh stayed behind to escort Areana on her journey up north, I convinced her to appeal to Navuh to let her stay for my mating ceremony. We wrote him a note, and he came to see her in her home. I do not know what happened there, but after that visit, it was clear to me that Areana was no longer frozen in her grief and that her femininity was awakened. Long story short, Navuh not only agreed to let her stay for the wedding, but he also agreed for her to travel with my father’s escort instead of his.”

      At that point in the story, Lokan arched a brow. “I don’t want to sadden you, Clan Mother, but perhaps Navuh agreed for Areana to travel with your father’s escort instead of his because Mortdh told him to get rid of her, and he was planning an ambush.”

      Annani’s heart squeezed painfully. “I did not consider that possibility.”

      Kian leaned over and took her hand. “Let’s not assume the worst. If Areana was dead, she couldn’t have had Lokan, right? And you believe that he is her son.”

      “True.” Annani let out a breath. “We need to stay optimistic.”

      Kian might have said that only to make her feel better, but Annani still had a strong gut feeling that Lokan was Areana’s son. Besides, she found it hard to believe that Navuh would have done such a thing at the time. He had changed since, but back then he wasn’t as bad.

      “What I’m worried about is that Areana might never have learned another language and can only speak the old tongue.” Kian looked at Carol. “Do you know it?”

      “Only a few words. But I’m sure Areana has learned several languages during her captivity. Otherwise, she would have been unable to communicate with her human servants. And it’s not like she’s too busy to learn. I can’t imagine what occupies her days.”

      “She might not speak English,” Kian said.

      Carol waved a dismissive hand. “That’s not going to be a problem. I speak several other languages fluently and can conduct a basic conversation in many more.”

      “Good,” Annani said. “I am not done with my story, though. There is something Areana might not have told Navuh. When Gulan, also known as Wonder, was heartbroken over Esag, Khiann’s squire, I organized a little get-together with a soothsayer. To cheer Gulan up, I asked the woman to tell her that she was going to meet her truelove sometime in the future. The old human did that, but she also told Areana her future. It was a fun and silly evening for Gulan and her sister Tula, Areana and me, and Areana might not have mentioned it to Navuh. Tula, by the way, joined Areana's caravan, so she might be in the harem as well. Wonder would be very happy to hear that her sister is alive.”

      “What was Areana’s fortune?” Lokan asked. “Do you remember?”

      Annani smiled at him. “I remember it very well. The soothsayer told Areana that a heavy burden rested on her shoulders, and that she had an important task to accomplish. Areana’s soft heart and gentle soul were to guide her on her path. The soothsayer also told her that a son would be born to her and the rogue. She told her to stay strong and true to herself and teach him right from wrong.”

      “Oh, wow.” Carol rubbed her arms. “I have goosebumps. Up until that last sentence, I felt like the fortune teller was talking about Lokan. Except, Areana couldn’t teach him right from wrong because she wasn’t allowed to keep him.”

      Lokan frowned. “Did she specifically say that Areana would teach the son? Or just him?”

      “Just him.”

      “Then she might have been referring to the rogue, who we must assume is Navuh.”

      Kian snorted. “Then Areana didn’t do a very good job of it because Navuh still does not know the distinction, or he just doesn't care. Besides, the soothsayer was a fake.” He turned to Annani. “You hired her and told her what to say.”

      “I did. But I did not just pick any old human. I hired the most famous and respected fortuneteller in the city. Just like Carol did now, I got goosebumps when she foretold Areana’s future.”

      What Kian did not know, and he was not going to find out, was what the same old woman had told Annani after Khiann’s death. That foretelling had been keeping Annani’s spirits up and her hope alive for the past five thousand years.
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      “I hope that is the last of our guests for today,” Carol said after the goddess had left.

      As Arwel closed the door, Lokan hoped it would stay like that until the next morning.

      Pushing up to his feet, he offered her a hand up. “It’s our last night together.”

      His gut clenched every time he thought about it, but he didn’t want to spend their few remaining hours worrying.

      Carol let him pull her up against his chest and wound her arms around his neck. “You are being melodramatic, my love. I’m going away for one week. You’ll survive.”

      “That’s because I’m an immortal, and I can’t die of heart failure. This is going to be the longest week of my life.”

      “We are going to dream-share every night. Well, my night, your day. You’ll have to switch.”

      He let out a breath. “I need to repeat it over and over again to myself.” He looked into her eyes. “Do you think Kian will let me come after you if things go wrong?”

      Carol hesitated only for a moment. “If you’re the only one that can get me out, and Kian has no other viable alternative, then yes. He would do anything to save me, including letting you go.”

      The vise around Lokan’s heart eased its death grip, and he let out a breath. “Thank you for telling me. Now I know that you really trust me.”

      She arched a brow. “I do, but what does that have to do with Kian letting you out to save me?”

      Lokan kissed the top of Carol’s nose. “For someone who thinks herself a spy, you are awfully naive. Now that I know Kian would release me if something goes wrong, I might try to sabotage the mission to achieve this outcome. Of course, I’m not going to do that. But the fact that it didn’t even cross your mind shows me that you trust me, and that means a lot to me.”

      She smiled. “Do you feel better now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s go to bed. We’ll make love, then order dinner, then make love again, and keep doing so until four in the morning.”

      He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. “Aren’t you worried about starting the mission tired?”

      “It will help us switch between day and night. Besides, I’m going to sleep on the plane. Five hours is more than enough for me.”

      Lowering her to the bed, he climbed in and gathered her to his chest. “I love you.”

      She giggled. “Did you make a resolution to tell me that at even intervals?”

      “The last time I said that was this morning. It was time for a reminder.”

      She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “I love you too. Now make sweet love to me.”

      Unlike other times, Lokan peeled Carol’s clothes off slowly, kissing and caressing every inch of skin he exposed, memorizing her body with his hands and lips.

      She purred like a kitten, giggling when he touched a ticklish spot, then sighing contentedly when he moved to the next.

      When he’d divested her of the last piece of clothing, he cupped her bottom and pulled her into him, taking her lips in a hungry kiss. She kissed him back, groaning into his mouth and sucking on his tongue.

      With her passion demolishing the last of his resolve to go slow, he twisted her under him and settled between her spread thighs. Rolling his hips, he rubbed his slacks-covered shaft over her naked mound.

      “Why are you still dressed?” Carol mumbled into his mouth.

      Lifting up a couple of inches, he reached between them and loosened his belt, then shoved his pants down his thighs.

      They both groaned as his naked flesh settled in her moist cleft.

      “You feel so good,” Carol purred. “But this needs to go too.” She fisted the back of his dress shirt and pulled, tearing it off him and sending buttons flying all over. “Sorry about that.” Given her smirk, she wasn’t sorry at all.

      And neither was Lokan. If Carol hadn’t done it, he would have.

      As he used his feet to push his slacks all the way down and then off, his wiggling resulted in friction that pulled a ragged moan out of Carol’s throat.

      He gazed down at her flushed cheeks and her lust-filled eyes. “I love you so much.” He kissed her again, less gently this time, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      Her fingernails digging into his buttocks, she arched up and rubbed herself on his shaft.

      Sucking and nipping her neck, he made his way down to her nipples. Hard and pointy, they seemed to beg for his mouth on them.

      He licked around one, then sucked on it gently before moving to the other and giving it some attention as well.

      Carol’s hands moved over his back, her nails scratching, her fingers kneading and then threading into his hair and tugging hard. “I need you inside me.”

      Her aggression incinerated his plans for pleasuring her with his tongue first. The animal in her was calling to the beast in him, and neither had the patience for a long tease.

      With a grunt, he gripped his shaft, rammed it inside her, and began to thrust.

      They both went wild, him driving in and out of her in a frenzy, and her meeting him thrust for thrust. He couldn’t get enough, propelling himself as deep as he could go, while she clawed and scratched his straining back, urging him to go even harder, faster, deeper.

      As a climax exploded out of her, Carol screamed and threw her head back, the siren call of her elongated neck a temptation he was powerless to refuse even if he wished to.

      With a loud hiss, he sank his fangs into that smooth expanse, and the pressure that had been building inside his shaft reached terminal velocity.

      He came violently, filling his mate with his essence as she jerked and shuddered around him, gripped by one climax after the other until her eyes rolled back in her head.

      Retracting his fangs, he licked the incision points closed and kissed the spot, then kept on going, kissing up her neck, her cheeks, her parted lips.

      Carol’s eyes were closed, but his tender kisses must have registered because an angelic smile spread over her beautiful face.

      He was still hard as he twisted them both sideways and wrapped himself around her soft, small body. Carol needed time to recuperate, but he knew that as soon as she came down from the euphoric cloud she was floating on, she would be ready for round two.

      His mate was perfect.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Carol

          

        

      

    

    
      Carol hadn’t known it was possible for an immortal male to produce enough venom for the number of times Lokan had bitten her throughout the night.

      Was he trying to get her addicted to him before she left?

      Didn’t he know that she already was?

      “What are you thinking about?” Lokan murmured into her neck.

      “That you’re trying to get me addicted to you.”

      “Yes, I am. I want to make sure that you know no one can ever satisfy you as completely as I can.”

      That hadn’t been what she’d meant. Could it be that Lokan didn’t know about the venom’s addictive properties?

      Carol couldn’t remember whether she’d told him about it or not.

      Tilting her head back so she could look into his eyes, she found that they were closed. He looked relaxed, more so than she’d ever seen him before. Well, that was to be expected after their marathon lovemaking. It had taken a hell of a lot to get his incredible equipment to finally deflate. Not that it wasn’t magnificent even in its relaxed state.

      “You don’t know that the venom is addictive, do you?”

      His eyes popped open. “What are you talking about?”

      “If an immortal couple stays loyal to each other and doesn’t indulge with other immortal partners, they get addicted to each other. It happens faster for the female because the venom is the addictive property. But with time, the venom also changes the female's scent, which becomes addictive to the male. Chances are that I’m already addicted to you, but you are probably not addicted to me yet.”

      “Are you sure that this is a physiological fact and not another facet of the truelove mates myth?”

      “You still don’t believe in it?” She tweaked his nose. “Shame on you. But yes, I’m positive. The only way immortals can fool around is if they do it from the start and mix things up. The addiction cannot form in a female who gets several different venoms in her system. If she plays for a long time with only one male, her scent changes, and she becomes undesirable to other immortal males. They also become undesirable to her.”

      Lokan frowned. “Now you’ve got me worried. What if the males on the island can smell me on you?”

      “If you didn’t know about the addiction, none of your men know about it either. They will just find me oddly undesirable, which is a good thing.”

      He had her pinned under him before she’d finished the sentence. “Then I’d better bite you a few more times before you go.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Can you? I don’t think it’s possible.” Except, she could feel his shaft hardening again. “I can’t believe it. You’re an anomaly even for an immortal.”

      He nudged her entrance. “Are you game for another round?”

      She smiled. “I’m always game, but we are out of time. I need to get up, get showered, and get ready.” She lifted her arm and glanced at her watch. “Okidu will be here in about an hour.”

      “You can spare five minutes for a quickie.” He nudged her entrance again, this time adding a swivel to his hips.

      “You’re not playing fair. I need to wash my hair and style it. I have a role to play, and I can’t look frumpy.”

      “Fine.” Lokan slid off the bed and reached for her. “We can have the quickie in the shower.” He lifted her in his arms and carried her into the bathroom.
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      “Is that what you are going to wear?” Lokan eyed Carol’s leggings and long T-shirt.

      “It’s just for the plane ride. I’m going to nap, and it’s not going to be comfortable in the outfit that I plan to wear when I meet Gorchenco. I’m going to change before we land.”

      He could only imagine what she had in mind. Probably some sexy number that showed off her incredible hourglass figure and shapely legs.

      Unbidden, a growl started low in his throat.

      Damn, where the hell had that come from?

      Walking up to him, Carol wrapped her arms around his neck and lifted up on her toes. Despite not having slept at all and the all-night sex marathon they’d engaged in, she looked as fantastic as always. The venom no doubt helped too.

      “Don’t worry, my love.” She planted a light kiss on his lips. “Ella told me that Gorchenco likes the ladylike look. He dressed her in Chanel suits, so that’s what I’m going to wear.”

      Irrationally, he felt relieved. But it was only temporary.

      Regrettably, suits were not appropriate for the island’s climate, and Carol wouldn’t wear them there. Besides, she was going to play the role of eye-candy, not a sophisticated businesswoman.

      Carol would have to put on her seductress act, and he had a feeling that what he’d seen of it was just the tip of the iceberg. After all, she’d been a famous courtesan.

      And the growl was back.

      She arched a brow. “What are you growling about now?”

      “I’m imagining the act you are going to put on for the resort’s guests and personnel.”

      “Don’t.” Carol put a finger on his lips. “Remember that I will feel nothing for anyone. You’re the only one I will ever want for the rest of my life. Anything I do is going to be just an act. Which is a huge advantage over my original plan to infiltrate the island. Other than rapid healing from injury, the scent of an immortal female’s arousal is the only way to tell her apart from a human female. I planned to douse myself with heavy perfume to cover my scent, but now there is no need for that.”

      Letting out a breath, he rested his forehead on hers. “I'm glad that I was good at least for that. You have no idea how frustrating it is for me not to be able to protect you.”

      “I know.” She smiled brightly at him. “You have to accept that you are mated to a kickass lady who can take care of herself. The Fates wouldn’t have paired you with me if you were unable to deal with it.”

      He chuckled. “Do you think they are that careful with their matchmaking?”

      “Of course. They know what they are doing. You would have been bored with a timid damsel who needed to hide behind your broad back. That might suit Kian, but not you. Not that I have anything against Syssi. She is one of the nicest people I know.”

      Kian’s mate seemed shy, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t strong. Given the adoration and respect in Kian’s eyes every time he looked at her, there was a lot more to her than kindness.

      “I think you are underestimating Syssi.”

      “I’m not. She has Kian wrapped around her little finger, and when she suggests something, he jumps to do it. Most importantly, though, she calms him. They complete each other.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes.” Carol lifted up on her toes and kissed him. “But in a different way. I would have been bored with a guy less complicated than you, and you would have been bored with a woman less adventurous and daring than me.” She kissed his nose. “Admit it.”

      Was she right?

      He was a man, so her beauty and sexy body had been the first things he’d noticed. But it had taken no more than a minute or two for him to realize that her spunk and the fact that she didn’t fear him impressed him even more than her bombshell looks.

      “I admit no such thing,” he teased. “It’s your exquisite cooking that makes you special. If it were up to me, I would keep you naked and pregnant in the kitchen. And just because I’m a nice guy, I would allow you footwear.”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but the image of Carol’s belly swollen with his child evoked a yearning that he had no business feeling. If the bloody Fates had any brains between the three of them, they would ensure that fatherhood was not in his future. Even if Lokan did a much better job than Navuh, he would still be a lousy father.

      She laughed. “Once a Doomer, always a Doomer. But I love you anyway.”
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      Carol’s plan to nap on the way to New York hadn’t worked. Not after the talk she’d had with Onegus and the new vial Bridget had sent with him. It was marked with the same label as the others, but one corner was peeled off to mark it as different. If things went horribly wrong, and Carol was discovered by Navuh, this was the ultimate way out.

      It was a last resort kind of a thing, and Carol was sure it would not come to that, but just knowing what she carried in her medical kit made her nervous. What if she made a mistake and pulled out the wrong vial?

      Then don’t make a mistake, stupid.

      Thinking about it was enough to keep her awake, but the truth was that the anxious excitement coursing through her system was pumping her with so much adrenaline that sleeping wouldn’t have been possible even without that added layer of dread.

      In days past, Carol would have medicated her anxiety with a joint, but she didn’t have any with her. Besides, it could be a slippery slope. One joint would lead to another and then another, and in no time she’d go back to being a stoner.

      No way.

      She wasn’t going back to that.

      Instead of fighting a losing battle with her eyelids, she should get ready. “I’m going to get dressed,” she told Onegus.

      He glanced at his watch. “We still have plenty of time.”

      “Good, then I won’t have to hurry.”

      Grabbing her overnight bag, Carol headed to the bathroom. It was just as tiny as the ones on commercial airliners, and getting ready in there was less than optimal, especially for applying makeup. But she’d done it in worse conditions than that.

      Carol took her time, curling her hair with a hot iron and applying several colors of foundation to perfect her facial contours. There was something relaxing about primping like that. It was a familiar routine that she’d performed thousands of times, and it calmed her down.

      Maybe what did the trick was shifting her focus from things she had no control over to those she had. She could change her appearance any which way she liked, but she couldn’t do much about fate.

      Nearly an hour later, Carol took one last glance at the mirror, fluffed her hair, tossed it back and forth, and then stepped out of the bathroom.

      “How do I look?”

      Onegus whistled. “A bombshell. The Russian is going to sweat.”

      “I meant my face. Is it too much makeup? Too little? The light in that bathroom is so bad.”

      “You look ready for a magazine cover. Now sit down and buckle up. We’re landing.”

      She did as he asked but glanced over her shoulder at the four other Guardians. “Do you concur?”

      Four heads bobbed in agreement.

      “If we have a consensus, I guess it’s a go.” Carol closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. It was time to switch personas. She needed the old Carol for this gig.

      When the plane came to a complete stop and Charlie announced it was okay to open the door, one of the guys did the honors and lowered the stairs.

      Carol pushed her chin up, plastered a confident smile on her face, and pretended that she was Jacqueline Kennedy back in the day.

      It had been a long time since she’d strutted in spiky high heels or worn a skirt so tight that it dictated a seductive walk. The first few steps felt awkward, but then Carol got into the rhythm of it, and it all came back. Her mind followed her body, realigning itself to where it needed to be even though Gorchenco wasn’t there to watch her, only his limousine driver.

      The guy tried very hard not to gawk as he opened the door for her. He shook his head at her escort. “You stay here. Only lady comes.”

      His English was heavily accented, and he was a big guy, but his nose didn’t look like it had been broken, and he wasn’t ugly. The driver was a garden variety goon, and he wasn’t Misha.

      Onegus stepped forward. “Call your boss and tell him that Owen MacBrie is here, and that he wants to escort the lady to the plane.”

      From Ella’s stories, Carol knew that Gorchenco’s jet was on a different scale than the one she had arrived on. It was probably in another airport. Gorchenco, being as secretive and careful as ever, hadn’t told them where he was going to land, only that his driver was going to pick Carol up.

      “I’ll ask.” The guy ducked into the limo to relay the message.

      “Can I borrow your phone?” Carol asked Onegus. “I want to call home and say goodbye.”

      “Sure.” He leaned to whisper in her ear. “Just don’t mention names and do it quickly.”

      “I will.”

      Arwel passed the phone to Lokan right away.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      “I just wanted to tell you again what I told you the last time I called. You know what I mean.”

      “I love you too.”

      She smiled. “Hang on in there. I’ll be back in a week. But now I have to go.”

      “Love you,” Carol heard him say before she disconnected.

      She handed the phone back to Onegus. “Thanks.”

      The guy came back and nodded. “Boss said okay, but only you. They stay here.” He waved a hand at the other four Guardians.

      “That’s fine,” Onegus said.

      “But first I have to check.” The driver patted Onegus down, then glanced at Carol’s tight clothing and decided she couldn’t be hiding anything in there.

      During the drive, Carol was too nervous to chitchat with Onegus, and they spent most of the way in silence. The airport Gorchenco used was only a short drive away, and as the limo arrived at its destination, two bodyguards were waiting at the foot of the stairs.

      “May I come up and say hello to the boss?” Onegus asked.

      The goon on the left frisked him once more, then nodded his approval. Again, Carol was deemed either safe or untouchable.

      She wondered if they were going to search her luggage before getting it on board. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw one of the goons doing just that. Hopefully, he wasn’t going to mess up everything she’d folded so carefully.

      At the top of the stairs, Carol stopped and gawked for a moment at the lavish interior. But then her focus shifted to the man who owned this extravagant toy.

      His eyes measuring her from head to toe, Gorchenco pushed to his feet and walked over to her. “Ms. Caroline Martin, I presume.”

      “In the flesh.” She offered him her hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Dimitri Gorchenco.”

      Next to her, Onegus tensed for some reason.

      “I hope good things.” The Russian took her hand and lifted it to his lips.

      She smiled seductively. “It depends. I happen to like powerful, smart men. Someone else might focus on other things.”

      Flattery always worked. Gorchenco smiled and turned to Onegus. “I commend you and your associates for your choice of a spy. Caroline is perfect for the job.”

      “She is the best,” Onegus said.

      “Come in and join me for a cup of coffee.” Gorchenco motioned to the armchairs in his living room aboard a jet setup.

      “Thank you.”

      As Carol and Onegus sat down, the bodyguard who’d checked her luggage brought the suitcase up along with her makeup case and overnight bag. “All clear, boss.”

      Carol took a closer look, checking for the crooked nose, but that one was not Misha either.

      Leaning back, she accepted the small porcelain cup from the server. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” The guy bowed.

      Except for Gorchenco, everyone she’d encountered so far had heavy Russian accents. In contrast, Dimitri’s English was flawless, and his accent, although noticeable, was much lighter than that of his people.

      Ella had been right about the respect they had for him, though. Carol could smell it as well as see it in their eyes. There was a slight tinge of fear mixed in there too, but then Gorchenco only appeared cultured and refined. Underneath that polished exterior was a ruthless predator.

      Thank the merciful Fates that she was a mated female and craved only Lokan.

      The Russian was precisely the type of man who a couple of weeks ago would have sent her libido into overdrive. And that would have been bad on so many levels. First of all, because he was a monster who had violated her best friend, and secondly, on the island the scent of her arousal could have given her away as an immortal female.
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      Lokan lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. He was supposed to be asleep now, which should not have been a problem after being awake since early morning the day before, but the stress was keeping him wide awake.

      In the living room, Arwel was sprawled on the couch, but he wasn’t sleeping either. The Guardian was watching a movie with the sound nearly all the way down so Lokan could sleep.

      But it didn’t look like it was going to happen.

      Before getting in Gorchenco’s limousine, Carol had called him from Onegus’s phone to say the last goodbye and to tell him again that she loved him.

      From now on, their only communication was going to be via dream-sharing.

      Her clan-issued phone had been left at home, and the one she was taking with her on the trip was a simple burner device. But even that was going to be left behind once she boarded the island transport.

      If he didn’t fall asleep soon, he would have to keep himself awake throughout the night and half of the next day. Otherwise, he would miss the time window when Carol was supposed to be asleep, which was from about one in the morning island time until about seven. Four to five hours were more than enough for an immortal, but she was going to be sleeping with Gorchenco, who probably needed more than that.

      Fuck. Thinking about her in the same bed with another male was enough to send him attacking the punching bag. Regrettably, it had been removed from the bedroom after he’d been granted gym privileges.

      “What’s going on with you, Lokan?” Arwel asked from the living room.

      “I can’t fall asleep.”

      “Aside from that. I felt a flare of rage. What were you thinking about?”

      Sharing living quarters with an empath was going to be a pain in the ass, but Lokan was glad for the company. Mainly because it meant immediate updates about Carol. As soon as something happened, Arwel would get a text and read it to him. Also, the loneliness would be less oppressive with the guy around.

      Kian ordering Arwel to move into Lokan's apartment had been a kindness, one that Lokan appreciated and was not going to soon forget.

      “I was thinking about Carol sharing a bed with the Russian.”

      “Ah, that explains it. You know that nothing is going to happen between them, right?”

      “I do, but it doesn’t help. I feel like punching someone or at least the punching bag. Are you in the mood for the gym?”

      “I want to finish watching the movie. Besides, you are supposed to be sleeping.”

      “So are you.”

      The plan was for both of them to switch between day and night.

      “True. I was hoping this movie would do the trick. But it’s better than I expected.”

      “What are you watching?”

      “The Hobbit.”

      “What is it about?”

      Arwel groaned. “If you are not going to sleep, come here and watch it with me instead of asking questions.”

      Lokan wasn’t in the mood for a movie.

      Perhaps he should start counting sheep?

      Or maybe that half a bottle of whiskey that they had left was going to help.

      “I can knock you out with a sedative if you want,” Arwel offered.

      “No, thank you. I must be allergic to the stuff because it gives me hellish headaches.” Lokan swung his legs over the side of the bed. “But maybe whiskey will help.”

      “There is only half a bottle left,” Arwel said.

      Lokan pulled on his pajama pants and padded to the living room. “I can keep going with the beers.”

      He walked over to the bar and grabbed the bottle. “Do you want some?”

      Arwel shook his head. “When I’m topside, I drink nonstop to drown out the emotions bombarding me from all around. I’m enjoying the quiet here as well as the sobriety.”

      “What about me? My feelings don’t bother you?”

      Arwel pulled the blanket aside and made room for Lokan to sit on the couch. “Compared to human emotions, immortals’ feel muted to me. It’s like hearing distant whispers compared to a rock concert. I think I should move into the underground permanently.”

      “Why haven’t you?”

      “Because I like sunshine, and because most of the time we don’t have prisoners to guard, and my job is topside.”

      Lokan smirked. “Then you’re lucky I’m here. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have an excuse.” He took a long swig of the whiskey straight from the bottle. “Hey, you can become the crypt keeper. Is anyone watching all those bodies in stasis?”

      “They are not going anywhere.”

      “Not on their own.”

      Arwel arched a brow. “Why, are you planning something?”

      “Who, me?” Lokan took another swig.

      “If not you, then who?”

      “Carol told me that some of your females are talking about getting themselves immortal mates. There are plenty of those in your catacombs. And if the place is not guarded…” He took another swig, the alcohol burning a pleasant path down his throat. “You catch my drift.”

      “I think we are safe. They don’t know how to revive them.”

      “Really? Who does?”

      Arwel cast him an amused glance. “The Guardians and the council members. But don’t look at me so hopefully, I’m not going to tell you how it’s done.”

      “At least tell me if it’s complicated.”

      “Extremely.”

      “Right. You’re such a lousy liar, Arwel.”
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      “Would you care for a drink, Caroline?” Gorchenco asked once the jet reached cruising altitude.

      “I would love a drink. Thank you.” Carol unbuckled and smoothed her skirt in a practiced move that drew attention to her curves.

      It had been unintentional, an impulse that wearing seductive outfits had brought back, and so was the glance she slanted his way.

      Gorchenco noticed, and given his scent he was excited, but his expression remained impassive. The guy had mastered the poker face.

      “After you.” He motioned to the stairs leading to the second floor of the airplane.

      “I must say that I’m impressed,” Carol said. “You must be doing very well for yourself.” When he didn’t respond, she added, “What’s up there?”

      “A bar, a kitchen, a dining area, and the crew sleeping bunks. It’s a long flight.”

      Casting him a glance over her shoulder, Carol smiled and kept on climbing, swinging her hips seductively more because of the tight skirt than wanting to tease the Russian.

      A waiter was waiting for them, and he pulled out a chair for her. “Madam?”

      “Thank you.” Smoothing her skirt so it wouldn’t ride up, she sat down.

      Gorchenco walked up to the table but shook his head when the waiter pulled out a chair for him. “I’m not staying.” He looked down at Carol. “You can order whatever you like. The barman and the chef are at your disposal.”

      “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      “I have to make a phone call.”

      “Then I’ll wait for you to be done.”

      “It might take a while. Order lunch for yourself but wait with coffee and dessert for when I return.”

      “Thank you. I will.”

      His meaning was transparent. Carol was to stay upstairs until he was done. She wondered whether he was going to conduct his conversation in English or in Russian. In either case, her enhanced hearing would allow her to hear at least his side of the conversation. If Gorchenco held the phone to his ear, she wouldn’t hear the other person. It was too far away.

      As soon as he started down the stairs, she waved the waiter over. “I’ll have a Tennessee Mule.”

      “And for your meal?”

      She wanted him out of the way and quiet as soon as possible. “Tell the chef to surprise me.”

      The waiter smiled. “Of course, madam.”

      Downstairs, she heard a door open and close, indicating that Gorchenco went into his office to make his call.

      Other than the living room and the office, the downstairs also had a master bedroom and two smaller guest rooms. She was given one of those, which was a sign that Gorchenco wasn’t planning on sharing her bed. Or at least she hoped so. The bed in her room wasn’t as big as the one in the master.

      The closed office door might make it more difficult for her to eavesdrop, but as soon as Gorchenco started talking, she realized that the opposite was true.

      He put the other guy on speakerphone, and she could hear them clearly. Secure in his illusion of privacy, Gorchenco didn’t bother to hush his voice, and neither did the guy he was talking with.

      “Here you go, madam.” The waiter put her drink on the table. “Would there be anything else?”

      She waved him away, annoyed at missing part of the conversation. “No, thank you. I would like some quiet time to meditate if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” He scurried away.

      “Don’t sell it to the Chinese,” the guy on the other side said.

      They were talking in Russian, which further stretched her ability to follow the conversation, but it was crucial that she hear and understand as much as possible.

      “They are willing to pay the asking price. Isn’t that the most important consideration?” Gorchenco asked.

      “I’m willing to compromise on the price to sell it to the Saudis. The Chinese are going to take it apart, build thirty more, and then where would we be? No one knows what they are planning. I’m not going to help arm Russia’s enemies.”

      “In that respect, you are right. The Saudis are not going to do anything with it other than retaliate against the Iranians if they attack them first. My problem is that they haven’t come back with a counter-offer yet, and I need to move the bloody sub.”

      “Buy time, my friend. Cooperate with the Americans on their little spy mission. They are not going to do anything until this is over, and if they do, they are going to tell us that they found our stolen property and ask us to take it back.”

      “Or they could sink it. Did you think of that? That thing cost you a fortune to manufacture.”

      The other guy chuckled. “Not as much as our buyers think it did. The supposedly new technology is five years old. That’s ancient history in today's world with its fast-moving technological advancements.”

      “Then why do you care if I sell it to the Chinese?”

      “Because not all of it is old. Besides, they don’t have the five-year-old technology either. Sell it to the Saudis. The delay is just a negotiating tactic on their part. They want it, and they will come back with a counter-offer.”

      “You know them. It’s going to be a lowball counter, and we don’t have time to keep haggling over the price as if it’s a sack of potatoes. That sub needs to move before I pick up the American spy from the island.”

      The other guy sighed. “You have to counter back with a price that they will consider a bargain, but only if the decision is immediate. Regrettably, that’s going to cost us several billion. Do you know what I can do with that money? I can build a hundred new hospitals and buy the best medical equipment for them.”

      Carol was impressed. That was a worthy goal for the profit the sub could bring. Probably just one of many. Rumors were that Russia’s infrastructure was in bad shape.

      Gorchenco chuckled. “You’re forgetting that you are talking to me, old friend.”

      Well, it seemed that the other guy was just spewing propaganda. Carol shrugged. She should have known better.

      “Eh, you’re right. But half of it could have gone to do some good for the people.”

      “If you say so. What should I do with the spy? Should I let her complete her mission?”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the lunatics that run that island or who they are fighting. They are insignificant.”

      “Still, the Americans think something big is going on there. Otherwise, they wouldn't have gone to all this trouble to keep their investigation quiet. It’s not like them to send in a sole operative, and a woman at that. It would have been much easier to get a guy to impersonate a rich man visiting a sex resort. Although I have to admit that a maid has more opportunities to snoop around.”

      “The whole thing is suspicious, Dimitri. Maybe she’s an assassin?”

      Carol smirked. Lokan had thought she was an assassin too.

      “The thought has crossed my mind. It would be interesting to find out who she is after.”

      “I say, let’s get rid of the sub before it’s time to pick the spy up. But instead of delivering her back to her people, bring her here. I want to know what the Americans are after on that island that is so important.”

      Crap.

      So, Turner had been right, and Gorchenco was going to double cross them, which meant that faking her death was not going to happen, and she wasn’t going to leave in a casket. Not with Gorchenco, anyway.

      Perhaps Kian would let Lokan come help her after all?

      Not likely.

      Her escape would have to be down that damned cliff. She needed to tell Lokan about it as soon as possible. Glancing at her watch, Carol calculated the time difference.

      Damn, one o’clock at night island time was still many hours away.
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      “Hey.” Arwel nudged Lokan’s arm. “You fell asleep.”

      “Damn.” Lokan rubbed his eyes.

      The recent years in Washington had gotten him soft. Staying awake during missions had never been a problem for him. He had gone days without shuteye, three or four at a time. And on rare occasions even five nights in a row. But that had been on the battlefield, when conditions were rough and adrenaline was high. Not while watching a boring movie on a comfortable couch.

      “I need to do something. Get my body moving. Are you up for the pool?”

      Arwel grimaced. “Swimming is not my thing.”

      “You can call one of the other guys, or we can go to the gym. I could use a few rounds with the punching bag.”

      “Fine. Get dressed.” He glanced at Lokan’s bare torso. “And that includes a shirt.”

      Lokan frowned. Back home, the warriors used communal bathrooms, and seeing them walking in the nude with their dicks flopping around was a common sight. Were the Guardians different?

      “With Carol gone, it’s only us men here. Does the clan follow some modesty rules I should be aware of?”

      “Most of the time it’s only guys in the gym, but we have one female Guardian, and sometimes she is here on rotation.”

      “Quite progressive of you.”

      That was another nugget of information Arwel had let slip. Lokan was collecting them just in case some might prove useful. Not the one about the female Guardian, he couldn’t care less, but that there were several locations the Guardians were rotating between.

      “I’m surprised at how calmly you accepted us having a female on the force. Dalhu got apoplectic when Amanda told him that. He was ready to strangle Kian for what he perceived as a complete lack of good judgment.”

      “Why?”

      Arwel arched a brow. “Really? You’re asking me that? Think of what your men would do to a captured immortal female Guardian. She would pray for death that wouldn’t come.”

      Lokan’s gut squeezed as he thought of Carol walking into the lion’s den, so to speak. Navuh didn’t encourage violence against women, and neither did Mortdh’s teachings, but all bets were off on the battlefield, which was part of what motivated men to go into battle in the first place.

      Spoils of war and all that.

      A captured female Guardian would have fallen into that category.

      “They are not all monsters, you know.”

      “Enough of them are.”

      That was unfortunately true. Without mates, mothers, sisters, and daughters, the men’s exposure to women was limited to sex, mostly of the paid variety. Which translated into them viewing females as things and not people.

      Some of them thought nothing of raping a woman.

      Unfortunately, that vile attitude wasn’t limited to the Brotherhood or even to human societies in which women were treated as second-class citizens. Just as with trafficking and prostitution, it was too common and widespread to eradicate.

      Kian and his clan strove to change things, but they were fighting a losing battle. In that, Mortdh had been right.

      Humans were evolved apes, and just like their closest relatives the chimpanzees, they were aggressive and territorial and attacked those they deemed weaker than them, just because they could. Chimps murdered other chimps, not in a fight for survival, but to steal their females. And those females were not treated well.

      Immortals were supposed to be a more evolved species, though. And since their numbers were small, managing them shouldn’t be all that difficult.

      Annani had created a set of rules and dogmas to control her people’s attitudes and behaviors, and perhaps one day Lokan could do the same for his.

      But if he was already indulging in fantasy, he could embellish and add Carol to it. Together they could one day rule benevolently as king and queen of the island, living and loving happily ever after.

      Yeah. And pigs would fly.
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      The limousine that had collected Carol and Gorchenco straight from the runway had no windows on the inside. In their place, monitors were displaying scenes from a tropical paradise.

      It was probably the one they were heading to, but it could have been any tropical beach in the world. With topless beauties splashing around in the turquoise water, the male passengers would not notice the difference.

      Despite his purported sophistication, Gorchenco followed the bouncing breasts and thong-clad bottoms with a singular fascination.

      “Are your bodyguards following behind?” Carol asked.

      He cast her a glance as if surprised that she was there. Frankly, it was offensive. She was just as beautiful if not more so than those topless girls. Not that she cared what the traitorous bastard thought about her.

      “They are not. The island is the only place I feel safe to visit without my guards. That’s why I like going there.”

      “Not because of that?” She pointed at one of the screens.

      He cracked a smile. “That too. But I can get quality pussy anywhere. I don’t have to fly halfway around the world to get it.”

      “From what I understand, the island offers the kind of services that other places do not.”

      “You know me, my tastes are simple, and I’m not into any of that deviant stuff. But if I were, I could get it anywhere as well.” He turned his attention to her. “For me, this is the perfect vacation. No phone calls, no internet, no email, and no bodyguards. This is the only place in the world where I can breathe freely.”

      Obviously, it didn’t concern him that the cost of his so-called freedom was the loss of it for the women providing his fun. But now was not the time or place to give him a lecture about it.

      “Aren’t you worried that some emergency might come up and your people won’t be able to get a hold of you? Or does the resort have a number that can be called in cases like that?”

      “There is nothing like that on the island, but the transport planes go back and forth several times a day, and it’s possible to send a written message with them.”

      “That’s clever.” She leaned back.

      Then a thought crossed her mind. What if the limousine was bugged? She had almost missed Gorchenco’s subtle hint when he’d said, “You know me.”

      Crap. She was a lousy undercover agent. The game had begun the moment they’d entered the resort’s limo, and she hadn’t realized it. The Russian obviously had, but he wasn’t playing his role well.

      A guy who brought his own candy to the candy store was assumed to be obsessed with it, and Gorchenco should act as if she was the sexiest thing on the face of the planet, and he couldn’t take his hands off her.

      Ugh, the thought of him touching her gave Carol the creeps. A couple of weeks ago, it would have been a piece of cake for her. But now it necessitated her best acting skills.

      “Darling.” She snuggled up close to the Russian. “I’m so glad that you decided to take me to your favorite vacation spot. That really shows me that you care.” She kissed his cheek.

      So far, her gag reflex had not kicked in, so it was all good. The question was whether she could let him kiss her for real or touch her intimately.

      Gorchenco patted the hand she’d put on his thigh. “Now, now, Caroline. We discussed my aversion to public displays of affection. Intimacy should be reserved for the bedroom.”

      Thank the merciful Fates.

      The guy had just redeemed himself in her eyes. He might be plotting to deliver her to the KGB or whatever the Russian secret service was called these days, but he wasn’t going to take advantage of her sexually. On the contrary, he’d just given her the perfect excuse not to touch him.

      For that, Carol felt like kissing him for real. Instead, she scooted sideways. “I thought it was okay because we are alone in here.”

      “Only in the bedroom, Caroline. Please try to remember that.” He sighed as if having to explain things to a dim-witted airhead. “There is another reason why I like visiting the island. Prominent men from all over the world vacation there, and it’s an excellent opportunity to make connections. I can’t do that with a beautiful girl like you distracting me.” He patted her knee. “As much as I like spending time with you, especially in bed, I also like mingling with the world’s movers and shakers.”

      It was an excellent cover for why they weren’t all over each other, but it would also make it difficult to convince the resort personnel and patrons that Gorchenco was crazy for her.

      “Did they give you any trouble for bringing me along? I’m sure it’s most unusual for a man to bring his girlfriend to such a place.” She giggled. “It’s like bringing your own flask to the bar.”

      “I enjoy certain privileges that others do not.” He leaned closer and whispered loudly, “I explained that I wanted you to try some adventurous things with other ladies while I watched. Besides, I couldn’t leave you behind because you would get snatched right away by someone else. I need to keep a close eye on my most cherished property.”

      Carol smiled sweetly. “Oh, Dimitri, you say the nicest things.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “It makes me all tingly when you call me your property.”

      For the first time since they’d met, Carol saw real amusement in Gorchenco’s cold eyes. His lips twitched with a stifled smile.

      Shaking his head, he took her hand and lifted it to his lips for a kiss. “I wonder how much it would cost me to keep you forever.”

      Carol affected another sweet smile. “A wedding ring, of course. With a diamond so big that you would have to assign a squad of bodyguards to me whenever I left the house. And speaking of houses, I want a villa on Lake Como like George Clooney has. And I also want a Ferrari convertible because I would look so awesome driving it with the top down and my hair blowing in the air.”

      He arched a brow. “Is that all?”

      Carol thought she’d done well, listing all the things she knew to be super expensive. “What else should I ask for?”

      “A yacht, for example, or your own jet.”

      She clapped her hands. “Both are splendid ideas. Please add them to the list.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Lokan

          

        

      

    

    
      “You go ahead.” Arwel spread a towel on the floor and lay down with his head on two others. “I’m going to stay here.”

      Lokan whipped his T-shirt over his head and dropped it on the towel next to the Guardian. “You’re going to fall asleep.”

      They had both stayed awake the previous night. After spending a couple of hours in the gym, they’d gone back to Lokan’s cell and watched a marathon of Star Wars movies.

      “I’m not. But I don’t feel like jumping into the pool.”

      “What’s with your aversion to water? Swimming is invigorating.”

      “It’s boring. But go ahead and dive in. I will keep myself busy.”

      Arwel was a nice guy, but he was a strange fellow. Not that it was surprising given his empathic sensitivity. Lokan didn’t envy him.

      Going to the deep end, Lokan shot up to gain elevation and then flipped in the air, repositioning himself for the dive.

      Surfacing near the other end, he used freestyle the rest of the way, flipped around, and switched to butterfly.

      It was about seven o'clock in the morning, which meant that Carol had been gone for about twenty-six hours. She should have arrived at the island about an hour ago on the last transport of the evening.

      It was killing him not to know what was happening to her. Worse, with a couple of phone calls he could have found out, but Kian would never allow it. Besides, even if he did, calling and asking about Carol was a dumb idea. As the only female guest of the resort, there was already enough focus on her.

      Talk about feeling useless and helpless.

      The one good thing he’d done for her was taking care of her scent problem. Carol had claimed that since they had bonded, she wouldn’t feel attracted to anyone else, and therefore would emit no scent of arousal that could potentially reveal her as an immortal female.

      Did he believe her, though?

      Lokan had no doubt that Carol believed it to be so, but that didn’t make it true. It could be another myth she’d bought into. Should he ask Arwel?

      He wondered whether the Guardian knew about Carol’s past. Did everyone in the clan know? If they did, no one seemed to have a problem with that.

      Did it bother him?

      Unfortunately, yes.

      He loved Carol despite her past, and he wished it didn’t matter to him. But knowing that at some point in her life she had sold her body would always be stuck somewhere in the back of his mind, casting an ugly shadow on their relationship.

      To have a life with her, he needed to find a way to either get rid of it entirely or at least bury it so deep that he eventually forgot about it.

      Right, as if that was ever going to happen.

      Perhaps it wasn’t even about Carol’s past. Maybe he was just too suspicious and too jaded to ever accept someone without reservation, and that was what was causing the uncomfortable feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      Yeah, that was probably it. In a way, it made things easier. If the problem was with him, he could work on himself to become better. Like any other obstacle he’d encountered in the past, he would find a way to overcome it.

      Bracing his arms on the side of the pool, Lokan lifted out of the water and walked over to Arwel.

      The Guardian picked up one of the folded towels and threw it to him. “How was it?”

      “Good.” Lokan sat beside him, careful not to drip water on the guy. “Where are the full-body dryers you told me about?”

      “In the showers. You can try them out when you’re done.”

      Lokan thought of a roundabout way to find out whether or not Arwel knew about Carol’s past.

      “Did you know that Carol was in Paris during the French Revolution?”

      “She got out before it started. Somehow, Carol figured out that it was time to run, while all the nobles she hobnobbed with didn’t. She is a smart cookie.”

      “Yes, she is. It surprised me to learn that your clan didn’t stick together. A female shouldn’t be left alone without the protection of her people.”

      Arwel tilted his head. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, Carol is an independent and adventurous spirit. She does what she wants.”

      The Guardian wasn’t making it easy for him.

      “Did she at least keep in touch with the clan? Were any of you aware of what she was doing in Paris?”

      Arwel chuckled. “Of course we knew. Carol was quite proud of what she got out of her arrangements with her various benefactors. And she was kind enough to give a portion of it to the clan. As a loan, of course. Those were trying times for us.”

      “And no one had a problem with that?”

      “There might have been a few raised eyebrows at the beginning, but Carol made it clear that she was having fun, and that it wasn’t some great sacrifice she was making for the clan. After a while, everyone got used to the idea, and that was that.”

      “I guess that’s one of the benefits of having a female as the head of your clan.”

      Arwel pinned him with a hard stare. “Why, do you have a problem with what Carol did?”

      “I'm working on reconciling myself to it. Logically, I accept it. But it still bugs me on some level.”

      “You are her mate. So, any sexual experience Carol has ever had is going to bother you. My advice is just not to think about it.”
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      As Carol and Gorchenco stepped out of the limousine, she threaded her arm through his and leaned against his shoulder.

      “What should I call you in public?” she whispered in his ear. “Darling, dear, or Dimitri? Or maybe I should make up a nickname for you?”

      In her head, she called him the bastard double-crosser or the perv.

      He kissed her cheek and whispered back, “You can use all three. No nicknames.”

      “That’s so sweet of you,” she said out loud.

      To enter the waiting room they had to go through a scanner, similar to the ones used in commercial airports. The place seemed to be reserved just for the island’s transport guests, and although it was appointed with plush couches, small tables, and a waiter taking orders for drinks and appetizers, it was all about the security screening.

      “I have an insulin pump on me.” She showed the operator the slight bump in her skirt’s waistband. “It’s a medication that is vital for my survival. If you want, I can remove it and let you examine it, but only for a few minutes. I can’t be without it for long.”

      “Just go through the scanner, Ms. I will call my supervisor for instructions.”

      “Okay.”

      Turned out the machine was not like the ones she was familiar with. The scan took so long that Carol was sure it replaced the need for an invasive cavity search.

      That had solved the puzzle she’d pondered on the way from the other airport. If the Doomers’ security was so tight that no one could sneak a communication device into the island, they had to perform the most thorough search. Except, they couldn't subject their so-called distinguished guests to such a humiliating experience because none of them would have agreed to that.

      It would have killed their resort.

      Her and Dimitri’s personal belongings, including the suitcases that the limo driver brought in, were passed through another scanner and then placed on one of the search tables.

      The Doomers operating the stations carefully removed every item from the luggage and checked every piece by hand. Her insulin emergency kit got a closer inspection. The guy running the scanner explained the situation to someone on the other side, and then motioned for the one in charge of the luggage to put everything back in the suitcase.

      He walked over to where she and Gorchenco were sitting. “My supervisor checked the scans and gave the okay for you to keep your medication pump on. But you might get examined by a doctor once you land on the island.”

      Carol had expected that.

      In fact, she was surprised that everything had gone smoothly so far, and that the Doomers were treating her with utmost courtesy. Prior to arriving at the waiting room, she’d imagined rude remarks, sly glances, and a thorough pat-down.

      Being with Gorchenco probably had something to do with the courteous treatment she was getting. He was a known figure to the resort’s administration, and no one suspected him of foul play.

      Carol waved a dismissive hand. “That’s perfectly fine. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Other than her and Gorchenco, eight more people were waiting for their stuff to be inspected. They were all men, five guests, and three who were either Doomers returning home or human bodyguards accompanying the other five.

      There were three ways an immortal female could identify an immortal male; elongated fangs, glowing eyes, and the scent of his arousal. All of them required that the male either got horny or aggressive.

      So far, all the males had done their best to ignore her, but Carol had caught several curious glances. Well, she was sneaking peeks too, but she was doing so while clutching Gorchenco’s arm, so there would be no question as to who she belonged to. Besides, when in the lion’s den, even a traitorous mafioso was better than nothing. Carol felt safer by sticking close to the Russian.

      While the goons looked young and in top physical condition, the guests did not.

      Three of them seemed to be in their late fifties or early sixties, and they carried an aura of self-importance about them. Those were the movers and shakers.

      The other two were much younger and much nerdier. Those were probably the brains that the Doomers were bringing in to improve their gene pool.

      “They are not taking any chances, are they?” Carol asked, just to start a conversation.

      Gorchenco shrugged. “It’s good. This is why the island is the perfect vacation spot. For starters, I can leave my bodyguards behind, and I also know that no one can snap a picture of me enjoying myself and post it on social media. For men like me, that alone is worth the extravagant price of admission.”

      Given that there were immortals in the room, Carol didn’t dare whisper that he should be more worried about the resort people videotaping him having paid sex and using it later to blackmail him.

      Not that Gorchenco would give a shit. No one cared if a mafioso was hooking up with prostitutes. That was a worry for the politicians and other public figures that the Doomers were luring to their island.

      Once the security checks were concluded, everyone’s luggage was taken to the transport plane.

      “Gentlemen, lady, please follow me,” one of the Doomers said.

      Clutching Gorchenco’s arm even tighter, Carol let him pull her up.

      It was happening. She was going to board the transport plane, and there was no going back.

      He cast her a questioning glance. “What’s the matter, my pet?”

      Ugh, the nerve of the guy.

      Except, the sudden flare of anger burned away her anxiety. Had Gorchenco done it on purpose?

      If he had, then that was another point in his favor.

      She leaned against his arm. “You know that I’m terrified of flying small planes. And this one is really small.” Hopefully, that would explain away the sudden flare of the scent of her fear.

      He patted her hand. “I’m sure it’s perfectly safe. You have nothing to worry about.”

      The aircraft was parked right in front of the small terminal, and as they exited the glass sliding doors, Carol was once again hit by the humid heat. Luckily, her pretty curls only became bouncier in such a climate, so she didn’t need to worry about the humidity destroying her hairstyle.

      Funny what silly places the brain would go to in times of stress. Instead of worrying about setting foot on enemy territory, she was thinking about her hair.

      Someone could turn it into a blond joke.

      “After you, my darling Caroline.” Gorchenco urged her up the stairs with his hand on the small of her back.

      She must've frozen for a moment, her instincts kicking in and telling her that she shouldn't get on that plane.

      No guts, no glory. Carol took in a deep breath and put her high-heeled foot on the first rung, then the next, and the one after that.
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      “Wake up, Arwel.”

      Lokan stood over the Guardian, dripping water from his wet body. But even though the droplets were hitting the guy in the face, Arwel didn’t move.

      Was it some kind of a test to see if he would do something stupid like try to run?

      “Come on, stop pretending. I know that you are awake.”

      Arwel was not as sleep-deprived as Lokan, and the concrete floor was not the most comfortable place to nap on.

      “I’m not. Go back to swimming.” Arwel turned on his side, shielding his face with his hands.

      “I’ve been doing that for two straight hours with nothing but my thoughts to entertain me. I’m sick of listening to my own voice in my head.”

      The Guardian turned only his head around and shielded his eyes with his hand. “Do you want to go back to the room?”

      “I can’t. We have to stay awake at least until one in the afternoon. Let’s go to the gym and spar.”

      “Why spar?”

      “Because the treadmill and the punching bag are the same as the pool. I will still be stuck with my own thoughts. I need to concentrate on a fight.”

      With a groan, Arwel pushed up to a sitting position. “There is a good chance some of the other guys will be there. I’m sure one of them wouldn’t mind sparring with you.” He pushed all the way up. “But you’re going to get your ass handed to you. Our training is superior to yours.”

      “We will see about that. First, though, I need to change into dry clothes.”

      When they got back to the apartment, Lokan didn’t shower and just changed. If he took too long, Arwel was going to doze off again.

      “I’m ready.” He nudged Arwel, who was sitting on a chair with his eyes closed.

      “Let’s go.”

      When they got to the gym, the lights were off.

      “No one is here.” Arwel stated the obvious as he flicked them on. “That’s strange.” He pulled out his phone and checked his messages. “Oh.”

      Lokan tensed. “What?”

      “Nothing about Carol. The chief Guardian is here, and he invited the guys upstairs for vending-machine coffee.”

      Lokan let out a breath.

      “I’m going to text him,” Arwel said. “He might have wanted to talk to me, but I dozed off and didn’t hear the incoming message.”

      A quick exchange of texts followed, and then Arwel returned the phone to his back pocket. “They are coming down.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The chief and Yamanu, who is also a head Guardian like me. You know the other two. Camden and Ewan.”

      Lokan still wasn’t clear on the hierarchy of the clan’s protector force, and what distinguished a head Guardian from the rank and file. But as in any military organization, it probably meant longer time on the force or exceptional talent.

      Several minutes later, the gym doors burst open, and the two Guardians that Lokan knew entered, along with the two that he did not.

      One was a dark-skinned, exceptionally tall, and enviably good-looking guy, with pale blue eyes and black hair that reached his ass. The other was about Lokan’s height, with curly blond hair and a smile worthy of a movie star.

      Which one was the chief?

      Both made the small hairs on Lokan’s neck tingle in alarm, but that was a normal response when meeting other immortal males for the first time.

      Lokan’s bet was on the blond. A chief wouldn’t grow out his hair so long. Was there a story behind that long hair? Was it a religious thing or just vanity?

      “Lokan, this is Onegus, our chief.” Arwel introduced the blond.

      “Congratulations on your mating.” The guy offered his hand.

      Lokan shook it. “Thank you.”

      “And this is Yamanu, my roommate when I’m not rooming with you.”

      Flashing a big smile of pearly-white teeth, the guy offered Lokan a hand the size of a shovel. “You’d better be good to our Carol, or I’m going to send you to your grandfather with my best regards.”

      Lokan chuckled even though the Guardian had meant every word. It was the most polite and yet effective threat Lokan had ever been issued.

      “I want only the best for Carol, but there isn’t much I can offer her in my current situation. The Fates have chosen poorly for her.”

      Yamanu narrowed his pale eyes at him. “False modesty aside, I would advise you not to question the Fates’ wisdom.” He leaned in as if to tell Lokan a secret. “They are vindictive. You should only say nice things about them.”

      “You guys really believe in that Fate thing, don’t you?”

      Yamanu shook his head, his long hair moving in a wave from side to side. “Not a thing, and not one Fate. Three celestial beings who are female, get easily offended, and enjoy flattery.”

      Questioning people’s beliefs was never advisable, but Lokan couldn’t help it. “How can you possibly know that?”

      The Guardian put a hand over his chest. “Some things you know in here. Not in here.” He pointed to his head.
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      “Are you enjoying yourself, my pet?” Gorchenco refilled Carol’s wine glass.

      “The wine is exquisite.” She smiled and leaned back with her glass in hand.

      He was doing a splendid job of pretending to be enamored with his latest toy, but he was also using every opportunity to annoy her by calling her pet, or daddy’s girl, or daddy’s princess. It was obvious that the Russian was having a blast at her expense.

      Except, she wasn’t annoyed. Carol’s problem was trying not to laugh while he was saying those things with a straight face and without cracking a smile. Several times, she’d nearly spat wine all over him.

      Maybe if she had, he would have stopped. But then she wouldn’t have anything to distract her from the anxiety she worked so hard to suppress. Letting it flare up would have risked drawing the immortals’ attention to her.

      So, in fact, Gorchenco was doing her a favor, and it didn’t matter whether it was intended or not. Despite all of Carol’s mental preparation and the courteous treatment she’d been receiving, without his help, it would have been difficult to keep the fear at bay.

      Upon arrival on the island, they’d been subjected to yet another security check, including more fuss about her insulin pump. But in the end, no doctor had come to check her story. The only thing they had done was to make sure that it wasn’t a communication device.

      After that, it had been another limousine ride to the resort, and while their luggage had been delivered to their bungalow, she and Gorchenco had gone directly to one of the resort’s restaurants for dinner.

      At first glance, the place reminded Carol of Gerard's exclusive, members-only luxurious establishment. Small tables for two were topped with flickering candles, the service was excellent, and the elegant atmosphere was similar.

      It was also dimly illuminated, offering its distinguished guests privacy and anonymity. And just as at Gerard’s, Carol’s superior eyesight allowed her to recognize some of those pillars of society. A senator sat two tables to the left, and on the far end, a famous judge, but she wasn’t sure about that one.

      Unlike at Gerard’s place, however, the tables were scattered in between lush greenery, mimicking the outdoors while providing air-conditioned comfort for the patrons. Having the restaurant indoors also protected the guests from the frequent tropical showers and minimized the visible illumination, which was crucial to keeping the island hidden.

      The other difference was more subtle.

      Although it was hard to tell from the lively conversations and genuine-looking smiles, the women were all conscripted sex providers, and the men were paying for their company.

      Whoever had done the thralling on those poor women must have been one hell of a talented immortal. To the casual observer, they looked happy to be there. Had Lokan had anything to do with that? Was it his compulsion at work?

      Except, Carol doubted that it was possible to compel humans into thinking that they were happy. But it was doable with a thrall. The problem with thralling, however, was that it wasn’t as permanent as compulsion, and on some individuals, it had to be repeated from time to time. It worked best on memory, but less so on attitude and deeply entrenched beliefs.

      She wondered how Gorchenco was ensuring his people's loyalty. As a human, he had to rely on more mundane methods to do that, like fear. Still, leaving his empire in the hands of others while on vacation implied trust. Except, the guy was suspicious as hell, and trust didn't seem to be part of his vocabulary.

      “By the way, Dimitri. Who is going to pick us up from the airport when we go back?” She looked the Russian straight in the eyes, searching for signs of guilt.

      "My men, of course."

      His expression didn’t change even an iota, and his scent remained the same as well. The guy was the best poker player she’d ever met.

      "What if they don't? For an extremely suspicious and careful guy, you seem to trust your people a lot. How can you be sure that they won’t ambush you when they come to pick us up?”

      He leaned forward and reached for her hand. “I choose my people very carefully.” He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it before putting it back down on the table. “Those closest to me are all men and women who owe me debts of honor. They will never betray me.”

      “What’s a debt of honor?”

      “In exchange for saving them or their loved ones from really bad situations, I demand their lifelong loyalty.”

      She smirked. “So to save their lives or those of their loved ones, they sign a deal with the devil and condemn their souls to eternal hell.”

      He pinned her with that pale blue stare of his. “A devil to some may be the angel of mercy to others. It depends on your perspective.”

      Clever Russian.

      If Carol hadn’t known about what he’d done to Ella, she would have been inclined to believe that he was a mafia-style Robin Hood, stealing from the rich to help the poor. Then again, people were seldom black and white, and even a ruthless man like Gorchenco could have redeeming qualities.

      “Do you know where the island transport is going to drop us off?”

      “I don't. My men will be informed by the resort’s coordinator at which airport to collect us.” Lifting the wine bottle, he waited for her to bring her glass to him for a refill. “Why? Are you so anxious to go home already?”

      “Not at all.” Carol waved a hand around. “Who would want to leave all this? This is paradise.”

      More like a hell that she couldn’t wait to get out of, but Carol had to keep up appearances.

      “Indeed.”

      Leaning forward, she whispered, “I wish they had a place like this for rich women. A tropical island resort filled with handsome men just waiting to please them in any which way they desire. And it wouldn’t have to be a secret either. Women would brag about going on a vacation to a place like this.”

      “Not if they are married or hold prominent positions, which the very rich usually do. Those ladies would be in the same situation as most of the gentlemen visiting here.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. At first glance, this place looks like the bastion of chauvinism, but, in fact, it has more to do with the rich versus the poor, and the powerful versus the weak. It's not just men versus women.”

      “That’s a very astute observation, my pet.” He patted her hand. “The rich and powerful can have anything they want, and there is nothing new about this. That’s the natural order of things. Survival of the fittest, the smartest, and the most capable.”

      “Or the most ruthless.”

      “That’s usually a package deal.”

      “I don’t agree with you. What about heads of multi-billion dollar businesses that are promoting social issues?”

      He arched a brow. “Do they build houses for the homeless in the cities their headquarters are in?”

      She shook her head.

      “Do they use their own money to build shelters and hospitals to take care of those forgotten souls?”

      Carol shook her head again.

      “Then they are full of crap. It’s very easy to preach about how other people’s money should pay for their social ideals.”

      Carol crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, there is the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. They promote worthy causes with their own money.”

      He nodded. “They are the one exception. Who else?”

      Since she couldn’t come up with any others, Carol threw the ball back into his court. “What about you?”

      “I’m not purporting myself to be a social activist. But I do take care of those living on my estate, which is as big as some of your smaller states. There are no homeless people living in my territory, and not because I ship them somewhere else or get rid of people who cannot take care of themselves because of mental or physical illnesses. I build homes for them, and no one is dying on the streets of my villages because I have a clinic in each one. I also have a central hospital to take care of the more severe health problems, and everything is funded by me. The copay is symbolic and it's waived for those who can’t afford it.”

      Wow. If that was true, then Ella was right about Gorchenco.

      He’d wronged the girl badly, but he was also doing a lot of good. If he died, who was going to take care of his people?

      Crap.

      Talk about shades of gray and things seldom being black and white.
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      At one o'clock in the afternoon, Lokan crawled into bed and closed his eyes. Imagining Carol’s peaceful meadow, which was where they’d agreed to meet in dreamland, he started drifting away as soon as his head touched the pillow.

      As in the first dream he’d shared with her, he found Carol lying on a blanket a few feet away from the lake’s shore. Breaking into a run, he reached her before she finished turning her head toward him.

      “Lokan.” She opened her arms.

      Diving into her embrace, he turned them both sideways, so they were facing each other. “I missed you.” He cupped her cheeks and took her mouth.

      The kiss lasted much longer than it could have in reality without surfacing for air. The dreamscape obeyed the rules of the physical world, but it allowed them to be stretched.

      “I need to tell you something.” With a hand on his chest, she stopped him from going for another kiss.

      “It can wait.”

      “No, it can’t. On the way to the island, I overheard Gorchenco talking on the phone with someone. I think it was Putin, but I can’t be sure because Gorchenco didn’t say his name. Anyway, Gorchenco didn’t steal the submarine. It was all a ploy to sell it for a hefty profit. And the story about its advanced technology is bullshit too. They built it specifically for the purpose of selling it, and, even though the Chinese are offering to buy it right away and for the asking price, they want the Saudis to buy it. The Russians consider it a safer option because the Chinese will take it apart and build many more, potentially using them later against Russia.”

      It was an interesting development, but Lokan really didn't care who ended up buying the sub. “I’ll tell Arwel. Can we now go back to kissing?”

      “Not yet. The only reason Gorchenco is cooperating with us is to buy time. After the sub is sold and moved, he plans on double crossing us. The guy on the other line told him to bring me to Russia instead of returning me to Onegus. So, the whole deal with the death faking and the casket is out. Tell Turner that he will have to implement the other plan.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      Carol pouted. “His mother has nothing to do with it.”

      “It’s just a figure of speech. How is he treating you?”

      “He is playing his part well, and he even provided the perfect excuse for us not being all over each other in public. He keeps reminding me that he dislikes public displays of affection, and he does it loudly enough to be overheard.”

      “I’m very happy about that.” Lokan cupped her bottom and brought her closer against him. “But don’t tell me that he is not attracted to you because I’m not going to believe that.”

      Carol smirked. “Of course, he is. But he is not a horny teenager who can’t control himself, and he didn’t try anything yet.”

      “What about the immortals?”

      “They ogle me too. Maybe my scent hasn't changed yet.”

      That was a relief. “Good. I kept thinking that they might find it odd that a hot number like you is not doing anything for them.”

      “They wouldn’t have known why.” She smiled. “That’s another thing the insulin pump could have been good for. They would have thought that my sickness is the cause.”

      “Let’s just hope that it’s good enough to keep you out of the brothel. When are you and Gorchenco going to have your fight?”

      “Tomorrow evening.”

      He frowned. “Isn’t it too early?”

      “We don’t have much time. Besides, Gorchenco doesn’t want to drag it out. He’s a busy guy.”

      “I hope you remembered not to talk anywhere other than the bathroom with the water running.”

      “Yeah, I did. And to cover what we were doing, we made some noise in there as if we were having sex. But Gorchenco also did a thorough sweep of the bungalow, and I mean thorough. He spent nearly two hours on that.”

      “Did he find anything?”

      “He found two and made a big stink about it, threatening to let all the other guests know that they were being recorded. The resort manager came to apologize in person, naturally claiming to have known nothing about it.”

      “Don’t assume that there are none left.”

      “I don’t, but Gorchenco is sure the place is clean now.”

      Looking into Carol’s eyes, Lokan caressed her cheek. “I should wake up and tell Arwel to call Turner with the news.” He sighed. “I hoped to have more time with you.”

      “Then come back to me. I was very tired when I went to bed. I should be asleep until at least seven in the morning tomorrow.”

      “Then you need your rest. I’ll come back in a few hours after you’ve had enough time to sleep.”

      “No, don’t wait. Come back as soon as you can. I need you.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Kian got off the phone with Arwel and Lokan, he dialed Turner’s number. “I have updates from Carol. Can you talk now?”

      “Is it urgent, or can I call you in ten minutes? I have a client on the other line.”

      “Ten minutes is fine.”

      Carol’s news was the second piece of bad news for the day, and although Turner had predicted the Russian double crossing them and prepared a contingency plan, he hadn’t foreseen the other problem. But even he couldn’t have predicted that the solo climber he’d recruited for the job would get injured and be out of commission for the next year.

      The call had come no more than an hour before Arwel’s, and they hadn’t found another climber yet.

      What a clusterfuck.

      Grabbing his phone, a new pack of cigarillos and a lighter, Kian stuffed all three items in his pockets and headed for the roof.

      Someone had brought two outdoor recliners and a table to what Kian considered his private spot, but no one had taken credit for it. His first suspect had been Syssi, but she’d said she had nothing to do with it.

      Perhaps it had been Amanda. If anyone could lie to him with a straight face and not a whiff of guilt, it would be her.

      Sitting on one of the recliners, Kian lit up and waited for Turner’s call.

      As far as he knew, no one in the village was into rock climbing, whether solo or assisted. But maybe someone in Scotland had taken it up? The challenging sport sounded like it was perfectly suited for adventurous immortals.

      Kian sent a text to Sari, and just in case, another one to Alena. Maybe one of the Alaskan clan members was into climbing. Although given how far north they were, that one was a long shot.

      Then another thought struck him. What if an Odu could do it?

      The Odus were stronger than immortals and practically indestructible. They could also learn how to climb by simply watching how it was done. The only problem with them was that they couldn’t think independently, which meant that they couldn’t improvise in real time.

      But if he or Turner couldn’t find a solo climber in the next twenty-four hours, that would be the last resort option.

      His phone rang as he started watching a solo climber on YouTube.

      “What’s up, Kian?” Turner asked.

      “Lokan dream-shared with Carol, and she confirmed your suspicions. She had overheard Gorchenco talking about the submarine and how it was built with older technology because the Russians wanted to sell it. Basically, he agreed to help us just to buy himself time while he is trying to sell it.”

      “I hate it when I’m right.”

      “But that’s not all,” Kian said. “The Russians are curious about what is so important to us on the island. Once Gorchenco picks up Carol from there, he plans to take her to Russia for interrogation.”

      “Fuck. There goes plan A.”

      “And we don’t have a plan B either because we have no solo climber.”

      “We will find one. And if not, I’ll think of something else.”

      “Come to think of it, plan B gives us more breathing room, so it’s okay if it takes us a few more days to find a replacement. Once Carol gets into the harem, Lokan’s job is done. So, it doesn’t matter if she stays there beyond his deadline to appear in front of his father.”

      “I’m not sure about that. The guy that Lokan is going to ask to get Carol into the harem will remember the favor he did for Lokan, and he might mention it to someone. After the deadline passes without Lokan showing up, Navuh will assume that his son has defected, and he might seek Carol out, when it’s imperative that he not even notice her. Don’t forget that he can compel immortals. He can compel her to reveal everything about us, and Carol knows a lot. She’s been training with the Guardians and privy to all their communications for a long while now.”

      Fuck. As usual, Turner was right.

      Carol knew to keep a low profile and make herself scarce whenever Navuh was around, but the longer she stayed in the harem, the chances of her getting discovered were going to increase.

      Kian pulled another cigarillo from the pack. “I guess we have to find that climber. Worst case scenario, I can have Okidu do it.”

      “Your butler?”

      “He and the other Odus are incredibly strong and practically indestructible. I can show him a film of solo climbing or, better yet, a shitload of them, and he’ll know what to do. The only downside is that he can’t improvise. If anything goes sideways, he will just keep on climbing even if he’s shot at.”

      “What if you tell him to jump into the water if he’s shot?”

      “I can do that. But he is so heavy that he will sink to the bottom and we will have to haul him out.”

      “What about breathing?”

      “He needs air. But he can go without for a long time, and when he can’t function anymore, he just shuts down.”

      “Are you sure that he can climb despite how heavy he is?”

      “He is a machine, Turner. Unless the rock crumbles under his fingers, he can climb, and he can do it fast.” The more Kian talked about it, the more he liked the idea. “And if the situation requires it, he could be a she. The Odus can morph their facial features and body build.”

      “I don’t see a need for that. How about taking orders? I assume that he is programmed to answer only to you.”

      “I can tell him to obey the unit’s commander. Unless you decide to join the team, in which case I’ll tell him to obey you.”

      “I have a capable man in charge of the extraction unit, but I’m going as well. If anything goes wrong, which it always does, I’d better be there to provide a solution. Too much is at stake, and we can’t allow Carol to fall into Navuh’s hands.”

      “Right. If we fail, she will have to jump, and we don’t know if she can survive it. The damage would probably be too extensive for her body to repair. And if she can’t get to the cliff, she will have to use the other option.” Kian didn’t want to even think about that possibility.

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that. Put your butler in front of the screen effective immediately, and I’ll see if I can get my hands on better footage of solo climbing than what’s available on YouTube.”

      “What do we tell Carol?”

      “You don’t need to tell her anything other than that plan B is on. She doesn’t need to know we lost our climber. That will only stress her out.”

      Kian raked his fingers through his hair. “We need to tell her that she might have to jump.”

      “Not yet, and not via Lokan. Once we get the communication device to her, we can tell her when needed. Again, there is no reason to add to her stress.”

      “What if Navuh discovers Carol before we are ready to extract her?”

      “Then jumping off the cliff is not going to be an option anyway, and Carol knows what she has to do.”

      Cold shivers ran down Kian’s spine. “Let's make sure it doesn’t get to that.”
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      As Carol waited for Lokan to come back, she’d been blinking in and out of her dreamscape. It was difficult to maintain it for a long time. Other dreams had hijacked her from her lakeshore, and sometimes she’d dreamt about nothing at all, the landscape slipping away into the nothingness of deep sleep.

      When she was in control of her dream environment, Carol worried that Lokan wouldn’t find her in one of those other dreams or that he couldn’t summon her from the place of dreamless darkness.

      To stay anchored where he could find her, she decided to get busy adding details. That always helped her stay longer.

      First, she added a canopy bed, with sheer panels of gossamer fabric that offered a semblance of privacy and flapped gently in the breeze. Not that there were any people around to see her and Lokan making love, but the bed and the sheers added a romantic flair to the experience.

      Standing a few feet away from it, Carol wondered if there was anything else she could add. Perhaps a waterfall?

      Yeah, that was a nice touch.

      She was looking for an elevated spot for it when Lokan opened a portal and walked in.

      Happiness washing over her, Carol ran into his opened arms. “You’re back.” She clutched his shoulders and pulled herself up on the tips of her bare toes to kiss him.

      Damn, he was tall. Should she conjure up heeled shoes for herself?

      Hey, it was dreamland.

      She could make herself taller if she wanted to. That was much better than shoes.

      Lokan broke away from the kiss. “What did you do? Are you floating in the air?” He looked down at her feet and then lifted a brow. “Did you just add to your height?”

      “Isn’t it better?”

      He shook his head. “I love you just the way you are. Don’t change.”

      Fates, he could be so sweet sometimes. “I love you too.” She let herself shrink back. “But now you’ll have to pick me up and carry me to bed.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      As he cupped her bottom and lifted her effortlessly, she wound her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck and kissed him again.

      He groaned as she licked his fangs, then gently nipped her tongue and sucked on it before pulling away. “I have a message from Kian that I should deliver before I get distracted and forget about it.”

      “What is it?”

      Walking toward the bed, he smiled. “Plan B is on.” He put her down and then lay next to her, propping himself on his elbow. “You don’t have to fake your death. No toxin and no stasis.”

      “I figured that much.”

      “You don’t look happy.” He brushed a lock of hair away from her forehead. “You should be glad about not having to go through that again. Remember how you felt after three and a half hours in stasis? Imagine what twenty-four hours would have felt like.”

      Carol sighed and turned to lie on her back. “I know, and I am glad, but it complicates things. The story of me committing suicide and Areana falling over while trying to save me is a bit farfetched.”

      “It doesn't matter. As long as you are both out safely, who cares what my father thinks.”

      “Are you kidding me?” She turned on her side again and faced him. “We are talking about his most prized possession. Do you think he would give up so easily and just accept that she is dead?” Carol shook her head. “No way. Gorchenco is still looking for Ella, and she was with him for a very short time, while your father has kept this woman hidden like the rarest treasure for five thousand years.”

      “True. But what’s the difference between that and her committing suicide? Isn’t it even worse?”

      “It’s different. If he believes that she committed suicide, he will feel guilty and blame himself for causing her misery. Especially if she leaves him a note saying so.”

      “I’m not sure he’s capable of such emotions. Being possessive and hoarding women like they are precious jewels, that I can believe of him. But not guilt.”

      Carol cupped his cheek. “You don’t know your father, my love, because he’s never let you get close to him but, hopefully, Areana does. I’ll ask for her opinion.”

      “You talk as if you’re sure you are going to find her in my father's harem. You might not.”

      “Then things get simpler. A human servant jumping to her death is not an event Navuh would pay any attention to.”

      Lokan’s eyes blazed with inner red fire as he cupped her nape and brought her closer to him. “I can’t stand thinking about it even though it’s just a story. You mean everything to me. If I lose you, I will blast the world asunder.”

      She lifted the rest of the way and kissed his lips gently. “Don’t say that. People lose loved ones all the time. Annani lost her entire people, her beloved husband, and later on in life, her son. But grief didn’t turn her evil. Her heart is still full of love and compassion.”

      “I’m not as benevolent as your Clan Mother.” He frowned. “Did we kill her son?”

      “No. A human did.”

      “How? Annani’s son should have been powerful enough to thrall his attackers.”

      “I don’t know the exact details, but I heard that it was an all-out battle against invading hordes. Someone must have struck Lilen from behind.”

      Lokan let out a relieved breath. “That doesn’t sound like something that the Brotherhood incited. We don’t normally deal with marauders.”

      Carol smiled sadly. “The Brotherhood is responsible for a lot of misery, but humans bring enough of it on themselves too. Doomers don’t have a monopoly on evil.”
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      Lokan tightened his hand on the back of Carol’s neck. “I think it’s time to stop talking and start making love.” He took her lips in a bruising kiss, pouring his frustration into it.

      Even though it was deserved, he didn’t like it when Carol and Arwel and Kian referred to him and the Brotherhood as evil. It implied an inherent trait.

      Lokan preferred to think of it as people in a flux.

      The Brotherhood had been created by a breeding program Navuh had devised as a way to grow his army, but they had evolved into a society of people. As such, it was broken and dysfunctional, but that didn’t mean they were doomed to stay like that forever.

      When he let go of her mouth, Carol touched a finger to her lips. “You really missed me, didn’t you?”

      “These two days felt like weeks.”

      “Same here. Make love to me.”

      With a flick of his fingers, he stripped them both of their clothes and gazed at Carol’s beautiful nude body. “I couldn’t sleep.” He leaned and kissed one pouty nipple. “I thought it was the stress, but now I think that I won’t have a good day’s sleep until you are back in my bed.” He kissed the other one. “I don’t want to ever sleep alone again.”

      She arched up, brushing her nipple over his lips. “Five more days, seven tops, and it’s over. We can start our lives together. I don’t want to sleep alone ever again either.”

      He groaned. “You are not sleeping alone. The Russian is right next to you.”

      “Not in here. Now shut up and make love to me.” She pulled him over her, cradling him between her thighs.

      “You are a bossy little thing, aren’t you?”

      He nipped her breast, then reached down and cupped her dewy lips. “But not for long.” He slipped a finger inside her, and then another.

      “Yes.” Carol’s hips swiveled, rocking on his fingers.

      As he pumped them in and out of her, Lokan marveled at how real she felt.

      This time he could hardly tell the difference between dream sex and the real thing. Maybe it was because he and Carol had learned so much about each other since they first dream-shared. The more details the mind remembered and could bring into the experience, the more real it felt.

      Or perhaps it was the work of the bond between truelove mates.

      He could no longer doubt it.

      It was there, and it was as beautiful as it was powerful.

      Wondering if her taste would feel real too, he withdrew his fingers and put them in his mouth. As the familiar flavor exploded over his palate, he closed his eyes and sucked dry every last drop.

      “Just as real,” he mumbled before sliding down and putting his tongue at the source. “Oh, yeah. This is it.” He speared it inside her, eliciting a throaty moan.

      For several long moments, he sucked and licked, driving her wild even without touching the center of her pleasure. He then withdrew and pushed two fingers inside her, pumping them rhythmically while flicking the tip of his tongue over the top of her slit.

      Could Carol climax from this in dream world?

      Only one way to find out.

      Lokan redoubled his efforts, licking and sucking and pumping his fingers in and out of her, the lewd sounds adding another touch of reality to the experience.

      When Carol erupted with a scream, he lingered at the source for a few moments longer to scoop the copious nectar with his tongue, and then drew himself up, positioning his shaft at her entrance as he settled between her legs.

      “Yes.” Carol’s arms banded around him, her short nails digging into his ass. “I need you inside me right now.”

      She was so wet and ready for him that he didn’t even need to guide his shaft, surging right in and hitting the end of her channel with one smooth glide.

      “Fates, this feels good,” she murmured into his chest, and rocked her hips.

      “Not Fates. Lokan.” He pulled back and surged in again. “In here, I am your god.”

      He heard her stifle a chuckle and pulled back almost all the way out. Bracing himself on his forearms, Lokan looked down at where his glistening shaft was poised at her entrance. “Do you want more of that?”

      “Oh, yes, my lord, I do,” she teased.

      He kind of liked it when she called him lord. “Say it again.” He stayed still.

      “Yes, my lord, give me what you got.” Digging her fingers into his ass, she bucked up, impaling herself on his length.

      “Impetuous wench.” He pinched her nipple.

      If he could, Lokan would have teased Carol for a little bit longer, but he was just as needy as she was, and when she bit his chest, that last thread snapped. Letting loose, he rammed into her with wild abandon and kept going like a rutting beast.

      Carol met him thrust for thrust, until he wasn’t sure who was fucking whom. And then she erupted again, her convulsions squeezing him so hard that he could no longer hold back.

      Throwing his head back, he roared his climax. “Carol!” He hissed her name as he sank his fangs into her neck.

      “Lokan,” she whispered, and a dreamy smile spread over her angelic face.
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      Gorchenco leaned over Carol, blocking the sun with his torso. “When do you want to do it?”

      She put a finger to her lips to stop him from talking. “Not here.”

      He arched a brow. “Why not?”

      “It’s not safe.”

      The beach wasn’t crowded, which was probably due to the insufferable heat. The couple to the left of them was about thirty feet away, and the one on the right was a little closer, but still too far for them to overhear a hushed conversation.

      Unless one of them was an immortal.

      The fifty-something guy on the right was definitely human, and so was his twenty-something companion. It was the guy on the left that Carol wasn’t sure about. He was young, but he didn’t look like the typical Doomer.

      “You’re even more paranoid than I am.” Gorchenco sat on her lounger, his light shirt open and revealing a well-maintained physique for a human his age. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

      Carol batted her eyelashes. “I told you that we were a match made in heaven, Dimitri.” She lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers. “If you don’t want someone else to beat you to it, you should put a ring on me.”

      His expression soured, the talk about an engagement ring no doubt bringing back memories of Ella and the extravagant ring he’d given her. The perv thought that a big rock and a wedding would atone for what he’d done to her.

      Talk about delusional.

      Except, Carol’s intention hadn’t been to needle Gorchenco. It was part of her plan for the fight they were going to stage.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she pouted. “I see that you are stunned speechless. But this is not over. We will discuss wedding plans over lunch.”

      Understanding finally dawning, Gorchenco smiled and patted her thigh. “Patience, Caroline. I’m still mourning the death of my wife.”

      With a huff, she swung her legs over the side of the lounger and pushed her feet into her platform flip-flops. “I’m not getting any younger, Dimitri, and neither are you.” Wrapping the cover-up around her hips, she started toward their bungalow.

      Carol’s red bikini did little to cover her ample assets, and the sheer sarong was more for decoration than concealment.

      Not surprisingly, she heard Gorchenco groan before he followed her, and then the younger guy who was sitting to their left let out a low whistle. The older one didn’t make a sound, but she was sure he was looking.

      Carol smiled. Evidently, she still had it.

      Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, Gorchenco leaned and nuzzled her ear. “So that’s your angle?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “That’s not reason enough for me to leave you behind. You need to do something that would enrage me.”

      “Are you a jealous man, Dimitri?”

      “No more or less than the next guy.”

      “You should be very jealous over your favorite pet. I’m a rare prize, and I can have any man I want.” She leaned into him. “I’ll prove it at lunch.”

      He nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

      Back at the bungalow, Carol tried on her sexiest dress, but it was too tight to accommodate the insulin pump. It wasn’t just about the unsightly bulge that it made in the stretchy fabric, it was also about comfort. The dress was pressing the device into her skin.

      In the end, she settled on a very short body-con miniskirt, pulling it down to sit below her bellybutton, so its waistline cleared the pump. The loose blouse she paired it with had a neckline so low that her lacy bra was peeking over the top, but it did a good job of hiding the elastic belt around her waist and the pump attached to it.

      Professional grade makeup and four-inch silver sandals completed the look.

      “Should I add jewelry?” Carol asked Gorchenco. “All I have is fake, but it can add interest to my outfit.”

      Since everything she’d brought with her to the island was going to be left behind, Carol had made sure to pack things that didn’t hold any special value for her, be it financial or emotional.

      Gorchenco gave a thorough once-over. “You are a stunning woman, Caroline. You don’t need jewels.” He rubbed his hand over his jaw. “But if you were mine, you would have the real stuff, not the fake.”

      Dream on, buddy.

      As the scent of his arousal hit her nostrils, Carol felt nauseated. She wondered whether it was the effect of her bond with Lokan or what she knew about the guy.

      Smiling coyly, she sauntered up to him. “That’s so sweet of you, Dimitri. I can’t wait for you to propose.”

      The Russian shook his head. “That, my dear, I can’t promise you. It will be a long time before I wed again.” He reached for her and pulled her against his body. “But I can promise you many nights of passion.”

      The gleam in his eyes didn’t bode well. He was about to kiss her, and she couldn’t refuse in case someone was indeed recording their interactions. But that didn’t mean she would just take it.

      Smiling, she wound her arms around his neck and pursed her lips. “Careful with the lipstick, darling. It’s very strongly pigmented, and it doesn’t wash out easily. It might stain your lips, and you will be stuck with the red color for hours. That would be most embarrassing, don’t you think, dear?”

      The gleam was replaced with the usual glacier cold, and Gorchenco let go of her. “You shouldn’t have put it on.”

      Good. The more pissed at her he was, the better their act would look.

      “It makes me look sexy. But if you don’t like it, I won’t put it on again.” She looked down demurely. “After all, I make myself pretty for you.”

      “It doesn't matter. I’m going to get dressed.” He stepped into the bedroom.

      Letting out a breath, Carol sat on the couch and let her head drop back. Whatever she was about to do in the restaurant, it had to be big. Gorchenco was well-known on the island, and no one would believe he just lost his shit because of jealousy, left his lover behind, and told the resort manager to keep her there as payment for his bill.

      She needed to stage one hell of a scene, something that would be so humiliating that if it were for real, it would have enraged Gorchenco enough to actually do something like that or worse.

      After all, he was a mafia boss. People who gravely offended him didn’t get to live long.

      Perhaps she should warn him, so he wouldn’t try to kill her in a fit of rage. If she was forced to show her strength, it would ruin everything.

      Following Gorchenco into the bedroom, she sauntered into the bathroom and motioned for him to join her there.

      When he did, she opened a few faucets to cover the sounds of their whispered conversation. Leaning against Dimitri’s shoulder, she put her mouth next to his ear. “I need to put on a major act and do things that would make you really angry at me if we were a couple.”

      He nodded, then turned to whisper in her ear. “Do whatever you need to do, but make sure not to drag it out. I want to make it to the last transport, and I will need to collect my luggage first. I don’t want to waste another day on this.”
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      “Can you get the waitress? I want another screwdriver.” Carol lifted her empty glass, pretending to be drunk. “Or maybe I’ll have something else.” She cast a leering glance at the guy sitting two tables over. “I want what she’s having.” Carol waved in the direction of the girl sitting next to him and her margarita glass. But the meaning wasn’t lost on anyone who’d heard her, and Carol had made sure everyone on the terrace had.

      The guy was younger than Gorchenco and taller, but her interest in him was as faked as her drunkenness. The alcohol she’d consumed so far was enough to floor any heavy drinker, but Carol was only mildly buzzed.

      “I think you’ve had enough,” Gorchenco said.

      She smirked. “What’s the matter, Daddy can’t keep up?”

      He hadn’t been trying. Gorchenco wasn’t a typical Russian when it came to drinking. He preferred wine to vodka and drank no more than two glasses in one sitting.

      He grimaced. “You’re drunk, and I find your behavior off-putting. Control yourself, Caroline.”

      “Yoo-hoo!” Carol waved at the waitress. “Get me a Moscow Mule, will you?” She leaned back in her chair and looked down her nose at Gorchenco. “And get another one for the mule I’m sitting across from.”

      “Watch it, Caroline. Your behavior is unbecoming.”

      “Unbecoming of who? Your wife? Your mistress? Your fuck toy?”

      He scowled at her. “All of the above. Please control yourself.”

      “Why? What are you going to do if I don’t, refuse to marry me? You already said you’re not going to do that. Refuse to fuck me? Like that’s going to be such a great loss.” She pointed at the guy she’d leered at earlier. “I bet he can last longer than two minutes, and that he doesn’t need Viagra to get it up.”

      If looks could kill, she would be dead now. And if she was still depending on Gorchenco to get her off the island, she could forget about it after humiliating him in public like that.

      She’d warned him, though. He had known it was coming.

      So why was he shooting icy daggers from his eyes? And it wasn’t an act because the smell of his anger was so strong it was singeing her nostrils.

      He stood up, unhurriedly, walked over to her side of the table, and offered her a hand up. “We are leaving.” His tone was calm, collected, and ice cold. If she were a human female, she would’ve been terrified to go anywhere with him. Which played perfectly into the scene they were enacting.

      Well, she was putting on an act. Gorchenco, on the other hand, had either forgotten that none of this was real, was pissed about the public humiliation, or was a better actor than she’d given him credit for and was really getting into it.

      Talk about method acting. Christian Bale could take lessons from the Russian.

      What’s more, the scent of his anger was so strong, that if there were any immortals around, they would have smelled it. If he kept it up while he stormed off, he was sure to cross paths with at least some Doomers, and that would lend credibility to the scene.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. You’re scaring me.”

      He reached for her elbow. “Now, Caroline. If you are not out of this chair in thirty seconds, I’m leaving without you.”

      She pulled her elbow out of his grasp. “Then go!”

      For a moment, he stood and stared as if contemplating his next move, and it looked so real that Carol was afraid he was going to pick her up and throw her over his shoulder.

      It was impossible to tell whether he was pretending to fume or really was doing so.

      If Gorchenco had lost it, no one was going to stop him from doing whatever he wanted to her, and she couldn’t fight him without revealing her superior strength.

      Finally, after what seemed like forever, he pinned her with a hard glare. “I’m going to be on the last transport that is leaving the island at six. If you are there, I’ll consider allowing you to go home. If you are not, you can stay here and pay for the vacation that you ruined for me.”

      She gasped. “I don’t have that kind of money.”

      He looked at her, then at the guy she’d been using for her act, and then back at her. “You can work it off.”

      Pivoting on his heel, he walked away in measured purposeful steps. A masterful show of self-control.

      “Dimitri!” Carol called after him.

      He didn’t even slow down.

      Carol could have clapped at his performance. Instead, she forced a few tears to slide down her cheeks.

      “You should follow him,” the girl with the semi good-looking guy said. “You can’t stay here without him.”

      The girl was trying to help, and by doing so was taking a risk.

      “I know,” Carol said. “But I’m afraid of what he will do to me if I go with him. I need to wait for him to cool off.” She smiled at the girl. “We fight a lot, and eventually he always calms down and comes back for me.”

      The girl let out a relieved breath. “Good luck, then. I hope it all ends well for you.”

      “Yeah, me too. All I want is for the jerk to finally propose to me. That’s why I keep pushing his buttons.” She chuckled nervously. “I’m glad that it’s an all-inclusive resort. I don’t have enough money to pay for this meal.”

      Wiping the tears away, Carol stood up on her spiky heels and pretended to sway a little. “Goodbye, everyone. I’m sorry if I ruined anyone’s lunch.” She waved at the friendly girl before leaving.

      It was good that Carol had a legitimate excuse to be terrified, because she had no doubt that her scent was broadcasting her fear all over the place.

      She was on her own, without even the false sense of security that Gorchenco had provided.

      Walking down to the beach, Carol let her tears flow freely, and once she got there, she plopped down on a lounger and started sobbing.

      Until six o'clock came and went, she was going to wait there, pretending to be heartbroken about her sugar daddy’s treatment of her.

      Once Gorchenco was gone, she was going to return to the bungalow and wait for part two of the plan to start.

      The real one, which was exciting and bone-chillingly frightening at the same time.
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      The knock on the door came at seven thirty-five, an hour later than Carol had expected it.

      She was ready, with tear-stained cheeks and red-rimmed eyes, and a pile of used tissues on the floor.

      It hadn’t been difficult to find things to cry about and shed the tears she hadn’t dared shed before, fearing that once she let the gates open, there would be no stopping the flood. The outpour had left her weak and drained, but also less fearful.

      She no longer had the energy to be terrified.

      “Just a moment!”

      She blew her nose into a tissue and shuffled to the door while sniffling and hiccupping. Whoever was on the other side was an immortal who could hear her clearly, and it was important to keep the act going.

      Throwing the door open, Carol smiled as if expecting her lover to be back, but then let the smile slide off her face when she saw it wasn’t him.

      “Ms. Caroline, we need to talk,” the guy said. “My name is Edward, and I’m the guest services manager.”

      Right, his name was Edward like her name was Esmeralda. But she believed that he was indeed the manager. He hadn’t smiled, so she couldn’t see his canines, and he wasn’t buff like the warriors, but the guy was immaculately dressed and carried himself with the confidence of someone who was used to being in charge.

      Shrugging, she left the door open and went back to the couch where she pulled out another bunch of tissues and blew her nose again.

      The manager followed her inside and sat on the armchair across from her. “Do you expect Mr. Gorchenco to come back for you?”

      Carol let the tears flow again. “Of course he is coming back. Dimitri loves me. He just got mad because I had too much to drink and said some stupid things. I’m sure he’ll be back on the first island transport tomorrow morning.”

      “Did something like this happen before?”

      Wiping tears from her cheeks with the tissues, Carol smiled, adding a little quiver for effect. “Dimitri and I have a volatile relationship. We fight a lot and then we have fabulous make-up sex.”

      Edward’s lips lifted in a shadow of a smile. “What if this time is different?”

      She shook her head. “He has to come back for me.” Lifting her blouse, she showed her insulin pump. “I only have enough insulin supply to last me a week. Dimitri knows how crucial it is for me and that I will die without it.”

      “I’ll speak with the resort’s doctor. We should be able to get you the medication you need.”

      “Thank you. That’s most kind. But I’m sure it’s not going to be necessary because Dimitri will come back. He always does.”

      Edward sighed. “I’ll be frank with you, Ms. Caroline. Mr. Gorchenco left without settling his bill, and he instructed the resort administration to get payment from you. If he doesn’t come back. I’m afraid you will have to cover it.”

      Carol widened her eyes and let a new stream of tears run down her cheeks. “I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “Mr. Gorchenco was aware of that. He said that you should work it off.”

      Sniffling, Carol took off her fake diamond ring that was worth no more than two hundred dollars when it was new. “Can I pay with this? It should be worth a couple of thousand.”

      Without sparing it a glance, Edward shook his head. “Mr. Gorchenco reserved an entire week. That’s one hundred and eighty thousand dollars.”

      “What?”

      “This is one of the most exclusive and luxurious resorts in the world, Ms. Caroline.”

      “But it will take me forever to work that off! How much do you pay per hour?”

      Edward glanced at her pump. “Your medical condition makes you ineligible for escort services, so your only other option is housekeeping. After we deduct living expenses, I’m afraid not much is left, and it will take you most of your life to repay Mr. Gorchenco’s debt.”

      Carol gaped at him. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m afraid so. Let’s just hope that you are right and that Mr. Gorchenco comes back tomorrow, settles his bill, and takes you home.”

      “What if he doesn't?”

      “Then you start working tomorrow morning. I’ll allow you to stay in this bungalow for tonight, but if Mr. Gorchenco is not back by tomorrow morning, you’ll have to move out to make room for a paying guest.”

      “Where will I go?”

      “The housekeeping manager will get you situated in the servants’ quarters.”
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      The last time Lokan had trained for so many hours was as a youth in the Brotherhood’s camp.

      Arwel, who was an active Guardian and trained every day, couldn’t keep up. But then he wasn’t trying to outrun his frustration and worry.

      By twelve in the afternoon every muscle in Lokan’s body ached, and every inch of it was drenched in sweat.

      “I’m done.” He grabbed a paper towel from the dispenser and wiped his face.

      “It’s about time,” Arwel said. “I’m tired just from watching you.”

      “At least I will have no trouble falling asleep.”

      When they got to the dungeon level, Arwel opened the door for Lokan but didn’t come in. “I’m going to close you in and go shower at my place.”

      “No problem. Just try not to make too much noise when you get back. I might be asleep already.”

      Arwel nodded. “Close the door to the bedroom.”

      “I will.”

      On the one hand, it was a relief to have some alone time for a change, but on the other hand, it was stressful. Arwel was his information conduit, and as long as he was near, Lokan’s anxiety was manageable.

      Now, as he stood under the spray in the shower, he worried about an update coming in that he wouldn't get right away.

      The most important news, though, was going to come from Carol, and Lokan didn’t need Arwel to get it. He needed to get in bed, fall asleep, and enter Carol’s dream.

      As it turned out, it was easier said than done.

      He couldn’t find her. She was either awake or sleeping a dreamless sleep.

      His portals kept opening into nothingness, and the longer he kept at it, the harder it became to do. After a while, he stopped trying to find Carol’s dream and focused on creating his own dreamscape instead. When he was done, he summoned her to him.

      Relief washed over Lokan when Carol walked into the room he’d created.

      “Lokan?”

      “I’m here.” He rushed to her and pulled her into his arms. “I couldn’t find you. What happened?”

      Letting out a breath, she put her head on his chest. “I was too agitated to make it to my lake. I kept having nightmares of Doomers chasing me around the island, and then I heard you calling my name, and I followed your voice.”

      “I should have thought of summoning you to me sooner.” He lifted her up and carried her to the couch. “Did you have the fight with Gorchenco already?”

      She looked up at him. “Didn’t he call Onegus? He was supposed to call the moment he landed and got his phone back.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “Bastard. Anyway, so far everything’s worked according to plan. We staged a major fight, he left in a huff, and a couple of hours later, I got a visit from the guest services manager. I acted all broken-hearted about Gorchenco leaving me behind, showed the guy my pump, and explained that Gorchenco has to come back for me because I only have insulin for one week.”

      “What was the guy’s name?”

      “He called himself Edward. Sound familiar? I hope he’s not one of your brothers.”

      “No, but I know who he is. What did he say?”

      “He said that the resort doctor can get me more medication, and that if Gorchenco doesn’t come back and settle the bill, I’ll have to cover it by working for the resort.” She chuckled. “My insulin pump did the trick, and he said I can’t work in the escort services, which would have paid the bill faster. He said it would take a lifetime of working in housekeeping to cover the one hundred and eighty thousand that Gorchenco owes them. Did he lie, or does it really cost that much?”

      “Sounds about right for a deluxe week-long package.”

      “Then you guys are making a killing with that freaking sex resort.” Carol frowned. “What I don’t understand, though, is why they would go to all that trouble instead of shipping me out. They could just deduct what he owes them from the next payment for the weapons he sells to them.”

      “And antagonize a good client and an excellent weapons dealer over a minor issue like that? For them, it’s a no-brainer. Gorchenco wants to punish his lover, and they gain a new slave for the resort. Everyone other than the slave is happy.”

      “I’m sure getting one from traffickers doesn’t cost nearly two hundred grand.”

      “True. But you are already there, and they gain nothing by letting you go, except risking exposure and displeasing Gorchenco.”

      “Okay, good. I guess anxiety made me doubt our plan. I was afraid they would just ship me out on the next transport.” She rested her cheek on his chest.

      “Where are you now?”

      “Edward let me stay in the bungalow for tonight. But if Gorchenco doesn’t come for me or settle the bill, I’m getting transferred to housekeeping tomorrow morning.”

      “Then it’s time for me to make the call.”

      “Do you have to go right now?” She wound her arms around his neck. “I need you.”

      “I know, angel, and I need you too, but I also have to wake up and tell Kian to arrange for the call. He will probably take me to that cabin again, and that requires setup and drive time. I want to make the call at six in the morning your time, before you get assigned to general housekeeping.”

      “Are you still going to tell them that Gorchenco asked you for a favor?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “What if he calls and says something else?”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I pissed him off for real. A guy like him doesn’t take public humiliation well. But I had no choice. Something minor would not have been believable. Gorchenco is not a hothead who gets huffy over nothing.”

      “I’ll talk to Kian. It might be a good idea for Turner to contact Gorchenco and reiterate the threat. In case someone thinks to call him and verify my claim, it’s important that he backs me up.”

      Carol sighed. “I wish we could spend a little more time together, but I guess that I need to let you go to set things in motion.”

      “We have time for one kiss.” Cupping the back of her neck, he crushed his mouth over hers.

      “Maybe one more?” Carol asked when they came up for air.

      “One more.”

      As their hands roamed over each other's bodies, one kiss turned into another, and then another, until it became impossible to stop. The hurried, almost desperate sex quenched the urgency, but it was far from enough to sate either one of them.

      Cupping Carol’s cheeks, Lokan took her lips in a soft kiss. “I have to go, my angel.”

      A tear sliding from the corner of her eye, she nodded. “Go.”

      Lokan closed his eyes in the dream and reopened them in his cell.

      “Arwel,” he called to the Guardian as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Call Kian! Carol says it’s a go. I need to make the call, and Turner needs to call fucking Gorchenco. The bastard left the island on the last transport last night. and he didn’t call Onegus like he was supposed to.”

      From the living room, he heard Arwel groan. “I’m texting Kian.”

      A phone call would’ve been more expeditious, but Arwel was already typing away.

      A moment later, a return text arrived. “Kian says that we need to leave at four. We are going to the cabin.”

      Lokan had expected that. “Are you going to knock me out again?”

      Arwel cast him an apologetic glance. “I have no choice.”

      “Yes, you do. You can blindfold me and blast loud music, so I don’t hear the street ambient sounds. The stuff you use to put me under gives me hellish headaches, and I need to be clearheaded when I call the island.”

      “I’ll ask Kian.”

      “Please do. I’m going to get dressed.”

      From the closet, Lokan heard Arwel through the wall, arguing with Kian on his behalf.

      “Every big city has traffic, so that’s not going to tell him anything. You saw him when he woke up after the sedative shots. He was loopy. We need him sharp.”

      Arwel wasn’t talking on speakerphone, and Lokan couldn’t hear Kian’s response through the wall. But after a long moment, Arwel said, “No problem. I’m taking responsibility. I’ll see you at the cabin at six.”

      “Thank you,” Lokan said as he walked into the living room. “I owe you.”

      Arwel chuckled. “I don’t know if you made a good bargain. Kian told me to take two more Guardians with us, and you are going to sit between them all the way up to the cabin. It’s a long drive.”

      Lokan waved a dismissive hand. “I’d rather sit on one Guardian and have the other sit in my lap than suffer brain damage from the sedative shots.”
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      Fucking Russian.

      Kian stifled the urge to chuck his phone at the wall. Instead, he grabbed his pack of cigarillos and headed for the roof.

      First, he lit up and took several puffs, and when he felt that his anger was under control, he called Turner.

      He answered on the second ring. “Given the time of day, I assume you have news from Carol.”

      “I do. Gorchenco left the island on the last transport yesterday, but he failed to inform Onegus as was agreed. Did he move the submarine, is that why he feels he can do that?”

      “The sub hasn’t moved. He is testing us.”

      “To see if we will retaliate?”

      “No, to check if we are trailing him. Since as far as he knows we can’t communicate with Carol or anyone else on the island, the only way we could know about his departure is by spying on him.”

      “But we don’t know where he is now, or do you?”

      “I don’t. I could’ve bugged his entire fleet, but that would have required too much time and money. I don’t think it’s worth it.”

      “How about monitoring his various estates?”

      “Same thing. He’s not worth the investment in manpower and money that requires. Our interest in him is limited to this mission.”

      Kian took a puff of his cigarillo. “You’re planning to off him. That’s why you don’t want to invest resources into monitoring him.”

      “I am, but that’s beside the point. He really is not worth that much effort. Are you taking Lokan to the cabin?”

      “Arwel is. I’m going to meet them there with William. Do you want to come?”

      “There is no need. Have William record everything and send me a copy.”

      “Will do.”

      “How is your butler doing with the videos?”

      Kian chuckled. “He’s done. Machine learning is fascinating. He watched everything at triple the speed and was done with all the footage we gave him by this morning. We need to test him in the field, though.”

      “I called the solo climber and told him that we are testing a new cyborg prototype, and that I need his professional opinion. I can have him meet us tomorrow morning at a climbing site.”

      “Can he even walk?” Kian asked.

      “Aided by crutches, he can.”

      “I’ll have to wipe his memory of it. I hope he’s not immune.”

      “Just in case, I’m going to have him sign a nondisclosure agreement. He’s worked with Special Ops before. He knows to keep his mouth shut.”

      “We need to find a spot that has conditions similar to the island’s cliff. Mossy and wet.”

      “I know a place. The only problem is that there are houses on top of that cliff, and people might notice someone climbing up. I don’t want a bunch of spectators with cell phones taking pictures of your butler.”

      “I’ll get Brandon to get us a movie shoot permit and rent camera equipment. We can have Guardians dressed as policemen secure the area.”

      “Perfect.”

      Kian took another puff and then stubbed the cigarillo out. “Did you have any luck finding another climber?”

      “Unfortunately, no. There aren’t that many of them, and those I found either have commitments for the coming week or are not suitable for a military operation. It will have to be your guy.”

      “I called Sari, and she found a clan member who just took up the sport. But I wouldn't entrust a mission this important to a novice.”

      “He might be inexperienced, but immortal strength gives him a big advantage.”

      Kian chuckled. “The climber is a she, not a he.”

      “Well, immortal females are stronger than humans too, right?”

      “Not half as strong as the males. Besides, I’d rather not take a female to the Doomer island.”

      “True. The SEALs can climb, just not solo. Worst-case scenario we go out on a stormy night, and they put hooks into the rock on their way up. It will just take much longer. I’m not even sure if it’s possible to do. Three hundred foot of virgin rock in one night is a lot.”

      “Is it the right season for that? As far as I remember they have a dry season and a stormy one, but I don’t remember which is which.”

      “We are good.”

      “Or bad. I’m sure climbing at night while it's raining is dangerous. Especially for humans.”
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      It was a long drive and sitting squashed between two burly men wasn’t Lokan’s idea of fun. Not to mention the blindfold and the awful music Arwel was blasting from the car’s loudspeakers.

      He tried to get a sense of where he was, but other than heavy traffic for the first hour of the ride, and then a steady climb on serpentine roads, he didn't learn much. Aside from the music, though, Arwel was also blasting the air conditioning, which meant that it was hot outside.

      Given the time difference between here and the island, he was on the West Coast, probably the southern part. Los Angeles was his best bet, but it could also be San Diego or any other large city in that area.

      Not that it mattered for anything other than his need to know. Even if he had the exact location, and even if he somehow gained access to a phone, Lokan had no one he could call for help without getting himself in a shitload of trouble and, more importantly, endangering Carol.

      When Arwel finally parked the car, Uisdean removed Lokan’s blindfold, unfolded himself from the back seat, and motioned for Lokan to follow.

      The other time, he’d only seen the interior of the cabin. The outside looked just as well maintained as the inside. Was it used as a clan retreat? It wasn’t fancy, but Lokan could see himself and Carol spending a weekend in the remote location, enjoying each other away from everything and everyone.

      “Nice place you got here,” he said.

      Uisdean clapped him on the back. “Thank you, but it’s not mine.”

      “Whose is it?”

      The Guardian shrugged. “The clan’s, I suppose. It’s the first time I’ve been here.”

      “Come on,” Arwel said. “Kian is waiting for us.”

      Lokan glanced at the old van parked next to Arwel’s car. Was that William’s high-tech moving lab? It didn’t look like much from the outside, but maybe that was the point. No one was going to spare it a second look.

      Inside the cabin, Kian was sitting on the couch while his two bodyguards were seated at the dining table.

      Anandur smiled. “Lokan, my man. What news do you bring from Carol? How is she doing?”

      “She is doing as well as can be expected. Anxious and excited at the same time. So far, everything has worked according to plan, but the rest depends on this phone call.”

      “I bet you could use a drink,” Anandur pushed to his feet.

      “Just water, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      The redhead chuckled. “It still tickles me when you talk all polite like that.”

      “Would you like me to be rude?”

      “No, I like it. It reminds me that you are not an ordinary Doomer. You’re a Doomer prince.”

      Kian waved him over to the couch. “Turner spoke with Gorchenco, who obviously claimed that he misunderstood the instructions to call. In any case, he’s going to back you up if anyone checks with him.”

      “I have to make this phone call regardless of his cooperation.”

      “Right. But he’s going to cooperate. He still didn’t manage to move the sub. Do you need to get ready, or are you good to go?”

      “I’m good. I’ve been rehearsing this in my head for days.”

      Kian handed him the phone. “No funny business.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He hesitated. “I’ll have to talk in our own language. My guy is going to get suspicious if I talk to him in English.”

      Kian grimaced. “I’ll ask William to reroute the call through Dalhu.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “It will take a few moments.”

      As Kian made the arrangements, Lokan put in the passcode and unlocked the phone. It was six-thirty in the morning island time, but Rael should be in his office already. A standard workday on the base started early and was twelve to sixteen hours long, depending on what needed to be done.

      Long moments passed until William sent the okay.

      “Go ahead and make the call.”

      Glancing at the five Guardians sitting around the dining table, Lokan hesitated. “I need everyone to be absolutely quiet. My contact is an immortal.”

      “Understood.” Anandur saluted with two fingers.

      Lokan turned to Kian. “What about Dalhu? Is he going to be in listening mode only? Because even if he is totally silent, Rael could still hear his breathing.”

      Kian lifted his phone. “I assume that William has thought of that, but since assumption is the mother of all fuckups, I’d better check.”

      The conversation ended with William’s indignant huff. “I’m not an amateur.”

      “I know you’re not. But I like to double-check.” Kian disconnected the call and turned to Lokan. “Anything else?”

      “That’s all, thank you.”

      Lokan took several deep breaths, closed his eyes, and pretended that he was in his Washington apartment, then opened them and dialed the number.

      “Lokan, what can I do for you?” Rael asked in their own language.

      “I need a favor,” Lokan said. “I just got off the phone with my friend Dimitri Gorchenco. He told me that he left his girl on the island. Did you hear anything about it?”

      “Oh, yeah, everyone has. She is a feisty little number with an attitude that he should have quashed before bringing her here. Is he coming back to get her?”

      “After the shameful way she behaved, he is done with her. But he asks that we find her an easy housekeeping job where she won’t be bothered by men.” Lokan chuckled. “I guess he wants her punishment to include no sex.”

      “She can still get plenty even as a maid.”

      “Not if you stick her in the harem. It’s a nice, easy job, and no immortals to bother her sexually. The humans would not dare anything.”

      “I’m not sure you are right. No one knows what goes on in there. They could be having orgies all day long.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “You never know. But what if Gorchenco comes back for her? Once she’s in the harem, that’s it. She is not coming out. You know the rules.”

      “I told Gorchenco that I can get her a job in the boss’s house, but that whoever starts working there never gets out. I said that our boss is a very private man and that he doesn’t want his staff flapping their mouths about what’s going on in there. Gorchenco said that it’s perfect because if he sees her again, he’s going to kill her, and he’d rather not. He knows her family.”

      “The Russian still might change his mind and then what? The rules are the rules.”

      “He’s not going to change his mind. Gorchenco is a coolheaded guy. If he weren’t, he would have strangled her already for humiliating him in public. In his mind, he is showing her mercy by sticking her in a place she can’t get out of, and where she’ll spend the rest of her life as a servant. I wouldn’t have asked you to do that for just anyone, but you know how important he is to the Brotherhood.”

      “We could kill her for him. He’s not going to find out.”

      Cold sweat trickled down Lokan’s back. “And waste a prime pussy like her? My father wouldn’t appreciate it. He might want her for himself. I’ve met her, and the girl is a knockout.”

      Rael’s tone changed immediately. “Yes, you are absolutely right. I wasn’t thinking. I’ll make sure she gets into the harem.”

      “Thank you. I’ll call Gorchenco and let him know that it’s done.”

      After disconnecting the call, Lokan slumped in his seat. “Now I could use that drink you mentioned, Anandur.”

      “Coming up.”

      “What happened?” Kian asked. “You paled there for a moment.”

      “Yeah. Rael offered to resolve the situation by killing Carol for Gorchenco.” He continued with a shortened version of the conversation.

      “It was a smart move to mention your father,” Kian said once Lokan was done.

      “It was an act of pure desperation.”

      “But it worked.”

      “Yeah, it did.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    







            Carol

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, it wasn’t the guest services manager who knocked on her door. It was another immortal.

      “Good morning, Ms. Caroline. My name is Rael, and I’m here to escort you to your new accommodations.”

      Playing dumb, Carol let her chin quiver. “Did Dimitri call and ask you to take care of me until he comes to pick me up?”

      “Mr. Gorchenco called one of the higher up managers and asked him to put in a word for you. My manager instructed me to assign you a comfortable and not overly demanding position, which is exactly what I’m here to do. I found you the best post possible. Easy work, a relaxed environment, and the best staff accommodations on the island. You’re going to love it in the enclave.”

      Thank the merciful Fates.

      Carol let the tears fall. “Dimitri is not coming for me?”

      “I’m afraid not. Are you all packed, or do you need a few minutes?”

      The guy was treating her with unexpected courtesy. Up until now, she’d attributed the polite treatment she’d been getting to Gorchenco’s clout, but that was no longer relevant. And it wasn’t likely that this was the Doomers’ default attitude toward women, either. She knew better than that. Lokan must have said something to make the guy behave. But what?

      Wiping her tears with the back of her hands, she stepped back into the living room and motioned for Rael to come in. “I thought that I was going home today, so I’m mostly packed.” She sniffled. “What about my medication? Edward said that the resort doctor can get me more insulin. I only have a week’s worth with me. If I don’t get more, I’m going to die.” She let out a muffled sob.

      Rael looked alarmed. “If you can make me a list of what you need, I’ll make sure you get it in time. The enclave has its own doctor, and she can help you too.”

      “You keep saying the enclave. What is it exactly?”

      “It’s a very special place.”

      “In what way?”

      Rael rubbed a hand over his jaw. “If you think the resort is luxurious, wait until you see the enclave. No expense has been spared on it. Only the best goods are delivered there.”

      Rael didn’t know any more than Lokan did about what was going on inside the harem, and he was making stuff up as he went along. It seemed, though, that Navuh pampered his women. They lived in a gilded cage.

      Still, she needed to keep playing dumb. “That sounds lovely. Does the enclave serve royalty?”

      “You could say so.”

      She smiled. “Is there a chance I’ll meet a wealthy sheik there? Or a prince?”

      Rael cleared his throat. “The enclave’s distinguished guests are mostly female.”

      Carol clapped her hands. “I knew it! I told Dimitri that wealthy women could use a resort like this as well. I see someone has already thought of it.”

      Not correcting her supposed misconception, Rael waved in the direction of the bedroom. “We need to get this bungalow cleaned and ready for the next guest. Please collect your things so we may go.”

      “It will take me about fifteen minutes. Is that okay?”

      He nodded. “I’ll wait for you here. Call me if you need help with your luggage.”

      “Thank you.” She turned toward the bedroom, then stopped and looked at him over her shoulder. “Are you sure Dimitri is not coming back? He might want to teach me a lesson, you know, make me sweat a little before he forgives me.”

      “I can’t really say. But he sounded pretty adamant about wanting you to stay here. My manager hinted that it would be safer for you in the enclave because Mr. Gorchenco wouldn't have access to you there. Apparently, he was quite enraged by what you did. If he sees you again, he might do something he would later regret.”

      “Oh my God!” Carol covered her mouth with her hand and burst into sobs. “Dimitri wants to kill me, doesn’t he?”

      Rael nodded. “You’ll be safe in the enclave.”
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      Rael loaded Carol’s luggage into the back of his Jeep, then offered her a hand to climb up into the front seat.

      Holding a box of tissues in one hand, Carol gave him the other and used it to push herself up into the seat. The thing was taller than the typical Jeep, probably because of the big, rugged tires mounted on it. It looked like it belonged on safari.

      “Where are we going?” she asked. “Is the enclave far away from the resort?”

      “It’s on the other side of the island.”

      “Oh, I thought there was nothing there.”

      He got behind the wheel and cast her an amused glance. “It’s hidden by the jungle.”

      Lokan had told her that the other side was only accessible through a tunnel that started at the airport or rather the airstrip. There was only one, but it was frequently used. Most of the island’s air traffic was about delivering supplies, and only a fraction of the flights carried passengers.

      When they reached the airstrip, Rael turned into a dirt road that looked like it was leading nowhere, and as he went through a small opening in the dense greenery, Carol instinctively ducked her head. The Jeep was an open-air model, and some of the branches looked low enough to scrape the top of her head.

      Rael chuckled. “Don’t worry. There is enough headroom.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve been through here enough times to know.”

      Carol had expected the entrance to the tunnel to be camouflaged, but apparently the narrow dirt road and the dense jungle were enough. One moment they were outside in the heat and the humidity, and the next they were riding inside a dark and much cooler corridor that was about twelve feet wide.

      It wasn’t Alice's rabbit hole, but the feeling was the same. Looking back over her shoulder, she watched the opening to the outside world until it was gone.

      Hopefully, the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach was only anxiety and not a premonition.

      With a sigh, Carol pulled another tissue from her box and wiped her eyes.

      “What happens if another car comes from the other side?” she asked, to start a conversation. “This tunnel doesn’t look wide enough for two vehicles.”

      “It’s wide enough for most. It’s trickier with trucks, though. They have to be coordinated.”

      “At least it's not as hot in here.”

      Rael nodded. “The best way to live on this island is to have the living quarters underground and only come out at night or in the early morning.” He glanced at her and smiled, his white teeth gleaming in the darkness. “You’ll be happy to know that your new accommodations are going to be underground.”

      Carol’s shiver wasn’t faked. “Am I going to see the sun at all?”

      “Oh yeah, don’t worry about that. It’s not a dungeon or anything like that. When it gets a little cooler at night, the enclave’s residents come up to enjoy the gardens.”

      “Sounds nice. Does the tunnel lead directly into the enclave’s underground lodging?”

      “No. We are going to come up, you’ll be escorted through two security points, and then you’ll be taken to the underground.”

      “Two security points? Isn’t that excessive?”

      He shrugged. “It’s an issue of safety.”

      Right.

      But she played along. “I guess it makes sense with all the horny guys who come to the resort. They probably think that every woman here is up for grabs.”

      “Precisely.”

      They’d been driving through the tunnel for about fifteen minutes when it ended, and they emerged on the other side. From there, it took about ten more minutes to reach the first security point.

      Dense shrubbery covered a tall wrought iron fence, and the narrow gate was guarded by two Doomers, who eyed her with curiosity.

      “This is Caroline. A new servant for the harem,” Rael said.

      “A harem?” she squeaked.

      “That’s just a nickname that we gave the enclave.” Rael made a feeble attempt at keeping up appearances.

      One of the Doomers unloaded her luggage from the back of the Jeep, while the other opened the gate.

      “Goodbye, Caroline, and good luck in your new job,” Rael said before climbing back behind the wheel.

      Surprisingly, Carol was sorry to see him go. He’d been decent with her, while the two Doomer guards were unknowns. It occurred to her that she was clinging to everyone who wasn’t mean, afraid that he was going to be the last before the horror of the harem began.

      How did they treat servants in there?

      When people could lord it over others with impunity, it never turned out well.

      “Aren’t you coming in with me?”

      “I can’t. But you are in good hands. The other gate is only a hundred feet in, and from there you’ll be taken to see the headmistress.”

      “Okay.” She waved at him. “Thanks for your help.”

      “I’m only doing my job.” He drove off.

      Watching him go, Carol swallowed the lump in her throat. She was just scaring herself for nothing. It was going to be okay, and the harem wasn’t a dungeon of horrors.

      Besides, she’d already been through one and had survived. The harem wasn’t going to be nearly as bad as Sebastian’s basement, and she was going to survive it as well.

      “Come on,” said the guard holding the gate open.

      The other guy was already halfway to the next fence.

      “I’m coming.”

      Taking a deep breath, Carol crossed the gate and followed the guard. As it clanked closed behind her, locking her in, she fought the impulse to look back over her shoulder.

      The guard stopped in front of the second gate and put Carol’s suitcase down. “Wait here.” He turned around and started walking away.

      “Hold on!” she called after him. “How will they know that I’m here?”

      “They know. They are just waiting for me to get behind the other gate to open this one.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Those are the rules. It’s not my place to question them.”

      “Goodbye, then.” Carol waved after him. “Thanks for escorting me.”

      There was no harm in behaving nicely toward the guards. As experience had taught her, not all Doomers were bad to the bone. Some were decent people, who might remember her fondly and be more inclined to help her or at least turn a blind eye if they noticed anything suspicious about her.
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      As Arwel parked the go-kart, his phone chimed with an incoming text.

      “You won’t believe who is coming for a visit,” Arwel said.

      Uisdean removed the blindfold from Lokan’s eyes. “Goodnight, guys.” He and Ewan went ahead.

      Blinking, Lokan shook his head. “I can’t imagine who would want to come here this late at night.”

      Frankly, he was exhausted. The stress of the call he’d made, his worry about Carol, and the lack of sleep were all taking their toll. All during the ride back to his underground abode, he’d been looking forward to climbing into bed and getting a few hours of sleep.

      “I’ll give you a hint. It’s someone you’ve wanted to meet for a while. A couple of someones.”

      “I’m too tired for guessing games, Arwel. Just spit it out.”

      “Dalhu and Amanda. They should be here in about twenty minutes.”

      Lokan wondered whether Dalhu’s listening on his conversation with Rael had anything to do with it.

      Probably.

      It was too much of a coincidence to allow for another explanation.

      “I’m going to grab a quick shower,” he said as they entered the cell. “Sitting between your two buddies made me sweat.”

      It had been the phone call that had caused it, not the two big immortals, but Lokan had a reputation to maintain, and admitting that making the call had drained him would make him look weak. Arwel and the others called him the prince, a title he didn’t deserve, but he liked the sound of it.

      Arwel nodded. “I’ll make coffee. I didn’t get much sleep either.”

      In the shower, Lokan leaned his head against the tiled wall and let the water pelt his back.

      If everything had gone according to plan, Carol was either on her way to the harem or already there, but he wouldn’t know for sure until one o'clock the next day when they dream-shared.

      If Kian weren’t such a paranoid guy, insisting that the calls to the island could only be made from the damn cabin, Lokan could’ve called Rael again and found out what was going on. He could’ve used Gorchenco as an excuse, and told Rael that the Russian wanted an update about his ex-lover.

      Except, if Carol was already in the harem, then Rael couldn’t help him.

      For his sanity, he’d better stop obsessing about things that were out of his control and focus on the upcoming visit.

      Annani’s daughter, a clan princess, was coming to see him, and Lokan felt like he should at least make an effort to be presentable despite how tired he was. Except, with the rumpled state his wardrobe was in, combing his hair and spraying himself with cologne was the best he could do.

      The smell of freshly brewed coffee greeted him as he opened the door to the living room, and he gratefully accepted a cup from Arwel. “Thanks. I need this.”
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      As soon as the other gate closed behind the guard, the one Carol was standing in front of opened.

      “Hello, Caroline,” the human male said. “My name is Arnav.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Carol smiled and offered him her hand.

      He ignored it. “Let me help you with your luggage.” He reached for her suitcase and motioned for her to enter.

      Were the harem males prohibited from touching the females? Even for a handshake?

      Then again, there were many reasons why people didn’t like to shake hands. Some were concerned about germs, while others had issues. Like Brundar.

      When she was on the other side, Arnav closed the gate. As the keypad beeped, probably indicating that the gate was locked, Carol wondered about the security protocol. It seemed that the humans could get out through the first gate, but not the second, and the immortals the other way around. But not at the same time.

      Except, how was that enforced?

      The gates were monitored through surveillance cameras that were installed over each one, but what happened if someone broke protocol? Were there explosives buried in the area between the two fences, and they got detonated from central command?

      Or maybe it was as simple as trapping offenders in the clear zone by disabling the keypads?

      “Follow me, please,” Arnav said as he entered a bungalow. “This is the entrance to the harem.”

      It seemed that no one was bothering with euphemisms on this side of the island. Unlike in the resort, there was no need to pretend for the human guests that everything was normal. This was a Doomers only territory, and the humans here were under no illusions as to what was going on and who their masters were.

      Inside the bungalow, there was nothing other than a metal door with another keypad. After Arnav punched a sequence of five numbers, the lock released and the door opened into a stairwell leading down.

      “The codes keep changing, so don’t bother to memorize them.”

      She’d figured as much. “Does everyone here speak English?”

      “Most do. I’m originally from India, and so are many of the harem’s servants.” He cast her a glance over his shoulder. “Since we were fluent in it, English was adopted as the harem’s official language.”

      “Oh, good. I can speak French, but I don’t know any other languages.” It was better not to reveal the extent of her linguistic skills.

      Servants talked, and apparently not all of them were native English speakers. She might learn something if others didn’t know that she could understand what was being said.

      At the bottom of the stairs was just a landing with three doors. The two on the left were old-fashioned iron elevator gates, and the one on the right was another metal door with a keypad.

      Arnav pressed a button for the elevator.

      “What’s behind that door?” Carol pointed.

      “An emergency exit staircase.”

      “Oh. How many stories does this underground structure have?”

      “Seven. We are going to the lowest one, which houses the kitchen, laundry, storage, and some of the servants’ quarters.”

      The elevator door opened and Arnav entered another code before pressing number seven.

      “What’s on the other floors?”

      “The structure is shaped like a pyramid, with the base being the largest and each subsequent level getting smaller. Floors one and two house the harem apartments, and floors three and four the recreational facilities. There is a pool, a spa, an indoor tennis court, a gym, a movie theater, and so on. Floors five and six also house servant apartments.”

      How many women did Navuh have in his harem that so many servants were needed?

      “Do the servants get to enjoy any of the recreational facilities?”

      He smiled. “Yes, we do. We are restricted to certain hours, but the ladies often allow us access during other times as well.”

      Not bad. Except for the lack of freedom.

      As soon as the elevator’s door opened on the lowest level, Carol was hit by the smells of cooking mingled with that of fresh laundry, loud music, and lively chatter in several languages.

      Not exactly what she’d expected. Not even close.

      In her mind, Carol had seen a dark and oppressive dungeon, depressed people who shuffled around with hopeless expressions on their faces, and no one talking.

      Shocked, she stood in the elevator looking out.

      Arnav put his foot against the door, preventing it from closing. “Come on, Caroline. Don’t just stand there.”

      “Yeah, I’m coming.”

      As she stepped out, a small boy came running down the corridor at full speed, chased by another one. He skidded to a stop in front of her. “Who are you? Are you a new mommy?”

      He’d probably meant to ask if she was one of Navuh’s concubines.

      She crouched next to him. “No. I’m a new servant.”

      He eyed her as if she was dense. “Servants are mommies too.”

      Arnav ruffled the boy’s hair. “Stop bothering Caroline, Benji. Go play with your friends.”

      Pushing up to her feet, Carol shook her head. “I didn’t expect to find children here.”

      Arnav smiled and motioned for her to follow him. “What’s the point of a harem if not to produce children?” He winked.

      “How many are there?”

      “Enough.” He led her down the wide corridor.

      Another surprise was the opened doors. It seemed that the harem had a policy against closing them. They passed a huge kitchen with at least ten women and one guy busy talking and laughing and not working very hard. Then they passed an office with four desks and four clerks, again, doing more chatting than working.

      “It looks like you have too many people here. They don’t seem very busy.”

      Arnav shrugged. “It’s a quiet time of the day. Things get more hectic during meal times.” He reached the one door that was closed and knocked.

      “Come in!” a woman yelled from the inside.

      “That’s the headmistress. She’s going to assign you to a job.” He opened the door and put Carol’s suitcase next to the entry. “This is the new girl, Caroline.”

      “I know.” The woman smiled and waved him away. “You can go, Arnav. Thank you for bringing her.”

      He bowed, winked at Carol, and left.

      “Come, take a seat.” The woman waved at the one chair in front of her desk. “My name is Shalini, and I’m the harem’s headmistress, which means that I’m in charge of the staff.”

      Carol wondered if Shalini had started her career on the island in the brothel. She was in her early fifties, and at least forty pounds overweight, but she was still a beautiful woman who in her youth must’ve been a knockout.

      “Nice to meet you, headmistress.”

      The woman waved a dismissive hand. “Call me Shalini. Everyone does. So, Caroline, what do you know how to do?”

      Cooking was Carol’s best skill, but if she admitted it, she’d be stuck in the kitchen. As a maid she would get to see the harem ladies and hopefully find Areana.

      “I’m good with hair and makeup, and I have excellent taste in fashion and what looks good on whom. Other than that, I can make beds, organize closets, and clean. Basically, I can do any domestic task.”

      “Are you any good with kids?”

      “Not really.”

      Shalini sighed. “We need a teacher. Lord Navuh is displeased with the kids’ math knowledge.”

      Interesting. It reinforced what Lokan had said about Navuh wanting to improve the Brotherhood's base. Except, she’d been under the impression that these kids were shipped off to the Dormants’ enclosure as babies. Perhaps things had changed since Lokan was a child?

      Damn, she’d almost forgotten to act surprised at the mention of a lord.

      “A lord? I didn’t know there was a lord on the island.”

      Shalini waved her hand again. “You’ll find out about what’s going on in here soon enough.” She pushed to her feet. “Let me take you to your room. You’ll be sharing it with one more girl, which is much better than those working in the resort get. Over there, it’s four to a room.”

      Carol extended the handle of her suitcase and rolled it behind her. “So what’s going to be my job?”

      “I’ll start you on dusting and tidying and meal serving. If you’re as good with hair and makeup as you say, one of the ladies may request you as her personal maid, but don’t expect it right away. Servants get breakfast at seven, lunch at twelve, and dinner at five. The ladies eat their breakfast at nine, lunch at two, and dinner at seven.”

      “What if they are hungry in between meals?”

      “Then they call and order whatever they please, and we deliver it.”

      “What if I need a snack? I’m diabetic, and I have to be careful with what I eat and when.”

      Shalini gave her a quick look over. “That explains it. I wondered why a pretty thing like you was sent to work in housekeeping.” She shook her head. “It’s a shame that you are not healthy. But you have nothing to worry about. The kitchen is always open, and you can come in and grab whatever you want.”
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      Since the door to Lokan’s cell was open, he heard the elevator arrive on the dungeon level and then the clicking sounds of a woman’s heeled shoes. That was no doubt Amanda. Her mate, however, walked soundlessly as warriors were taught to do.

      “Can I get up and greet them, or should I remain seated with my hands on my knees?”

      Arwel yawned. “You can get up. Just don’t make any sudden moves. Dalhu might react badly to that.”

      “He’s not going to attack me.”

      The Brotherhood’s rank and file were programmed to show respect to their commanders, and especially to Navuh’s sons.

      “I wouldn’t be sure of that. You're a mated guy. You should know how strong the instinct to defend your mate is.”

      That was true and given that Lokan suspected the mated bond was strong enough to overcome compulsion, it could also void the conditioned deference Brothers had for their leaders.

      As if to prove the point, the ex-Brother entered first and regarded Lokan with suspicion. The guy looked vaguely familiar, and if Lokan had crossed paths with him on the street, he might have stopped and taken another look. But that was the extent of it. He must’ve noticed the guy because of the sheer size of him, but they had never interacted.

      Dalhu must have been a simple warrior or a low-ranking commander in the Brotherhood, which made his mating with Annani’s daughter truly extraordinary.

      Perhaps there was something to Carol’s belief in the Fates. A mismatched pairing like that would have been impossible without divine intervention.

      The stunning brunette didn’t wait for her mate’s appraisal of the situation, walking right in with a broad, welcoming smile on her face. “Hello, Lokan. Finally, we meet.” She offered him her hand. “I’m Amanda.”

      He smiled back as he gently clasped her long, elegant fingers. “I know. I’ve been admiring your portrait the entire time.”

      Turning toward Dalhu, Lokan plastered on his face the most appreciative and sincere expression he could muster. “You are very talented.”

      The ex-Brother dipped his head. “Thank you. I’m still learning.”

      “Don’t listen to him. “ Amanda waved a dismissive hand. “He’s way too modest. Dalhu is a true artist, never happy with his creations.” She leaned closer as if to whisper a secret in Lokan’s ear. “He can’t keep stock. There is a waiting list of buyers for his landscapes and for his portraits.” She winked. “I know because I’m his business manager. If not for me, he would’ve given his work away for free.”

      Amanda seemed to be the extroverted type, with a penchant for the dramatic, but the pride she felt for her mate wasn’t feigned.

      “Come take a load off,” Arwel said. “I brewed fresh coffee. Anyone want a cup?”

      “I would love some.” Amanda sat in one of the armchairs and gazed at her own portrait. “This was one of the first ones Dalhu made of me. Since then, he’s done countless others.” She crossed her legs and smiled. “I’m his muse.”

      Lokan inclined his head. “He couldn’t have found a better one. You’re as beautiful as your mother.”

      She huffed. “I’m a vain woman, but no one can hold a candle to Annani.”

      “I disagree. Your beauty is different but no less striking.”

      Arwel cast Dalhu an amused glance. “Don’t get annoyed. That’s how he talks all the time, but with Carol, he actually means it.”

      “My love for Carol doesn't make me blind.” Lokan glared at the Guardian. “I can still appreciate beauty when I see it.”

      “Thank you,” Amanda said. “I do enjoy getting compliments.”

      Realizing that Lokan hadn’t been flirting with his mate, Dalhu seemed to relax, his huge frame losing some of its rigidity as he folded it into the other armchair. “You had a close call earlier. Mentioning Navuh was a smart move.”

      Lokan rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “It hadn’t crossed my mind that Rael might think to resolve the situation like that. I hope my voice didn’t betray the surge of panic I felt.”

      “Nah. It was an impressive performance. That was what finally convinced me to come here. I was curious about you.”

      “I’ve been nagging him for days,” Amanda said. “I was dying to see the man who captured our Carol’s heart. I heard that your bond was quite immediate.”

      Lokan nodded. “I didn’t believe it at first. Hell, I still have trouble believing in your Fates and in destiny, but I can’t argue with the facts.”

      Amanda put her cup down. “I don’t know if you were told, but I’m conducting research on the subject. I was convinced that I could find a scientific way of identifying Dormants, and I was all excited about the fabulous matchmaking I could do, providing mates for my people. Unfortunately, I discovered that I can’t compete with fate. My efforts, which seemed successful at the beginning, proved futile, while couples kept finding each other without my help.”

      She gazed lovingly at her mate. “My meeting with Dalhu was completely random. We both happened to be shopping on the same street, at the same time. The moment Dalhu saw me, he knew I was the one for him, and he just kidnapped me. At first, I was a little scared, but he treated me with such care and respect that eventually my fear was replaced by love.”

      Looking uncomfortable, Dalhu scratched his head. “It wasn’t as smooth as that. Amanda wasn’t happy about the Fates’ choice of mate for her, and she tried to fight it. But in the end, the Fates had their way despite all the obstacles.”

      Amanda reached for his hand. “You persevered, my darling. You were willing to do whatever it took, and you went to hell and back for me.”

      There was a story there, but given Dalhu’s closed off expression, he didn’t want to talk about it. Perhaps Arwel could fill in the blanks for him later. Besides, Lokan had more important questions for the ex-Brother.

      “What about you?” Lokan asked. “How did you manage to fight my father’s compulsion and betray the Brotherhood? Was it the mated bond that broke the spell?”

      Dalhu shifted in his chair. “It started much earlier than my fated encounter with Amanda.” He cracked a smile. “I’m a stubborn bastard, and once I gained some education, I started questioning the doctrine. I even bought expensive watches and rings so I’d have something to sell if I ever escaped the Brotherhood. I knew that the moment I was declared missing the money in my accounts would get confiscated, and pulling it out beforehand was not possible.”

      Lokan nodded. “Most of the warriors don’t realize that. They don’t think outside the box.”

      “No, they don’t. My plans weren’t definite either. It was just a precaution in case I had to run for some reason. Meeting Amanda was the impetus to actually do it. The moment I saw her, I knew it was time to grab her and run. I never expected to join her clan. I thought we both would escape our people and live someplace neither group could find us.”

      “So when you ran, you didn’t expect to betray the Brotherhood.”

      “I only wanted a life with Amanda.”

      “Interesting.” Lokan rubbed a hand over his jaw. “I thought that the mated bond overcame the compulsion, but it seems that it found a loophole in it instead.”

      Amanda frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Navuh’s compulsion is all about loyalty to him and the Brotherhood, and the devout adherence to Mortdh’s teachings. Love and matehood are not addressed at all.”

      “True,” Dalhu said. “And the way I saw it at the time, I wasn’t betraying the Brotherhood, I was just doing everything I could to keep my mate safe.”

      “But you killed Sharim, for which you have my eternal gratitude.”

      “That was personal. I knew someone that he hurt badly. Not Carol, but someone on the island that I cared for.”

      Lokan glanced at Amanda, but she didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, she gazed at Dalhu with love and admiration in her eyes.

      This was indeed a strange pairing, but somehow it worked. The Fates had known what they were doing when they’d matched these two very different people.

      He turned back to Dalhu. “Still, you joined a mission against the Brotherhood. If you were still under compulsion, I don’t think that would have been possible.”

      The guy nodded. “There was the time factor too. The longer I was away from the island, the easier it became for me to think clearly.”

      Lokan chuckled. “As you said, you are a stubborn man. Throwing off compulsion is something very few people can do.”
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      Carol’s roommate wasn’t there when Shalini opened the door. “Sonia is a kitchen maid. She won’t be back until evening.” The headmistress walked into the room.

      “Won’t she mind me moving in? I bet she likes her privacy.”

      “No one gets privacy in here.” Shalini chuckled. “It’s like a beehive.”

      As Carol followed, she was once again pleasantly surprised to find the accommodations modest but comfortable and full of Sonia’s personal touches.

      The room was divided into two identical halves, with a free-standing screen providing some privacy to each. The two beds were full size, not twin, and there was a separate wardrobe on each side. The thing couldn’t contain one-tenth of what Carol had in her closet at home, but then a maid in this place probably wore mostly uniforms and had very little personal stuff.

      Shalini opened the doors to the one on the left. “I see that Arnav already brought in your uniforms.” She pulled out one outfit and handed it to Carol. “After you put it on, come back to my office. I’ll pair you with another maid to train with.”

      The plain grey dress was shapeless and zipped up the front, and the white apron that went over it had many pockets and a couple of loops. Those were probably to hold a duster and the like.

      “You get five sets, which means you have to do laundry every four days, so you don’t run out of clean uniforms.” Shalini cast Carol a stern look. “And don’t think of wearing the same one for two days in a row. If I catch you doing that, I’ll fine you a week’s worth of wages.”

      Carol lifted her hands in the peace sign. “A fresh uniform every day, I promise.”

      “You’re lucky. Up until recently, the uniforms had to be ironed. These new ones come out of the laundry nearly wrinkle-free, but you should double-check. Sometimes they need a little help to look crisp.”

      “Got it.”

      “If it gets worn out or torn, and you require a replacement, you’ll have to bring the old one with you to get a new one. The store, as we call it, is towards the end of the corridor to the right.”

      “Do we have to pay for the uniforms?”

      “The pay you get deposited in your account is what’s left after living expenses deductions.” She motioned to the colorful quilt on Sonia’s bed. “But if you want to purchase a personal item like this, you have to pay for it. The store has catalogs, and you can fill out an order form for whatever you need and can afford. That includes underwear, cosmetics, off work clothes, and such like.”

      “What about the money I save up? Can I take it with me when I leave?”

      Carol wondered whether Shalini knew about Gorchenco’s bill she was supposed to pay off. If there was no contact between the harem and the outside, then the answer was no.

      But then the headmistress had been informed about Carol’s arrival.

      How did that work?

      Could she receive messages? And what about the order forms? Who collected them and placed the orders?

      They must have a system for all that, but Carol couldn’t imagine how it could work while still keeping the harem so completely isolated.

      Did Lokan know how it was done?

      Shalini shook her head. “You are not leaving. Once you’re in, that’s it. But if you have a family you want to help out, you can fill out a form to send them what’s left of your pay.”

      “Wait a minute. What do you mean, I’m not leaving? Not even after I pay off Gorchenco’s bill?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about or what you’ve been told, but no one leaves the harem.”

      “What about the kids?”

      Which begged another question. Lokan claimed that Navuh’s children were taken away from their mothers as babies, but she’d seen older kids and had even talked with one. Had things changed without Lokan’s knowledge?

      “What about them?” Shalini asked.

      “They get to leave, right?”

      “No, they don’t. They stay here, and when they are old enough to work, they become servants like their parents.”

      That explained it. These children belonged to the servants. They weren’t Navuh’s.

      “Oh, my God. It’s like a slave plantation just without the cotton.”

      Shalini nodded. “I don’t know about the cotton, it must be an American thing, but yes.”

      “Why would anyone want to have kids in a place like this?”

      The woman arched a brow. “Those who are allowed to bring a child into the world consider themselves blessed. Because of space constraints, couples are permitted to have only one child, and if the parents provide exemplary service to the harem, they can put in a request for one more, and sometimes it gets approved.”

      Stunned, Carol sat down on the bed. “So, this is like a mini island within an island. A community unto itself.”

      “Yes, and most of us consider ourselves lucky to be here.”

      Carol wondered if that was Lokan or Navuh’s compulsion at work or if Shalini was really happy to be where she was. And how come Lokan didn’t know about the kids?

      But then no one knew what was going on inside the harem, so it must have been Navuh’s doing.

      “But if the harem produces new servants to replace the old, and if there isn’t enough space in this complex, how come I’m here? I would think that you don’t need to bring new people from the outside.”

      “Genetics, my dear. It’s not healthy to keep breeding within a small group of people. That’s why most of us get to have only one child, and some opt to have none.”

      Fascinating.

      Carol wondered what other surprises were in store for her.

      She had a million questions swirling in her head, but the one that baffled her the most was, how come Navuh was treating his warriors and his own sons worse than he treated the human servants in his harem?
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      Carol looped the apron’s belt twice around her slim waist, saving the uniform from looking shapeless. The flat black shoes that went with it were soft and comfortable, but she hated the thin sole, probably because she was used to footwear with at least a one-inch platform.

      Examining her reflection in the mirror, she fluffed her curls up and then headed out to Shalini’s office.

      It was amazing how much her mood had improved since she’d arrived here less than an hour ago. From the crushing dread that she’d felt this morning, Carol had gotten all the way up to almost giddy with excitement. It had been such a relief to find out that the harem wasn’t a place of horrors.

      Thank the merciful Fates, things were looking up.

      “Caroline reporting for duty, ma'am.” She saluted.

      The headmistress smiled. “I’m glad to see that you’re feeling better. Go to the kitchen and grab a bite to eat. Zoya, that’s the maid you’re going to apprentice with, is on her way, and when she gets here, I’ll send her to get you in the kitchen.”

      At the mention of food, Carol’s stomach rumbled. With how anxious she’d been, she hadn’t thought about eating. Her last meal had been with Gorchenco before he’d left.

      “I can eat.”

      “Enjoy.”

      In the kitchen, the head cook took one look at her and pointed at the table. “Sit there. I send lunch.”

      “Thank you.”

      The woman had a heavy Russian accent, a thick waistline, and an ample bosom. She looked to be either in her late forties or early fifties. Was she also an ex-brothel worker?

      If so, she hadn’t aged as well as Shalini.

      One of the cook’s helpers brought Carol a plate. “Enjoy.”

      Carol tried to eat slowly, but she was hungry, and the dish was excellent.

      “That was amazing,” she told the cook when she was done. “Thank you.”

      The woman grinned and wiped her hand on her apron before offering it to Carol. “I’m glad you like. My name is Yula.”

      “Caroline.”

      “The one I’m looking for.” A tall brunette in a maid’s uniform entered the kitchen. “Are you done eating?”

      “Yes. You must be Zoya.” Carol offered her hand.

      The woman was a looker, and Carol was sure that her first post had been in the brothel. In her mid-thirties, Zoya was still pretty enough to work there, and Carol wondered how she’d gotten out.

      Instead of shaking it, Zoya handed Carol a duster. “This is your tool for today. Come on. I want to finish up early.” She winked. “I have a date.”

      Tucking the duster in one of the apron’s loops, Carol followed Zoya out of the kitchen. “Where does one go on a date here?”

      “The movie theater or the game room. And if you are the intellectual type, the library.”

      “What about the outdoors? Are we allowed?”

      “In our off time, sure. But who wants to be out there during the day? It’s too hot. We go out at night provided that it’s not raining and that there are no clouds. There are no lights outside, which can make it a bit scary on a cloudy night. But when the sky is clear, it’s magnificent.”

      “I know. I was in the resort.”

      Zoya gave her an appraising look over. “You’re hot. How come you’re in housekeeping?”

      Carol pointed to the insulin pump that formed a rectangular bump on her back. “I’m diabetic, and I have a pump.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s okay. Most of the time, I don’t even remember that it’s there.”

      Zoya looked like she wanted to say something but then reconsidered.

      At the elevator, she punched in a code to call it. “We get new codes every day. You’ll get them too. After you are done working, you need to go to the service center and log in the time you finished.”

      As they entered the elevator, Zoya pressed number two. “Your code will stop working right after that, and you’ll get a new one when you log in the next morning. That’s to make sure that we don’t go up to the ladies’ quarters when we have no business there.”

      “What if one of them orders something from the kitchen in the middle of the night?”

      “Then a code is generated for whoever goes up. Every person gets their own code, so the boss knows where everyone is at all times.”

      “You mean the headmistress?”

      “Yes, and Lord Navuh, of course.”

      They exited into a lavish vestibule that was larger than the entry pavilion to the village. Five marble columns that were at least twenty feet tall supported a domed ceiling with a beautiful fresco painted on it.

      “Who is this Lord Navuh I keep hearing about? Is he the owner of this island?”

      “He is. And this is his harem.”

      They entered a suite of rooms where another maid was busy washing the floors. “This is Lady Rolenna’s apartment. She doesn’t like being here when we clean.”

      “Where does she go?”

      Zoya pulled out her duster. “Visiting one of the other ladies or in the spa getting a massage. Who knows?”

      “How many ladies are living here?”

      “Six on this floor and one on the first.”

      “Only one? Is she the most important?”

      “Oh, yeah, definitely. She has her own staff up there, including a personal chef.”

      That must be Areana.

      Poor woman. Maybe she didn’t even get to mingle with the other so-called ladies, which Carol suspected were Navuh’s immortal concubines.

      And that would be really bad news. How was Carol supposed to get to the goddess?

      “Is she confined to her quarters?”

      Zoya’s eyes widened. “Oh, no. She can go wherever she pleases. No place in the harem is forbidden to her. She comes down here, and to the recreational facilities, and even down to visit the servants’ levels. But access to her place is restricted to her own people.”

      Great. That meant that to see who she suspected was Areana, Carol would have to wait for the goddess to come down and visit the plebs. The question was, how often did she do that?

      If it was once in a blue moon, Carol was screwed.

      “Is she a recluse, or does she come down often?”

      “Every other day or so. Sometimes more, sometimes less. Why do you ask?”

      “I’m just curious. She sounds so mysterious. Is she nice?”

      Zoya smiled. “She’s one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”

      That sounded like Annani’s sister.

      “What’s her name?” Carol waited with bated breath for the answer.

      “We call her the First Lady. No other name was given.” Zoya shrugged. “I guess it’s like you wouldn’t call the Queen of England by her given name, only Your Majesty, or Your Highness, or something similar to that.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.”
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      This was the most crucial night for Carol, her first in the harem, and Lokan was desperate to hear from her, but the damn stress was keeping him awake. Perhaps he should ask Arwel for a shot of that sedative they’d used on him. Except, the induced sleep might be too deep for him to dream at all.

      Fuck. He punched the pillow.

      “Here.” Arwel walked into the bedroom with a bottle of whiskey in hand. “This might help.”

      There were some benefits to rooming with an empath.

      Lokan pushed himself back against the pillows and reached for the bottle. “Thanks. I don’t know why I haven’t thought of this myself.”

      “You are too stressed.” The Guardian rubbed his hand over his jaw. “If Yamanu was here, he could sing to you?”

      Lokan arched a brow. “Like a lullaby?”

      “Not exactly. One of his talents is his voice. He can effect calm, even on immortals.”

      Lokan took a long swig of the whiskey. “What are his other talents?”

      “He can thrall entire crowds, and he can shroud large areas, and that includes sounds, smells, everything.”

      “That’s remarkable. Even my father can’t do that.” Lokan tilted the bottle and gulped half of it in one go.

      The whiskey burned his throat, but he didn’t have time to go slow.

      “Your father can do that with compulsion, which is more effective and long-lasting.”

      “True. Tell me more about Yamanu. For some reason, hearing about him helps me relax.”

      He remembered the guy’s friendly smile and the polite threat he’d issued if Lokan ever hurt Carol. The Guardian had meant it, but the overall vibe Lokan had gotten from him was positive.

      Leaning against the doorjamb, Arwel crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve seen him, he’s a good-looking bastard. We tease him about his long hair, but he just smiles and says that we are jealous.”

      “Who are we?” Lokan forced some more of the whiskey down his throat.

      “The other Guardians.”

      “Tell me more.”

      As Arwel kept talking in his quiet, monotonous voice, Lokan’s eyelids started drooping, and the Guardian’s words started blurring and getting distant until they faded away.

      For a long moment, Lokan drifted aimlessly, letting his mind take him where it would. By now, it knew the way to Carol, her dreamscape calling to him like a beacon.

      He found her sitting on a rock and looking out into the lake.

      “Hi, angel.” He walked up to her and sat next to her on the rock. “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I had trouble falling asleep.”

      She leaned her head against his arm and sighed. “That’s okay. It took me forever to fall asleep too. I have so much to tell you.”

      “First tell me if you are okay.”

      “I am. Your guy came to pick me up in the morning and escorted me personally to the first gate, the one guarded by immortals.”

      Lokan chuckled. “I put the fear of Navuh in him. I told him that my father might be interested in you.”

      She shook her head. “As far as I can tell, your father doesn't take human lovers. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Did you know that there are children in the harem?”

      “You mean babies.”

      “No, I mean children of all ages. Human children. Apparently, the humans are allowed to have one child per couple, and the children grow up in the harem and become servants when they are old enough.”

      “That actually doesn’t come as a surprise. It’s the same for the humans living outside the harem. They are not allowed to leave the island, but my father is more than happy for them to breed and produce more workers for him. It’s just that there aren’t that many human males. It’s mostly females who are either not suitable for the brothel or have gotten too old for it.”

      “I saw plenty of males in the harem, which was surprising. As far as your father’s concubines, there is a total of seven. Six lesser ones who live on the second floor of the harem, or rather the second level down in the underground, and one who is called the First Lady who occupies the entire top level and has her own staff, including a chef. The regular service personnel are not allowed on the first floor.”

      “That must be Areana.”

      “I hope so. But anyway, I can’t go up to the first floor, which gave me a mini panic attack when I heard it. But, apparently, the First Lady comes down to the second floor to visit the other ladies every day. And she visits the other areas of the harem quite frequently as well, even the servants’ quarters. The maid that I worked with today said that the First Lady was one of the nicest people she’s ever met.”

      “They don’t know her name?”

      “No.”

      “That’s strange. Do they know those of the other concubines?”

      Carol nodded. “Zoya, that’s the maid I worked with today, knew all of them except for the First Lady’s, but she didn’t say anything about them being immortal. I’m sure the servants know, though. Anyone living in the harem for so long must have noticed that the ladies don’t age. Naturally, I couldn’t ask that. I need someone to volunteer the information.”

      “Be careful.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Trust me, I am. I have a lifetime of expertise playing the ditsy blonde. It’s the perfect cover for asking a lot of questions while looking too stupid to make use of the answers.”

      “Are they treating you well?”

      “Very well. Nothing in the harem is like I imagined it would be. It’s a community, and people seem contented with their lives. No one seems to work too hard, people chat and laugh, kids run around, music is playing. I’m telling you, those living in the harem have it much better than those living outside of it. Which is so weird.”

      She turned to look up at him. “Why would your father treat the humans working in the harem better than he treats his soldiers and even his own sons?”

      “That’s simple to answer. The harem is not part of Navuh’s military organization. This is his leisure place. Other than the secrecy, he has no need to rule them with an iron fist like he does the rest of the island. I wouldn’t be surprised if he leaves the harem’s management entirely in someone else’s hands.”

      Carol nodded. “I wonder whose, though. It could be the headmistress. She seems like a capable woman. But she’s a human, and I don’t think that your father would leave an important task like that to a mortal. Except, everything in the harem is so different than what I saw outside of it that this might be different too.”
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      “Do we really have to take each book out and dust it?” Carol lifted her eyes to the top shelf, which was about twenty feet up.

      The library wasn’t huge, just a large room with armchairs, couches, and small tables. The bookcases lined the walls, going all the way up to the tall ceiling, and were filled with thousands of books. Several rolling ladders provided access to the upper shelves.

      Zoya rolled her eyes. “Not all of them at once, but we can do this section today.” She spread her arms to indicate the section she meant.

      “That’s still hundreds of books.”

      “So we’d better get going.” She eyed Carol. “You’ll start from the bottom, and I’ll start from the top.”

      “Okay." Carol sat on the floor and pulled out a book from the bottom shelf. "As long as I don’t have to climb on the ladder. I’m afraid of heights.”

      It was a lie, but a necessary one.

      Carol and Zoya had spent the morning dusting and polishing furniture on the second level. But the First Lady hadn’t shown up. After lunch, they’d gone to the library, which was on the third level. Same as everywhere else in the complex, the library doors were open, and Carol wanted to be where she could watch the vestibule and the elevator in case Areana showed up.

      “Who uses the library?” Carol asked. “It doesn’t look like a popular spot.”

      Other than the two of them, there was no one there. Zoya was already all the way up, her body bent over the ladder’s rung as she pulled out a book and dusted the shelf under it.

      “Most people take books to their rooms. Sometimes the ladies come in here. And sometimes the teacher brings the kids. Thankfully, not today.”

      “You have only one teacher?”

      “Yep, and I don’t envy her. She has to teach kids ranging in age from four to high schoolers.”

      “What about the babies?”

      “The moms take turns watching them.”

      As Carol pulled out the next book and wiped it with a rag, the sound of the elevator stopping at the library level had her lift her head and look.

      The doors opened, and three or four women spilled out. One of the vestibule’s thick columns was blocking her view, but she caught a glimpse of a long purple gown on one side and a shorter blue one on the other, which meant that these were ladies, not maids.

      Carol shook her head. One day in the harem and she’d already adopted the terminology. All women were ladies, but in the harem, the term applied only to Navuh’s concubines.

      Curious, she kept wiping the same book while waiting for the women to clear the column.

      The moment they did, Carol sucked in a breath, and the book fell out of her hand.

      Right there, in front of her, heading for the library was Areana. Tall, slender, and very blonde, she matched Annani’s description perfectly. Her soft, pale blue eyes were exactly like the ones Tim had drawn from her sister’s memory, as were the rest of her facial features.

      Areana didn’t glow, and Carol wondered if that was because she was miserable or because she was tamping it down so as not to give herself away.

      The other three women seemed to be part of her staff, but they weren’t in uniform.

      As grateful tears misted Carol’s eyes, she wiped them with the backs of her hands, but as she tried to get up, she fell back on her butt.

      Talk about a lousy first impression.

      Looking down at her, Areana smiled. “I’m so sorry for startling you. You must be new. I didn’t see you here before.”

      Swallowing, Carol wiped her sweaty palms on her apron and pushed to her feet. “Yes, my lady. I am new here.” She bowed. “My name is Caroline.”

      Areana glided up to her, moving with the same grace and fluidity as Annani, and offered Carol her hand. “Nice to meet you, Caroline. How are you getting acclimatized to our small world?”

      As Carol searched her mind for a way to let Areana know she needed to talk to her, she heard Zoya climbing down the ladder.

      When the maid reached the bottom, she bowed. “Good afternoon, First Lady.”

      “To you too, Zoya. Are you showing Caroline around?”

      “It’s only her second day. In a week, she’ll know where everything is.”

      The goddess nodded. “Yes, our slice of the world is not big. But it is lovely, and we do the best we can with what we have.”

      “I would love to see the gardens.” Carol blurted out the first thing that popped into her mind. “I heard that they are really pretty.” She looked at Areana and blinked her eyelashes, hoping the goddess would get the hint.

      Except, Areana didn’t. Instead, she bent forward and tilted her head. “Do you have something in your eyes?”

      At least she was closer now.

      “Yes, I think it’s a speck of dust.” Carol leaned toward the goddess until they were almost touching noses. She then lifted her hands to her eyes, blocking Zoya’s view of her face with her arms. Areana’s companions stood behind the goddess and hopefully couldn’t see anything either because she was the tallest.

      “I have a message from your sister, Lady Areana,” Carol mouthed, not daring to even whisper. The goddess’s companions were probably immortals.

      Areana’s eyes widened, and her breath hitched. Shaking her head, she put a hand on Carol’s shoulder as if to comfort her, but the way she was leaning her weight on it, the goddess had gotten weak in the knees.

      “Both of your eyes are red and teary. They look irritated.” She hooked a finger under Carol’s chin and tilted her head up. “You must be allergic to the preservative some of these books are coated with. I should take you up to see the gardens. Fresh air will do you good, and you can help me collect flowers for my quarters.” She straightened up and looked at Zoya. “Please tell the headmistress that I’m taking Caroline with me for the rest of the day. She obviously can’t work in the library with her eyes itching and tearing.”

      Zoya bowed. “Yes, my lady.”
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      Areana clasped her hands together to keep them from trembling.

      Could it be true?

      Was Annani alive?

      And who was the woman pretending to be a maid? Was she an immortal?

      For five thousand years, Areana had thought that all of her family had perished when Mortdh dropped the bomb on the assembly. Navuh had told her that only the northern area immortals had survived, and that the south’s entire human and immortal populations had perished along with the gods.

      Why had he lied to her?

      And if he’d lied about that, what else had he lied about?

      He’d told her that she had to keep her identity a secret because the immortal warriors were angry at the gods for causing such widespread devastation, and that they primarily blamed Annani. He’d claimed that if they found out who Areana was, they would take revenge on her. That was why she had to be so carefully guarded, and why no one who entered the harem was ever allowed to leave. Even her name was kept a secret. She was known as the First Lady, the chief wife. Other than Navuh, only Tula knew the truth about her, but Navuh had ensured that she would never tell anyone.

      Not that the compulsion had been needed. Tula was like a sister to Areana, her confidant and her friend. She would’ve never betrayed her.

      That was why Areana believed Caroline. For the woman to know her name, she must have been sent by Annani or maybe by one of the other surviving gods. Hope surging through her, Areana couldn’t wait to talk to Caroline in private and find out who of the gods still lived.

      Plastering a smile on her face, she turned to her ladies. “Beulah and Sarah, you are free for the rest of the day. Tula will accompany me to the gardens.”

      Since it was still hot as hell topside, the two were glad to be dismissed.

      “Just one more thing,” she called after them. “I need my dark glasses and my scarf.”

      Sarah bowed. “I’ll get them right away, my lady.”

      “Bring my embroidery basket too.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Areana planned on taking advantage of the shaded pavilion, but she couldn’t just sit and talk with the new maid. That would look suspicious. But if she talked while stitching, it would look less so.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Caroline staring at Tula as if she’d found her long lost friend.

      “Does Tula remind you of someone you know?” Areana asked.

      “Yes, she does. My friend is much taller, and her eyes are green, but her face looks a lot like Tula’s.”

      Tula smiled and offered Carol her hand. “Your friend must be a beautiful woman.”

      Apparently, Wonder’s sister was not the shy or modest type.

      Carol chuckled. “She’s gorgeous. But she keeps complaining about being too tall, and about her shoulders being too broad, and her boobs being too big, and so on.”

      Tula’s smile wilted. “She reminds me of my sister. Gulan was never happy with her looks either. She thought that she was too manly.”

      “Well, my friend found a guy who is much bigger than her, and he makes her feel feminine and dainty even though she can kick his butt.”

      “That really sounds like Gulan. She was freakishly strong for a female.” Tula wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “Fates, I still miss her.”

      “Don’t be sad.” Areana wrapped her arm around Tula’s shoulders. “Perhaps Gulan is alive and happy somewhere.”

      Tula shook her head. “I don’t believe in reincarnation.”

      “That’s a shame.” Areana winked at Carol. “Because I do.”

      The elevator door opened and Sarah came out holding the items Areana had requested. “I put the glasses and the scarf in the basket.” She handed it to Tula.

      “Thank you.” Areana turned to Caroline. “Ready to bake in the sun?”

      “Sure.”

      “Then let’s go.” She entered the elevator with Tula and the imposter maid.

      “Are we going to be alone up there?” Caroline asked.

      “I wish,” Tula mumbled. “The gardeners are there, and the headmistress might send more men to watch over us.”

      Areana leaned to whisper loudly in Tula’s ear, “You don’t mind Varum being one of the guards.”

      The change in subject was deliberate. The elevator, same as the rest of the underground complex, was monitored. It was important for Caroline not to say anything incriminating, and for Areana to act as if nothing was amiss. That was why she was taking Caroline up to the surface. The gardens had only a handful of surveillance cameras, and Areana knew where all the safe spots were.

      “I don’t mind him. I mind the others,” Tula said.

      “Is he your boyfriend?” Caroline asked.

      “For now.”

      Tula was quite fond of her latest lover. Getting attached to a human was never a good idea, but that didn’t mean that Tula couldn’t have her fun with Varum for a year or two. Then she would replace him with someone else like she had always done in the past.
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      After the initial shock, Areana seemed to regain her composure. Pulling the shades out of the basket, she put them on, and then covered her head with a long silk scarf, letting it hang loosely down her back and her sides.

      “I’m sensitive to the sun,” she said as they exited the elevator into a bungalow.

      But it wasn’t the same one Carol had come in through. In fact, the elevator they’d taken up to the surface was different as well. This one was fancy, while the other one was not.

      “I need to protect my eyes and my skin from the sun,” Areana said. “Otherwise I look like a cooked shrimp in a matter of minutes.”

      Carol wondered for whose benefit Areana had said that. She must be so used to explaining her problem with harsh sunlight that she recited it automatically. Then again, Areana didn’t know whether Carol was aware of the gods’ sensitivity to the sun.

      As soon as Tula opened the bungalow’s door, they were hit with an oppressive wave of heat and humidity.

      “After only two days, I’ve already forgotten how hot it is here,” Carol said. “Living underground is really the only way to go.”

      “I agree.” Areana followed Tula outside.

      As Carol stepped out, she shielded her eyes with her hand and wished she had brought her sunglasses with her, but she hadn’t expected to get outside and had left them in her suitcase.

      The garden was beautiful though, a real tropical paradise that was tamed and manicured to perfection. To see all its vibrant colors on full display, it was worth suffering the heat during the day.

      “We can sit in the shaded pavilion,” Areana said. “It has a big fan and a water mister that make it much more tolerable to be outside during the day.”

      Several human males were toiling in the garden, and Carol wondered whether they doubled as guards. They didn’t have any weapons, just the tools they were using for their work. Were the ones the headmistress was about to send armed?

      “Are the gardeners also your guards?” she asked the goddess.

      Areana nodded. “I don’t really need protection out here, but my mate is overly concerned about my safety.”

      Her mate?

      Was Areana referring to Navuh as her mate?

      Carol couldn’t wait to ask the goddess the million questions she had for her, but she needed to wait for Areana to signal that it was okay to talk freely.

      They walked for about a hundred feet before reaching the aforementioned pavilion, which was actually more of a gazebo, and it was indeed well shaded, both by the dense greenery surrounding it and a thatched roof above it. The large fan blowing mist on the sitting area was noisy, which was perfect for keeping their conversation private.

      “Oh, wow. It’s at least twenty degrees cooler in here,” Carol said.

      “Indeed.” Areana sat down and removed her scarf and her sunglasses. “Come sit next to me, Caroline.” She pulled out a long black ribbon from her basket and a spool of gold thread.

      “Can we talk here?” Carol whispered.

      “Yes.” Areana started stitching an intricate pattern. “There are listening devices and cameras all over the underground and the bungalows, and also at strategic places in the garden, but not here. And the fan makes enough noise to keep the humans from hearing us.” She appraised Carol. “I assume you are an immortal?”

      “I am. And I’m also your sister’s descendant. Annani is the head of our clan.” She looked at Tula. “And your sister survived too.”

      Tula’s hand flew to her chest, and her eyes filled with tears. “Gulan is alive?”

      Carol nodded. “She headed west, not north as you thought at the time. There was an earthquake, and the caravan she was with got buried under the sand. She was in stasis for the past five thousand years, but the Fates brought her to us, and she joined our clan.”

      “Did any of the other gods survive?” Areana asked.

      Carol shook her head. “Annani is the only remaining goddess on earth. Before Mortdh dropped the bomb, she’d run away to what is today Scandinavia. That’s how she was spared. As for other immortals, we are only aware of the Brotherhood. We haven’t found any others except for Gulan. She was a miracle.”

      Areana’s face fell, but she recovered quickly. “Did she really mate a big guy?” the goddess asked. “Because I remember the fortuneteller foreseeing it in her future.”

      “Yes, she did. But that’s a story for another time. I came here to help you escape, and we don’t have much time to plan it.”

      Areana arched a brow. “Why would I want to escape?”

      “Aren’t you miserable here?”

      “Do I look miserable to you?”

      The truth was that she didn’t, but Carol had assumed that Areana was putting on a brave face. Could it be that Navuh was compelling her as well?

      Carol shook her head. “Maybe I should backtrack a little and tell you about Annani. I’m sure you are curious.”

      “I’m dying of curiosity, as the humans say. In fact, I’m still reeling from the shock. I thought that she’d perished with the rest of the gods. You brought me great news, Caroline. I’m very grateful. You said that she is the head of your clan?”

      “Yes. After Khiann was assassinated, and Mortdh was proved guilty of his murder, Annani feared that Mortdh would come for her, and she fled to the far north. After she learned of what happened to her people, she realized that she was the only one left, and that it was up to her to carry on their work. But she couldn’t do it alone, so she took human lovers and had children with them, and those children took human lovers and had more children, and so on. The clan isn’t big, less than a thousand strong, but we’ve done a lot of good for humanity over the years.”

      Areana let out a relieved sigh. “That explains it. If Annani’s clan is so small, Navuh probably doesn’t know it exists.”

      “He knows. He’s been waging war against us since the beginning.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Oh, yeah. He hates everything we stand for. We promote democracy and human rights, while he wants to enslave all of humanity. The only reason we are still around is that we are very good at hiding. Otherwise, he would have wiped us off the face of the earth.”

      Areana's eyes misted with tears. “Navuh is not a monster.”
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      Areana knew her mate. Navuh was hard, complicated, broken, but he wasn’t evil. Not entirely. Not as long as she softened his edges and kept him from sliding into insanity.

      “That’s a matter of opinion,” Caroline said. “He is after your sister, and if he could, he would have killed her a long time ago.”

      “What makes you think that he couldn’t?” Areana whispered. “Navuh is powerful, and he has plentiful resources. If he wanted to find Annani, he would have done it already. Five thousand years is a long time.”

      Caroline seemed to ponder that for a moment. “Maybe you are right. As I said, we are very good at hiding, and until recently, it wasn’t that hard to do. Now with the new technology, it's getting more complicated, but we always manage to stay one step ahead of the innovations.” She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “What I don’t understand is why are you defending him?”

      “He is my truelove mate.”

      Caroline pinned Areana with a hard stare. “No, he is not. If he were, he wouldn’t have a harem full of concubines.”

      As Tula laughed, Caroline regarded her with a questioning look. “What’s so funny?”

      Areana chuckled. “I can see how that would be confusing.”

      “There is nothing confusing about it. Truelove mates are exclusive to each other. In fact, they don’t feel attracted to anyone other than their mates. Besides, Annani told me that you already had a truelove mate and lost him. We only get one.”

      Putting her embroidery down, Areana sighed. “I loved my first mate very much, and I mourned his loss for many decades, but when I met Navuh, I realized that he couldn’t have been my one and only because Navuh was. I didn’t know how it felt to be with the one the Fates decreed for me. For better or worse, Navuh is my truelove mate.”

      “What about the other women?” Caroline insisted.

      “There are no others. They are only for show. Since our first time together, Navuh hasn’t been with another female.”

      Caroline shook her head. “What about his sons? Are they all yours?”

      “No. Navuh and I had only two. The others are not really his. He only claims that they are, and no one knows any better because the harem is completely isolated from the rest of the world.”

      “So who is or are their fathers?”

      Tula waved a hand in the direction of the men working in the garden. “There is no shortage of males here. And the ladies can partake with whomever they please.”

      “But the sons all look like Navuh.”

      Areana chuckled. “If you haven’t noticed, all the males in the harem share certain characteristics, and it’s not coincidental. They are tall, athletically built, olive-skinned, and dark-haired. That’s where the resemblance ends, but it’s enough to perpetuate the pretense.”

      “I'll be damned.” Caroline slumped against the pillows. “I would have never guessed. Not in a million years. Which ones are really his?”

      “I can’t tell you that. It’s important that no one knows who they are. Their lives depend on it.”

      “Who am I going to tell?”

      Areana shook her head. “You seem genuine, and I’m inclined to believe your claim that Annani has sent you, but there are still many details missing from your story, and I’ve already told you too much. I won’t risk the lives of my sons by trusting a woman I’ve just met.”

      Caroline nodded. “I get it. What do you want to know?”

      “How did Annani find out about me, when no one knows who I am and that I’m here?”
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      Areana wasn’t the only one who was wary of revealing too much to a stranger. Now that Carol knew Areana considered Navuh her mate, she wasn’t sure she could trust her.

      Was Lokan her son?

      He could’ve remembered Areana from the harem, but then she might have played with him when he was a baby even though he wasn’t hers. She seemed the type who would fawn over the other ladies’ children.

      Letting Areana know that Lokan had been captured could backfire big time. Carol might still need him to make phone calls to the island and compel people into helping her.

      She decided not to reveal the identity of her source and to obscure the details. “One of Navuh’s men defected to our side, and he told us about the harem and how no one knew what was going on inside of it. Annani has always hoped that you’d survived. After hearing his story, she started thinking that you might be the treasure that Navuh was hiding. I was sent to find out, and then to help you escape. Annani was sure that you’d been suffering for the past five thousand years, and she’s been guilt-ridden over it.”

      “Did the same guy also tell you where the island was? Navuh assured me that it’s hidden from all, and that the resort’s guests are brought in on windowless aircraft.”

      “That’s true. We got the information from the same guy.”

      Areana eyed her suspiciously. “I was under the impression that the soldiers don’t know the location of the island either.”

      “He was a commander, and he somehow found out.”

      Areana picked up her embroidery and started stitching again. “If Annani and Navuh are at war, is she planning on attacking the island now that she knows where it is?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she is a good person. Annani doesn’t want to annihilate what’s left of our kind, and for better or worse the Doomers fall under that definition.”

      “Doomers?” Tula asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the nickname we’ve given them. It’s the acronym of The Devout order of Mortdh Brotherhood.”

      “Is that the only reason?” Areana asked.

      “That’s the main one. The other one is that there are twenty thousand Doomers, all well-trained warriors, while we are less than one thousand, and most of us are not soldiers. We are not in the business of war.”

      “What business are you in, then?” Tula asked.

      “Technology, mostly. But Kian invests in a lot of other industries as well. Kian is Annani’s son.” Carol smirked. “But I’m not going to tell you who her other children are.” She leaned closer. “It might put them in danger.”

      Tula laughed. “Are you that brazen with Annani too?”

      Carol shrugged. “I don’t get to chitchat with her as freely. She is not as easy to talk to as you are.”

      Areana lifted her head and smiled. “Annani was always assertive. I envied her for it. She was a go getter.”

      “Oh, she’s much more than that. Annani is a force of nature, and once she decides to do something, she doesn’t hesitate. When she escaped the palace, Annani took her uncle’s tablet because she wanted to start a new human civilization where she was heading. At the time, the humans living up north were primitive tribes with no writing or culture to speak of. But when she realized that she was the only one left, she used the information on that tablet to help all of humanity evolve. Whenever I think of what she’s achieved with her single-minded determination, I’m awed.”

      Areana nodded. “That’s why she was our father’s favorite. She was like him, just kinder. I’m glad that she hasn’t changed, and that she is still a good person. I would’ve loved to see her, talk with her.”

      “You can. I’m here to organize your rescue.”

      “I don’t need rescuing, and my place is here with my mate. As much as I want to see my sister, I can’t.”

      This was frustrating as hell.

      Carol had gone into the lion’s den to rescue the lamb, only to find out that the lamb loved the lion and didn’t want to go.

      “I’m sorry to have to say it, but your mate is not a good guy. Do you know that all the women working in the resort are not doing it voluntarily? They are kidnapped off the streets by unscrupulous individuals and brought to the island, where they service clients until they are no longer young and pretty, and then they are moved to housekeeping. They are basically slaves, and they are not allowed to ever leave the island.”

      “I know.”

      “And still you stand by his side?”

      The goddess trained a pair of sad eyes on Carol. “What would you have me do?”

      “Leave when you can.”
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      Areana shook her head. “You must be a young immortal. If you’d lived for as long as I have, you would have realized that things are never black and white or clear cut. The tapestry of our existence is complicated and interwoven. When you pull out one bothersome thread, you risk unraveling the work of centuries and causing much more damage than that one stray thread has ever done.”

      Caroline pursed her lips. “Compared to you, I might be young, but I’ve been around for a couple of centuries, and I’m not naive. I know that eliminating Navuh will cause more damage than leaving him in place. Without his iron-fisted hold over his warriors, they will fracture into several militias and start fighting each other or, worse, venture out and start wreaking havoc on the rest of the world. But I don’t understand how a compassionate woman like you can be with a ruthless man like him.”

      Annani’s messenger was aggravating, and as much as Areana tried to be patient with the woman, the insults were getting to her. Then again, she understood that Caroline was on a mission, and that she didn’t have much time. Beating around the bush, as the humans liked to say, and finding polite ways to say what she wanted would have wasted precious time.

      She looked at Caroline and smiled. “You seem like an intelligent lady. Imagine what would have happened to the world if Navuh didn’t have me around? You are right about him being ruthless and bent on world domination. I’m the one who stops him from sliding all the way into the darkness and doing unthinkable things. Perhaps if Mortdh had had a truelove mate to mitigate his insanity, the gods would still be around.”

      Tula nodded. “I can attest to that. Areana and the love Navuh feels for her is what’s keeping him sane. She can’t leave, Caroline. And even though I wish with all my heart to see my sister and hold her in my arms, I can’t leave either. In the same way that Navuh needs Areana, she needs me.”

      Deflated, Caroline closed her eyes for a moment, then reopened them with renewed determination. “What about your children? He took them away from you when they were babies. How can you live with that? What kind of a monster does that?”

      Fates, the woman was trying her patience. Areana had never felt like striking someone before, but she was tempted to slap Caroline and erase that condescending expression from her face.

      “A monster who wants to keep his children alive.”

      “What danger could they possibly be in here in the harem?”

      Areana put her embroidery down and crossed her arms over her chest. “Let me tell you a story. I think this will help you understand better than anything else. The idea to have a harem of concubines and allow them to be with other men was Mortdh’s. He did it first. Because he couldn’t father a child, Mortdh let others do it for him and then claimed the children as his own. Navuh was his only real son, born to a human lover.”

      Caroline shrugged. “That explains the concubines. It doesn’t explain why Navuh took away the children as babies and let others raise them.”

      “I’m not done with my story. Following his father’s example, Navuh had a small harem of his own, employing the same tactic. He had only one child in his harem when I arrived, a boy that Navuh loved as if he was his own, and since the child looked a lot like Navuh, everyone assumed that he was his. Then another boy was born, to a different concubine, and the new mother decided that her son should be the official heir.”

      Caroline paled. “What did she do?”

      “What you already suspect. The older boy was only eight, too young to transition yet and therefore vulnerable. She had her lover arrange a fatal accident for him. Except, the lover was a human, and he didn’t take into account immortal hearing and night vision. He was seen pushing the boy off the roof.”

      “What did Navuh do?”

      Areana sighed. “He was devastated. When I met him, Navuh was cold and calculated, but he had some compassion in him. After his father dropped the bomb that killed the other gods and most of the south’s population, he got worse. The murder of that boy was the last straw. If I hadn’t been there to soothe him and console him, I dread to think what he would’ve done. He was ready to destroy the world.”

      Caroline shivered. “I can imagine what he did to the murderous duo.” She lifted a hand when Areana opened her mouth. “I don’t want to hear the gruesome details.”

      “That wasn’t what I was about to say. Do you understand now why he takes the children away?”

      “But with all the monitoring equipment he has installed, he can ensure their safety.”

      Areana shook her head. “Once the children are old enough to start running around, they can get into places where there are no cameras. It’s impossible to monitor every nook and cranny. But even if that was possible, if the children had grown up in the harem, they would have known who their mothers were, and possibly who their fathers were as well. Because I’m the First Lady, the official wife, my sons would have lived with a target painted on their backs.”

      “That explains a lot.” Caroline took in a deep breath. “The quest for power is the root of all evil. I’m glad to be just a simple pleb.”

      Areana patted her knee. “As much as it pained me to part with my boys, I supported Navuh’s decision, and I still do. So far, none of his sons have sought to eliminate the others. He keeps rotating them between jobs, not showing any preferential treatment to our sons, and they all keep guessing who he will nominate as his successor. Naturally, he is never going to do that.”
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      “Because he never plans on stepping down?” Carol asked.

      Areana nodded. “We have an emergency plan in case something happens to him.” She smiled. “Naturally, I'm not going to share it with you. That’s as top secret as it gets.”

      Carol grimaced. “Naturally.”

      Curiosity was gnawing at her.

      Was Lokan Navuh and Areana’s son?

      Was he the one they planned to be Navuh’s successor?

      And who was going to nominate him if Navuh got killed?

      Was it Areana?

      She definitely didn’t seem like the powerless victim who was abused by her mate. Or maybe she was and didn’t realize it. What if he was brainwashing her?

      It was evident that Navuh was keeping secrets from her, important ones like the fact that her sister had survived and that Annani was his archnemesis. Had he told her about the wars he’d incited?

      Did she know what he did with the dormant girls?

      The thing was, Carol could sense Areana getting annoyed with her, which was no big surprise. Carol had been pushing her and insinuating insults. She had to be more careful about how she phrased her questions and try not to antagonize the goddess further.

      Instead of the co-conspirator that Carol had expected, Areana had turned out to be another potential threat.

      She was obviously loyal to Navuh and loved him despite warts the size of moons. Hopefully, the goddess’s compassionate nature would stop her from betraying Carol to her mate.

      

      “What happens to the girls?” Carol asked innocently. “I’m sure there were some born over the years.”

      “They stay in the harem. Navuh makes it very clear that he deems women inferior and would never give his so-called daughters military positions.” Areana closed her eyes for a moment. “I wish I could change his opinion on this, but he truly believes that women are trouble and that I’m the only exception. He blames Annani for the destruction of the gods, and he still hates her for it with a burning passion. I can’t even mention her name without him getting angry for days.”

      Carol tilted her head. “Maybe that’s the reason he seeks to destroy her and our clan? Maybe it has more to do with personal vendetta than his quest for world domination?”

      “It could be,” Areana agreed. “He’s convinced that the disaster could have been avoided if Annani had done her duty and mated his father.”

      There was some truth to that.

      “Annani says that Mortdh wanted to rule over all the gods, and that he would have attacked them anyway.”

      “That could be, but Navuh believes that he would have done it by conventional means. He was building an army of immortal warriors for that.”

      Carol lifted her hands. “Who can guess what was going through the mind of a madman? And even if Navuh is right about Annani, that’s just one example.”

      “Another woman murdered his child,” Tula said. “Not that I’m defending him, but I can understand why he feels this way. Besides, there were only two girls born to the ladies throughout the years. For some reason, the harem produces more boys, and not many of them either. As I’m sure you know, the fertility rate is extremely low for immortals.”

      “Yeah, I do.” Carol nodded. “I was, and I still am very active sexually, but I have never conceived even though I haven’t used contraceptives.”

      Tula shifted in her seat. “We started using those in recent years. The ladies and I don’t wish to get pregnant. It’s heartbreaking to part with the boys and to see the girls age and die as humans.”

      Carol frowned. “Why did they die as humans? As daughters of immortal mothers, they were Dormants and could have been activated.”

      “By whom?” Tula asked. “We have no immortal males here other than Navuh.”

      Carol crossed her arms over her chest. “He could have brought a couple of immortal males to do the deed, and then take them out and compel them to silence.” She looked at Areana. “Besides, you are a goddess. They could’ve transitioned just by being near you.”

      Areana lifted a brow. “What are you talking about? That’s not how it works.”

      “It does for us. The baby girls are taken to Annani and spend time with her until they transition.”

      Areana waved a dismissive hand. “That’s nonsense.”

      “Perhaps it works for Annani because she is so powerful?” Tula offered.

      Areana smiled. “Or it’s done some other way, and Annani is deceiving you. My sister is clever and devious. When Gulan was depressed over Esag, Annani brought a soothsayer to cheer her up with a fake fortune about a faraway land and a giant man who would be her truelove mate. Except, from what I hear, the fortune became true.”

      “Yeah.” Carol chuckled. “She journeyed from Egypt to the United States, and her mate might seem huge to some. He’s a sweetheart, though.” She looked at Tula. “Your sister is very happy with him.”

      A tear slid down Tula’s cheek. “When you get back, tell her that I love her and that I’m overjoyed to hear that she found true love.”

      “I will.”

      Areana cast Carol a questioning glance. “How exactly are you planning on getting out of here?”

      Looking into Areana’s kind eyes, Carol debated what to tell her. Was it safe to reveal the rescue plan?

      She didn’t even have all the details yet, but she would after dream-sharing with Lokan tonight. At some point, Carol would have to ask Areana whether he was her son, but she didn’t feel safe to do it yet. After Turner heard what was really going on in the harem, and that Areana was not leaving no matter what, he might come up with an alternative plan.

      She decided to level with the goddess. “I can’t share that with you yet. I’m not sure that you are on my side.”

      Areana put a hand on Carol’s knee and looked into her eyes. “I’m not going to betray you, Caroline. Navuh and I are fated mates, but he doesn't tell me everything, and I don’t tell him everything either.”

      “That’s obvious.”

      The goddess returned her embroidery to the basket and pushed to her feet. “I suggest that you stay in your room at night. Navuh spends his nights with me, and he comes through a secret passage that connects my quarters to his, so the chances of him bumping into you are slim. But sometimes he goes to visit the other ladies for appearances’ sake, and sometimes he and I make use of the recreational facilities. You should be nowhere near these places after eight o'clock at night. He is very perceptive, and he might realize that you’re an immortal. If he discovers you, I won’t be able to help you.”
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      When Lokan entered Carol’s dream, he found her pacing the lakeshore in a gray maid’s uniform.

      He smiled. Even that ugly outfit couldn’t hide her luscious curves. She looked sexy and adorable, and the moment she saw him, she dashed toward him.

      He met her halfway, catching her in his arms and lifting her up so he could smash her against his chest. “Hi, beautiful.” He kissed her lips, drinking her in like a man dying of thirst.

      When he came up for air, she pushed on his chest before he dove back in for another kiss. “I have so much to tell you. And then I need you to tell everything to Turner and come back to me with instructions.”

      The urgency in her tone stopped him from claiming her mouth again. “What’s going on, are you okay?”

      “I hope so.”

      That didn’t sound good.

      Conjuring a big armchair, Lokan sat down with Carol in his arms. “Tell me everything.”

      “I found Areana. And she is indeed the First Lady in more than a title.” Carol straightened in his arms. “It’s good that you’re sitting down because my next newsflash is going to shock you. Areana and Navuh are truelove mates, and his concubines are just for show. He claims their children as his, but only the two born to Areana really are. The others were fathered by the human males working in the harem.”

      That was a shock of a lifetime. But was it true?

      “How come we all look like him, then?”

      “Because the male servants in the harem are chosen for their resemblance to him. He’s been doing that even before Areana and he bonded. According to her, it wasn’t even his own idea. Mortdh did it first because he had trouble getting anyone pregnant and didn’t want to appear infertile. Navuh was his only real son.”

      Lokan swallowed before asking the question that mattered to him the most. “Who are the two real sons?”

      Carol slumped against his chest. “Areana wouldn’t tell me. In her eyes, and also Navuh’s, that’s their most guarded secret. They both believe that this is the only way to protect their sons from assassination by the others. There is a precedent, so they are not just being paranoid. One of Navuh’s concubines had a son that he claimed as his and loved him as his own. But then another concubine produced a son and had her lover kill the older boy, so hers would be the heir.”

      Lokan’s anger flared even though what Carol had told him was ancient history. “That’s why harems are such a bad idea. Things like that and worse happen all the time.”

      Carol shook her head. “People are just nasty. How could anyone kill an innocent child for such a stupid thing like succession? But anyway, I need you to tell Turner what’s going on. Areana is refusing to leave Navuh. She loves him and believes that without her he would do horrible things. Worse than what he has done so far.” She perked up. “Oh, I almost forgot. Tell Arwel to tell Wonder that her sister is alive and well. Tula is Areana’s friend and confidant.”

      “I will. Did you tell Areana about me?”

      “No. After I realized that she’s loyal to Navuh, I didn’t dare. I might still need your help to call people and compel them. If I tell her that you are with us, she might tell Navuh.”

      “How did you explain knowing about her?”

      Carol waved a dismissive hand. “I told her that one of the commanders defected to our side, and that after he told us about the secrecy surrounding the harem, Annani figured out that it was because Navuh was hiding Areana there.”

      “And she bought it?”

      “Yep. She also bought that the commander knew where the island was. Tomorrow, I’ll try to get her to reveal the names of her sons and what she knows about them. But after that, I don’t know what else to do. There is no reason for me to stay any longer, and it seems that Turner would be rescuing only me. Tula doesn’t want to leave either because Areana needs her.”

      “What about Areana’s influence over Navuh? Do you think she has a chance of changing him?”

      Carol shook her head. “I think she’s already doing all that she can.”

      “Is she aware of his global agenda and how he treats the island’s people?”

      “She knows that he seeks global domination, but I don’t think that she knows everything. They keep things from each other.”

      Lokan rubbed his hand over his jaw. That was a lot to absorb. Nothing was as it seemed. “Is there anything else that I need to tell Turner? Did you check out the cliff?”

      “Not yet. When I mouthed to Areana that her sister sent me, she took me outside to a gazebo, and that was where we talked. As we suspected, the underground is chock full of cameras and listening devices. We spent a long time out there, and then we came back in. She warned me to stay in my room at night, so I wouldn’t accidentally bump into Navuh.”

      Lokan’s gut twisted as he imagined such a coincidence. “Listen to her, and do as she says.” He lifted Carol off his lap and set her on the armchair. “Are you going to wait for me here?”

      Carol nodded. “I need instructions.” She smiled. “And more kisses.”

      “I shall be back with both.”
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      “I’ll call you right back, Lokan.” Kian disconnected that part of the three-way call. “Are you still with me, Turner?”

      “I’m here.”

      “What do you think?”

      “That’s a lot to take in.”

      “Tell me about it.” Kian pulled a cigarillo out of the pack and lit up, using his empty coffee cup as an ashtray.

      Smoking in the office was a new low for him, but right now he didn’t give a damn.

      What the hell was he going to tell his mother? Annani was going to be so disappointed. She’d be glad to hear that her sister’s life hadn’t been miserable for the past five thousand years. But finding out that she was supporting the clan’s enemy for all those years was going to be a tough pill to swallow. On top of that, there would be no happy reunion because Areana had no intention of leaving Navuh.

      He took another puff. “So what’s next? What do we tell Carol?”

      “First of all, we need to modify the communication device, which I’m going to launch tomorrow night island time. Areana might not want to leave her mate, but she can still be an important source of information for us. It’s imperative that we have a way to communicate with her after Carol leaves. I just hope that William can finish the modifications on time.”

      “When are you heading out?”

      “Later today. Is your butler ready?”

      Kian chuckled. “He is mostly a machine, Turner. He’ll be ready when I tell him to be.”

      “It's easy to forget because he looks so human, and he can climb better than a monkey. What else can you teach him to do?”

      “I guess things that don’t require critical thinking. I just never thought of using him for anything other than driving, cleaning, and cooking.”

      “Can we teach him how to shoot a rifle, or does his programming prevent it?”

      “I know that my mother programmed the Odus to protect her children and obey our commands, except for cuss words that is. She doesn’t approve of crass language. If I order Okidu to repeat a cuss word back to me, he won’t be able to do that. I’ll have to ask her what else she did or didn’t program them to do.”

      “Please do that. It’s important that I know his limits.”

      “Do you plan on giving him a weapon?”

      “I don’t, but I need to know if it’s a possibility. You never know, we might have to improvise.”

      “When should I send him to the airstrip?”

      “I’m flying out at about seven in the evening, but I’m coming back to the village first to get my things and to pick up Yamanu. I can take Okidu as well. Bridget is going to drive us there.”

      “Is the rest of your team already in place?”

      “They are on the boat, with the semi-sub in tow.”

      The team and the equipment needed was costing the clan a small fortune, and now that it looked like Areana was not leaving Navuh, that seemed like such a waste of resources, not to mention the enormous risk that Carol had undertaken. Still, it was an unprecedented achievement, and the communication channel they were about to establish with her might prove valuable in the future.

      Besides, the ability to talk to her sister was priceless to Annani. Just for that, he was okay with spending the money.

      “Good. Call me when you want him to come over.”

      “I will. Call Lokan and tell him the timing of the drone's deployment. Carol should go out looking for it the morning after next.”

      “I hope she can. It sounded like she can only go out with Areana.”

      “Then she will have to explain why she needs to be outside, and what she’s looking for. She has the entire day tomorrow to plan for it.”

      “Anything else you want her to know?”

      “Once she finds the device, she needs to contact us, so we know it’s working. If it isn't, she needs to tell Lokan.”

      “I hope you have more than one drone ready in case it gets lost or damaged.”

      “Naturally. I have five of them. Once it is in place, we will be able to tell her through Lokan where exactly to look for it.”

      Kian threw what was left of his cigarillo into the cup. “Even then, it will be difficult to find such a small device in the damn jungle. Perhaps you should drop more than one from the get-go, so we don’t lose another day.”

      “Not a good idea. Carol has to find it. If she doesn't, and someone else does, this entire operation goes down the drain.”

      “Right.” Leave it to Turner to think of every angle.

      “Check with Annani about the Odus and call me back.”

      “I don’t know if she’s available right now, but I’ll have an answer for you before you leave.”

      “Good enough.”

      As Turner ended the call, Kian leaned back in his chair and pressed his palms to his temples. Telling Annani about Areana wasn’t going to be easy.

      First, though, he needed to call Arwel and give Lokan instructions for Carol.
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      Annani paced impatiently as she waited for Kian to arrive. “I cannot wait to hear the shocking news he is about to deliver.”

      Alena lifted her head from her book. “Why didn’t you ask him when he called?”

      “From his tone of voice, I gathered the news was not going to please me. I wanted a few moments to prepare mentally.”

      Except, instead of calming her nerves in preparation for the news, Annani had only managed to further fuel her anxiety with the different possibilities she’d imagined.

      “Should I make you tea, Mother?” Alena suggested.

      “Yes, thank you. Did you bring the herbs with you?”

      After five thousand years, Annani still had not found anything that worked better to calm her nerves than her mother’s special tea recipe.

      “Of course. And if I run out, Gertrude grows them in her garden. She has an amazing assortment in that small space. Did you tell her which herbs to grow?”

      “I did not. I guess my mother did not invent the recipe for this tea, and others knew it as well.”

      “I’ll look into it.” Alena headed to the kitchen. “I find it fascinating to explore what survived from the gods’ civilization that hasn’t been our doing.”

      Annani waved a dismissive hand. “Plenty of things. Most of the human myths and legends are based on your ancestors.”

      “I know that. But I’m interested in the smaller things.”

      Alena was a master of misdirection, taking Annani’s mind off Kian’s important news with questions about the gods’ favorite dishes, what was served during festivities, and other trivia that had taken Annani on a trip down memory lane.

      Still, when Kian knocked on the door, Annani’s heart fluttered with excitement mingled with fear.

      Oridu opened the door. “Good afternoon, master.” He bowed.

      “Good afternoon.” Kian walked in and bent nearly in half to kiss Annani’s cheek.

      “Here is your tea.” Alena handed Annani a steaming mug. “Would you like one too, Kian? It’s good for the nerves.”

      He shook his head. “Maybe some other time. Today I need my faculties to remain sharp.” He sniffed the vapors and grimaced. “It doesn’t smell appetizing.”

      Annani sat on the couch and patted the spot next to her. “Come tell me your news before my heart bursts through my ribcage and drops twitching on the floor.”

      That got a smile out of him. “We can’t have that. You are the heart of the clan, Mother. Which makes your heart crucial to our survival.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Tell me about my sister.”

      “Carol found her, and you’ll be glad to hear that Areana hasn’t spent the last five thousand years in misery. Apparently, she and Navuh are truelove mates, and she loves him.”

      Annani nodded. “On some level, I suspected that she might develop feelings for him. But I did not expect her to think of him as her one and only, especially since she’d already had a mate, whom she lost and grieved for. Could it be that he’s compelling her feelings? Maybe she is suffering from that syndrome that is named after a city in Sweden.”

      “It’s called Stockholm Syndrome. But I don’t think that’s the case. The other astounding news is that Navuh is loyal to Areana and has been for all these years. The other immortal women in his harem are only for show, and he claims the children they have with human lovers as his. Areana gave birth to the only two sons who are actually Navuh’s.”

      Astounding was right. “Navuh’s fidelity indicates that he too regards Areana as his truelove mate.”

      “My thoughts exactly. In less happy news, Areana refuses to leave him.”

      Annani sighed. “It saddens me that I will not get to see my sister, but I am glad that she is happy. I have been carrying enormous guilt with me, thinking that Areana had sacrificed what little joy she had derived from life for me.” She put her hand over her heart. “I feel so much lighter.”

      Kian released a relieved breath. “I’m glad you’re taking it so well. I was saving one more nugget of good news to cheer you up in case you were upset. Tula, Wonder’s younger sister, is with Areana. She is also unwilling to leave because she feels that Areana needs her. Just like Wonder has become your best friend, Tula has become Areana’s.”

      Annani’s heart became even lighter. “Does Wonder know?”

      “Not yet. Carol asked Arwel to tell Wonder, but I told him to wait until I spoke with you.”

      Wonder was going to be ecstatic, and she would probably have a good, happy cry. “Can I tell her? That kind of news should come from a friend.”

      Kian waved a hand. “By all means.”

      There was another piece of good news that was missing from Kian’s report, and Annani was almost afraid to ask about it.

      “Is Lokan Areana’s son?”

      When he shook his head, Annani’s heart sank. She had such a strong gut feeling that Lokan was her nephew, and her gut was seldom wrong.

      “Areana still doesn’t trust Carol enough to reveal her children’s identities. She and Navuh are convinced that the lives of their sons depend on no one knowing who they are, and that the others are not really his. That’s why he doesn't show any of his sons preferential treatment and keeps rotating them between jobs.”

      “So there is still hope that Lokan is Areana’s?”

      “Yes.”

      Annani put her mug down and leaned back against the pillows. “So what is the plan? If Areana and Tula are convinced that they want to stay, there is no reason for Carol to linger and expose herself to more risk.”

      “I agree.” Kian smiled and took her hand. “Turner is heading out later today. He’s going to launch a drone that will drop a small, low-powered communication device in the harem’s enclosure. After Carol retrieves it, and the diver team attaches a signal booster to the cliff-side, you’ll be able to talk to Areana.”

      “That is so exciting. But is it safe? What if Navuh’s people can follow the signal?”

      “Don’t worry about it. It will be encrypted and rerouted so no one can decipher what it is and where it is coming from or going to.”

      Annani could not wait. “Will it be possible for Wonder to speak with Tula as well?”

      “I don’t see why not. But we will have to limit the length of each conversation.”

      “I understand.”

      It was a shame. She and Areana had five thousand years’ worth of stories to tell each other. It was going to be difficult to compress all of it into small chunks only several minutes long. But it was better than nothing, and Annani was grateful to be able to do it at all.

      Kian raked his fingers through his hair, which meant that he had something on his mind that bothered him. “I have a question regarding the Odus.”

      That was not what Annani had expected. “What would you like to know that you do not already?”

      “Remember that I told you we were going to use a solo climber to scale the cliff and attach a hook at the top?”

      “I do.”

      “Our guy got injured, and we couldn’t find anyone else to replace him on such short notice. I came up with the idea of using Okidu. Since he can learn to do anything he’s shown, I sat him in front of the screen to watch solo climbers do their thing. Turner and I tested him this morning, and he did better than the pros.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Of course he did. Okidu is much stronger, and he does not get tired.”

      “Right. Anyway, Turner asked if he can learn how to shoot a rifle, or does his programming prevent it?”

      “The only things I prohibited were cussing and harming any of my children or clan members. Which means that Okidu is not going to hurt a clan member even if you command him to do it. Other than that, he can learn to do whatever you teach him.”

      “Excellent. That opens up many possibilities.”

      Remembering what Khiann had told her about the Odus, Annani shook her head. “Be careful, my son. That is a dangerous and slippery slope. The Odus were meant to be servants, but some people thought to use them for combat. That is why they were banned, and most of those who were made were decommissioned.”

      “Do you know if your Odus took part in battles?”

      “I do not. When Navohn, Khiann’s father, found them, they had no memory of their prior lives. They were probably wiped clean by their previous owner.”
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      “Come on, sleepyhead, you are going to be late for work and lose the entire day’s wages.” Carol’s roommate brushed her long hair up and twisted it into a bun. “Not to mention that getting on Shalini’s bad side is a big mistake. She hates tardiness.”

      Between dream-sharing with Lokan twice and then mulling over everything she’d learned the day before, Carol hadn’t slept much during the night, and she could barely drag herself out of bed.

      “That’s harsh.” She shuffled to the small bathroom. “A whole day’s pay for being a little late?”

      “So don’t be late. I always report for work at least ten minutes early.” Sonia secured the bun with a pin. “See you in the kitchen. I’m on lunch duty today.”

      “Have a nice day.” Carol waved before closing the bathroom door.

      Following Areana’s advice, Carol had stopped by the library after dinner, borrowed a book, and then headed to her room, instead of enjoying the recreational facilities with the other servants. Sonia, on the other hand, had returned just to shower and change clothes before going out again.

      She’d been gone most of the night, making Carol wonder how hooking up worked in the place. Did Sonia’s boyfriend have a room to himself? Or did roommates take turns?

      Not wishing to be late, Carol skipped her morning beauty routine, got dressed, and practically ran to the employee registration room to log in. She wasn’t concerned about docked wages, but getting on the headmistress’s bad side was another matter altogether. Shalini might stick her in the kitchen, and then she would miss her opportunity to talk with Areana again.

      Except, the goddess was one step ahead of her. When Carol logged in, her code for the day allowed access to the first floor, and she was instructed to report to Tula for her duties.

      Unease churning in her gut, Carol headed to the elevators and entered her new code before pressing the button.

      Hopefully, it was common practice for lower-level servants to be summoned for work on the first level. Otherwise, Areana was putting herself and Carol in danger.

      When the door opened, Carol sucked in a breath.

      She hadn't seen such opulence even during her time hobnobbing with royalty in Paris. If she had any doubts about Navuh’s devotion to his mate, they were now gone. The despot hadn’t spared any expense to make Areana feel like a queen, and this was only the vestibule.

      He must have had the best of artisans kidnapped and brought to the harem to paint the incredible murals on the walls and ceilings. And she had the feeling that the gold leaf was real, and not just painted on.

      Two sets of double doors stood open, and Carol wondered which one she should use when Tula came out from the one on the right. “Come in, Caroline. The First Lady is getting ready for a stroll in the gardens. It’s still pleasant outside this early in the morning.” She winked at Carol.

      After seeing the vestibule, Carol shouldn't have been surprised at the luxury of Areana’s suite of rooms, but it was hard not to gawk. “Is this original art?” She stared at what looked like a Monet painting.

      “This one is as well as some of the others. But not all.” Tula motioned for Carol to follow her into the hallway, which was actually a gallery. “These here were done by the First Lady.” She pointed to a series of beautiful landscapes. “And those are mine.” She pointed at the next two, which were no less striking.

      “They are beautiful.”

      Tula smiled. “We had a great teacher and lots of time to practice.”

      “Those could sell for a lot of money.” Carol walked up to one of the landscapes and admired the details. The layers of paint made it three-dimensional, with the vines and flowers bulging out of the canvas.

      Tula laughed. “And what would we do with it? We have everything we need here.”

      Except for freedom, but Carol kept her mouth shut.

      Gliding out of one of the bedrooms, Areana smiled. “Good morning, Caroline. Are you in for another lesson on botany? I’m so glad to have someone who is actually interested in the subject. Poor Tula gets so bored when I go on and on about plants.”

      This was a brilliant excuse. “I am ready and eager. Your knowledge is astounding, my lady.”

      “Thank you.”

      As Areana headed out to the vestibule, Tula handed her a scarf. “You need it even this early in the morning.”

      In the elevator, she handed the goddess her glasses, but Areana waved them away. “I want to see the blooms in all of their glory. Not through darkened lenses.”

      When they got outside, several men were already busy trimming and weeding the garden.

      “Everything grows so fast here,” Areana said. “It’s a constant battle to keep the jungle from taking over our gardens.” She started down a path that led into a tunnel carved from the greenery. “Every day they need to come in here and trim it.” She pointed at the opening. “Give it three days, and the passage will be blocked.”

      The dense vegetation provided shade, but it was still humid as hell, and Carol’s uniform was already sticking to her skin. About fifty feet or so after they entered the tunnel, it broadened into a beautiful green grotto, with a bubbling brook and a long bench facing it.

      “It’s gorgeous in here,” Carol said.

      “And private,” Tula added. “It’s only accessible through the tunnel, and we can see anyone coming in before they can hear us.”

      “Perfect.” Carol waited for Areana to sit before joining her on the bench. “How would you like to be able to talk to your sister?”

      Areana sighed. “I already explained why I can’t leave, nor do I want to.”

      “I can arrange for you to talk to her without you having to leave the island.”

      Areana turned toward her. “How?”

      “Tonight, my people are going to drop a communication device over the enclosure. It’s going to be attached to a small drone that looks like a large bug. Tomorrow, we can use the same excuse you used today to go search for it.”

      Areana looked up. “How are you going to find something the size of a bug in all this?”

      Good question. “If we can’t find it, they are going to drop another one, but it’s very important that we do. It can’t fall into someone else’s hands.”

      Areana shook her head. “I would love to talk to my sister, but I hate having to keep yet another secret from my mate.”

      Carol snorted. “Really? He kept a much bigger secret from you. For five thousand freaking years, he let you believe that your sister was dead. And I’m sure you don’t know half the things he is responsible for.”

      “That is true. And I do want to talk with Annani. Desperately so. We have five thousand years of catching up to do.”

      “Could I talk to Gulan?” Tula asked.

      “Sure. But she calls herself Wonder nowadays.”

      “That’s an odd name. Why did she change it?”

      Carol waved a dismissive hand. “It’s a long story that I’m sure she will tell you once we have the device. That is if Areana lets you have it for a few moments and doesn’t hog it to talk to Annani.” She winked.

      Now that the issue of the drone had been discussed, Carol wanted to move on to the next one on her list, which was finding out whether Lokan was Areana’s son, and who was the other one.

      “By the way, I was wondering about something. Do your sons exhibit unique abilities? Annani’s four living children are very powerful, despite their fathers being human. Your sons must be even more powerful than hers. They had a goddess for a mother and an incredibly powerful immortal for a father.”

      Areana’s eyes widened. “You said living. Did any of Annani’s children die?”

      Damn, she shouldn’t have phrased it like that. It seemed to be the only thing Areana had heard from her entire question.

      “Annani lost one son in battle.”

      “Oh, dear Fates.” Areana gasped. “How tragic.”

      “It happened long before my time, but I heard that Annani was terribly depressed. The birth of her fourth child pulled her out of her despair.”

      Areana shook her head. “I can’t imagine the sorrow.”

      Carol had to come up with something to divert the conversation back to Areana’s sons.

      “Does your mate tell you about your sons? Do you know what kind of men they’ve grown to be?”

      The goddess smiled. “Of course.”

      “So do you know what powers they exhibit?”

      The goddess tilted her head, her full lips lifting in a smirk. “If I tell you, you might be able to figure out who they are.”

      That was more telling than Areana could have imagined. As far as Carol knew, Lokan was known for his ability to compel humans, and another brother was known for his ability to detect lies, but that wasn’t actually true. If Areana’s sons could be identified by their special abilities, then Lokan must be one of them. The question was, who was the other, since according to Lokan, none of his brothers had any unique talents. Perhaps it was the one who ran away?

      Could she risk telling Areana that she knew Lokan and ask her point-blank if he was her son?

      Or should she do the prudent thing and wait until she was off the island and then ask Areana through the communication device?

      But what if it didn’t work? Or if it did work and then stopped, or if it was discovered and taken away from Areana?

      Then they would never find out.

      Besides, Carol wasn’t sure she could survive another day without knowing.

      Except, she had to. Her mate was waiting for her to come back to him, and she wasn’t going to risk her life to sate her curiosity.
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      On Areana’s other side, Tula shook her head. “I think you can trust Caroline, my lady. She knew about your first mate and how long you mourned for him, and she also knew about Gulan. Not only that, she even knew that I thought Gulan headed north and that’s why I begged to come along on your caravan. The only way she could’ve known all that is from Annani.”

      Or from Navuh. Was this his way of testing her loyalty to him?

      But why now? After five thousand years?

      It didn’t make sense. Last night he’d been his usual self, no more or less aloof than other times. They’d talked a little, made love, and he’d kissed her tenderly before leaving early in the morning.

      Her mate hadn’t sent Caroline to spy on her.

      Areana had no more doubts about her having been sent by her sister. Except, she couldn’t be sure about Annani’s motives either.

      The young woman she remembered had been ambitious, cunning, but also goodhearted. A lot had happened since, though. Annani had lost her truelove mate and her entire family and had embarked on the most ambitious mission of lifting humanity into enlightenment.

      Not only that, Navuh was Annani’s enemy. Perhaps the one seeking vengeance was Annani and not Navuh?

      If she blamed Navuh for his father’s deeds, she might be bent on his destruction. Maybe that was the reason Navuh hated Annani so much.

      “How can I be sure of my sister’s intentions? Maybe she is after my mate and seeks his destruction?”

      Caroline gaped. “You can’t be serious. Navuh has been the bane of our existence for millennia, and yet Annani refuses to let the Guardians kill Doomers if they can help it. We have dozens of them in stasis, stored in our catacombs because she wants to preserve what’s left of our people. She hopes that one day peace will be possible, and that these men can be revived into a new reality. And just in case you didn’t know, your mate has been hunting us throughout history, and his men ’haven’t hesitated to kill ours.”

      By the time she’d finished her impassioned speech, Caroline was out of breath, and her cheeks were red from anger.

      Areana wasn’t the best at sniffing out emotions or detecting falsehoods, but she had no doubt that Caroline had meant every word. She’d told the truth as she knew it, but that could be a smokescreen for other truths that she hadn’t been told.

      “It sounds like Annani has every reason to hate Navuh. She might show mercy to his warriors, but she won’t show mercy to him. Perhaps this is an elaborate scheme to assassinate him?”

      Carol snorted. “I don’t know what it is about me that makes people assume that I’m an assassin. But I can assure you that I’m not. I haven’t killed anyone in my life. I’m a good person.” A shadow crossed over her eyes. “I’ve done some things that some might consider unbecoming of a lady, but I’ve never harmed anyone.”

      Areana wondered what those things were. Normally, she wouldn’t have asked, but since Caroline was expecting her to reveal her secrets, it was only fair that Caroline reveal hers.

      “What were those things that you’ve done?”

      “I’d rather not talk about them. Personally, I have no problem with them, but I recently discovered that not everyone shares my opinion.”

      Areana reached into her basket and pulled out her embroidery. “I’ve told you a lot about myself, and I’ve revealed secrets that until now only Tula was privy to. But I know next to nothing about you. The only things you’ve told me were that my sister sent you, that she has four living children, and that she shows compassion to our warriors.” She looked into the woman’s eyes. “Who are you, Caroline?”

      Deflating, Caroline sighed. “You are right. First of all, my real name is Carol.” She chuckled. “I know the change is not very inventive, but it was good enough. Anyway, my day job is managing the café serving our community. In the past, I’ve led a frivolous life. I drank, I used drugs, and I even sold my body to rich men for their patronage.” She gave Areana a sidelong glance, checking for her reaction.

      “Don’t look at me. I see nothing wrong with the role of a concubine.”

      “Well, that’s because you are old, and in the past, it was an acceptable occupation for a young woman of high breeding and limited means. Things have changed, and nowadays it’s considered degrading.”

      “It does not matter what other people think, as long as you don’t see it that way,” Tula said.

      “I don’t. I enjoyed my courtesan days very much. It was a thrill to seduce powerful men and have them fawn over me and sometimes even fight over me.”

      “How did you get from there to here, though?” Tula asked. “Nothing in your past prepared you for a task like this.”

      Carol smirked. “On the contrary. Only a female could have infiltrated the island, and I was perfect for the role of a rich guy’s plaything that arrives with him and then gets dumped. I knew exactly how to act.”

      “That might be,” Areana said. “But what motivated you to take on such a dangerous mission? Were you forced into it?”

      “Oh, no. I fought long and hard to be allowed to do it. Kian didn’t want me to go. I had to convince him.”

      Areana put her embroidery in her lap. “But what was your motivation? Why did you want to do it?”

      Carol sighed. “I had a life-altering experience. After that, I stopped the drinking and the drugs, and I was adamant about proving myself. I didn’t want people to think of me as the victim who got away. I wanted them to think of me as the first clan member to ever set foot on this island. Getting into the harem and finding out about you would make me a hero. If I make it out of here, that is.”

      “What happened to you?” Tula asked.

      There was a moment of indecision in Carol’s eyes, but then she nodded. “If I’ve already told you that much, I might as well tell you everything. One of your commanders got his evil hands on me. It was a freak coincidence that I paid for dearly.” She pinned Areana with a hard stare. “He was a sadist. Do you know what that means?”

      Despite the heat, cold shivers ran down Areana’s spine as she nodded. “I know what a sadist is.”

      “Now imagine what he can do with an immortal female who heals from whatever he does to her.”

      Areana shook her head. “I can’t conceive of such suffering. How did you escape?”

      “His second in command took pity on me and helped me, forsaking everything he had to save a stranger. That’s why I don’t hate everyone on this island, not even the warriors. I know that there are some decent people among them, and that they deserve a better life. Perhaps, if we work together, we can give them that.”
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      “I can see it.” Yamanu looked out the helicopter’s window. “The boat is bigger than I thought it would be. Is it because it needs to drag the submersible behind it?”

      Turner shook his head. “If we have casualties that require immediate evacuation, we will need a vessel big enough to land a chopper on. Besides, it also saved us a whole day at sea.”

      The fishing boat towing the semi-submersible was cruising just over one hundred nautical miles away from the island, which was the limit of the range of most conventional radar systems.

      The Doomers had no reason to invest in anything better that would pick up traffic that had nothing to do with them. But Turner preferred not to take chances. A fishing ship could idle in the same area only for so long before attracting attention.

      Next to Yamanu, Okidu sat with his back straight and a fake smile plastered on his face. The butler hadn’t said more than two words throughout the twenty-two-hour-long flight to Sri Lanka, and those were his usual, “Thank you, master.”

      Things hadn’t changed much on the helicopter ride. Same smile, same posture.

      When not performing his usual duties, Okidu looked more like the cyborg he was than the human he pretended to be. Which meant that the guys on the diver team were going to notice that something was off about him.

      Turner debated what to tell them.

      One option was to claim that Okidu was an autistic savant, the other that he was a top-secret cyborg prototype the US government was working on. The second option was more fantastic but probably more believable, especially once they witnessed the speed at which Okidu would climb. What he could do was so much outside the realm of human ability that the autistic savant explanation was not going to fly.

      The ocean was peaceful, and the pilot landed the helicopter on the ship’s deck with little difficulty.

      Raffael, the team commander, was waiting for them on deck, and as Turner cleared the chopper’s slowing blades, the two of them embraced and slapped each other's backs.

      “It’s good to see you, Turner.” Raffael grinned. “It has been ages since we went out on a mission together.” He looked Turner over. “Except, you must have signed a deal with the devil. You have more hair now than you had in your twenties.”

      “Hair transplant,” Turner used his usual excuse. “I married a gorgeous young lady, and I didn’t want people to think that I was her father.”

      Raffael’s grin got even broader. “So that’s the secret. Perhaps I should find me a young thing too.” He turned to look at Okidu, then tilted his head to look at Yamanu, who was at least a foot taller than the three of them. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your companions? Which one is the solo climber?”

      “That’s Okidu.” Turner pointed at the butler.

      Raffael offered his hand, which Okidu shook while bowing. “Good evening, master.”

      The commander shot Turner a questioning glance.

      “I’ll explain later.”

      Yamanu didn’t wait and clasped Raffael’s hand. “A friend of Turner’s is a friend of mine. I’m Yamanu.”

      The team leader glanced at the Guardian’s long hair, then refocused on his pale blue eyes. “Are you ex-special forces as well?” His tone implied that he doubted that.

      “Nope.” Yamanu didn’t elaborate.

      Raffael cast Turner another glance. “I don’t think we have a wetsuit big enough for him.”

      “I don’t need one,” Yamanu said. “The water is warm, and I’m dark-skinned enough to blend in.” He chuckled. “I’ve never thought I would say that about myself.” He flipped his long hair back and winked. “I tend to stand out.”

      Later, after the drone equipment had been unloaded from the chopper, Raffael introduced his crew to Turner and his two companions. Once that was done, he and Turner retreated to the commander’s cabin.

      “What’s the deal with Smiley?” Raffael asked. “A stocky fellow like him can’t possibly be a rock climber. Besides, there is something wrong with him.”

      “Okidu is top secret, and that falls under the nondisclosure you and your team signed. He is a cyborg prototype, and this is his first live mission.”

      “A cyborg? Part human and part machine? Who’s the poor schmuck they’ve done it to?”

      “No one. Okidu is mostly a machine. Everything that looks human is organic, but it was grown in a lab.”

      “I’ll be damned.” Raffael shook his head. “That’s the future. Soon there will be no need for old dogs like us.”

      Turner waved a dismissive hand. “That future is not here yet. The cyborg needs to be told what to do. He can’t think independently or improvise. But he can climb like a monkey.”

      “What about Blue Eyes? What’s his part in this?”

      When the mission was over, the Guardian was going to wipe the team members' memories and replace them with more plausible ones, but there was always the possibility of someone being an immune. The nondisclosure was going to take care of that. Besides, these men had seen enough weird shit throughout their careers to fill a library of spy novels, but they knew to keep their mouths shut.

      “Yamanu has unique mental abilities. He can hypnotize several people at once. In case the lady we are here to get is followed, he will hypnotize the witnesses to think that she jumped to her death. It’s important that the cult members don’t know they’ve been infiltrated.”

      “That’s one hell of a talent to have. I thought that those guys who supposedly hypnotize entire audiences were charlatans. You’re telling me that they are for real?”

      Turner leaned back in his chair. “I have the proof right here with me.”

      “Can both of your men dive?”

      “Yamanu dove before. The cyborg didn’t, but it’s enough that he is shown what to do once. He’s basically like a computer.”

      Raffael crossed his arms over his chest. “We will see how he does tonight.”

      “He’s going to do fine. Just make sure to explain every detail and don’t assume that he can extrapolate. He can do that to some extent, but it’s limited.”

      “Got it.”

      Tonight, while Turner launched the drone, the team was going to take the submarine to the cliff, and Okidu was going to climb to about one-third of it to attach the signal booster. If anything went wrong, like the rock crumbling under his fingers, they would still have time to relay instructions to Carol via Lokan. Hopefully, the cliff face was solid. Otherwise, they were royally screwed.

      “Do you need help with the drone?”

      “Only to set it up, but my guys can help me do that before they go with you.”

      Turner would’ve preferred to launch the drone at three or four in the morning, but since Lokan had to know where it landed before dream-sharing with Carol, it had to be done shortly after midnight, and the same was true for the amplifier.

      It was far from ideal. But then that was the nature of covert operations.

      Ideal conditions existed only in fiction, and improvisations had to be made all the time. Like the last-minute modification to make both the communication device and the booster solar-powered, so they could be repeatedly used over a long period of time. Originally, they were supposed to last days, not decades. But now that Areana was staying, it was vital to have an open channel with her on an ongoing basis

      William and Roni had done the impossible, completing the modifications in a matter of hours.

      “You should have brought the drone’s operator with you,” Raffael said. “Those suckers are not as easy to fly as they seem.”

      “I’ve had plenty of practice. It’s not going to be the first drone I’ve flown.”
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      “Good news,” Arwel said. “Or bad. I’m not sure.” He put the phone on the coffee table. “Turner launched the drone and managed to land the little bugger near the edge of the cliff, and the amplifier is in place. So, the good news is that Carol will have no trouble finding it. The bad news is that someone else might find it before she does.”

      Lokan pulled out a beer from the fridge and popped the cap. “I don’t think Carol has a way to let Areana know that she needs to go outside earlier than usual. So that’s a problem. But from what she told me, I understand that the human males who guard them are basically gardeners doing double duty. If the edge of the cliff is mostly rocks, then they have no reason to be there.”

      “Never underestimate the potential for fuckups. One of them might decide to take a piss over the edge and notice the bug.”

      Lokan chuckled. “No one is going to risk the First Lady seeing him do that. According to Carol, she pretty much runs the harem, and whatever she says goes.”

      “Except for letting anyone leave.”

      “Right. Except that. She is a prisoner as well, albeit a willing one.” Lokan emptied the rest of the beer and tossed the bottle into the trash can. “I’m off to bed.”

      “Sweet dreams,” Arwel teased.

      Lokan flipped him the bird before heading to the bathroom. He and Arwel were becoming good friends, which was a novelty for Lokan. Rooming with the Guardian was as close as Lokan had ever gotten to experiencing real camaraderie with another guy.

      The irony wasn’t lost on him.

      He and Arwel had developed a better relationship than Lokan had with his brothers.

      Except, if he was indeed Areana’s son, then only one of them was his real brother. The others weren’t related to him at all. Which one was it, though?

      Could it be Losham? Their names were similar and to have a brilliant guy like Losham as a blood brother would reflect well on him. But Lokan had never felt any affinity to the guy. Then again, he hadn’t felt close to the others either.

      Perhaps it was one of the younger ones? The sons that hadn’t proven themselves yet and were serving as junior commanders?

      How many of them were there? Lokan hadn’t bothered to learn who they were or even their names.

      If he ever got back to the island, he was going to look them up, and then he was going to schedule meetings with each of his brothers and pay close attention to any similarities they might exhibit.

      Carol still might find out who Areana’s sons were, but she was running out of time. If she hadn’t managed to gain the goddess’s trust so far, chances were that she wouldn’t in the time she had left.

      As Lokan got in bed, falling asleep proved less problematic than it had been in the preceding days. And as he drifted away, he wondered if it was because Carol was coming back soon. He was taking for granted that her extraction from the island was going to be successful, and his anxiety level had subsided.

      Was it his confidence in Turner’s ability?

      That certainly was part of it. When Arwel had told him that Turner was going to be there in person, a heavy weight had lifted off Lokan’s chest.

      The mastermind behind Ella’s super-complicated rescues was not going to fail.

      He found Carol walking along the lakeshore, kicking pebbles into the water with her bare feet.

      “Hello, angel,” he called out to her.

      A big smile spreading over her face, Carol sprinted toward him, splashing water and kicking up sand.

      He caught her in his arms and twirled her around. “Two more days until we are together again.”

      “I can’t wait.” She cupped his cheeks and kissed him. “It’s almost over.”

      “Yes.” He kissed her back. “Turner is there. I didn’t know he was going to come for you in person. I feel much more confident about your escape now.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      Lokan conjured up a double lounger and sat down. “The drone landed near the cliff’s edge, so it’s going to be easy to find, but that’s also a problem. How early in the morning can you be there?”

      “Early. Areana likes to go out when it’s still bearable, and she knows we are going to look for the drone. But the men somehow always make it there before us. I don’t know whether that’s because they start working in the gardens as soon as the sun is up or if the headmistress sends them as soon as Areana leaves her suite.”

      “Try to get to the cliff as soon as you can. And by the way, after the new development with Areana not wanting to leave, Turner made some modifications. Both the small device and the amplifier are solar powered. So, unless they get damaged, Areana doesn’t need to worry about them running out of power.”

      “Right, about that. I’m sure Areana will want to talk to Annani, and Annani will no doubt start talking about you. She shouldn't. Not yet. I have a feeling that Areana is going to tell me her sons’ names tomorrow, but it’s probably not going to happen before we find the bug.”

      Lokan put his forehead on Carol’s. “As important as it is for me to find out, please don’t press the issue. Getting you out of there unharmed is much more important to me than knowing who my mother is.”
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      As Carol stepped out from the bungalow together with Areana and Tula, she lifted her head to the sky and took in a deep breath. “I love the smell of the ocean. In fact, I love everything about it, the color of the water, the sound of the waves crashing against the shore, the breeze.” She looked up at Areana and blinked several times in succession. “Is there somewhere we can sit and look at the ocean? I find it most relaxing.”

      “Of course.” The goddess threaded her arm through Carol’s.

      The good news was that none of the gardeners were working near the edge of the cliff. The jutting ledge was rocky, with only sparse weeds growing in crevices, and it seemed that no weeding was scheduled for today.

      Areana pointed ahead. “This is such a beautiful vantage point. I had a bench installed right near the edge of the cliff, and I like to sit there with a book and read. But today, I’m going to continue my botany lessons instead. I love having an eager student.”

      Other than Tula, there was no one around them, and Carol wondered for whose benefit Areana was speaking. Maybe the bench had a bug hidden somewhere?

      That was bad news.

      Lokan had explained that in order for the communication device to work, they had to do it from the edge of the cliff.

      In any case, Carol wasn’t going to say anything incriminating until they found the little drone. They could take it to the grotto from the day before and talk about it there.

      Tula was carrying Areana's embroidery basket, which the goddess seemed to take with her everywhere she went. It could serve as the perfect place for hiding the device once they found it.

      Carol suspected that embroidering was for Areana what smoking or drinking was for others. Whenever she was nervous or anxious, she reached for the long black ribbon she was decorating with beautiful gold patterns. Was the ribbon used for something practical?

      Or did the goddess have a warehouse of beautifully decorated ribbons that she’d made over the millennia?

      The thought made her chuckle.

      “What amuses you, Caroline?” Areana asked.

      “I was wondering what you do with the ribbons once they are done.”

      Areana smiled. “They decorate my mate’s tunics and robes. When he is away from me, he loves running his fingers over the designs. He says that he is wearing my love.”

      Ugh, that was such a romantic thing to say, and it was totally uncharacteristic of the evil despot who ruled the island with an iron fist and planned to one day enslave the entire planet.

      Could Navuh have a split personality?

      Because the man Areana was describing was nothing like the man everyone else who knew him described, and that included Lokan, who’d been closer to his father than anyone else outside the harem.

      “What are we looking for?” Tula whispered.

      “A large bug with four wings and four legs.”

      “Got it.”

      As Areana sat on the bench, Tula motioned for Carol to join her. “Can you help me find a smooth round rock? I have an art project in mind that I need it for.”

      “Sure.”

      “Can I borrow your basket to collect the rocks, my lady?”

      Areana nodded. “Let me just take out my embroidery first.” She took off her scarf. “Make sure to wrap your rocks in this. I don’t want them to dirty my work.”

      “Of course, my lady.”

      The goddess’s idea was clever. When they found the drone, they were going to wrap it in the scarf and then put it in the basket.

      Carol just hoped that the gardeners wouldn’t offer their assistance when they saw the two of them searching for something between the rocks.

      Except, they got lucky. Tula found the bug in under five minutes, even though it was wedged in a crevice and only partially sticking out. She looked at Carol and winked. ”What do you think about this one?”

      “It’s pretty. Let’s take it.” Carol walked up behind Tula, shielding her from view with her body.

      Pulling the scarf off her shoulders, Tula dropped it over the small drone and picked it up covered with the fabric. She then wrapped it several times over before pushing up to her feet.

      “It’s getting too hot out here.” She walked up to Areana and put her bundle inside the basket. “How about we move into the shade, my lady? With your sensitive skin, you shouldn’t be exposed to the sun for too long.”

      “Yes, I suppose you are right.” Areana got up. “Let’s go to the brook.” She threaded her arm through Carol’s. “I find the bubbling sounds it makes just as soothing as those of the ocean waves.”

      When they got into the tunnel carved out of the green growth, Carol let out a sigh of relief. “That was stressful, but you did a very good job, my lady. You sounded very convincing.”

      Areana smiled sadly. “I have had thousands of years of practice. I love my mate, but I’m not naive. Many times, I’ve had to protect the people under my care from his wrath. I’m well adept at acting innocent while hiding things from him.”

      As Areana and Carol sat on the bench facing the brook, Tula stood guard, shielding them from view, and Areana handed Carol the wrapped drone.

      “Let’s see what we have here.” Carol unwrapped the drone and turned it around to find the communication device.

      The rectangle was made to look like a sunglasses case and housed a rechargeable earpiece.

      Carol handed Tula the drone. “Can you break it apart and scatter the pieces?”

      “It would be a shame to destroy it.” Tula turned it over in her hand. “It's such a pretty and clever little thing.”

      “It has done its duty, and there is no further use for it. You don’t want anyone to find it.”

      “True. I’ll get something to smash it with.”

      As Tula went looking for a suitable rock, Carol turned to Areana. “We have a problem. From the way you acted earlier, I understand that the bench is bugged?”

      “I’m not sure if it is. I was just being cautious. Why?”

      “In order for this to work, we need to be as close to the edge of the cliff as possible. Don’t ask me why because I’m not a tech person, but that’s what I was told.”
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      “There is one spot that I used a lot before I had the bench installed,” Areana said. “It’s a big flat rock sticking out from the edge. All three of us can sit on it. But it makes the men nervous. They might hover closer to us and overhear us.”

      “I know how to make them leave us alone. It will also work as preparation for my escape. But, in the future, you can test how far from the edge you can be when using the device.”

      Areana’s stomach squeezed painfully. “I will be sorry to see you go. I’ve grown to like you. You are different.”

      Carol smiled. “I hope in a good way.”

      “Living in a tiny community like we do, anything different is good. But you have a strong spirit.” She took in a long breath. “So what’s the plan? How are you going to do that?”

      Carol hesitated for a moment. “By telling you, I’m putting my life in your hands, Lady Areana, but I can’t do it without your help.”

      “You have nothing to worry about. If I wanted to expose you, I would have already done it. I’ll aid you in any way I can.”

      “You can trust her,” Tula said. “I vouch for my lady.” She sat on Areana’s other side. “The little bug is no more. I broke it into tiny little pieces and threw them in the brook.”

      “Good,” Carol said. “So here is my plan. When we go back to the cliff, I’ll start sobbing uncontrollably. I will cry over my boyfriend who left me here to spend the rest of my life as a lowly maid, and you and Tula will try to console me, but I will be inconsolable. From my experience, once a woman starts crying, the men scatter. And if they don’t, you can tell them that I need some breathing space.”

      “Okay. That might work for the communication. What about your escape?”

      “When we come back, I will keep on crying and moaning in my room. Being the concerned First Lady that you are, you are going to visit me at night to check on me. I will beg you to take me outside for some fresh air, and you will graciously grant my request. Then when we are at the cliff, I’m going to pretend to jump to my death.”

      Areana shook her head. “Even an immortal can’t survive that fall.”

      “I’m not going to jump for real. The diver who attached the amplifier to the cliff face is coming back tonight to attach a rope. I will climb down and dive into the ocean. The rescue team has a powerful shrouder with them, and he is going to make the humans think that I jumped. You and Tula are going to scream, reinforcing the illusion, and then cry over me.”

      Areana closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “There are a couple of problems with your plan. The men are under compulsion that makes them unsusceptible to thralling.”

      “Shrouding is not the same as thralling. We tested it, and it works. What’s the other problem?”

      “During the night, my mate is with me.”

      “Can Tula take me out at night?”

      “That’s a much better idea. I’m going to ask Tula to check on you, and she is going to take you to the cliff. Without me there, the headmistress is not going to send as many men up either, if at all. The whole thing will be less risky and run smoother.”

      “Is there any way I can go alone? I don’t want to get Tula in trouble.”

      Areana shook her head. “Newcomers are not allowed outside alone. Others before you had the same idea, and that’s why we wait for at least six months before allowing them to go up unsupervised.”

      “But what about Tula? Won't she get in trouble?”

      Areana chuckled. “Tula could set the place on fire and not get in trouble.” Areana took Tula’s hand. “She is my companion and therefore untouchable.”

      “That’s good to know,” Carol said. “One less thing to worry about. What about the men? Will they get punished for not stopping me?”

      Carol’s worry over the men touched Areana. They were strangers to her, and yet she cared about what happened to them. More than anything that Carol had told her about herself, her concern convinced Areana that she was a good person.

      “Don’t worry about it. We will take care of that. Tula will say that you took everyone by surprise, and even though she was right next to you, she couldn’t catch you. The human males had no chance.”

      “That’s good.” Carol nodded.

      “Should we go back to the cliff and attempt our first communication?”

      Areana couldn’t wait to talk to Annani. Except, hearing her sister’s voice would probably make her cry, which would alarm the men. Then again, she could pretend to cry over Carol’s misery.
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      “Not yet,” Carol said.

      With the escape plan on track and Areana in the know, it seemed that telling her about Lokan at this stage was not going to make any difference. If the goddess were going to expose her, Lokan would not be able to save her by compelling anyone anyway.

      It might be a little reckless, and the prudent thing would have been to wait and let Annani get it out of her sister later over the communication device, but if that didn’t work for some reason, Lokan was never going to find out whether or not Areana was his mother, and Kian might not let him go unless she was.

      Too much was at stake to let the opportunity pass. Carol had to find out right here and right now.

      Taking a deep breath, she looked the goddess in the eyes. “Since I’ve already put my life in your hands, there is one more thing I need to tell you, and after that, I hope you will tell me who your sons are.”

      Areana recoiled. “Why is it so important for you to know?”

      Carol lifted a pacifying hand. “When you hear me out, you will understand.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Areana bit out, “I’m listening.”

      Damn, suddenly Carol wasn’t sure that telling Areana that her son had been captured by the clan and held prisoner was such a great idea. What if she got angry and retaliated by exposing Carol?

      Perhaps it was best to start in the middle of the story and then backtrack. “Lokan is my mate, and he suspects that you are his mother.”

      Areana’s pale face lost what little color it had to begin with, and her eyes widened in shock. “How do you know Lokan? And what makes him think that I’m his mother?”

      “Lokan was always curious about who his mother was. He didn’t know whether she’d been a Dormant who’d never been activated and had died a long time ago or if she was an immortal who was still alive and locked in the harem. He met a friend of mine who has a unique talent. She and her mother can talk to each other in their heads as if they are talking on the phone. When he found out about her special ability, he concocted a plan to kidnap both her and her mother. His idea was to get one of them as a servant into the harem, so she could tell the other what she found out.”

      “Smart,” Tula said.

      Carol nodded. “At the time, both women were still human, so it might have worked. What he didn’t know was that they had the clan’s protection. Long story short, we set up a trap for him, and when Lokan tried to abscond with them, we captured him instead.”

      Areana’s hand flew to her chest. “What did you do to him?”

      “Nothing bad. He got locked up, and I was sent to try to coax information out of him with my feminine charms.” Carol smiled and fluffed her hair up, but Areana didn’t find it amusing.

      In fact, she still seemed shocked.

      “Anyway,” Carol continued. “Lokan and I bonded immediately, right after our first night together, and we started talking. He told me why he wanted my friend and her mother. Then Annani came to visit him, and the moment she saw him, she suspected he was your son. He told us that as a boy, he dreamt about a blonde woman with kind blue eyes, and that he always wished she was his mother.”

      The tears that started pooling in the corners of Areana’s eyes told Carol everything she needed to know.

      She continued with more confidence. “The thing was, a thousand years ago, when Lokan was a boy, the Doomers didn’t have blonde women. Human, dormant, or immortal. The people in and around the Doomers’ old stronghold were olive-skinned and dark-haired. That was enough to convince Annani that you were Lokan’s mother, that Navuh had you, and that we had to rescue you. What convinced everyone else that I could actually pull it off was that Lokan and I can dream-share.” Carol smiled. “That’s a special talent that he kept secret from his father. Navuh only knows about his ability to compel humans.”

      When Areana just gaped, still looking shell-shocked, Carol kept talking. “Annani always suspected that you’d survived and that Navuh had you. She lived with terrible guilt, thinking about the sacrifice you’d made for her and how you’d suffered for thousands of years in Navuh’s hands because of it. She is very happy now that she knows you didn’t, and that you found love with him. I’m sure it took a huge weight off her chest.”

      Shaking her head, Areana seemed to throw off the stupor that she’d fallen into. “How does she know?”

      “I dream-shared with Lokan and told him. When we try out the communication device, you can ask to talk to him. He will verify everything that I told you.”

      “I can talk to my son?”

      Carol struggled to stifle the tears of relief that were about to burst from her eyes like two freaking geysers. “Yes, you can.”
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      Areana didn’t know which piece of news was more shocking. That Lokan had been captured by Annani’s people was the most troubling, but it seemed that he was in no danger from them. The other one was that he had a mate and that she was sitting on a bench right next to her.

      But the part that made her heart skip several beats and then race like a rabbit’s was that she could talk to him. The last time she had held Lokan in her arms, he was an adorable baby, and she’d cried herself to sleep for months after letting him go. She’d envied Navuh so much for having contact with their son.

      Every night, her mate would bring her stories about Lokan, telling her how smart he was, and what he’d learned and how fast, and how handsome he was growing up to be, and she’d hung on to those stories like a lifeline. When Lokan became a man and had taken on leadership responsibilities, the stories dwindled, but then cameras had been invented, and Navuh had brought her pictures of their son, and even video recordings, which he’d probably taken from the surveillance equipment because they hadn’t been so good.

      Now Lokan was in the hands of his enemies or rather his father’s.

      Was Annani Lokan’s enemy? If she had gone out of her way to try and save Lokan’s mother, wouldn’t she do the same for the son?

      “Are your people going to keep Lokan imprisoned?” Tula asked.

      A shadow crossed over Carol’s eyes. “Kian promised me that if I got Areana out and she proved to be Lokan’s mother, he would release him. That was an even bigger motivation for me to come here than the need to prove myself.”

      “But I’m not coming back with you.”

      “I know, but that’s not because I didn’t find you or because you weren’t here, but because things are not what we’d imagined.” Carol narrowed her eyes in determination. “I’m going to make Kian release Lokan whether he wants to or not. If need be, I’ll rally the entire clan to support me, and they will. Not to mention that Annani will just put her foot down and demand it. My mate and I deserve to have a life together outside of a prison cell.”

      Imagining her son locked up behind bars, Areana could no longer hold the tears back, and a sob escaped her throat.

      Carol lifted a hand. “It’s not what you think. It’s a luxurious one-bedroom apartment that has a thick door. But even now Lokan is free to use the underground's facilities, which are similar to what you have here, just not as fancy.”

      Areana had no doubt that Carol had meant every word, and that she was going to fight like a tigress to get Annani’s son to release Lokan.

      Tula leaned forward, twisting so she could face Carol who sat on Areana’s other side. “What proof do you need to bring that Areana is Lokan’s mother?”

      “I’m pretty sure that my word is good enough. And if it’s not, Areana’s certainly is. When you talk to Annani, tell her that Lokan is your son.”

      “What if the communication device doesn’t work?”

      Carol pursed her lips. “Perhaps you can give me a note for Annani? You can write it in the old language. I don’t know it, so they can’t suspect me of forging it.”

      Areana smiled. “You are going to dive into the water. It will get wet.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. We can put it in a Ziploc bag. Do you have those here?”

      “I have a better idea,” Areana said. “I will tell you who Lokan’s brother is. I believe that knowing who both of my and Navuh’s sons are is going to be convincing enough.”

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Kalugal.”

      “The one who got away,” Carol whispered. “I had a feeling it was him.”

      “Why is that?” Areana asked.

      “As I said before, I suspected that any child born to Navuh and you would be powerful. As far as Lokan knows, he is the only one among Navuh’s sons with special talents. That made me think that his real brother was either one of the younger ones who haven’t achieved any status yet or the one who supposedly got killed in the Second World War, but who was rumored to have escaped.”

      “Kalugal.” Areana clutched her embroidery. “He is special.”

      “So it’s true that he escaped?”

      Although she trusted Carol, Areana wasn’t ready to reveal Kalugal’s secret. What if Carol was captured? Then again, if no one knew where he was, there was no harm in finally telling someone other than Tula about him.

      “Did Lokan tell you about Kalugal?”

      “We had a couple of Doomers cross over to our side before we captured Lokan.” Carol smiled. “They found their truelove mates and became part of the clan. One of them told us about the rumors surrounding Kalugal and his unit. The official story was that they perished in Japan during the nuclear attack, but many thought that they probably used the opportunity to vanish.”

      So, no one knew for sure what had happened. That was good. Then the rest of what Carol had said registered. “You said that the two warriors who crossed over found mates and were accepted into Annani’s clan?”

      “Yes. One of them is mated to Annani’s daughter, Amanda.”

      This was no less shocking than Carol’s other revelations. “So, if they were trusted enough to join the clan, why is Lokan held prisoner?”

      Carol sighed. “Because Lokan is not an ordinary soldier. He’s Navuh’s son and a powerful immortal. With the others, Kian was willing to accept that the truelove mate bond was stronger than any loyalty they felt for the Brotherhood. But he’s more hesitant with Lokan. I’m sure you can understand that. The clan’s safety is Kian’s first priority.”

      “And yet you claim that Kian is going to release Lokan.”

      “He is. The scales are tipping in Lokan’s favor. First is the mate bond we share. Second, the proof that he is Annani’s nephew. Third, the big secret about his mother communicating with Navuh’s arch enemy, which he will want to protect. Lokan has plenty of reasons not to betray the clan to his father.”

      Areana nodded. “The fact that Annani’s daughter was allowed to mate a former member of the Brotherhood gives me hope.”

      Carol chuckled. “Kian wasn’t happy about it. But Amanda is a force to be reckoned with. She fought hard for the right to choose her mate, and Annani helped her.”

      Unless Carol was making all of that up, which Areana didn’t think she was, it sounded as if Annani truly wanted to achieve a peaceful resolution to the conflict. It seemed that her sister’s long-term plan was for the two factions to merge into one people.

      It was a beautiful dream, and there was little chance of it becoming a reality any time soon, but time was irrelevant for gods and immortals.

      Perhaps between the two of them, she and Annani could one day bring it about.

      “Kalugal escaped, and I encouraged him to do it.”

      Carol gaped. “How? You had no contact with him.”

      “I did. Kalugal inherited his father’s ability. He can compel immortals as well as humans. When he was just a little boy, he made his way into the harem by compelling everyone who stood in his way to let him through.”

      “Oh, wow.” Carol’s eyes went wide. “You must have been so happy and so worried for him at the same time. How did he know to look for you?”

      Areana smiled. “Somehow, he remembered me and wanted to come to see his mommy. Naturally, I panicked and told him to compel all these people to forget that they saw him passing through. But he was a very clever boy even at the tender age of five, and he did it without having to be told. As soon as he discovered his ability, Kalugal made sure that no one remembered what he made them do.”

      “What about the cameras?” Carol asked.

      “There weren’t any at the time,” Tula said.

      “Oh, right.”

      Areana continued. “I was so happy to be able to see him that I didn’t tell Navuh about it, but I knew it was dangerous for Kalugal. He was just a little boy, and someone who he didn’t notice might have seen him. Except, no one did because he had his father’s full powers and more. He could compel everyone in his vicinity at once. And that got me worried for a whole different reason. If Kalugal was more powerful than his father, then he posed a threat to Navuh’s rule. I swore Kalugal to secrecy. When he was just a little older, I convinced him not to risk entering the harem again, and I told him to try to vanish when he could. We both knew that when he grew up, he was going to lead warriors to battle, and that his only chance to escape was to fake his demise.”

      Carol frowned. “But you said that Navuh cared for his sons.”

      “He did. But he is a complicated male, and the life of my son was too important to take chances with. Kalugal was just a junior commander when the Second World War started. And he found the perfect opportunity to vanish when the United States dropped the bombs.”

      “How do you know that he survived?”

      “Because he was not supposed to be anywhere near those cities. Navuh suspected that Kalugal ran off, but he couldn’t admit it. If the news of his own son’s defection spread, it would have undermined his rule.”

      “Did Navuh look for Kalugal?”

      Areana nodded. “Since he didn’t want anyone in the Brotherhood to know, Navuh hired various detective agencies. Obviously, they had no chance of finding Kalugal. Not with his ability to thrall and compel.”

      “I'm sure that Navuh still searches for him.”

      “I know he does. But it’s futile.”

      Carol nodded. “With his ability, Kalugal can live like a ghost without anyone remembering seeing him.”

      Areana nodded. “I miss him terribly.” She tilted her head up and gazed at the green canopy above them, mostly to keep the tears from spilling. “Perhaps once Lokan is free, he could search for his brother.”
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      As Turner waited for Carol’s call to come in, he paced the small cabin like a caged lion.

      “Maybe the equipment doesn’t work,” Yamanu offered. “Or maybe they can’t get to the cliff just yet.”

      “Everything is possible.”

      “I was just thinking,” Yamanu said. “We could’ve skipped the drone altogether. I could’ve taken it up with me and handed it to Areana.”

      Turner shook his head. Yamanu was a smart guy, but he hadn’t thought it through. Most people didn’t, and that was why only a select few were good at planning and pulling off complicated rescue missions.

      “If they didn’t find the unit or if it doesn’t work for some reason, we might have to do that, but it's far from simple or safe. We don’t know who will accompany Carol to the cliff. She might come alone. And if not, whoever comes with her will have enough trouble acting shocked and convincing everyone that she saw Carol jump. There won’t be time to hide the device. On top of that, I needed Carol to explain to Areana how to operate it.”

      Yamanu shrugged. “It was just a thought.”

      “I know, and it has…”

      Turner’s phone rang, William’s number showing on the display.

      “Finally.”

      “I have Carol on the line, patching her through.”

      A weight rolled off Turner’s chest.

      “Can you hear me?” Carol’s voice sounded loud and clear even though she was whispering.

      “I can hear you. Is everything set for tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who will be up there with you?”

      “Tula. She is here right now, and so is the lady. She wishes to speak with her sister and, if possible, with her son as well.”

      Turner made a quick calculation in his head. On the one hand, it was better to keep the communication as short as possible and not take unnecessary risks before Carol was safely off the island. On the other hand, it was possible that Areana needed proof that her sister was behind the operation before she helped Carol escape tonight.

      “William, patch the Clan Mother through.”

      “I’m on it.”

      To Carol Turner said, “Two minutes. No more this time. After you are off the island, they can talk for a little longer, but they should limit each conversation to under ten minutes. Less if they can.”

      “Will all the calls go through William first?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have the Clan Mother on the line,” William said.

      “Give us a moment. I need to transfer the earpiece to the lady without anyone seeing me do that.”

      “I am waiting,” Annani said.

      After some static on the line, Turner heard Areana fiddle with the equipment. “Annani? Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, I can.” There was a sob, and then a sniffle. “Forgive me, but I am so happy to hear your voice. And I am so glad that you found love with Navuh, and that you did not suffer for the past five thousand years.”

      “Now, I truly believe that Carol dream-shared with Lokan. You couldn’t have known that Navuh and I were truelove mates any other way. Carol also told me that you suspected that Lokan is my son. You were right. He is.”

      “I knew it!” Annani exclaimed.

      “Are you going to release him from his prison?”

      Annani hesitated for about a second. “Yes. My son might oppose me, but I am not going to rest until Lokan is free. You have my word.”

      Turner heard Areana let out a relieved breath. “If you are still the same as you were as a young woman, I have no doubt that you’ll have your way.”

      Annani chuckled. “I am even more stubborn and determined now than I was then.”

      “Ladies,” Turner intervened. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to continue this conversation tomorrow. To be safe, we need to get Carol off the island first.”

      “Can I talk to my son?” Areana asked, her tone urgent. “I just want to hear his voice.”

      How could he refuse a mother’s plea?

      “Patch Lokan through, William.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thirty seconds,” Turner said to Areana.

      “I understand.”

      “Lady Areana?” Lokan asked hesitantly.

      “You can call me Mother, my precious son. I just wanted you to know that letting you go was the hardest thing I ever had to do. Carol will explain why later. Just know that I love you and that your father kept me updated about you. I’m proud of the man you grew up to be.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say nothing for now. I was told to keep this short, but we can talk later once your mate is safe. She is lovely, by the way. The Fates have chosen your pairing wisely.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We need to end this call,” Turner said.

      “I love you, Lokan,” Areana said quickly. “Goodbye until the next time.”

      Turner glanced at his watch. “Same time tomorrow, Lady Areana.”

      “Yes.”
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      Carol didn’t need to fake the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      If listening to the conversations between the sisters and then mother and son wasn’t emotional enough, then Annani’s vow to do everything in her power to release Lokan was.

      He was as good as free.

      Now all that remained was for Carol’s escape to go without a hitch. It would be quite ironic if after all the effort to free Areana and Lokan, Carol got stuck on the island.

      Would Areana be able to protect her? Keep her in the harem as a servant instead of being thrown to the soldiers to have their fun with?

      Carol shivered.

      So far, she’d managed to keep her anxiety at bay. Letting it loose the day of her escape was the epitome of stupidity.

      The trick was to act as if she was in a movie, watching herself doing all these crazy things while knowing that a happy ending was guaranteed.

      Next to her, Areana was crying quietly as well.

      Tula wrapped her arm around the goddess’s shoulders. “I hope those are happy tears.”

      “They are.” Areana wiped her eyes with a corner of her scarf. “I remembered Annani’s voice. Amazingly, she still sounds the same. Confident, assertive, she always was a go-getter. I’ve never heard Lokan’s adult voice, though. That was the most emotional part for me. That and the way he hesitated because he didn’t know how to address me. It broke my heart.”

      Carol glanced behind her shoulder, checking on the human gardeners. They seemed to be busy with their work, but they were stealing worried glances in Areana’s direction.

      The goddess’s slumped posture and Tula’s arm around her indicated that she was sad about something. They either cared about her a lot or were afraid that something bad had happened or was about to.

      “My lady,” Carol whispered. “I’m the one who is supposed to act depressed, not you. The gardeners look worried.”

      “Yes, you are right.” Areana squared her shoulders. “Annani used to say that a leader should always front strength because her people are looking up to her, and when she appears in control, they feel safe.”

      “Wise words,” Tula said. “Can we go back now? It’s getting really hot out here.”

      “Yes.” Areana put a hand on Tula’s shoulder as she got up. “I believe it is time for lunch.”

      Casting another glance at the men, Carol whispered, “After we eat, can we go to the library? I’m going to start my act there if that’s okay with you.”

      Areana nodded. “I’ll have lunch at the main dining hall today, so you can start your act there for everyone to see. After that, we will go to the library, and you’ll continue.”

      “I can be the shoulder you cry on,” Tula offered.

      As they entered the dining hall, the lively chatter stopped for a few moments, with people bowing their heads and murmuring greetings to their First Lady.

      Areana glided toward the head table like the queen she was, with her head held high, her shoulders squared but relaxed, and a warm smile for everyone.

      When she was seated, the chatter resumed as if it had never stopped.

      After taking a moment to absorb the vibe and commit the many faces to memory, Carol summoned a painful memory.

      The thing about good acting was that it needed to be subtle. She couldn’t just burst into tears and start bemoaning her bad luck. She started slow, bowing her head and letting a few tears slide down her cheeks.

      When the servers rushed in with platters of food, she lifted her head and said a teary thank you.

      “What’s the matter, dear?” Areana said quietly, but loudly enough so the people sitting at nearby tables could hear her.

      “I miss Dimitri. He’s such a jerk for leaving me here. I know that I acted badly, but I was drunk. I always say stupid things when I drink too much, and he’s always forgiven me in the past. I don’t know why he got so pissed off this time.”

      “It doesn't matter,” Tula said. “Forget about him. There are plenty of nice men here who are not jerks.”

      Carol let out a louder sob. “I don’t want anyone else. I love Dimitri. I thought he was going to marry me and that I was going to live like a queen. I don’t want to be a maid for the rest of my freaking life.” She sobbed even louder.

      “Now, now.” Areana patted her back. “Have something to eat. It will make you feel better.”

      She nodded, grabbed a paper napkin, and blew her nose. “You are right. I need to have regular meals because of my diabetes.” She let out another pitiful sob. “Do you think that’s why he left me? Because I wasn’t healthy? He said that he didn’t mind the pump and that I was as beautiful with it as without, but he lied. He didn’t want to marry a sick girl and risk having sick children. That’s why he dumped me.”

      Wiping her eyes with another napkin, Carol stole glances at the people sitting at the nearby tables. They were all watching the drama while pretending not to.

      Perfect.

      Carol wasn’t loud, so the humans sitting a little farther away couldn’t hear her lament, but she was sure that rumors of it would spread as soon as lunch was over.

      She still had several performances ahead of her. One in the library, then again at dinner, and then later on in her room, which was probably bugged as well.

      Which meant that she needed to pace herself.

      Taking in a shuddering breath, Carol reached for one of the platters and scooped a portion onto her plate. “I should forget about the jerk, shouldn’t I?”

      “Definitely,” Tula said.
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      Turner glanced at his watch. It was four o'clock in the afternoon, and the team was getting ready to leave.

      They’d brought the fishing vessel as close to the island as they dared, which was about fifty nautical miles away. Once the submersible was released, the ship would sail off, make a big circle, and ten hours later arrive back at the same spot to pick them up.

      As it was, the fifty miles or so would take the sub about five hours to cross. It would get the team as close as possible to the cliff, and the rest of the distance would be covered using underwater scooters.

      He didn’t envy them the trip in the fiberglass bucket that the narc sub was. It had been bearable during their trip last night, but during the day they were going to cook in there.

      “Okidu,” he called the butler to him.

      “Yes, master.”

      “Just like last night, you are taking orders from Yamanu. Once you get in the submarine, he is your master until you come back to the ship.”

      “Yes, master.”

      “Repeat my instructions.”

      “You are ordering me to accept Guardian Yamanu as my master from the moment I enter the submarine until I return to this ship. Then you become my master once again.”

      “Good job,” Turner said.

      “Thank you, master.” Okidu bowed.

      Raffael walked over and handed Okidu his camouflage wetsuit. It was mostly black, with splotches of dark grey and deep green painted to resemble the colors of the cliff. “Here you go, buddy. It’s all dry.”

      “Thank you, master.” Okidu bowed before taking the suit.

      “What’s with his programming?” Raffael asked. “Why is he bowing and calling everyone master? Is this supposed to be a joke? A combat cyborg shouldn’t be acting like a butler and talking with a British accent.”

      As Turner watched Okidu leave to get changed into his gear, he wondered whether Raffael’s comment had registered at all.

      “I guess it is a joke. Since his expressions are limited, he kind of looks like a butler with that fake smile plastered on his face.”

      Raffael pulled out a stogie from behind his ear and lit it up. “Tell the guys who are working on Okidu that they need to make him look and act more like a soldier. He needs to respond with a sir. Not master.”

      “I’ll make a note of it.” Turner waved the smoke away. “You’re a diver. How can you smoke cigars? Doesn’t it affect your lung capacity?”

      Raffael took another puff. “I only smoke before missions. Besides, you only live once, eh? What’s the point if I can’t have a little fun now and then?”

      Turner shrugged. “It’s your life.”
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      “I should stay with you.” Sonia brought Carol a new roll of toilet paper.

      In the absence of tissues, that worked just as well.

      Carol took the roll and waved Sonia away. “Don’t cancel your plans because of me. I’ll be fine.” She smiled through the tears. “I’ll probably fall asleep soon.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Now go and have fun.” She shooed her roommate away.

      “Feel better, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      All that crying was making Carol’s head hurt. She’d cried on the cliff, then at lunch, and she had kept on crying in the library. She’d taken a little break to eat dinner, and then had gone to her room and resumed sniffling and moaning and asking why.

      Hopefully, her Oscar-worthy performance would convince anyone watching the surveillance cameras that she was suicidal. She’d even thrown in a couple of “I wish I was dead,” and “What’s the point of living without love?”

      The knock on the door came right on schedule at around eleven o'clock.

      “Come in,” she called out and added a sniffle.

      Tula opened the door. “The First Lady sent me to check on you.” She walked up to Carol’s bed and sat next to her. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay,” Carol whimpered.

      “You don’t look okay to me.” She glanced at the mountain of toilet paper on the floor. “Have you been crying the entire time?”

      Carol nodded. “I can’t help it. I keep thinking about all the wonderful times Dimitri and I had, and how stupid I was to ruin it all because he wasn’t ready to marry me. I lost it all.” She sobbed.

      “Come on.” Tula pulled the comforter off her. “I think a little walk in the fresh air will do you good. Whenever I’m upset, I sit and look at the ocean and think of how insignificant my little troubles are in the face of all that magnificence.”

      “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

      Carol swung her legs over the side of the bed and pushed her feet into the work flats she’d been given. None of the shoes she’d brought with her were suitable for rappelling.

      In preparation for the dive, Carol put on a pair of tights and a sleeveless shirt that clung to her body. The wetsuit was going to fit easily over that.

      When they stepped out of the bungalow, Carol didn’t see anyone around. “I think we are alone up here.”

      “Not for long,” Tula said. “Let’s go sit on the ledge and watch the waves.” She tilted her head up and sniffed. “It's going to rain tonight. I hope it’s not a problem.”

      It might be, but all it meant was that things were going to be even more difficult.

      As they reached the flat rock on the edge of the cliff, Carol heard footsteps behind them. “Someone is coming,” she whispered to Tula.

      “I know.” Tula turned around and lifted her hand to stop the two approaching men. “Give us some room, guys, okay? My friend is distraught.”

      “The headmistress sent us,” one of the men said.

      “I know. And it’s fine, just give us some privacy.” She pointed to a bench that was halfway between the bungalow and the cliff. “You can watch over us from there.”

      Leaning on Tula’s shoulder, Carol let out a sob. “Men. They never listen to us. I wish I’d never fallen in love.”

      Without another word, the guys turned around and walked away.

      Tula sat down on the ledge and motioned for Carol to join her. “That was easy. You were right about male intolerance to female tears. This is the second time it’s worked.”

      Carol stifled the impulse to look down and search for the climber. “I’m going to miss you,” she whispered.

      This time her tears weren’t forced.

      “I’m going to miss you too. Thank you for giving us a portal to the outside world. I can’t wait to talk to my sister and hear all about her mate.” Tula sighed. “I wish I could come with you.”

      “You still can.”

      Tula shook her head. “We each have our destinies, and mine is irrevocably tied to my lady’s. The same way she’s keeping her mate sane, I’m keeping her from getting depressed. Without me, she would have no one to talk to, no one to confide in.”

      “Well, if you ever change your mind, we can come to get you.”

      Tula nodded. “It’s good to know that I have a way out.” She bent over the edge and looked down. “I think I see someone coming up. He’s going really fast.”

      Unable to hold back any longer, Carol pretended to hang her head and uttered a few sobs as she looked down.

      At first, she didn’t recognize the climber. Expecting someone lithe and athletic, she was surprised that the guy was stocky. But Tula was right about him going at a mind-boggling speed for such a dangerous climb.

      Then thunder boomed, and a moment later lightning struck, illuminating his face.

      “Okidu? I’ll be damned.”

      No one had told her that he was part of the team. How did he know how to climb?

      “You know him?” Tula asked.

      “Yeah, I do. He’s just the last one I expected to see here. I didn’t know he could climb.”

      As he got nearly to the top, Okidu pushed a strange-looking metal contraption into a crevice between the rocks, gave it a twist to lodge it in place, and then smiled at Carol and waved while holding himself up by the hook he’d just put in.

      Carol smiled back, but she didn’t wave. Okidu threaded a rope through the hook and started going down, attaching more hooks on the way and securing the rope to them, so it didn’t dangle loose.

      “Are they going to leave the rope there?” Tula whispered.

      “I don’t think so. But they are probably going to leave the hooks. That would make the next climb easier. I don’t think anyone can see them. Can you?”

      Tula shook her head. “It’s too dark.”

      Just then another clap of thunder boomed overhead, followed by lightning and an outpouring of rain.

      “I hope he’s not going to slip.” Tula huddled up on herself.

      Carol wrapped her arms around Wonder’s sister and pulled her closer. “I just wanted to give you a hug before I go.”

      Tula hugged her back, crushing Carol to her chest. “Be safe. And give my love to Wonder. But you need to start crying again. The guys are going to wonder why we don’t come out of the rain.”

      “Right.” Carol let go and covered her face with her hands. “I want Dimitri back!” she lamented. “Why did he have to leave me?”

      “Forget about him,” Tula said loudly enough to be heard over the pelting rain. “I will find you someone else.”

      “I don’t want anyone else!”

      Carol looked down from between splayed fingers, her breath catching in her throat as Okidu slipped, found a footing, then slipped again and went down like a rock, splashing into the water without making a sound.

      Tula gasped. “Is he going to survive that?”

      “He is indestructible,” Carol said for her own benefit as much as Tula’s.

      It was true, though. Or at least that was what she’d been told.

      The rope was hanging loose for the lower third of the cliff face, but the guy who started climbing it had no trouble going up. That was most likely Yamanu.

      “Get ready,” Carol whispered. “That’s the shrouder.”

      Tula pulled her into a quick hug and kissed her cheek. “Goodbye, Carol. I’m going to distract the men.”

      She pushed to her feet and rushed to where they were sitting. “Can one of you get us an umbrella? My friend is miserable enough without getting soaked.”

      Just then Yamanu cleared the top. “Get on my back and hold on tight.” He helped her do that with one hand while holding on to the rope with the other.

      Tula turned around and screamed, “No! Don’t jump!”

      Carol didn’t feel Yamanu cast his shroud, but she could see the men’s horrified expressions. It took them a split second to process what was going on, and then they both sprinted toward the cliff.

      “What happens if they run to the edge and look down?” she said into his ear.

      “They will see nothing but rocks and water.”

      As Yamanu started the climb back down, the men reached the edge and peered over it, their faces twisted with distress. Tula got there a moment later and covered her mouth with her hand. Her shoulders were heaving, probably with pretend sobs that Carol couldn’t hear over the thunder that had struck again.

      She smiled and sent her an air kiss, hoping Tula could see her.

      A team of divers was waiting for them at the bottom, and they were both given scuba diving gear.

      “Hello, ma'am. Let me help you strap this on.” One of the guys helped her with the scuba tank.

      “Take the rope and find the cyborg,” Yamanu told one of the others. “You need to tow him to the submarine.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Yamanu handed her a scooter. “Do you know how to use this baby?”

      She put her hands on the handles. “I can figure it out.”

      “You press here when you want to go forward and let go when you want to stop. I’m going to go slow.”

      “Got it.”

      He waited until she put her mouthpiece in. “Hold on tight and follow me. The guys are going to be behind you and watch you all the way until we get back to the sub.” He smiled. “You’re safe.”

      Thank the merciful Fates.
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      “We had a little incident,” Yamanu said over the com device.

      Raffael had informed Turner that the target had been acquired, but that had been it. All the other updates had been reserved for when the team made it back to the semi-submersible.

      “Is Carol okay?” Turner asked.

      “Carol is fine. She is right here next to me and complaining about the stench. It’s Okidu. He slipped and fell into the water. We towed him behind us for a mile or so, and then we pulled him up. He’s out cold, and I don't know if that’s normal for him. Can you check with Kian?”

      “We discussed the possibility of that happening, and Kian assured me that Okidu will reboot. His type can survive a nuclear blast. I’m sure a little dip in the water didn't damage him.”

      Yamanu chuckled. “They might survive it, but I don’t want to know what they would look like after. Do the pieces just reassemble like in The Iron Giant?”

      “I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “Never mind. It’s from a kids’ movie. See you at the rendezvous point in five hours. Yamanu out.”

      A moment later, the com blinked again. “Carol wants to say thank you.”

      “I owe you, Turner. If Lokan and I have a boy, I’m going to name him Victor.”

      “Are you expecting?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Then you have plenty of time to change your mind.”

      “I won’t. Just take the compliment and get used to the idea. You are going to be little Victor’s godfather.”

      He smiled. “As the saying goes, no good deed goes unpunished.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Carol out.”

      He shook his head. Carol was something else. Despite what had happened to her, her spirit shone bright, and she fought hard for what she wanted. Her courage and determination impressed him.

      The lady deserved her happy ending, and he was going to help her get it.

      Turner sat at the small desk in his cabin and looked over the notes he’d prepared while waiting for the team to report. He had a few things that he needed to discuss with Kian.

      Pulling out his phone, he leaned back. “Mission accomplished,” he said when Kian picked up. “We have Carol, and she is unharmed and doing well. The sub should get here in about five hours.”

      “Thank the merciful Fates.” Kian let out a breath. “Is there a chance of pursuit?”

      “Doesn’t seem so. No aircrafts or boats left the island. I doubt anyone is swimming after the sub. We had a little trouble, though. It started raining, and Okidu slipped. He fell into the water, and it took the team some time to haul him into the submersible. Yamanu says that he’s not waking up.”

      “He will. I don’t know how long his reboot takes, but there is no way a fall into the water caused him permanent damage.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Turner lifted his notepad. “Are you ready for stage two?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Go ahead and leak the information about the Russian submarine to the news. After I hang up with you, I’m going to call a few contacts and let them know about it too. The Russians will get the message and will be forced to take it back home.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Turner put a checkmark next to the first item on his list.

      “What about Gorchenco?” Kian asked. “What are we going to do about him?”

      “I decided against killing him. At least for now. His connection to Putin makes him a valuable asset, and we still have the recording of him trying to sell the sub to Lokan. He reneged on our deal to pick up Carol, so I don’t have any qualms about reneging on our promise to destroy the recording. I’m still debating whether to use it to get him off Ella’s back. I’m saving the option for future use.”

      “I like it.”

      “Good.” Turner put a checkmark next to the second item on his list. “About Lokan. I think you should let him go.”

      Kian chuckled. “I don’t think I have a choice. My mother called me right after speaking with her sister and demanded it. I’m trying to think of the best place to send him off to. Since our Carol is no doubt going with him, it has to be somewhere nice and not too far away. She would want to stay close and visit from time to time.”

      “I gave it a lot of thought, and in my opinion we need him to go back to Washington. He should pretend that nothing has happened or rather come up with a good cover story for where he’s been and for his missing men. As you remember, his penthouse is monitored, so we need to assume that Navuh knows Lokan wasn’t there for the past three weeks.”

      There was a long moment of silence before Kian asked, “What is your reasoning? I know it must be good for you to suggest something like that.”

      “It is. Now that it is established that Areana is Lokan’s mother, and we have a way to communicate with her, his presence on the island is extremely valuable to us. Areana has power over Navuh, but she is isolated in the harem. Lokan is not. I’m not sure what we can do with that yet, but I know it’s a game-changer. There is minimal risk involved in letting him go back to Washington and a lot to gain. He still doesn’t know where to find us. The only weak link is Carol. She might feel obligated to tell him.”

      “She won’t if we tell her not to. I will put Lokan on an indefinite probation period. When I feel that we can trust him beyond a shadow of a doubt, I will let him into the clan, simply because my mother is not going to accept anything less. All I can do is buy myself time.”

      “Good enough.” Turner put a checkmark next to the third item on his list.

      “I bet you’ve already thought about a cover story for Lokan,” Kian said.

      “You know me well. The story will be that Lokan was in South America, trying to secure a new arms supplier for the Brotherhood. While enjoying the hospitality of my friend Sandoval, he sent his men back home because Sandoval offered him a ride on his private jet back to the States, so they could continue the negotiations on the way. When Lokan returned home, his men weren’t there. He suspects that they defected and stole his jet.”

      “What about Carol?”

      “He met her at Sandoval’s and decided to keep her for a while.”

      “Did you speak to your friend about it?”

      “Not yet. First, I needed to know that you approve.”

      “The story sounds good enough. I am not sure about the entire thing, but I trust your instincts. You haven’t been wrong yet.”
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      The five-hour ride in the submarine was miserable. Carol was wet, but there was nowhere to get changed, and she was given one small towel to wipe her face. What was worse, there was no bathroom, and she desperately needed to pee.

      But those were all small inconveniences. The important thing was that she was away from the island and safe.

      The guys didn’t seem worried about anyone chasing them, so she assumed no one was. Everything was good except for Okidu, who was lying on the bottom and not breathing.

      She’d listened for a heartbeat, but that was silly since she didn't know if he had a heart. Perhaps she should’ve listened for a quiet hum, the kind her computer did when it rebooted.

      Except, she was sitting huddled against Yamanu, and getting up to check on Okidu required energy she didn’t have.

      There was plenty of room on the sub, which was much bigger than she’d expected, and it wasn’t cold, but Carol was so incredibly drained that she needed to lean against a friend and borrow some of his energy.

      Without realizing it, she’d been running on adrenaline her entire stay at the island, and now that she didn’t need to be on high alert anymore, it had dropped so low that she was barely managing to keep her eyes open.

      Hopefully, there was a shower on the fishing ship and a bed for her to sleep in. But before she hit the sack, she was going to call Lokan and tell him about his brother. Arwel was going to be privy to their conversation, which she would’ve liked to avoid, but she couldn’t wait to get back to tell Lokan.

      “We are almost there,” Yamanu said.

      She shifted on the uncomfortable bench. “I call dibs on the bathroom.”

      He chuckled. “No problem. Although if you need to go so badly, you can do it in the water when we get out.”

      “Yuk, that’s gross.”

      He grinned. “Just because I’m a gentleman, I’ll let you climb the rope before I do my thing in the water.”

      She grimaced. “Thank you, I appreciate it. Are you going to carry Okidu up?”

      He shook his head. “We are going to tie a rope around him and haul him up. I don’t want to chance him slipping off and drowning again. He doesn’t look so hot.” Yamanu leaned closer and whispered in her ear. “The guys think that he’s a cyborg prototype that the government is testing. There is just one problem with that story. Okidu kept bowing and calling everyone master.”

      Carol giggled. “What did you tell them?”

      He leaned to whisper in her ear, “Turner told them that it was the programmers' idea of a joke because Okidu looked like a butler.”

      “Good one.”

      As the sub slowed down, the team’s leader opened the hatch, and Carol gratefully breathed in the fresh air. Compared to the heat and humidity inside the sub, it was heavenly.

      “Can we go?” she asked.

      “In a few minutes,” Raffael said. “We need to tie the sub to the ship first.”

      The team's commander had been stealing curious glances at her throughout the five-hour ride, but Carol doubted it was because he found her attractive. She probably looked like a drowned rat.

      When it was time to go, Yamanu lifted her up, and another guy pulled her out of the hatch. Standing on top of the slippery curved roof of the submersible, Carol waited for Yamanu to join her and help her to the ladder attached to the ship’s side. If she could reach it, maybe she could avoid another dip in the water.

      With the Guardian’s height and long arms, she made it and quickly climbed up.

      “Hi, Turner. Can you show me the quickest route to the bathroom?”

      He smiled. “Follow me, I’ll take you there.”

      “Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.” She chuckled. “For real. I owe you.”

      After relieving that most pressing need, Carol peeled the rest of the wetsuit off and padded back to where she’d left Turner, just in time to watch the team pull Okidu up using the fishing crane.

      How much did he weigh that they needed to use that?

      “Put him over here.” Turner motioned to the tarp someone had spread over the deck.

      When he was laid out on the deck, Turner and Yamanu took off his wetsuit but left his underclothes on, which consisted of tidy whities and a sleeveless undershirt.

      That was a shame because Carol was curious to see his anatomy. Supposedly, the Odus lacked sex organs, but like any machine that used fuel to operate, they still needed to evacuate the byproducts of that fuel, and she wondered how their creator had designed that.

      Another guy handed Turner a bunch of towels, and he and Yamanu went to work toweling Okidu dry.

      “Do you think it’s going to help?” she asked.

      Yamanu glanced at her over his shoulder. “I have no clue, but it’s worth a try.”

      Carol didn't know if it was the drying that did it or the rubbing, but after several minutes, Okidu’s eyes just popped open, and he looked straight at her.

      There was something different about his gaze. Carol could’ve sworn that there was awareness in his eyes, even intelligence. But then he smiled his customary fake butler smile, and the effect was gone.

      Carol was about to turn away when he sat up and waved at her. “Hello, Mistress Carol. I am so glad to see that you are well.”

      Was it her imagination, or had it sounded like he really meant it?

      Weird.
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      When Kian had called Arwel to tell him that Carol was safe on board the submersible, Lokan’s knees had nearly given in, and he’d plopped down on the nearest armchair, feeling like a deflated balloon.

      The stress that had built up over the past week had left his system in a rush, and he needed to recuperate like a warrior returning from a fierce battle.

      Except, the warrior was his mate, not him. Lokan had been barely a spectator in this one, but as he’d discovered, worrying was more exhausting than fighting.

      Arwel, who for some reason seemed on edge, had spent the past five hours pacing with his phone in hand, stopping only to get a swig of whiskey from the bottle they were sharing.

      “Why didn’t she call yet?”

      Lokan smiled. Wasn’t he the one who should be saying that? “Because Carol probably wants to do it without the entire team listening in. She’ll call from the ship.”

      “She should have called to say that she’s okay.”

      “We know that she is. What’s gotten into you? I’m the one who’s supposed to be anxiously awaiting my mate’s call.”

      “I just want to know that she made it safely to the ship.”

      “Kian would have called to let us know if anything was going amiss.”

      Arwel rubbed his stomach. “I know. But I have this weird feeling in my gut.”

      That wasn’t good. When an empath had a feeling, it was because he was picking up something.

      “I don’t know if it is the excited type or the anxious type, though. So, it could be that Carol has good news for us. I mean for you.”

      “She already delivered the best news possible. She’s off the island, she found Areana, and Annani’s sister confirmed that I’m her son. What else could it be?”

      In response, Arwel’s phone rang.

      The Guardian smiled. “We are about to find out.”

      “Carol. We were anxiously awaiting your call.”

      “Sorry it took me so long, but I wanted to get out of the wet clothes and grab a shower first. Can I talk with Lokan, please?”

      “Of course. Let me put you on speakerphone.”

      There was a short moment of silence. “Is there a chance that I can talk with Lokan in private?”

      Lokan perked up, his energy level suddenly getting a boost. Did Carol want to whisper sweet nothings in his ear?

      “I can’t leave the phone with him.”

      “That’s what I thought. Can you at least keep what I say private for a while?”

      Lokan’s curiosity spiked. It seemed that Carol had more news for him. Had she found out who his brother was?

      “Depends on what it is.”

      “It’s nothing that endangers the clan.”

      “Then, yes.”

      “Thanks, Arwel. You’re awesome.”

      The Guardian handed Lokan the phone and sat on the couch across from him. “If it makes you feel any better, you can turn off the speakerphone.” Arwel pulled out a pair of earphones from his pocket. “These will muffle the sound a bit. That’s as much privacy as I can give you.”

      Lokan nodded. “Appreciated.”

      He turned the speakerphone off and put the phone against his ear. “Hello, angel. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m exhausted. I feel like a rag doll with half of its stuffing missing. It’s such a relief to be out of there. Not that it was bad, just stressful. I enjoyed getting to know your mother and Tula, and I liked the other people I met in the harem. But the constant fear was hard to handle.”

      “I know what you mean. When Kian called to say that you were safe and sound on board the sub, I felt exactly the same. I’ve spent the last five hours sitting in the same spot, lacking the energy to get up. Please don’t do this to me again. Promise me that this was your last mission.”

      She chuckled. “Don’t worry. I have no plans to embark on anything more dangerous than trying a new recipe, not for a long while.”

      That wasn’t the promise he wanted, but it was close enough. “I can’t wait to hold you in my arms for real. Dream-sharing with you is wonderful, but it’s not the same.”

      “I love you, Lokan.”

      Just hearing Carol say those words with that sexy voice of hers was like an injection of positive energy.

      “I love you too, my sweet angel.”

      She sighed. “I can never tire of you calling me that.”

      “Then I’m going to say it every chance I have.”

      “That’s so sweet. But we could go on like this for hours, and I still didn’t tell you my most exciting news.”

      Straightening up, Lokan switched the phone to his other ear. “I can’t wait to hear it.”

      “I know who your brother is. Areana told me this morning that it’s Kalugal. The one who got away.”

      For some reason, Lokan wasn’t surprised. “I had a feeling it was him. I didn’t feel close to any of my other brothers, and he disappeared before I got a chance to get to know him. While I was already at the top of the hierarchy, Kalugal only reached the position of a junior commander. We didn’t have opportunities to interact with each other. It could’ve been one of the younger ones that I didn’t know either, but somehow I had a feeling it was him.”

      “There is more. Kalugal has your father’s ability. He can compel immortals, and he’s been able to do that since he was a little boy. He came to visit your mother, compelling everyone on his way not only to let him through but to forget that they saw him. Areana feared that once your father discovered how powerful Kalugal was, he might feel threatened. She was the one who encouraged him to run off when he could.”

      “Good for him. He really got away.”

      “Yeah, it would seem so. Your father is still searching for him, though.”

      “Does he know about Kalugal’s ability?”

      “According to Areana, he doesn't. Even though your mother and father are truelove mates, they don’t tell each other everything.”

      Neither did he and Carol. Perhaps with time, he would feel safe enough to tell her everything, but he wasn’t there yet.

      “I have more great news,” Carol said. “Kian is letting you go in time for your monthly island visit. He wants you to go back to Washington and continue as if you’d never left, and, of course, I’m going with you. Turner came up with a good cover story for where you’ve been this entire time and for what happened to your men.”

      Flabbergasted, Lokan shook his head. “Am I dreaming? Because that can’t be true.”

      “It is. Believe it. I’ll tell you the details of Turner’s clever cover story when I get there, but in the meantime, ask Arwel to take your fancy clothes to the dry cleaners. We are leaving for Bolivia tomorrow night, which is right as I come back.”

      He frowned. “You will be exhausted.”

      Carol chuckled. “I’m coming back with Turner, Yamanu, and Okidu on the clan’s private jet. I can get some sleep on the way. Then you and I are going to take the same jet to Bolivia, but it’s going to be only us. Wink, wink, nod, nod.”

      “Someone eager to join the mile-high club?”

      Carol laughed. “You got it. Oh, and before I forget. Your mother wants you to look for your brother. I don’t know how she thinks you’ll be able to do it, but she asked me to tell you that. Anyway, I have to go. Turner is saying that we need to get on the chopper. I’ll call you later from the jet.”

      “I love you, angel.”

      “I love you too.”

      When Carol hung up, Lokan dropped Arwel’s phone on the table and let his head fall back.

      His mate had done the impossible, and he would forever be in her debt.

      She’d found his mother, found who his brother was, and got Kian to release him. As soon as the mandatory island visit with his father was over, Lokan could start searching for his brother.

      First of all, because his mother had asked him to do it, and secondly because Lokan was curious about Kalugal. Perhaps they could have a relationship, like real brothers.

      Perhaps they could be each other’s family, like the one they never had.

      He wondered what Kalugal was doing, and whether the men who’d defected with him had remained with him. Was he using his compulsion ability to amass a fortune?

      Then it hit him.

      Kalugal was the answer to Lokan’s most ambitious and up until now unattainable agenda.

      Together, they could take their father down, and his brother could take over the island and compel its residents during the transition period to democracy. That way, the entire doomsday scenario of the Brotherhood fracturing into many militias and wreaking havoc on the world could be avoided.

      Except, Lokan had no idea what kind of man Kalugal was. What if he was even worse than their father?

      But that was putting the carriage in front of the horse.

      First, he had to find his brother, and Lokan had no idea where to start looking.

      
        
        The end…for now…
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      THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS ORIGINS

      1

      Goddess’s Choice

      When gods and immortals still ruled the ancient world, one young goddess risked everything for love.

      2

      Goddess’s Hope

      Hungry for power and infatuated with the beautiful Areana, Navuh plots his father's demise. After all, by getting rid of the insane god he would be doing the world a favor. Except, when gods and immortals conspire against each other, humanity pays the price.

      But things are not what they seem, and prophecies should not to be trusted...

      

      THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS

      1

      Dark Stranger The Dream

      Syssi's paranormal foresight lands her a job at Dr. Amanda Dokani's neuroscience lab, but it fails to predict the thrilling yet terrifying turn her life will take. Syssi has no clue that her boss is an immortal who'll drag her into a secret, millennia-old battle over humanity's future. Nor does she realize that the professor's imposing brother is the mysterious stranger who's been starring in her dreams.

      Since the dawn of human civilization, two warring factions of immortals—the descendants of the gods of old—have been secretly shaping its destiny. Leading the clandestine battle from his luxurious Los Angeles high-rise, Kian is surrounded by his clan, yet alone. Descending from a single goddess, clan members are forbidden to each other. And as the only other immortals are their hated enemies, Kian and his kin have been long resigned to a lonely existence of fleeting trysts with human partners. That is, until his sister makes a game-changing discovery—a mortal seeress who she believes is a dormant carrier of their genes. Ever the realist, Kian is skeptical and refuses Amanda's plea to attempt Syssi's activation. But when his enemies learn of the Dormant's existence, he's forced to rush her to the safety of his keep. Inexorably drawn to Syssi, Kian wrestles with his conscience as he is tempted to explore her budding interest in the darker shades of sensuality.

      2

      Dark Stranger Revealed

      While sheltered in the clan's stronghold, Syssi is unaware that Kian and Amanda are not human, and neither are the supposedly religious fanatics that are after her. She feels a powerful connection to Kian, and as he introduces her to a world of pleasure she never dared imagine, his dominant sexuality is a revelation. Considering that she's completely out of her element, Syssi feels comfortable and safe letting go with him. That is, until she begins to suspect that all is not as it seems. Piecing the puzzle together, she draws a scary, yet wrong conclusion...

      3

      Dark Stranger Immortal

      When Kian confesses his true nature, Syssi is not as much shocked by the revelation as she is wounded by what she perceives as his callous plans for her.

      If she doesn't turn, he’ll be forced to erase her memories and let her go. His family's safety demands secrecy – no one in the mortal world is allowed to know that immortals exist.

      Resigned to the cruel reality that even if she stays on to never again leave the keep, she'll get old while Kian won’t, Syssi is determined to enjoy what little time she has with him, one day at a time.

      Can Kian let go of the mortal woman he loves? Will Syssi turn? And if she does, will she survive the dangerous transition?

      4

      Dark Enemy Taken

      Dalhu can't believe his luck when he stumbles upon the beautiful immortal professor. Presented with a once in a lifetime opportunity to grab an immortal female for himself, he kidnaps her and runs. If he ever gets caught, either by her people or his, his life is forfeit. But for a chance of a loving mate and a family of his own, Dalhu is prepared to do everything in his power to win Amanda's heart, and that includes leaving the Doom brotherhood and his old life behind. 

      Amanda soon discovers that there is more to the handsome Doomer than his dark past and a hulking, sexy body. But succumbing to her enemy's seduction, or worse, developing feelings for a ruthless killer is out of the question. No man is worth life on the run, not even the one and only immortal male she could claim as her own… 

      Her clan and her research must come first…

      5

      Dark Enemy Captive

      When the rescue team returns with Amanda and the chained Dalhu to the keep, Amanda is not as thrilled to be back as she thought she'd be. Between Kian's contempt for her and Dalhu's imprisonment, Amanda's budding relationship with Dalhu seems doomed. Things start to look up when Annani offers her help, and together with Syssi they resolve to find a way for Amanda to be with Dalhu. But will she still want him when she realizes that he is responsible for her nephew's murder? Could she? Will she take the easy way out and choose Andrew instead?

      6

      Dark Enemy Redeemed

      Amanda suspects that something fishy is going on onboard the Anna. But when her investigation of the peculiar all-female Russian crew fails to uncover anything other than more speculation, she decides it's time to stop playing detective and face her real problem—a man she shouldn't want but can't live without.

      6.5

      My Dark Amazon

      When Michael and Kri fight off a gang of humans, Michael gets stabbed. The injury to his immortal body recovers fast, but the one to his ego takes longer, putting a strain on his relationship with Kri.

      7

      Dark Warrior Mine

      When Andrew is forced to retire from active duty, he believes that all he has to look forward to is a boring desk job. His glory days in special ops are over. But as it turns out, his thrill ride has just begun. Andrew discovers not only that immortals exist and have been manipulating global affairs since antiquity, but that he and his sister are rare possessors of the immortal genes.

      Problem is, Andrew might be too old to attempt the activation process. His sister, who is fourteen years his junior, barely made it through the transition, so the odds of him coming out of it alive, let alone immortal, are slim.

      But fate may force his hand.

      Helping a friend find his long-lost daughter, Andrew finds a woman who's worth taking the risk for. Nathalie might be a Dormant, but the only way to find out for sure requires fangs and venom.

      8

      Dark Warrior’s Promise

      Andrew and Nathalie's love flourishes, but the secrets they keep from each other taint their relationship with doubts and suspicions. In the meantime, Sebastian and his men are getting bolder, and the storm that's brewing will shift the balance of power in the millennia-old conflict between Annani's clan and its enemies.

      9

      Dark Warrior’s Destiny

      The new ghost in Nathalie's head remembers who he was in life, providing Andrew and her with indisputable proof that he is real and not a figment of her imagination. 

      Convinced that she is a Dormant, Andrew decides to go forward with his transition immediately after the rescue mission at the Doomers' HQ.

      Fearing for his life, Nathalie pleads with him to reconsider. She'd rather spend the rest of her mortal days with Andrew than risk what they have for the fickle promise of immortality.

      While the clan gets ready for battle, Carol gets help from an unlikely ally. Sebastian's second-in-command can no longer ignore the torment she suffers at the hands of his commander and offers to help her, but only if she agrees to his terms.

      10

      Dark Warrior’s Legacy

      Andrew's acclimation to his post-transition body isn't easy. His senses are sharper, he's bigger, stronger, and hungrier. Nathalie fears that the changes in the man she loves are more than physical. Measuring up to this new version of him is going to be a challenge.

      Carol and Robert are disillusioned with each other. They are not destined mates, and love is not on the horizon. When Robert's three months are up, he might be left with nothing to show for his sacrifice.

      Lana contacts Anandur with disturbing news; the yacht and its human cargo are in Mexico. Kian must find a way to apprehend Alex and rescue the women on board without causing an international incident.

      11

      Dark Guardian Found

      What would you do if you stopped aging?

      Eva runs. The ex-DEA agent doesn't know what caused her strange mutation, only that if discovered, she'll be dissected like a lab rat. What Eva doesn't know, though, is that she's a descendant of the gods, and that she is not alone. The man who rocked her world in one life-changing encounter over thirty years ago is an immortal as well. 

      To keep his people's existence secret, Bhathian was forced to turn his back on the only woman who ever captured his heart, but he's never forgotten and never stopped looking for her.

      12

      Dark Guardian Craved

      Cautious after a lifetime of disappointments, Eva is mistrustful of Bhathian's professed feelings of love. She accepts him as a lover and a confidant but not as a life partner.

      Jackson suspects that Tessa is his true love mate, but unless she overcomes her fears, he might never find out.

      Carol gets an offer she can't refuse—a chance to prove that there is more to her than meets the eye. Robert believes she's about to commit a deadly mistake, but when he tries to dissuade her, she tells him to leave.

      13

      Dark Guardian’s Mate

      Prepare for the heart-warming culmination of Eva and Bhathian's story!

      14

      Dark Angel's Obsession

      The cold and stoic warrior is an enigma even to those closest to him. His secrets are about to unravel...

      15

      Dark Angel's Seduction

      Brundar is fighting a losing battle. Calypso is slowly chipping away his icy armor from the outside, while his need for her is melting it from the inside. 

      He can't allow it to happen. Calypso is a human with none of the Dormant indicators. There is no way he can keep her for more than a few weeks.

      16

      Dark Angel's Surrender

      Get ready for the heart pounding conclusion to Brundar and Calypso's story. 

      Callie still couldn't wrap her head around it, nor could she summon even a smidgen of sorrow or regret. After all, she had some memories with him that weren't horrible. She should've felt something. But there was nothing, not even shock. Not even horror at what had transpired over the last couple of hours.

      Maybe it was a typical response for survivors--feeling euphoric for the simple reason that they were alive. Especially when that survival was nothing short of miraculous.

      Brundar's cold hand closed around hers, reminding her that they weren't out of the woods yet. Her injuries were superficial, and the most she had to worry about was some scarring. But, despite his and Anandur's reassurances, Brundar might never walk again.

      If he ended up crippled because of her, she would never forgive herself for getting him involved in her crap.

      "Are you okay, sweetling? Are you in pain?" Brundar asked.

      Her injuries were nothing compared to his, and yet he was concerned about her. God, she loved this man. The thing was, if she told him that, he would run off, or crawl away as was the case.

      Hey, maybe this was the perfect opportunity to spring it on him.

      17

      Dark Operative: A Shadow of Death

      As a brilliant strategist and the only human entrusted with the secret of immortals' existence, Turner is both an asset and a liability to the clan. His request to attempt transition into immortality as an alternative to cancer treatments cannot be denied without risking the clan's exposure. On the other hand, approving it means risking his premature death. In both scenarios, the clan will lose a valuable ally.

      When the decision is left to the clan's physician, Turner makes plans to manipulate her by taking advantage of her interest in him.

      Will Bridget fall for the cold, calculated operative? Or will Turner fall into his own trap?

      18

      Dark Operative: A Glimmer of Hope

      As Turner and Bridget’s relationship deepens, living together seems like the right move, but to make it work both need to make concessions.

      Bridget is realistic and keeps her expectations low. Turner could never be the truelove mate she yearns for, but he is as good as she’s going to get. Other than his emotional limitations, he’s perfect in every way.

      Turner’s hard shell is starting to show cracks. He wants immortality, he wants to be part of the clan, and he wants Bridget, but he doesn’t want to cause her pain. 

      His options are either abandon his quest for immortality and give Bridget his few remaining decades, or abandon Bridget by going for the transition and most likely dying. His rational mind dictates that he chooses the former, but his gut pulls him toward the latter. Which one is he going to trust?

      19

      Dark Operative: The Dawn of Love

      Get ready for the exciting finale of Bridget and Turner’s story!

      20

      Dark Survivor Awakened

      This was a strange new world she had awakened to.

      Her memory loss must have been catastrophic because almost nothing was familiar. The language was foreign to her, with only a few words bearing some similarity to the language she thought in. Still, a full moon cycle had passed since her awakening, and little by little she was gaining basic understanding of it--only a few words and phrases, but she was learning more each day.

      A week or so ago, a little girl on the street had tugged on her mother's sleeve and pointed at her. "Look, Mama, Wonder Woman!"

      The mother smiled apologetically, saying something in the language these people spoke, then scurried away with the child looking behind her shoulder and grinning.

      When it happened again with another child on the same day, it was settled.

      Wonder Woman must have been the name of someone important in this strange world she had awoken to, and since both times it had been said with a smile it must have been a good one.

      Wonder had a nice ring to it.

      She just wished she knew what it meant.

      21

      Dark Survivor Echoes of Love

      Wonder’s journey continues in Dark Survivor Echoes of Love.

      22

      Dark Survivor Reunited

      The exciting finale of Wonder and Anandur's story.

      23

      Dark Widow’s Secret

      Vivian and her daughter share a powerful telepathic connection, so when Ella can’t be reached by conventional or psychic means, her mother fears the worst. 

      Help arrives from an unexpected source when Vivian gets a call from the young doctor she met at a psychic convention. Turns out Julian belongs to a private organization specializing in retrieving missing girls. 

      As Julian's clan mobilizes its considerable resources to rescue the daughter, Magnus is charged with keeping the gorgeous young mother safe.

      Worry for Ella and the secrets Vivian and Magnus keep from each other should be enough to prevent the sparks of attraction from kindling a blaze of desire. Except, these pesky sparks have a mind of their own.

      24

      Dark Widow’s Curse

      A simple rescue operation turns into mission impossible when the Russian mafia gets involved. Bad things are supposed to come in threes, but in Vivian's case, it seems like there is no limit to bad luck. Her family and everyone who gets close to her is affected by her curse.

      Will Magnus and his people prove her wrong?

      25

      Dark Widow’s Blessing

      The thrilling finale of the Dark Widow trilogy!

      26

      Dark Dream’s Temptation

      Julian has known Ella is the one for him from the moment he saw her picture, but when he finally frees her from captivity, she seems indifferent to him. Could he have been mistaken?

      Ella’s rescue should’ve ended that chapter in her life, but it seems like the road back to normalcy has just begun and it’s full of obstacles. Between the pitying looks she gets and her mother’s attempts to get her into therapy, Ella feels like she’s typecast as a victim, when nothing could be further from the truth. She’s a tough survivor, and she’s going to prove it.

      Strangely, the only one who seems to understand is Logan, who keeps popping up in her dreams. But then, he’s a figment of her imagination—or is he?

      27

      Dark Dream’s Unraveling

      While trying to figure out a way around Logan's silencing compulsion, Ella concocts an ambitious plan. What if instead of trying to keep him out of her dreams, she could pretend to like him and lure him into a trap? 

      Catching Navuh’s son would be a major boon for the clan, as well as for Ella. She will have her revenge, turning the tables on another scumbag out to get her.

      28

      Dark Dream’s Trap

      The trap is set, but who is the hunter and who is the prey? Find out in this heart-pounding conclusion to the Dark Dream trilogy.

      29

      Dark Prince’s Enigma

      As the son of the most dangerous male on the planet, Lokan lives by three rules:

      Don’t trust a soul.

      Don’t show emotions.

      And don’t get attached.

      Will one extraordinarily woman make him break all three?

      30

      Dark Prince’s Dilemma

      Will Kian decide that the benefits of trusting Lokan outweigh the risks? 

      Will Lokan betray his father and brothers for the greater good of his people?

      Are Carol and Lokan true-love mates, or is one of them playing the other?

      So many questions, the path ahead is anything but clear.

      31

      Dark Prince’s Agenda

      While Turner and Kian work out the details of Areana's rescue plan, Carol and Lokan's tumultuous relationship hits another snag. Is it a sign of things to come?

      

      32

      Dark Queen’s Quest

      A former beauty queen, a retired undercover agent, and a successful model, Mey is not the typical damsel in distress. But when her sister drops off the radar and then someone starts following her around, she panics.

      Following a vague clue that Kalugal might be in New York, Kian sends a team headed by Yamanu to search for him. 

      As Mey and Yamanu’s paths cross, he offers her his help and protection, but will that be all?
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        Perfect Match 1: Vampire’s Consort

      

      

      When Gabriel's company is ready to start beta testing, he invites his old crush to inspect its medical safety protocol.

      Curious about the revolutionary technology of the Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy-Fulfillment studios, Brenna agrees.

      Neither expects to end up partnering for its first fully immersive test run.

      

      
        
        Perfect Match 2: King’s Chosen

      

      

      When Lisa’s nutty friends get her a gift certificate to Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy Studios, she has no intentions of using it. But since the only way to get a refund is if no partner can be found for her, she makes sure to request a fantasy so girly and over the top that no sane guy will pick it up.

      Except, someone does.

      

      
        
        Warning: This fantasy contains a hot, domineering crown prince, sweet insta-love, steamy love scenes painted with light shades of gray, a wedding, and a HEA in both the virtual and real worlds.

        Intended for mature audience.

        

      

      
        
        Perfect Match 3: Captain’s Conquest

      

      

      Working as a Starbucks barista, Alicia fends off flirting all day long, but none of the guys are as charming and sexy as Gregg. His frequent visits are the highlight of her day, but since he’s never asked her out, she assumes he’s taken. Besides, between a day job and a budding music career, she has no time to start a new relationship.

      That is until Gregg makes her an offer she can’t refuse—a gift certificate to the virtual fantasy fulfillment service everyone is talking about. As a huge Star Trek fan, Alicia has a perfect match in mind—the captain of the Starship Enterprise.
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