
        
            
                
            
        

    
Also by I. T. Lucas

THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS ORIGINS

1: Goddess’s Choice

2: Goddess’s Hope

THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS

Dark Stranger

1: Dark Stranger The Dream

2: Dark Stranger Revealed

3: Dark Stranger Immortal

Dark Enemy

4: Dark Enemy Taken

5: Dark Enemy Captive

6: Dark Enemy Redeemed

Kri & Michael’s Story

6.5: My Dark Amazon

Dark Warrior

7: Dark Warrior Mine

8: Dark Warrior’s Promise

9: Dark Warrior’s Destiny

10: Dark Warrior’s Legacy

Dark Guardian

11: Dark Guardian Found

12: Dark Guardian Craved

13: Dark Guardian’s Mate

Dark Angel

14: Dark Angel's Obsession

15: Dark Angel's Seduction

16: Dark Angel's Surrender

Dark Operative

17: Dark Operative: A Shadow of Death

18: Dark Operative: A Glimmer of Hope

19: Dark Operative: The Dawn of Love

Dark Survivor

20: Dark Survivor Awakened

21: Dark Survivor Echoes of Love

22: Dark Survivor Reunited

Dark Widow

23: Dark Widow’s Secret

24: Dark Widow’s Curse

25: Dark Widow’s Blessing

Dark Dream

26: Dark Dream’s Temptation

27: Dark Dream’s Unraveling

28: Dark Dream’s Trap

Dark Prince

29: Dark Prince’s Enigma

30: Dark Prince’s Dilemma

31: Dark Prince’s Agenda

Dark Queen

32: Dark Queen’s Quest

33: Dark Queen’s Knight

34: Dark Queen’s Army

Dark Spy

35: Dark Spy Conscripted

36: Dark Spy’s Mission

37: Dark Spy’s Resolution

Dark Overlord

38: Dark Overlord New Horizon

39: Dark Overlord’s Wife

40: Dark Overlord’s Clan

Dark Choices

41: Dark Choices The Quandary

42: Dark Choices Paradigm Shift

43: Dark Choices The Accord

Dark Secrets

44: Dark Secrets Resurgence

45: Dark Secrets Unveiled

46: Dark Secrets Absolved

Dark Haven

47: Dark Haven Illusion

48: Dark Haven Unmasked

49: Dark Haven Found

Dark Power

50: Dark Power Untamed

51: Dark Power Unleashed

52: Dark Power Convergence

Dark Memories

53: Dark Memories Submerged

54: Dark Memories Emerge

55: Dark Memories Restored

Dark Hunter

56: Dark Hunter’s Query

57: Dark Hunter’s Prey

58: Dark Hunter's Boon

Dark God

59: Dark God’s Avatar

60: Dark God’s Reviviscence

61: Dark God Destinies Converge

Dark Whispers

62: Dark Whispers From The Past

63: Dark Whispers From Afar

64: Dark Whispers From Beyond

Dark Gambit

65: Dark Gambit The Pawn

66: Dark Gambit The Play

67: Dark Gambit Reliance

Dark Alliance

68: Dark Alliance Kindred Souls

69: Dark Alliance Turbulent Waters

70: Dark Alliance Perfect Storm

Dark Healing

71: Dark Healing Blind Justice

72: Dark Healing Blind Trust

73: Dark healing Blind Curve

Dark Encounters

74: Dark Encounters of the Close Kind

75: Dark Encounters of the Unexpected Kind

76: Dark Encounters of the Fated Kind

Dark Voyage

77: Dark Voyage Matters of the Heart

78: Dark Voyage Matters of the Mind

79: Dark Voyage Matters of the Soul

Dark Horizon

80: Dark Horizon New Dawn

81: Dark Horizon Eclipse of the Heart

82: Dark Horizon The Witching Hour

Dark Witch

83: Dark Witch: Entangled Fates

84: Dark Witch: Twin Destinies

85: Dark Witch: Resurrection

[image: ]


PERFECT MATCH

Vampire’s Consort

King’s Chosen

Captain’s Conquest

The Thief Who Loved Me

My Merman Prince

The Dragon King

My Werewolf Romeo

The Channeler's Companion

The Valkyrie & The Witch

Adina and the Magic Lamp

[image: ]


TRANSLATIONS

DIE ERBEN DER GÖTTER

Dark Stranger

1- Dark Stranger Der Traum

2- Dark Stranger Die Offenbarung

3- Dark Stranger Unsterblich

Dark Enemy

4- Dark Enemy Entführt

5- Dark Enemy Gefangen

6- Dark Enemy Erlöst

Dark Warrior

7- Dark Warrior Meine Sehnsucht

8- Dark Warrior – Dein Versprechen

9- Dark Warrior - Unser Schicksal

10-Dark Warrior-Unser Vermächtnis

[image: ]


LOS HIJOS DE LOS DIOSES

EL OSCURO DESCONOCIDO

1: EL OSCURO DESCONOCIDO EL SUEÑO

2: EL OSCURO DESCONOCIDO REVELADO

3: EL OSCURO DESCONOCIDO INMORTAL

EL OSCURO ENEMIGO

4- EL OSCURO ENEMIGO CAPTURADO

5 - EL OSCURO ENEMIGO CAUTIVO

6- EL OSCURO ENEMIGO REDIMIDO

LES ENFANTS DES DIEUX

DARK STRANGER

1- Dark Stranger Le rêve

2- Dark Stranger La révélation

3- Dark Stranger L’immortelle

[image: ]


The Children of the Gods Series Sets

Books 1-3: Dark Stranger trilogy—Includes a bonus short story: The Fates Take a Vacation

Books 4-6: Dark Enemy Trilogy —Includes a bonus short story—The Fates' Post-Wedding Celebration

Books 7-10: Dark Warrior Tetralogy

Books 11-13: Dark Guardian Trilogy

Books 14-16: Dark Angel Trilogy

Books 17-19: Dark Operative Trilogy

Books 20-22: Dark Survivor Trilogy

Books 23-25: Dark Widow Trilogy

Books 26-28: Dark Dream Trilogy

Books 29-31: Dark Prince Trilogy

Books 32-34: Dark Queen Trilogy

Books 35-37: Dark Spy Trilogy

Books 38-40: Dark Overlord Trilogy

Books 41-43: Dark Choices Trilogy

Books 44-46: Dark Secrets Trilogy

Books 47-49: Dark Haven Trilogy

Books 50-52: Dark Power Trilogy

Books 53-55: Dark Memories Trilogy

Books 56-58: Dark Hunter Trilogy

Books 59-61: Dark God Trilogy

Books 62-64: Dark Whispers Trilogy

Books 65-67: Dark Gambit Trilogy

Books 68-70: Dark Alliance Trilogy

Books 71-73: Dark Healing Trilogy

Books 74-76: Dark Encounters Trilogy

Books 77-79: Dark Voyage Trilogy

MEGA SETS

The Children of the Gods: Books 1-6

includes character lists

The Children of the Gods: Books 6.5-10

Perfect Match Bundle 1

[image: ]


CHECK OUT THE SPECIALS ON

ITLUCAS.COM

(https://itlucas.com/specials)

[image: ]


FOR EXCLUSIVE PEEKS AT UPCOMING RELEASES &

A FREE I. T. LUCAS COMPANION BOOK

Join my VIP Club and gain access to the VIP portal at itlucas.com

To Join, go to:

http://eepurl.com/blMTpD

Find out more details about what’s included with your free membership on the book's last page.

[image: ]


TRY THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS SERIES ON

AUDIBLE

2 FREE audiobooks with your new Audible subscription!


DARK WITCH
[image: ]
TWIN DESTINIES
THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS
BOOK EIGHTY-FOUR


I. T. LUCAS


[image: Evening Star Press, LLC.]



Dark Witch Twin Destinies is a work of fiction! Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any similarity to actual persons, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by I. T. Lucas

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Published by Evening Star Press

EveningStarPress.com

ISBN: 978-1-962067-38-6


CONTENTS


1. Kian
2. Jasmine
3. Edgar
4. Kian
5. Marina
6. Kian
7. Jasmine
8. Kian
9. Jasmine
10. Peter
11. Marina
12. Jasmine
13. Marina
14. Jasmine
15. Kian
16. Edgar
17. Jasmine
18. Edgar
19. Jasmine
20. Marina
21. Jasmine
22. Edgar
23. Jasmine
24. Edgar
25. Peter
26. Jasmine
27. Edgar
28. Jasmine
29. Jasmine
30. Aru
31. Aru
32. Jasmine
33. Edgar
34. Jasmine
35. Aru
36. Jasmine
37. Jasmine
38. Negal
39. Jasmine
40. Edgar
41. Aru
42. Jasmine
43. Aru
44. Edgar
45. Edgar
46. Aru
47. Aru
48. Jasmine
49. Aru
50. Kian
51. Jasmine
52. Annani
53. Jasmine
54. Edgar
55. Jasmine
56. Jasmine
57. Edgar
58. Edgar
59. Jasmine
60. Aru
61. Marina
62. Peter
63. Marina
64. Peter
65. Aru
66. Aru
67. Jasmine
68. Aru
69. Edgar
70. Aru
71. Edgar
72. Aru
73. Jasmine
Note
The Children of the Gods Series
The Perfect Match Series
FOR EXCLUSIVE PEEKS



1
[image: ]
KIAN


Kian leaned back in the plush limo seat. "I don't know about you, but I'm glad to be back on solid ground."

"I'm so happy to go home," Syssi murmured, keeping her voice low so as not to disturb their sleeping daughter.

Allegra was nestled in her car seat between them, the soft, steady vibration of the car and the muted whoosh of the tires against the pavement lulling her to sleep. She was dreaming, her lashes fluttering against her cherubic cheeks and her sweet rosebud lips moving as if she was sucking on a pacifier even though she hadn't had one for a while now.

Kian wanted to lean down and kiss her upturned little nose, fluttering eyelids, or even just her tiny fingers, but he knew better than to rouse his daughter. It was best to let her sleep and wake up naturally.

Across from them, Annani sat flanked by her Odus, her gaze on her granddaughter and her lips upturned in a soft smile. "I adore this little spitfire," she said quietly before shifting her eyes to Kian. "I am surprised that Okidu agreed to relinquish control of the limousine to Anandur."

"I didn't give him a choice. My penthouse is already full, and I needed him to open Amanda's penthouse for the other two couples."

Coordinating the safe and discreet departure of so many people from the ship was a feat of logistical planning.

Shai and Bridget had worked to arrange most of the details, ensuring that clan members would not travel in large groups to the same destinations. That would have attracted unwanted attention, which needed to be avoided under normal circumstances and doubly so now, when there was a chance that members of the Brotherhood might be waiting for them to follow them back to their strongholds.

Thankfully, that didn't seem to be the case, but Kian didn't regret going the extra step to secure his people. For a change, Sari had agreed to follow the safety protocol without grumbling about him being paranoid.

She and her people were en route to the airport, their flights booked to different European cities before they eventually returned to Edinburgh. There, nondescript vehicles had been parked in prearranged locations scattered throughout the city, allowing them to slip back into their lives with minimal fuss.

The Alaskan contingent took similar precautions before arriving at several private airports in Alaska. They were later picked up by Oshidu, who had stayed behind in the sanctuary to fly them back home. 

The last piece of the puzzle was the rescued women, who had been collected by bus to take them to Ojai. Kian authorized the temporary lifting of the village lockdown so Vanessa could leave and make the necessary arrangements for them.

So far, everything seemed to be working like a well-oiled machine, and Kian was slowly relaxing his death grip on the phone.

No calls meant no trouble, and the further the limo got from the port, the more he allowed himself to relax. 

The cruise was supposed to have been a respite from his stressful life, but instead of ten days of celebrations, he had acquired new worries.

It was all good.

The Fates demanded recompense for the many blessings they had bestowed on the clan, and he was glad to pay the toll, especially when it involved rescuing a group of women from a fate worse than death and eliminating the maggots who had committed unimaginable acts of cruelty against defenseless villagers.  

Still, it had been a most troubling surprise to find out that the Doomers were working with the Mexican drug cartels. By rescuing the women and destroying the Doomer team that had been responsible for the massacre, the clan had poked the hornets' nest.

All the civilians and most of the Guardians were safely on their way home, but he was worried about the human staff and the few Guardians who had remained behind to protect them.

Once they were done cleaning up and preparing the ship for her next journey, they would also be on their way, and Kian would finally allow himself to relax fully. 

Still, despite the unexpected trouble and the stress, the cruise had been a great success in terms of its stated purpose. It had provided a safe environment for his clan to gather and celebrate the eternal bond between ten couples.

It had been a little too long, though, and Kian was happy to be heading home.
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JASMINE


"It's so annoying." Jasmine took Edgar's hand as she stepped out of the taxi in front of the keep. "My sea legs are reluctant to adjust back to solid ground, and I'm still wobbling." 

After days of gentle sways and the rhythmic rolling of the cruise ship, her first few steps on firm ground had been unsteady. However, the sensation of floating had started to dissipate as she entered the taxi, and she had thought that she was over her sea legs.

Not so. Evidently, her body needed more time to adjust.

Edgar pulled their suitcases from the trunk, put them down on the sidewalk, and wrapped an arm around her middle. "If you feel dizzy, lean on me." 

"It's not that bad." She smiled up at him. "But I don't mind leaning on you." She kissed his cheek and then looked up at the imposing high-rises on both sides of the street. "Those look like office buildings. I never would have guessed that there are residences inside."

"Good observation," Edgar said. "Many of them used to be office buildings, but there is less demand for office space these days than for apartments, so they were converted." He leaned to whisper in her ear, "It's easy to get permits for a change of use when you can manipulate the minds of bureaucrats and alter city records." 

It took a moment for Edgar's words to sink in, and when they did, she gaped at him. "Are you serious? All these buildings belong to your people?"

"Most of them." 

No wonder they had so much money to spend on cruise ships and lavish weddings. These buildings would be worth a king's ransom. 

Despite living in Los Angeles for years, Jasmine had never been to this area of downtown before, and as she and Edgar waited on the sidewalk for the other two taxis to arrive, she took the time to look over the broad boulevard. Well-tended trees adorned the sidewalks, and everything was spotless, as if it had been cleaned that morning. There were no homeless encampments like in so many other areas of the city, but then it was easy for the immortals to keep them away.

The ability to manipulate human minds was very convenient.

Jasmine was still trying to wrap her head around the fact that she was surrounded by immortals who were the descendants of gods and that her immortal lover had fangs and venom, which provided the best orgasms and psychedelic trips, and the secondary effects were improved health and vitality.

Her life had definitely taken a turn straight into The Twilight Zone, and the immortals weren't even the strangest part of it. Turned out that her tarot cards had been guiding her toward an alien prince who belonged to a people named the Kra-ell, and she was supposed to direct the immortals to where his pod had crashed.

It felt like she was living in a movie.

It wasn't what Jasmine had dreamt of when she'd imagined a career in Hollywood, but maybe that was where her life had been leading her all along.

When the other two taxis pulled up to the curb and the rest of their team got out, the nine of them headed inside the building.

As Kian's butler led their group toward the security desk, Jasmine took in the sprawling lobby with its high ceilings, sparse groupings of seating, and the café at the far end. "I like the minimalistic decor. It looks so elegant." 

"Wait until you see the penthouse," Gabi whispered in her ear as they followed the butler past security and into the elevator. "It's stunning." 

Margo and Frankie exchanged excited smiles and clasped each other's hands like schoolgirls on an outing. 

They were adorable.

The elevator shot up, and when the doors opened on the penthouse level, and Jasmine took in the opulent vestibule, she squeezed Edgar's hand with as much excitement as Margo and Frankie had exhibited moments before. 

It was like a miniature of the lobby in the Venetian hotel in Las Vegas, but instead of everything being made from painted plaster, the columns, the mosaic floor, and the mural on the ceiling were all authentic. This was just the vestibule, which was a fancy name for an entry hallway. 

A round granite table dominated the center of the space, its polished surface reflecting the intricate mosaic patterns inlaid in the marble floor. On top of it was an enormous vase overflowing with vibrant fresh flowers.

Kian's butler opened one of the two sets of doors. "This used to be Master Kian's residence, and across the vestibule is what used to be Mistress Amanda's penthouse apartment. The penthouses were leased out until quite recently," the butler explained. "Fortunately, both leases ended in time for Master Kian and Mistress Amanda to make them available for your use during your stay in the city." He smiled conspiratorially. "The previous tenant was a Saudi prince with four wives and numerous children."

Jasmine's curiosity was piqued. "A prince?"  

The strange-looking butler smiled indulgently. "I was told that there are many Saudi princes. I do not know how important the one who stayed here was." 

Jasmine nodded, trying to look unimpressed but failing. As she followed the butler and the others, her breath caught in her throat the moment she crossed the threshold into a world of luxury.

The first thing that struck her was the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows directly opposite the entryway, offering a breathtaking panorama of the city skyline. The view was spectacular, with the countless skyscrapers stretching as far as the eye could see.

The expanse of glass opened onto a sprawling rooftop terrace, where Jasmine could make out the shimmering surface of a long, narrow lap pool flanked by an array of stylish lounge furniture bordered by lush, meticulously manicured greenery.

The living room was designed in a contemporary style, blending sophistication and comfort perfectly. A trio of espresso-colored leather sofas surrounded a massive stone coffee table, its rough-hewn edges strikingly contrasting with the smooth, sleek lines of the seating.

Beneath her feet, the rich hues of the hardwood floor were softened by a vibrant area rug with a bold abstract pattern that provided a pop of color to the otherwise neutral palette. Like the floor, the walls were adorned with vivid large-scale artwork.

A contemporary fireplace anchored one end of the room, its clean lines and minimalist aesthetic a perfect complement to the oversized screen mounted above it. Large vases had been placed in strategic spots, brimming with fragrant blooms and beautiful colors to enliven the space.

Jasmine had no doubt that a professional had created the ambiance, and a crew of caretakers ensured that the building was properly maintained.

For a moment, she allowed herself to imagine living in a place like this, waking up every morning to that incredible view, spending lazy afternoons lounging by the pool, and hosting intimate gatherings with friends in the chic living room.

It was the kind of life she'd dreamt of when she had still allowed herself to fantasize about making it big in Hollywood. But as the years passed, that dream had seemed farther and farther out of reach, and now that she was about to embark on a new chapter in her life, that future would probably never come to pass. 

Jasmine was still coming to terms with the incredible revelations of the past few days—the possibility of her turning immortal, her role in the search for the Kra-ell royal twins, and the budding relationship with Edgar.

It was all so much to process.

If she could have her way, she would stay in this opulent penthouse, living the life of the rich and famous and enjoying herself with the handsome pilot.

She didn't relish the prospect of leaving all this comfort to embark on a journey to Tibet, but what choice did she have?

She was only here because their group needed a place to prepare for their departure. 

Edgar must have sensed her unease and tightened his fingers around hers. "Are you okay?"

She nodded. "It's a little overwhelming. I've never stayed in a place this fancy before. Even the presidential suite in the hotel in Cabo that Alberto put me in wasn't this high-end." She turned to Margo. "Am I right?"

Her friend was just as wide-eyed as she was. "No. It wasn't. The suite in Cabo was trying to look like this, but this is the real deal." She turned to Aru. "How rich is the clan?"

"I don't know," he admitted. "What I do know is that Toven is rich beyond measure. He's probably the richest person on the planet, and no one knows it."

"That makes sense." Margo leaned on Negal's arm. "He always acts as if money is no object." 

"He does," Aru confirmed. "He's buying us a brand-new helicopter." He glanced at Edgar. "Do you know which model he's getting?" 

Edgar shrugged. "I made a few recommendations, but it depends on what he can get locally. China controls Tibet, so nothing is easy to get over there."

Negal leaned down and smirked at Margo. "Do you want to see where we are going to sleep?"

Dagor cleared his throat. "About that. One of us needs to go across the vestibule to the other penthouse." He pulled a coin from his pocket. "Do you want to flip for it?"

Negal pursed his lips. "No need. You and Frankie can have this one. Margo and I will go with Jasmine and Edgar to the other one."

The butler dipped his head. "Very well. Please, follow me." He started to walk toward the door.

As Jasmine and Edgar followed the butler, she told herself this was only a temporary respite before the true adventure began. But that didn't mean she couldn't savor it and commit everything to memory, which reminded her that she still didn't have a phone and needed one as soon as possible.

"Can we go shopping?" she asked Edgar. "I need to get a new phone."
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EDGAR


Edgar shook his head. "You can't just go out and buy a phone. You need to get a special-issue satellite clan phone that works anywhere globally."

There was still so much that Jasmine didn't know, and the type of phone she could or couldn't use was just the tip of the iceberg. 

She had no clue that Aru and his teammates were not mere immortals but gods and that they had been sent from the distant planet of the gods to search for the missing Kra-ell pods. They had also been tasked with finding out whether any of the exiled gods or their descendants had survived after the bombing that had killed almost all of them five thousand years ago, but that was not something that she needed to know.

Or so he thought.

No one had told him what he was allowed to tell her, and Edgar wasn't taking any chances. 

The question was whether he should wait until tomorrow for Kian's visit or find a quiet spot and call Onegus for guidance. 

"You can use mine until you get a new one," Frankie offered, then frowned. "Now that I'm immortal, will the restriction on who I can call get removed?"

Dagor pursed his lips. "I hope so. William probably can do that remotely."

The butler cleared his throat, reminding them he was waiting by the door to show them the other penthouse. 

Margo leaned to plant a quick peck on Frankie's cheek. "We will just put our things in our bedroom and return here." She looked at the outdoor terrace. "Maybe we can have coffee and tea out there."

Frankie grinned. "I'll get the coffee going."

"I'm curious about the other penthouse." Gabi glanced at Frankie. "Don't you want to see it?"

"On second thought, I do." Frankie threaded her arm through Dagor's and led him toward the door. 

As they followed Okidu out of Kian's penthouse and across the vestibule to Amanda's residence, Edgar tried to remember if he had ever seen Amanda's penthouse. He'd been to Kian's place a few times while they had all still lived in the keep, but Amanda had her own place back then, a condo near the university, and she'd rarely stayed at her penthouse apartment in the keep.  

As he'd expected, the layout was nearly identical, a mirror image of Kian's, but the decor had a distinctly feminine touch. Where Kian's apartment had been all sleek lines and masculine hues, Amanda's was softer, the colors more inviting, and many plush throw pillows were strewn over the couches.

Okidu led them through the space, highlighting the various amenities and features. The fridge and the pantry were well stocked, reinforcing Ed's assumption that a crew had been sent to prepare the penthouses.  

"Dibs on the master bedroom," Margo called from down the hallway. 

Jasmine frowned. "Shouldn't we flip for it?"

Edgar chuckled. "They have priority. Negal was here first." And he was a god, but that revelation was still pending. "Besides, we are only staying here a couple of nights, so it doesn't matter." 

"Right." Jasmine pouted. "I would like to bask in the luxury a little longer than that." 

When Okidu opened the door to the guest suite, Jasmine walked in and nodded in appreciation. "This is very nice."

The centerpiece was a massive king-sized bed piled high with fluffy pillows and draped in sumptuous linens. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of the city skyline, and a small sitting area was strategically placed to take advantage of the view.

"Look at this." Jasmine walked into the closet. "This is bigger than my entire apartment." 

Edgar rolled their suitcases inside and left them near the door. "I don't think we should unpack. We are not staying long enough."

"Of course we should." Jasmine walked over to a bank of drawers and started pulling them out one at a time. "Most of my things are unsuitable for trekking in the Himalayas. I will need to go shopping." She turned to look at him. "Who is going to pay for that, and can I leave my stuff here?"

"I don't know the answers to either of your questions." Edgar rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. "Kian will stop by tomorrow, and you can ask him about it. We can store our stuff in the underground facility if he wants to lease out this place again. " 

"There is an underground facility?"

He might have said too much. "Yeah. Storage." 

With a doubtful glance in his direction, Jasmine walked out of the closet. "I want to see the primary bedroom. I can only imagine how much more luxurious it is." 

"Sure. I want to see it, too." He'd only seen Kian's living and dining rooms and had never seen the bedrooms. 

Jasmine knocked on the master's open door before walking in. "Is everyone decent? Edgar and I want a tour." 

Margo emerged from what Edgar guessed was the bathroom and waved them inside. "You've got to see this."

As Jasmine hurried to join her friend, Edgar stayed in the master bedroom and walked over to the glass sliding doors that opened to the terrace. The lap pool was calling to him, and he resolved to use it at least once before they shipped out. 

Who knew how long this expedition was going to last?

It might be months before he got a chance to swim again.
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KIAN


As the limousine's windows turned opaque a few miles before the entrance to the tunnel, Syssi's soft sigh drew Kian's attention.

"Part of me wishes we could just live on the Silver Swan," she said quietly because Allegra was still sleeping. "It was so nice to be with our family and friends, and we enjoyed spending time together."

Leaning over, Kian pressed a kiss to her temple. "Sometimes, I fantasize about moving the entire clan permanently to a cruise ship. But we would need a much larger one for that." He smiled. "Perhaps we can purchase a decommissioned aircraft carrier. Those things are the size of a city. We could remodel it to include gardens and all the other amenities we have in the village."

Syssi chuckled. "As if you don't have enough on your plate already. Besides, I don't want to live in a floating city, and the Kra-ell even less so. Just try mentioning another sea voyage to them and see their reaction. I think they would be less horrified about boarding a spaceship bound for Mars." 

Kian didn't laugh. "I wouldn't mind settling on Mars. No Brotherhood and no threat from the Eternal King. Just our people finally living in peace."

Across from him, his mother smiled knowingly. "Without adversity, you would not know what to do with yourself, my son."

"Not true. I might finally have time to read all the books on my wish list."

Syssi cast him a skeptical look. "I love reading, but I can't imagine doing only that for the rest of our never-ending lives. Let's talk about sunnier topics, though. Jin and Arwel's wedding was a great finale to the cruise. For some reason, it was more boisterous than all the other weddings."

"The reason is obvious." Kian chuckled. "Everyone was overjoyed that it was the last one. Don't get me wrong, I love weddings, but this was like overdosing on too much of a good thing. After the marathon of ceremonies, I need a break."

Syssi patted his arm. "There's a long list of couples eager to tie the knot on the next cruise, so your respite is not going to last."

Kian groaned. "I need at least a year before we go on another sea voyage, and my new rule will be no more than two weddings per cruise."

Annani nodded, her eyes sparkling with mirth. "We will have to convince the other couples to have their parties in the village square, Sari's castle, or in my sanctuary. I think that my sanctuary is the most beautiful venue, and all future weddings should be held there."

Kian arched a brow. "And where will you house everyone? You don't have enough room to host the entire clan." 

Annani shrugged. "We can always build an annex to the existing structure." 

It was more challenging than she made it sound, but it was doable, and Kian liked the idea of having a well-hidden escape location that could house all of their people. 

He wouldn't want to live there full-time, but having the option appealed to him, especially since the keep had been compromised. They were still using it and would probably continue until it became clear that it was too risky. Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that because moving the crypt would be a nightmare.

The gods and their mates were heading to his old penthouse in the keep, and Okidu was with them to open up Amanda's. There were only three bedrooms in each, and he needed rooms for four couples as Jasmine and Edgar were with them. They wouldn't be staying there long, but they needed a few days to organize everything for the Tibet trip.

Tomorrow, Kian planned to meet with Aru to discuss the expedition's logistics. The possible retrieval of the Kra-ell royal twins was a mission of paramount importance. If they were as powerful as the Eternal King feared, having them as allies could tip the balance of power in the clan's struggle against the Doomers and later against the king. 

The bewildering part was that, somehow, the key to it all was Jasmine. Kian still had doubts about relying so heavily on divination and visions to guide the gods on their quest. His pragmatic nature rebelled against having so much faith in the intangible and unquantifiable, but he implicitly trusted his mate's visions. 

Syssi's gift had proven invaluable and infallible time and again. If she believed that Jasmine was the linchpin to unlocking the secrets of the royal twins' whereabouts, then Kian would follow that path without hesitation.
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MARINA


Marina felt drowsy as the bus rumbled down the highway towards Safe Haven. Leaning into Peter's embrace, she savored the warmth of his body and the comforting feel of his arm around her shoulders.

About an hour and a half had passed since they had boarded the bus at the port, which meant twelve more on the road, but with Peter right there with her, she didn't mind the long ride. Besides, a luxury bus with all the amenities on board was a good way to travel.

Onegus had approved Peter's request to accompany her to Safe Haven and be part of a team of Guardians who would be on duty there for the next two weeks.

Regrettably, Jay was not one of those Guardians, and Larissa hadn't taken the separation well. She'd been sniffling softly from the moment she and Jay had said their goodbyes, and since she was sitting in the row behind them, Marina couldn't help but hear the pitiful sounds, and her heart was twisting with sympathy for her friend.

Jay had promised to visit Larissa in Safe Haven, but Marina knew the likelihood of that happening was slim. Jay's promise had been meant to offer temporary comfort but held little weight. He wasn't coming, and Larissa knew it.

Guilt nibbled at the edges of Marina's happiness, a nagging sense that her joy was somehow an affront to Larissa's pain. She knew it was irrational and that her friend would not begrudge her the love she'd found with Peter, but the feeling persisted nonetheless.

Peter tightened his hold around her and drew her closer to his side. "What's on your mind, love?" he murmured, his breath warm against her ear.

Marina sighed. "I was just thinking about Larissa," she whispered to avoid being overheard. "She's hurting, and I feel guilty for being so happy when she's not."

"It's not your fault that things didn't work out as well for them as they did for us." He kissed the top of her head. "It just wasn't meant to be."

She and Peter weren't destined for each other either, but Marina wouldn't say that out loud. They were both pretending they didn't care about the future, and as long as Marina maintained that conviction, she was happy. The problem was that it was difficult to cling to a fallacy.

She rested her head on Peter's shoulder. "I just wish there was something I could do to help her." She lifted her head and looked into his warm, brown eyes. "What about the Guardians that came with us? Maybe you could introduce Larissa to one of them."

"I can do that, but let's not rush things. It's too early."

He might be right. Before starting a new one, Larissa needed to grieve the end of her relationship with Jay, no matter how brief it had been. On second thought, though, perhaps she shouldn't date any more immortals. Nothing good would come out of it, and she was probably better off finding a nice human to settle down with.

The problem was finding such a guy in Safe Haven—the bastion of free love and no committed relationships. They had been told about the community's structure before voting between settling there or in the village, but Marina hadn't given the particulars much thought.

She'd been sure that her partner would come from her community because that was how things had worked in the Kra-ell compound. However, she hadn't factored in the new liberties that allowed the import of new partners from the outside, especially the universities that some of the human offspring of the Kra-ell hybrids were attending, the way her ex-boyfriend had.

"Tell me about your lodging in Safe Haven." Peter changed the subject. "Do you have enough room for me?"

"Not really. Larissa and I share a small room that is only a little larger than the cabin we shared on the ship." Marina sighed. "Maybe I could alternate shifts with her, so you and I can be together when she's working."

Peter shook his head. "I'll get us a place of our own. They had a bunch of small bungalows built for a project that got abandoned, and as far as I know, they haven't repurposed them yet." He leaned down and nuzzled her neck. "As long as there is a bed large enough for all the wicked things I want to do to you, I don't care how small the rest of the place is."

As images of what he would do to her flitted through Marina's mind, a tingle of desire coursed through her, but she quickly tamped it down. They were on a bus, surrounded by her coworkers, and would be stuck there for many more hours. "Won't our cohabiting weaken the prospects of my transfer request?" she asked. "You're not supposed to seem attached to me."

Peter chuckled, a confident grin spreading across his face. "Don't worry about that. Eleanor and Emmett owe me, and they'll work with us to ensure your transfer goes through smoothly. Besides, no one will bat an eyelash at my need to be alone with you."

Marina's curiosity was piqued.

Tilting her head to the side, she regarded him with a questioning gaze. "Why do they owe you?"

Peter's smile turned into a wince. "It's a long story that's a tale for another time."

Marina huffed, shaking her head in mock exasperation. "You're just full of secrets, aren't you?"

"It's not a secret, and I'll tell you all about it when we get there. It really is a long story."

She hoped that it didn't involve a history with Eleanor.

Marina knew that Eleanor and Emmett were a couple, but Peter could have been with her before she'd met Emmett.

So yeah, she was jealous of any relationship that Peter had ever had, but she felt entitled to her jealousy, even if it was irrational.

He belonged to her.

The depth of emotion that had grown between them in such a short time felt surreal, but Marina didn't doubt it anymore. Still, she couldn't help asking, "Just tell me if there was anything between Eleanor and you."

He chuckled softly. "It pleases me that you are jealous of me. To be perfectly honest, there was a smidgen of attraction when we had to work together as a team, but it never evolved into anything more, and Eleanor is now happily mated to Emmett."

"So, she never shared your bed?"

"She did not, and before you ask if I shared anything else with her, I assure you that we were never intimate."

"Good." Marina leaned her head against Peter's bicep.

As the bus wound its way along the coastal highway, the sprawling expanse of the Pacific Ocean stretching out before them, Marina felt a sense of peace wash over her. With the endless canvas of blue meeting the distant horizon and the rhythmic rumble of the engine lulling her to sleep, she closed her eyes and dozed off.
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KIAN


Kian sat down in his executive chair, a broad smile spreading over his face as he savored the familiar comfort of his home office. A portrait of Syssi with Allegra in her arms hung over the couch across from his desk, painted with Dalhu's skilled hand from a favorite photograph Kian had taken of them. The wall to his left was mostly glass, the large sliding doors letting in the sun and the greenery of his backyard.

It felt good to be home.

After the cruise, with its endless parade of weddings and the constant socializing required of him, it was a relief to be back in his own space, surrounded by the trappings of his daily life.

The serenity wouldn't last long, though. He'd invited Jade to give him a report about everything notable that happened in the village during his absence, and she was due to arrive at any moment.

He enjoyed a few more minutes of peace before a knock sounded on the door.

"Come in," Kian called out.

The door opened, and Okidu poked his head inside. "Mistress Jade and Master Phinas are here."

That was a surprise. He hadn't invited Phinas but didn't mind Jade's mate tagging along.

"Show them in, please." Kian rose to his feet and walked over to greet them.

"Hello, boss." Phinas extended his hand. "It's good to have you back."

"It's good to be back." Kian shook both their hands. "Please, come in and take a seat."

Jade had her long dark hair pulled back in her customary ponytail, and she wore her customary black combat boots. She was dressed in all black, and so was her mate. Their boots were nearly identical, making them look like they served in the same unit, but they didn't. Phinas was Kalugal's lieutenant, and Jade was the leader of the Kra-ell.

"Welcome back, Kian," she said as they sat down, facing him across his desk. "I trust the cruise was a success?"

Kian nodded. "It was, thank you. It was more eventful than I would have liked, but we still managed to celebrate ten weddings, so the objective has been achieved."

Phinas chuckled. "Never a dull moment, eh?"

"I'm afraid so." Kian leaned forward to rest his elbows on the desk. "So, catch me up. How have things been in the village?"

Jade straightened in her seat. "Nothing to report security-wise. The lockdown was maintained per your instructions, and no suspicious activity was spotted around the village or the area leading to it."

"I'm glad to hear that," Kian said. "How is the community service of the Kra-ell pureblooded males going?"

On the way to his house, Kian had noticed the trimmed bushes on the village pathways and the new flowerbeds that had been planted.

Jade smiled. "I'm sure you've seen their handiwork. I keep them busy."

"That's good," he said. "How are the rest of your people doing?"

The smile slid off Jade's face. "They feel cooped up. Especially the purebloods. They need large areas to hunt in and to run free. The village is a nice little place—emphasis on the little. They need space to roam."

"Yeah. I get what you are saying. We promised them field trips, but we haven't done so yet. Please start organizing small groups."

Jade nodded. "I will. But where would they go hunting? It's not like there is much in the Malibu mountains besides coyotes."

"We can take them to the mountains around the cabin, but I don't know how much wildlife they will find there. Perhaps you and Kagra should scope out the area first. Just stay well away from the cabin itself. I have humans staying there now, and I don't know when they will go home."

Margo's family was in the cabin, and a contingent of human security was safeguarding them. The Kra-ell were too alien looking to go unnoticed, especially when they were traveling together.

"I'll check with Onegus about organizing transportation to the cabin area. I might take a couple more people with me, though."

"That's fine." He rapped his fingers on the desk. "Anything else that you want to discuss?"

"That's all for now."

Kian debated whether to tell Jade about Jasmine and the search for the pod containing the royal twins, but then decided against it. Much as he trusted Syssi's vision, it might take a long time until it became a reality, and until then, there was no reason to share it with Jade. He would tell her once there was something to tell.

"Very well. Thank you both for safeguarding the village in our absence."

"It was the least we could do after all you and your clan have done for us." Jade pushed to her feet, and Phinas followed.

Kian rose as well and shook their hands again. "I'm glad that the Fates brought our people together."

Jade nodded. "As am I."
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JASMINE


Jasmine stirred awake, her eyelids fluttering open to the soft morning light filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the penthouse guest bedroom. For a moment, she simply savored the plush comfort of the mattress beneath her and the warm, solid presence of Edgar at her side, but then her mind shifted into gear, and she marveled at the turn of events that had brought her to this beautiful, professionally decorated bedroom in a multimillion-dollar penthouse.

But that was the small stuff.

Could things get more surreal than a boyfriend who was the immortal descendant of gods?

Yeah, they could. There was a possibility that she possessed godly genes and could turn immortal with his help. Edgar had explained what was needed, and it was as simple as having sex with him without a condom.

Given that she was about to travel to Tibet, they needed to stock up on many boxes of those. She had no wish to start transitioning while on a trek through the Himalayas, and she also had no intention of abstaining for longer than was essential.

Sex with Edgar was literally out of this world.

Lifting her hand to the spot that he'd bitten last night, she felt her core tighten and her nipples harden at the memory.

Rolling over, she propped herself on one elbow and studied Edgar's sleeping face with a smile. He looked so peaceful, his puffy lips parted and his dark lashes fanning against his sculpted cheekbones. It was hard to reconcile the innocent-looking young man with the vampire he turned into every night.

Well, every night they had sex, and every morning, if she had her way. The fangs didn't scare her, and the glowing eyes were kind of cool.

Now that she knew who and what he was, he didn't need to hide them from her like he had done before.

Sensing her gaze on him, Edgar stirred, his eyes blinking open and a sleepy smile curving his lips. "Good morning, beautiful," he murmured, his voice husky.

"Good morning, handsome." Jasmine leaned down to brush a soft kiss against his mouth. "Did you sleep well?"

"Like the dead." Edgar grinned and pulled her down on top of him for a more thorough kiss.

She laughed against his lips, her body molding to his as she lost herself in the heady rush of desire. They were both naked, and he was already hard beneath her, but she was no longer on vacation and had a mission to accomplish this morning.

Regrettably, sex would have to wait.

She pulled back, ignoring Edgar's groan of protest as she sat up and ran a hand through her tousled hair. "I need to borrow your phone."

"What for?"

She tilted her head. "I need to make a scrying stick, and I need instructions on how to make it. Since I don't have a phone or a laptop, I need to borrow yours."

"I thought that you knew how to make one." He grimaced. "And to be perfectly honest, the idea of a stick pointing us in the direction of the pod sounds absurd."

Jasmine shrugged. "I don't have any better ideas, and if I'm going to be useful in finding the royal twins, I need to sharpen my abilities one way or another. A scrying stick, a crystal ball, or divining from coffee grinds, it doesn't really matter what I use, as long as it helps me channel my innate ability."

Edgar looked skeptical, but he reached for his phone and took it off its charger. "Let's browse together. I'm curious about what we can find."

Jasmine didn't think that he was motivated by curiosity.

Despite the compulsion that Kevin had put on her to keep the existence of immortals a secret, Edgar didn't trust her even though she couldn't tell anyone about them if she wanted to.

It hurt, but she wasn't going to make a big deal out of it. Edgar was probably so used to protecting this enormous secret that it was second nature to him.

Huddling together over the phone, they scrolled through pages of search results on the lore. Most of the information on scrying was related to crystal balls, water basins, polished round stones, and other methods, and there was very little about sticks. The only two references they found claimed that a branch of a willow tree was the best material for that purpose, and both said that it needed to be imbued with the energy of the witch who wielded it.

"Here, take it." Edgar handed her the phone. "My eyes are getting crossed from reading this."

He hadn't added 'nonsense,' but she knew it had been on the tip of his tongue.

Jasmine spent the next half an hour making a mental list of all the items she needed to prep the stick so it would do what it was supposed to.

She handed Edgar his phone back. "Looks like we're going on a walk." She tossed back the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed.

Edgar groaned, flopping back against the pillows with a sigh. "Can't it wait until after coffee?"

Jasmine laughed, leaning over to kiss his pouting lips quickly. "Nope. The early witch gets the willow or something like that. We can get coffee after we find a stick. There are several other items I need to buy as well, so we will need to find a store that sells them."

"Like what?"

"I'll tell you on the way."

Grumbling about needing coffee to function, Edgar hauled himself out of bed.
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KIAN


Kian took his coffee to his home office, sat behind his desk, and dialed Turner's number.

"Hello, Kian," the guy answered right away. "I was expecting your call yesterday. What took you so long?"

Kian chuckled. "I thought I would give you time to catch up. It isn't easy to shift gears after a long vacation. I decided to take it easy today and work from home."

He planned to drive to the keep later and talk with the team, but that shouldn't take too long.

"Same here. Neither of us works less while we are in our home offices. It's just an illusion to think that the comfort of working in your sweats and flip-flops means that you are taking it easy."

"Ain't that the truth? Did you have a chance to speak with your people about Margo's family?"

"I did. So far, there have been several phone calls to the advertising agency where Margo worked, inquiring about her whereabouts. Also, someone was seen knocking on her apartment door, but they didn't attempt to break in."

Kian frowned, a prickle of unease crawling up his spine. "Have your people checked her car for tracking devices?"

"I don't think so," Turner admitted. "But I'll have them on it right away. It will be interesting to see if the Doomers considered doing that."

"Did your people happen to track the callers who asked for Margo?"

"No. If they were Doomers, we wouldn't be able to trace their calls because they use a private network like we do. So, what's the point?"

"It could have been the cartel people."

"They are just as sophisticated."

Kian let out a breath. "Things used to be so much simpler not too long ago. I used to love technological innovation, but I'm starting to be wary of it. It's getting harder and harder to hide."

"At least the Doomers are having the same difficulty. I don't know how much longer they will be able to hide their island."

Kian wasn't so sure. "They use old-fashioned bribery and threats to keep it hidden, not so much technology, and those methods will always be effective."

"True."

"Did anyone come snooping around Margo's family's homes?" Kian asked.

"There has been no suspicious activity near their homes or workplaces. We can let them return to their lives in a few days.

Kian weighed his options. On the one hand, he didn't want to keep Margo's family sequestered away indefinitely. But on the other hand, he couldn't risk their safety, not when the cartel and their Doomer overlords hadn't made their move yet.

"Let's give it another week." Kian swiveled his chair and looked at his walled-off backyard. "If there are no further developments over the next seven days, we can allow them to return home."

"Of course," Turner said. "I'll keep you updated on any changes."

When Turner ended the call, Kian leaned back in his chair with a sigh. There was always something to worry about. He had forgotten what it felt like to be unburdened.

Was there ever a time when he had been free of worry?

Perhaps when he was a little boy, still innocent and unaware of all the evil in the world.

A soft knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts. As he turned his chair around, the door opened, and Syssi walked in with two cappuccino cups on a small tray and a plate of cookies between them.

"I thought you could use a pick-me-up," she said, setting the tray on his desk. "You look like you are carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. What's going on?"

"Nothing new." Kian smiled. "Seeing you is like balm to my soul, a reminder of all that is good and right in my life." He took one of the cups, inhaling the rich aroma with a grateful sigh. "You have no idea how much I've missed these." He took a sip and let the smooth, creamy flavor roll over his tongue. "You, my love, are a master barista."

Syssi grinned, a blush staining her cheeks at the compliment. "Flattery will get you everywhere, mister."

Kian chuckled, feeling the rest of the tension drain from his body. "Is that a promise?"

"Isn't it always?" Syssi teased, taking a sip of her coffee. "But first, tell me what's got you worried. Is it Margo's family?"

Kian nodded, setting his cup down with a sigh. "I just can't shake the feeling that we're not out of the woods yet. The cartel is like a hydra—cut off one head, and two more sprout in its place, and the same is true for the Doomers."

Syssi reached out, taking his hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. "It's all going to work out just fine. It always does."

It had so far, but Kian couldn't help but worry about their luck running out someday. As vigilant and as careful as he was, someone was bound to outsmart him, outmaneuver him, and what would happen to his people then?

It wasn't about losing money or being inconvenienced. It was, and always had been, about an existential threat. It was the life and death of everyone he cared for.

Shaking his head to dispel the gloomy thoughts, Kian forced a smile. "Have I told you lately how much I love you?"

Syssi's eyes softened with affection. "Only every day. But I never get tired of hearing it."

Pushing to his feet, Kian rounded the desk, pulled Syssi out of her chair, and sat on the other with her in his lap. "I love you." He wrapped his arms around her waist and buried his face in the crook of her neck.

Just breathing in her scent was intoxicating. "I wish I could take the rest of the day off and spend it with you."

"Maybe you can." She leaned away to look at his eyes. "What are your plans for after your trip to the keep?"

"I don't have any. How about I take you out on a date? We can go to By Invitation Only."

She laughed. "The answer is a resounding yes."
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JASMINE


When Jasmine and Edgar left the bedroom and entered the living room, Margo and Negal were not there. Jasmine assumed they were still in bed, but it was also possible they had woken up early and crossed the vestibule to the other penthouse to join the two other couples for breakfast.

After Edgar pulled two bottles of water from the fridge and handed her one, they headed out the door and into the penthouse level's dedicated elevator.

"I feel like a celebrity." Jasmine leaned against the cab's wall. "There is luxury, and then there is a private elevator. That's a whole different level."

Edgar waved at the two security guards in the lobby, and they continued walking through the cavernous chamber and out the building's front doors.

The streets of downtown Los Angeles were still quiet. The usual bustle of traffic and pedestrians was absent because of the early hour, with tendrils of fog clinging to the buildings and hanging over the sidewalks. Trees dotted the pavement at regular intervals, their leaves glistening with dew, but most were the wrong species for what she needed.

Hand in hand, she and Edgar walked for several blocks while scanning the greenery. It seemed that all the trees were either jacarandas or ficuses and had been planted at the same time.

Finally, just when Jasmine was losing hope, she spotted a single willow tree at a tiny corner park, its slender branches drooping gracefully over a single bench.

"This is it." She crossed the street, tugging Edgar behind her.

They were almost across the broad boulevard when, suddenly, a shout rang out in the morning stillness, startling them both.

Jasmine whirled around, her eyes widening as she spotted a disheveled man across the street. His face was twisted in a snarl, and his hand was raised in a fist as he hurled barely coherent obscenities in her direction.

Edgar stepped in front of her, his broad shoulders blocking her from view as he leveled a stare at the homeless man. "Just ignore him," he said. "He's not right in the head, but he's harmless. And even if he wasn't, you have nothing to fear from him with me by your side."

Jasmine nodded, trying to slow the pounding of her heart. He was right, of course. With an immortal as her protector, what did she have to be afraid of?

But even as she clung to that thought, doubt crept in. The truth was that no matter how strong or skilled Edgar might be, he couldn't protect her from everything. She was still human and fragile, and painfully aware of that.

Her life could be snuffed out as easily as her mother's.

To this day, her father refused to tell her how her mother had died, but she'd been about Jasmine's age when she'd passed. In the back of her mind, Jasmine had always harbored the morbid thought that she wouldn't live past the age of twenty-seven, which was how old her mother was at the time of her death.

Shaking off the maudlin thought, she smiled and let Edgar lead her the rest of the way to the willow tree. With a quick glance to ensure no one was watching other than the homeless man across the street, he snapped off one of the dry branches.

"Your scrying stick, milady." He handed her the branch with a flourish. "May it guide you well."

"Thank you." Jasmine took the branch, running her fingers over the rough bark and feeling a tingle of energy dance across her skin.

It was gone almost immediately, and she wondered whether it had happened only in her imagination. Or had it been real?

"How long does your wand need to be?" Edgar asked.

"It's not a wand. From what I read, the size is not set in stone, and it depends on the preferences of the user and the specific traditions they follow. A scrying stick should typically be anywhere from six to eighteen inches long." She weighed the thin branch in her hand. "It's important for the stick to feel comfortable and manageable." She turned it this way and that. "Since we will be traveling, I'm inclined to go with the shorter recommendation so it can fit inside my backpack, but I'll let my intuition guide me." She smiled at Edgar. "I'll close my eyes and meditate when I cut it to size."

She'd meant it as a joke, but Edgar took her seriously. "Just mark the spot, and I will do it for you. I don't want you to cut yourself by mistake."

"Don't worry. I was just joking about closing my eyes. But I was serious about doing it myself."

"Can I at least carry it for you?"

"Sure." She handed him the branch and took his other hand. "We should take it back to the penthouse and then go out for the rest of my supplies."

Edgar perked up. "Can we have coffee and breakfast first?"

"Of course."

They turned their backs on the muttering madman and the misty streets then walked in the direction they'd come from.
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PETER


As the bus finally pulled through the gates of Safe Haven, Peter felt a sense of relief wash over him. He hadn't missed the compound or the rugged Oregon coast, yet it was a welcome sight after the fourteen-hour journey from the port.

Marina had slept on his shoulder throughout most of the night, but all Peter had managed was a few minutes of shuteye here and there. The Guardians had taken turns driving the vehicle, and when it had been his turn, Marina had used his vacated seat to lie down curled up like a pretzel. When he'd transferred command of the wheel to the next Guardian, he'd taken the empty seat next to Larissa instead of disturbing Marina.

Thankfully, Larissa had also been asleep, so he hadn't been subjected to her sniffling and mumbling about Jay. Still, Peter had felt ridiculously relieved when Marina woke up and asked him to return to her.

He was either losing his fucking mind or she was a Dormant after all, because such a strong bond surely couldn't form between a human and an immortal.

As Marina stirred, lifting her head off his shoulder and blinking her eyes open, she turned to the window. "Finally. I thought this ride would never end."

He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. "Happy to be home?"

She yawned and stretched her arms over her head. "This is not home, but I'm happy to get off the bus."

As they disembarked, Peter took in the familiar scenery. On the face of things, Safe Haven hadn't changed much since his time there, but appearances were misleading. A whole new section had been built in the back of the property, and it housed a secret underground lab and a bunch of bungalows to house two groups of very distinct residents. One group was the paranormal talents who had been moved to Safe Haven from West Virginia, and the other was dedicated to the scientists who had worked on a secret project in the lab.

As far as he knew, those bungalows were unoccupied at the moment because no one was using the lab. Still, Emmett and Eleanor might have been using them as additional guest units for their spiritual and paranormal retreats.

Peter wondered how that was going. Had they identified any new potential Dormants?

Probably not, or he would have heard about it.

It seemed that the only way to find Dormants was to trust the Fates to deliver them to their doorstep, so to speak, because all the efforts to identify them had failed except the first two that Amanda had discovered through her testing, and not for lack of trying.

Amanda's research was still going strong but producing no results. William's computer game was producing winners, but none of them had scored high enough on precognition to merit interest. Eva's romance novel about people with paranormal ability was not particularly popular despite a large advertising budget, so the chance of possible Dormants contacting the author was dismal.

The Echelon spy system was showing some promise, though. It was spitting out lists of people who had triggered the algorithm by speaking or posting about paranormal phenomena, and a couple of them seemed promising, so maybe that would prove to be the best approach.

As he and Marina entered the main lodge, Larissa's shuffling footsteps sounded behind them, along with the shambling gaits of the other humans. They were crossing the central hall to the rear exit and from there to the staff quarters, but Peter led Marina to the administrative wing of the lodge instead.

She looked up at him with a raised brow. "You seem to know your way around."

"It's not my first time here."

"I've never seen you in Safe Haven before. I would have remembered you." She tilted her head. "Were Guardians posted here before we joined the community?"

As Peter thought of Marina eying the Guardians who had done rotations in Safe Haven, a flare of jealousy rushed through him.

"Oh, yeah?" He stopped walking and turned to her. "Did you check out all the Guardians who were stationed here?"

A faint blush colored her cheeks. "So what if I did? I'm a healthy female in my prime, and you are all incredibly hunky."

Peter saw red. "Did you speak to any of them?"

She shook her head. "I was too intimidated. Working on the ship and serving your kind in the dining room proved to me that you were decent people and that I have nothing to fear from you." She stretched on her toes and kissed the underside of his jaw. "But I like it that you get jealous over me."

He huffed out a breath and resumed walking. "I'm not usually like this. I don't know what's gotten into me."

"It's called love." Marina leaned into him. "I'm jealous over you, too."

"I've noticed." He leaned to kiss the tip of her nose. "You are cute when you are jealous. To answer your previous question, Guardians have been posted in Safe Haven long before your arrival for reasons that have nothing to do with your people. Leon and Anastasia are here permanently, with Leon in charge of security and Ana developing content for the retreats. The others rotate every two weeks."

When they reached Emmett's office, Peter knocked on the door. A moment later, it was flung open, and he found himself enveloped in Eleanor's arms.

"I haven't seen you in ages." She leaned away from him. "Thankfully, you don't change. Why haven't you come to visit?"

Eleanor had seen him in the village, and it hadn't been that long ago, so he didn't know what her deal was. As for him visiting Safe Haven, Peter didn't have fond memories of the place, but he didn't harbor any ill feelings toward it or Emmett either.

"Why didn't you come on the cruise?" he asked, deflecting her question.

Eleanor let go of him and waved a dismissive hand. "Someone needed to stay behind and run this place. I don't trust leaving it in Riley's hands for more than a few days. Besides, Emmett and I don't really belong with your clan."

Feeling Marina bristling behind him, Peter reached for her hand and pulled her to face Eleanor and Emmett. "I don't need to make introductions, right? You all know each other."

"Of course." Eleanor looked at Marina. "The blue hair and piercings are hard to forget."

Marina grinned. "That's the idea. Blending in is overrated." She let her gaze roam over Emmett, who was wearing all white as usual.

At least he didn't have his prophet's robe on today. Instead, he wore white slacks, a white button-down, and a white cardigan. His black hair was long and perfectly styled, fanning out over his shoulders in thick curls.

None of the Kra-ell, pureblooded or hybrid, had curly hair, so she knew it wasn't natural.

"Bravo." Emmett clapped his hands. "That's my philosophy as well. Why be like everyone else when you can be one of a kind?"
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Marina had never been to Emmett's office before, but mostly it looked like she'd imagined it would. The furniture was much too big and flashy for the modest size of the room and precisely the kind she would have expected to be owned by the hybrid Kra-ell, flamboyant performer, who was the face of Safe Haven.

She hadn't expected the large glass sliding door that opened to an inner courtyard.

The truth was that she didn't like Emmett, and not because he had Kra-ell blood in him or because of his need to stand out and attract attention. He acted too theatrically for her taste and tried to make himself appear larger than life. Still, she was grateful for his part in freeing her and others from Igor's oppressive rule. If not for him, the clan would have never known of their existence, let alone come to their aid.

As for Eleanor, Marina had liked her and her no-nonsense attitude until the welcoming hug she'd given Peter.

Despite his claim that he had never been intimate with Eleanor, there was a history between them. Marina had no doubt of that, but Emmett seemed either oblivious, or he simply didn't care. After all, he was a hybrid Kra-ell, and jealousy was not part of the Kra-ell vocabulary. They didn't form committed relationships with just one person, and it had always seemed strange to her that Emmett and Eleanor appeared to be a couple in every sense of the word.

"So, Marina," Emmett said in that booming theater actor's voice. "How did you enjoy working on the clan's first family cruise?"

Marina was surprised that Emmett Haderech knew her name, but then Peter had probably called him ahead of time and requested a meeting, so he must have told him what it was about.

She turned to Peter and smiled. "It was wonderful. I enjoyed it very much."

Peter helped her into one of the chairs facing Emmett's desk. "I would like to say that it was smooth sailing, but we encountered some rough waters, metaphorically speaking."

"Oh, yes," Emmett said. "I have heard about the altercations."

"Would you like some coffee?" Eleanor asked.

Marina was dying for a cup, but she would never presume to have Eleanor or Emmett serving her.

"Yes, thank you, I would," Peter said. "We had drinks and sandwiches on the bus, but it was all cold, and I would love a hot cup of coffee. I don't want to inconvenience you, though."

Snorting, Eleanor picked up the receiver of Emmett's landline. "I need four cups of coffee delivered to Emmett's office. Cream and sugar on the side, please, and also add a plate of cookies. Thank you." She put the receiver down. "That's as inconvenienced as I'm willing to get."

Marina stifled a chuckle. She liked the woman's assertiveness. Heck, she envied it. She also envied Eleanor's relationship with Peter, no matter how long ago it was and how inconsequential.

"How is Sofia doing?" Emmett asked as Eleanor perched on the corner of his desk. "Were she and Marcel one of the couples who got married on the cruise?"

"No," Peter said. "But I saw her dancing and having fun. She's adjusting well to life in the village."

Emmett leaned back in his chair. "I will never forget her standing in this office after betraying me to Igor." He shifted his gaze to Marina. "But all's well that ends well, right? Without her help, we wouldn't have been able to liberate your compound, or rather liberate it with almost no casualties."

Peter nodded. "It was the Fates' will."

Eleanor crossed her arms over her chest and looked between Peter and Marina. "As much as I'm enjoying all this reminiscing, I want to get to the point before Marina falls flat on her face from exhaustion."

Smoothing a hand over her hair, Marina wondered if she looked as haggard as Eleanor's comment suggested.

"I'm okay. I slept on the bus."

"Good." Emmett cast her a smile before turning to Peter. "Because I want to hear more about the cruise."

Peter was about to answer, but then a knock sounded on the door. A moment later it opened, and Shamia walked in with a tray.

She put it down on Emmett's desk and cast a quick, questioning look at Marina.

Marina just smiled and nodded, signaling that she was okay.

"Thank you, Shamia." Emmett dismissed her.

"You're welcome, sir." She dipped her head and then turned to Marina. "Welcome back."

"Thank you," Marina said.

Shamia looked like she wanted to ask her about the cruise but then thought better of it. "I'll talk to you later." She dipped her head again and hurried out of the office.


12
[image: ]
JASMINE


Jasmine's stomach rumbled in response to the rich aroma of Chinese food that greeted her and Edgar as they returned to the penthouse after their shopping excursion to the Wicca store.

The rest of their team was gathered in the living room, already digging into the boxes on the enormous coffee table.

"Why aren't you eating in the dining room?" she asked. "Kian will be majorly pissed if you stain his super expensive leather couches and authentic Persian rug."

"How do you know it's authentic?" Frankie asked.

"I'm part Persian." Jasmine sat down on said rug and crossed her legs. "But just look around you. Does any of this stuff look like it's not the real thing?"

Frankie glanced at the wall with the huge modern art pieces; then her gaze shifted to the two statues perched on top of pedestals before returning to the rug. "Yeah, you're right. We need to be careful."

Edgar put the shopping bags behind Jasmine before joining her on the floor. "Did you order enough for us, too?"

"Of course." Margo gave them each a paper plate along with a pair of chopsticks. "So, where did you go? And what did you get?"

Jasmine handed Edgar her plate to fill up. "I found the perfect tool for stripping the bark from my scrying stick," she said, holding up a small, curved blade. "And some oils to anoint it with. Sandalwood for protection and clarity, and a moonstone elixir to open my psychic pathways."

Margo looked like she was choking on a laugh. "I'm sorry. I know that you are dead serious about this stuff. But I just can't help it." She snorted. "Moonstone elixir?"

It was so annoying to hear people disparage her beliefs without knowing anything about them that Jasmine decided not to mention the candles she'd bought and the large map of Tibet that Edgar had printed for her from a satellite picture.

"What does that even mean?" Margo asked. "How can you make an elixir from a stone?"

Jasmine looked down her nose at Margo. "Moonstone is a gem associated with the moon, and it is supposed to have healing and protective properties. When put in clean water, the vibrational qualities of moonstones are incorporated into the liquid and form the elixir."

Frankie's brows met in a deep V between her eyes. "So, you are saying it's a stone dipped in water?"

"More or less." Jasmine took Edgar's plate, which was piled high with an assortment of dishes from the boxes. "A high-quality moonstone that is genuine and has not been treated with any harmful chemicals is immersed in spring or distilled water to avoid impurities that might affect its quality. The stone needs to sit in the water overnight under moonlight to charge it with its energetic properties." She lifted a piece of chicken with her chopsticks and put it in her mouth.

She had to stifle a moan as the flavors exploded on her tongue.

"Good, right?" Negal asked. "We ordered from this place many times while we were staying here before the cruise."

Jasmine finished chewing. "It's either the best Chinese food I've ever had, or I'm really hungry."

"Both," Edgar said. "All the Guardians order from this place when they are stationed in the keep."

For a few moments, everyone got busy eating, and no one spoke, which was okay with Jasmine. She was hungry, and she wanted a full stomach before starting to work on her scrying stick.

Gabi was the first one to put down her chopsticks. She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin with a red dragon printed on it and turned to Jasmine. "How do you know that the elixir is real and had a moonstone sitting in it under the moonlight? What you bought could be a total fake. Just tap water in a nice bottle."

"It could be," Jasmine admitted. "That's why shopping for these things in a reputable establishment is so important. Other practitioners highly recommended the store we bought it from."

"What is the moonstone elixir used for?" Gabi asked. "I mean, besides opening psychic pathways?"

She didn't sound condescending, so Jasmine decided to answer: "It soothes emotional instability and stress, enhances emotional intelligence and intuition, and promotes inspiration. Some say that it can even assist with the menstrual cycle and improve reproductive health."

"Thank the merciful Fates, I don't get any more of those." Gabi smiled at Margo and Frankie. "That's one of the perks of becoming immortal."

That didn't sound like a perk at all. Not if it meant having no kids.

She canted her head. "Does it mean infertility?"

"Almost but not quite." Gabi cast her a sad smile. "Fertility is severely diminished after the transition, but it's still possible to conceive. We don't menstruate, so we don't waste eggs."

Jasmine wasn't sure she understood how that worked, but she didn't like how it sounded. Being a mother hadn't been a priority for her, but she'd always assumed that she would one day marry and have kids. Having the option taken from her was disturbing.

Perhaps she could wait to transition into immortality after having children?

Taking for granted that she had godly genes and could transition was probably a mistake because it wasn't a sure thing at all, but Jasmine was an optimist at heart, and she believed that she had what it took to become immortal.

Provided she understood things correctly, she didn't need to become immortal for her kids to have the godly genes. Any children born to her would inherit them from her whether she was still a Dormant or had transitioned already.

Had Margo and Frankie known about the fertility thing before turning immortal?

Glancing at them, she didn't see surprise or alarm, so she assumed that they had been told, and if they didn't seem troubled by it, maybe she shouldn't either. Maybe there was a solution to the low infertility that no one had mentioned yet.

Jasmine wanted to ask, but Aru and Negal were discussing the intricacies of high-altitude trekking. Since she knew nothing about it and couldn't contribute, she dug into the tasty morsels on her plate and listened to the conversation.

It occurred to her that she wasn't in the greatest of shape and that she would probably be a burden on the team of immortals. But then she was the witch, the conduit for the divine that would guide them to the alien pod, and without her, all their formidable abilities were worthless.
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MARINA


Marina sipped her coffee with grateful abandon while the others chatted about the cruise's highlights and the future of the rescued women.

Peter put down his cup and leaned forward. "I requested this meeting because Marina and I got close during the cruise, and we would like to be together. Marina has spoken to Amanda about moving to the village, and Amanda suggested that she submit a transfer application. All I ask for is that you expedite it." He trained his eyes on Emmett. "As a personal favor to me."

Eleanor's brow furrowed. "You know the clan's stance on relationships with humans. It's not done to be cruel or restrict members' liberties but to protect both from heartache."

"I know," Peter said, his jaw tightening. "Which is why I think it's important that Marina and I downplay the depth of our relationship, at least for now. Let Kian and the others believe it's just casual and that she's moving in with me temporarily until she finds her footing in the village."

Emmett smiled indulgently. "I'm not sure that's the best approach, especially since it is easy to see that the two of you are in love. Kian's a romantic at heart and won't stand in the way of true love."

Eleanor shook her head. "Kian is also pragmatic, and he's more likely to approve the transfer if he thinks it's only for Marina's benefit and has little to do with Peter."

Marina didn't know which of them had it right, but Eleanor was the more sensible one, and she was immortal. She probably knew Kian better than Emmett did.

"I agree with Eleanor," Peter said. "I don't want to lie to Kian, but not mentioning me in the application is not lying. Marina's command of English is impressive, and she can help the Kra-ell in the village who are still struggling with the language. She can also serve as an interpreter or fill any other positions currently offered and desperately seeking applicants."

Emmett nodded. "Naturally, I will do as you ask." He looked at Marina. "Is that your wish? Do you want to move to the village?"

"Very much so."

"Then it's done." Emmett tapped his palm on his desk. "I'll fill it out today and submit it tomorrow."

"Do I need to sign it?" Marina asked.

"No need." Emmett lifted his coffee cup. "You will be invited to an interview, and your wish to transfer will be verified in person." He took a sip, carefully keeping his mustache and beard from partaking.

Marina swallowed. She should have expected that, but she hadn't, and the thought of a face-to-face meeting with Kian terrified her.

"Thank you for your help," Peter said. "And now to my second request. I'm stationed here for the next two weeks and would like to use one of the bungalows so Marina and I can be together. Are any still available?"

"They sure are." Eleanor slid off the desk, leaned over its other side, and opened a drawer.

Was she looking for a key?

"This is the list of codes for the locks on each bungalow." Eleanor handed Peter a piece of paper with a list of numbers. "Make a photo of it. You can choose any of the bungalows marked as available. At this time, the entire section is at your disposal."

Peter chuckled. "You are not that old, Eleanor. Why don't you have the list on your phone?"

She shrugged. "It's less time-consuming to just write it on paper, and this way, I know that no one can hack the info and get into one of those bungalows without my permission."

Peter rose, spread the page on Emmett's desk, and snapped a photo. "Thank you. We will look at one or two and let you know which one we've selected."

"Good deal. You can also use the paranormals' dining room if you wish. It's less crowded and more intimate. The Guardians prefer it to the one in the lodge or the staff dining room."

Peter dipped his head. "Thank you. Have we made any progress with finding paranormals among the seminars' attendees?"

Eleanor shrugged. "We found a few talents, but nothing spectacular so far." She trained her dark, small eyes on Marina. "How about you? Any paranormal talents?"

Marina shook her head. "I'm afraid not."

"What about the rapid language absorption?" Peter asked. "Couldn't that count as a paranormal ability?"

"It might." Eleanor still had her eyes trained on Marina. "We should get you tested."

Marina swallowed. "I don't see the point. If I were a Dormant, I would have transitioned already. Peter and I haven't been using protection."

Eleanor pursed her lips. "I've heard of Dormants who took weeks to transition. It might still happen to you."

"I don't think it will and testing me won't change that."

"As you wish." Eleanor stood up and offered Marina her hand. "I'll keep my fingers crossed for you."
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After the meal had wound down and the coffee table was cleared, Jasmine rose to her feet. "I'm going to head to our bedroom," she told Edgar as she gathered her supplies. "I want to get started on my scrying stick."

Margo looked up at her. "How long do you expect it will take you to make it?"

Jasmine shrugged. "I don't know. Why?"

"Kian is dropping by this afternoon with William, and later, we plan to do some shopping for the trip. We need warm clothing and hiking boots. It's going to be freezing at night where we're headed."

Jasmine couldn't suppress a grimace. Cold weather was not her friend. She was a creature of sunshine and heat, and the thought of trudging through snow and ice and huddling in sub-zero temperatures sent a shiver down her spine, but it wasn't as if she had a choice.

She'd agreed to help look for the royal twins, knowing they were in Tibet. She just hadn't known much about the place.

Oh well, a little discomfort was a small price to pay for the chance of a lifetime to do something extraordinary.

"If I'm not done by the time Kian gets here, just let me know he's here, and I'll drop what I'm doing."

"Really?" Margo looked doubtful. "Don't you need to complete a ritual once you start it?"

"I do, but each step doesn't take long. It will be fine."

Edgar rose to his feet. "I'll come with you."

She put a hand on his chest. "I need to work alone, and you need to plan a trip. Stay."

He didn't look happy, but he nodded, planted a chaste kiss on her forehead, and sat back on the floor.

The door to the other penthouse wasn't locked, and as Jasmine entered, she took a moment to admire the view before heading to the bedroom with her supplies.

She covered the desk with a clean white towel, laid out her tools, and began stripping the bark from the willow branch.

The willow tree was known for its connection to deep waters and hidden things. It was supposed to be cut during the waning moon to enhance its receptive qualities, but she didn't have time to wait for the moon to wane. Hopefully, it would work just as well without it.

After all, it was just a tool to focus on her inner ability, and it would do what she believed it could.

As Jasmine worked, a sense of calm settled over her, and soon the scrying stick started taking shape beneath her hands. Jasmine lost herself in the repetitive motions, her mind turning inward, seeking the place of stillness and clarity that would allow her inner energy to flow as the smooth wood emerged.

It didn't take her more than an hour, and when it was done, she anointed the stick with sandalwood for protection and clarity and a drop of moonstone elixir to open her psychic pathways.

In a quiet corner of her room, she placed the candles in a large circle around the map of Tibet, closed the drapes, and lit the candles.

Sitting cross-legged inside the circle, her scrying stick laid beside her, Jasmine closed her eyes and took deep, measured breaths, each inhale deeper than the last, each exhale a release of worldly concerns.

As her body relaxed and her mind cleared, she imagined her thoughts drifting away like leaves on a stream. She visualized herself as a pool of still water, un-rippled and reflective.

Jasmine focused on sharpening her intuitive senses, and connecting her mind with the subtle energies of her scrying stick would help her amplify them. When she felt the energies swirling around her and recognized their nuances, she held the stick gently in her hands and felt the pulse of its energy. She focused her intent on locating the missing escape pod, tracing her fingers over the lines and contours of the map spread out before her.

As she passed the scrying stick over the map, her hand trembled slightly when it hovered over a particular region—Mount Kailash. Trusting her intuition, she marked the spot with a small stone.

Jasmine didn't know much about it, but she felt it was a spiritual center of some sort. The escape pod must have been guided there to seek its resting place.

Her heart raced with excitement at the discovery and the hope that her scrying had been true, but she wouldn't trust this one result. At least two more attempts were needed to confirm the location, and until she did that, she wouldn't even mention Mount Kailash to the others.
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KIAN


"Do you want me to ring the bell, boss?" Anandur asked as their group stopped before Kian's old penthouse door.

"They know that we are coming," Kian grumbled. "But ring the damn bell anyway. They are the residents of this place for now."

Julian glanced at the bag William was carrying as he shifted it to his other hand. "Do you want me to carry that for you?"

William cut him an offended look. "Of course not. It's not heavy. It's just that the damn handle pinched the skin of my palm."

The doctor frowned. "Let me take a look at it."

William's ears reddened. "No need. I'm fine."

As Aru opened the door, the god's gaze flickered over the group, and when it settled on Julian and then Ella, he lifted a brow. "Good afternoon. Please, come in." He took a step back to allow them to pass. "I didn't expect the doctor and his mate." He looked at Kian with a questioning expression on his face.

"I'll explain why Julian is here in a moment. Let's move to the dining room where we can comfortably fit around the table."

Aru nodded. "As you wish."

Greetings were exchanged with the other members of the group, some casting curious looks at Julian and Ella, but no one questioning their presence, probably because they had all heard Kian tell Aru to wait for the explanation.

When everyone was seated around the large dining table, Kian took a position at the head of it, his gaze sweeping over the group. "I'm not much for speeches, so let's start with the tech first." He turned to William. "The floor is yours."

William rose to his feet and put his paper bag on the table. "I have satellite phones for Jasmine, Margo, and Frankie." He pulled three boxes out of the bag and distributed them to the three ladies. "The phones I gave you before have limited capabilities." He looked at the two friends. "These are much better. I would like the old ones back, please."

Frankie pouted. "What about all the pictures I took with that phone?"

"Everything you had in the old phone has already been transferred to your new one." William smiled indulgently. "You can check."

Her eyes sparkled as she opened the box and pulled out the device. A moment later, she confirmed that all of her photos were there.

"Okay," William said. "Next are the earpieces. Please don't lose them because I have only one pair per person, and they are not replaceable. Well, they are, but not easily where you are going to be. I would have to air ship them to you."

He pulled out the small pouches with the earpieces and distributed them to everyone around the table. "These will not only allow you to communicate between yourselves and us, but they will also protect you from compulsion. Under no circumstances should you approach the pod without these firmly in your ears."

He explained how they worked, the different machine voices that were now available, and how that made using the earpieces less awkward. "I've sent each of you a video explaining how to mold these to your ears. It's meant for those of you who are using them for the first time and those who need a refresher. Ensuring the earpieces are correctly inserted and perfectly molded to your ears is critical. The smallest gap will expose you to compulsion and make you a danger to everyone else in your group. Is that clear?"

As everyone nodded, William shifted his gaze to Jasmine, and his expression softened. "If you wish, I can assist you with your earpieces."

"Thank you." She smiled at him. "After that preamble, I'm terrified of doing it wrong."

Margo lifted her hand. "I need help too."

"No problem, ladies."

Kian waited patiently for William to be done with their earpieces, all the while aware of Aru's stare. The god was questioning the presence of Julian and Ella and waiting for an explanation.

When William was done, Kian rapped his fingers on the table to get everyone's attention. "I know you are all wondering why Julian and Ella are here."

When there were nods all around, Kian continued. "While going over the details of this mission with Toven and Turner, I realized how perilous the conditions are in the Tibet region where Aru will start the search for the pod. I'm not concerned for the gods and immortals, but Jasmine is human, and we can't risk her getting hurt without medical intervention available to her."

Aru cleared his throat. "It's not necessary. Julian can give us a crash course in first aid, and I'm sure Edgar has some medical training since he often works with the Guardians."

"I do," Edgar confirmed.

Jasmine canted her head. "Did I hear you right? Did you say 'gods'?"

Kian looked at Edgar. "You didn't tell her?"

The pilot cringed. "I didn't know if it was okay. I was waiting to ask you today."

Kian groaned. "Let's make this short." He turned to Jasmine. "Aru, Negal, and Dagor are not immortals like the rest of us. They are gods who came directly from Anumati, the planet on which our ancestors were born. They were sent to locate the missing pods and perform other clandestine tasks. You can ask Edgar or Margo later if you have more questions."

Looking shell-shocked, the woman nodded.

Aru cleared his throat. "I don't mean to question your judgment, Kian, but adding two more people to our team complicates things, and it does so unnecessarily."

Kian knew what Aru was trying to say. If Jasmine needed medical help, Aru was assuming that a donation of blood from one of the gods would heal whatever was wrong with her, but he was wrong. The blood couldn't reset broken bones, and that was a big concern given the terrain they were going to traverse.

"Julian is not a Guardian, but he has military training, so his value is not only as a doctor. You are traveling with a human, and if she breaks an arm or a leg, someone will need to reset the bone and secure it. That's also true for the immortals and perhaps even for you. If the bone is not reset correctly, it might fuse in a way that would disable the injured person, making it difficult or impossible for the team to continue the journey. Also, if you find the Kra-ell, they may be in bad shape and need immediate medical attention. Ella has undergone emergency medical training, and she can assist Julian. Besides, they are fated mates, and it's difficult for them to be separated for more than a few days. As a mated male yourself, I'm sure you understand."

"Fair enough," Aru said. "But how are we going to fit everyone into one helicopter?"
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EDGAR


That was an excellent question, and the answer was they were not, not unless they could access a large-capacity specially designed military helicopter, which might attract too much unwanted attention.

The region's high altitude meant thinner air, which reduced lift and impaired engine performance, making it difficult to operate typical heavier, larger helicopters safely. Landing would also be challenging because of the rugged and uneven terrain. Larger crafts needed a corresponding sizeable flat area to land safely, and in these mountainous regions, that might be challenging to find. While larger helicopters could carry more crew and equipment longer distances, their size limited maneuverability and made them more susceptible to adverse winds and turbulence, which were common condition when flying in the Himalayas among large peaks. It could compromise their response time in critical situations.

Edgar's experience showed that smaller craft that could perform tighter maneuvers and land in confined spaces were more effective in navigating demanding conditions like those they were going to face.

"We are not," Kian echoed Edgar's thoughts. "We are getting a small craft specifically fitted for higher altitudes that will carry your team and Jasmine. Everyone else will have to stay behind." He smiled. "It explains Syssi's vision. After all, she saw only the four of you standing over the crater, not everyone on the team."

"Makes sense," the god agreed. "Can we use a large truck to transport the helicopter if there are still paved roads?"

Kian shrugged. "We are still working out the details. I hope that everything will be set up by the time you land in Lhasa, along with a licensed local tour guide."

"What do we need a tour guide for?" Edgar asked.

"It's a requirement of the Chinese government," Dagor said. "When it was just the three of us, we could go undetected and thrall our way through the bureaucracy. But with a group this large, we will need a cover."

"Thank you, Dagor," Kian said. "What else can you tell the others about the conditions in Tibet?"

Dagor leaned forward. "The altitude is the most significant challenge. Much of Tibet lies above three thousand meters, which can cause altitude sickness and affect overall performance. It's less of a problem for us, but immortals and humans will need to acclimatize gradually."

Negal nodded in agreement. "The terrain is rugged, mountainous, and very sparsely populated. We'll be trekking through areas far from settled regions, so we must be prepared for self-sufficiency."

"The weather is unpredictable," Aru said. "It can change rapidly and without warning. Sudden snowstorms, high winds, and extreme temperature fluctuations are common. Having the right equipment is crucial." He looked at Jasmine. "Especially for a human."

Edgar was starting to feel uncomfortable about the whole thing. It seemed like the mission was much too dangerous for Jasmine. "Can't we wait for Jaz to transition first? I think it's worth postponing our departure for another week if it means that she can travel as an immortal and not a human."

"We can't wait," Aru said. "Besides, it's not guaranteed that Jasmine is a Dormant. You could spend the next two weeks trying to induce her transition, and if nothing happens, we will be back at square one."

"We need to leave now," Jasmine said. "I feel it in my bones that we are running out of time, or rather they are. I mean the twins and whoever else is in their pod."

There was a long moment of silence as everyone absorbed her statement.

"I'm not going to argue with a witch." Kian smiled. "Do you often get premonitions like that?"

She shook her head and put her hand over her chest. "No, but I have this sense of urgency that I didn't have before."

Kian nodded before returning his gaze to the others. "You will need specialist gear. High-altitude tents, cold-weather clothing, portable oxygen, if necessary, etc. Julian, can you work with Shai to procure these items?"

Julian nodded, making a note on his tablet. "Consider it done. I can have everything delivered to our location in Lhasa. There is no need to haul it from here."

"Except for the clothing," Margo said. "We need to buy it here to make sure that everything fits. It's especially important with hiking boots. They must be comfortable and broken in, or they will be a source of grief."

"Agreed," Julian said. "We should all go shopping for those items later today."

"Indeed." Kian pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to Jasmine. "Charge everything you need on this card."

She looked at the card and frowned. "That's not my last name."

"I know. We are getting you fake documents with a different last name. In case the cartel is still searching for you, it's better not to leave a trail of crumbs they could follow." He pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket. "Here is the travel itinerary. You will take a commercial flight to Chengdu, China, and from there, you will fly to Lhasa. From there, you will fly to Shiquanhe and travel overground following Jasmine's directions. We are still working out the last details, but I wanted you to have a general timeline."

Aru looked at the page. "This says that we are leaving in a week. Why so long?"

"Because we are not sure we will have everything ready for you before that. We are still negotiating the helicopter purchase and need to secure special permission from the Chinese government to fly it. If we manage to arrange things beforehand, we can push the flights forward."

"Tibet is heavily restricted.” Aru sighed. "Permits are needed for everything, and it takes time to get them unless you are right there to thrall the bureaucrats."

"Don't worry about that," Kian said. "We are handling everything—Tibetan travel permits, alien travel permits, and possibly military permits. Kalugal is working with his contacts to secure all of these. Your cover story is that you are a group of environmental researchers studying the Himalayan ecosystem."

"Environmental researchers?" Jasmine asked. "Won't they check our credentials?"

Kian smiled. "We are creating backstories for each of you, and we will provide you with the necessary documentation and cover identities."

"Wow." She slumped back in her chair. "I feel like I have friends in high places."

"You do." Edgar leaned over to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "Welcome to your new reality, where almost anything is possible."
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Jasmine followed Edgar into their bedroom, her arms laden with shopping bags filled with the clothing and footwear they'd purchased for the expedition to Tibet, and that was just a small portion of what they had gotten. Edgar was carrying the lion's share of their loot.

It had been nice to shop with the credit card Kian had given her without worrying about card limits or having to pay the bill once the statement became due.

Edgar put the bags in the walk-in closet, lining them up against the wall, and then took hers and added them to the neat line.

The speed and ease with which he did things still amazed her, and as he straightened and turned around, he must have liked the awed expression on her face because a smirk tugged on his lips.

Reaching for her waist, he pulled her to him and nuzzled her neck. "We have some time before we need to reconvene with the others. What say you we put it to good use?"

It was tempting, but before she allowed herself to get lost in Edgar's sinful touch, she had to confirm her previous findings.

Leaning away, she cupped his cheek. "As much as I'd love to, I need to scry again to confirm the location I marked earlier and confirm the result before I can share it with the others. I didn't want to tell Kian about Mount Kailash because I wanted to double-check that I got it right before he made travel arrangements based on that."

Disappointment flickered in Edgar's eyes, but then he smiled. "We have over two hours. I'm sure that we can do both."

Jasmine laughed. "I'll tell you what. If we have any time left after I'm done, I'm game, even if it's only fifteen minutes."

He'd bitten her last night, so he could refrain from biting her now. It wouldn't do if she blacked out for hours and missed the meeting.

"You've got yourself a deal." Edgar leaned down and kissed her.

When he finally let her come up for air, they were both panting, and Edgar had to adjust the massive erection that was pressing against the zipper of his jeans. "Do you want me to leave you alone so you can focus?"

Jasmine chuckled. "The only place you can go right now is the bathroom." She lowered her gaze to his crotch. "You can't show up like that in the living room."

He followed her gaze and snorted. "Yeah, I need to cool down for a few minutes."

"You can stay here and watch, but you need to be very quiet. Can you do that?"

"Of course. But are you sure my presence won't interfere with your energy flow or whatever you summon into your stick?"

Jasmine shrugged. "I'm not sure about anything, but I must get used to scrying in company. I won't have the luxury of a private room while trekking through the Tibetan frozen tundra and snowy peaks."

"In that case, I'm happy to stay and watch you do your thing." He reached out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "I'll be on the bed and keep very quiet. You won't even hear me breathe."

"Thank you."

Jasmine cast him a grateful smile before retrieving her scrying stick and the map of Tibet from where she'd left them.

Arranging everything the way she'd done before, she lit the candles and settled cross-legged on the floor.

It was harder to concentrate, knowing that Edgar was watching her. Still, as she closed her eyes and took a deep, centering breath, she looked inward and let her surroundings dissipate into the mist she pictured covering a mountain peak in Tibet.

When her mind was clear, she focused on the energy of the scrying stick in her hands and the tingle of power that danced across her skin as she ran her fingers over the smooth wood.

Slowly, she began to pass the stick over the map, moving her hand in small, deliberate circles. She could feel the energy shift as she moved from one area to another, a subtle pull drawing her toward a particular spot. When she opened her eyes, she was relieved to see that it was the exact location she'd marked before—the area of Mount Kailash.

The mountain was located in western Tibet, and many other jagged peaks surrounded it. Rivers snaked out from its slopes, carving deep valleys through the landscape. The map also showed two large bodies of water and several glaciers and snowfields.

Just thinking about how cold it would be there, Jasmine shivered.

"What's wrong?" Edgar asked.

"Nothing." She turned to look at him. "I got the same location as before, but I took a closer look at the map this time. The whole area looks like it is permanently frozen. I don't like the cold."

He turned on his side and propped his elbow on the mattress and his chin on his fist. "Well, the good news is that you got your confirmation. And as for the cold, I promise to keep you warm."

"That's very sweet of you." She blew him a kiss. "I think having a more detailed map of this area would be helpful." She tapped the spot with the scrying stick. "Do you think you can have one printed for me?"

"Absolutely. Do you need it now?"

Perhaps she needed to scry again before sending him on an unnecessary quest.

"Before you go, I want to try one more time, but since I know where it is even with my eyes closed, I need you to turn this map around when I'm not watching."

"I can do that." He slid off the bed. "Close your eyes, beautiful."

When she did, he kissed her, his tongue delving into her mouth and scrambling her brain, so when he pulled back, she had no idea which side was up and which was down.

"It's ready for you." He kissed the top of her head.

"Thank you. Kissing me was a great way to distract me from noticing you turning it."

"You're welcome."

Jasmine let her mind wander for a moment, trying to imagine what they might find when they finally reached the mountaintop that Syssi had seen in her vision. It wasn't Mount Kailash itself because it didn't have a crater at its top, but it could be one of the peaks in its vicinity or maybe somewhere else entirely.

Would the royal twins even be alive after all these years? Or would they find only their remains?

In either case, it would be better than not finding them. Their family, if they had any, would at least have closure, knowing where their final resting place was.

It was more than she had.

Jasmine didn't know where her mother was buried, and her father refused to tell her. Sometimes, she fantasized that her mother wasn't dead at all. That she had run away for some reason.

Maybe she'd found love in the arms of another man?

It was painful to think that her mother could have left her behind to pursue her own happiness, but Jasmine preferred that to the finality of death. If her mother was still alive somewhere, there was still a chance that they could be reunited.

Perhaps she could scry for her? Even finding her grave would be better than not knowing for sure what had befallen her.

Shaking off the morbid thoughts, Jasmine took a deep breath and centered herself once more, emptying her mind of all thoughts while passing the scrying stick over the map.

When her hand was drawn to a particular spot, she opened her eyes and was amazed that it had settled on the same spot, even though the map was turned upside down.

She turned to look at Edgar, who was watching her with an amused grin. "My talented witch. Would you like me to get you a map of the Mount Kailash area?" He glanced down at his watch. "If I hurry, we might still have enough time left for a quickie."

She nodded. "Yes, please. To both offers."
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Edgar strode into the keep's security office with the rolled-up map of Tibet tucked under his arm. He didn't really need it. It would have been just as easy to tell the guys to zoom in on the Mount Kailash area, but he wanted to make sure that they printed the entire area Jasmine had circled.

The place was primarily staffed by humans, but one immortal was on duty at all times, except for the duration of the cruise, when keeping an eye on things had been done remotely through the security feed.

Naturally, the humans had no idea that they were working for a clan of immortals or that the officer in charge was anything more than a highly skilled security operative.

Edgar approached Gavin with a smile. "How are things going?"

They embraced and clapped each other's backs.

"Boring as usual." Gavin stepped back and looked at the map tucked under Edgar's arm. "Problems with the printout?"

"No. It served its intended purpose beautifully, but we must zoom in." He rolled out the map and pointed to the area Jasmine had circled. "Can you get this part enlarged to the size of the original map?"

Gavin nodded. "Shouldn't be a problem." He took it and handed it to one of the humans.

The woman nodded, turning to the computer to generate the new, zoomed-in printout.

"Do you want to grab coffee while we wait?" Gavin asked.

"Sure." Edgar wanted to be back with the new map as soon as possible, but printing it would take time, and it was evident that Gavin wanted to talk out of the humans' earshot.

As they entered the staff's breakroom, the Guardian turned to Edgar with a raised eyebrow. "Did it work?"

Edgar nodded. "Jasmine repeated the scrying several times, and the stick kept pointing to the same spot. That's why we want a larger map of the surrounding area. Maybe she will be able to get an even more precise location."

Gavin snorted, pouring coffee from the carafe into two paper cups. "I can't believe Kian and the Three Stooges are basing the expedition on what a wannabe witch says. You know as well as I do that witches don't exist. To tell you the truth, I get unpleasant flashbacks every time I hear the word witch. Too many innocent women died terribly because barbaric morons accused them of worshiping the devil."

Gavin was old enough to remember the witch hunts, but, thankfully, Edgar had been spared living through that dark era. Not that things were much better nowadays. The world was regressing again, overtaken by hordes of fanatics who championed death and destruction.

"Innocents die all the time." He took the cup Gavin handed him. "Politicians get rich, their sponsors get even richer, and the poor sods who are just trying to survive are paying the price with their lives and the lives of their children. There is nothing new under the sun."

"True. Sad, but true." Gavin took a sip of his coffee. "Still, following the word of a woman who claims to be a witch is ridiculous. Kian should know better, as should Aru."

Gavin's dismissive tone grated on Edgar's nerves. Jasmine wasn't a fraud. Besides, Kian trusted his wife's vision, which had foretold that Jasmine would find the pod.

"Jasmine has a real gift, and she uses the Wiccan set of beliefs and the tools they recommend to help channel and focus her innate ability. I would never put my trust in a stick made of wood, but I trust her intuition, especially since it is backed up by Syssi's vision. Or do you question that as well?"

Gavin held up his hands in a placating gesture. "I meant no offense. I was just voicing my opinion. But if you say Jasmine is the real deal, I believe you."

Edgar took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax. "No one is certain that it will work, least of all Jasmine, but we have nothing to lose except time. Aru and his team were heading to Tibet, following a rumor about strange energy readings somewhere. They didn't tell us where, to avoid influencing Jasmine's results, but if the two match, that would be a good indicator that she's onto something."

Gavin nodded. "That makes sense." He finished the last of his coffee and tossed the cup into the recycling bin. "The map should be ready by now."

Edgar followed his example and threw away his cup before returning to the security office.

"It's ready." The human staff member looked up from her monitor and rose to her feet with a pleasant smile. "I zoomed in as much as possible on the area you marked." She handed over a freshly printed map. "It's a satellite picture, but I added names and colored topographical details and landmarks to make it easier for you to orient yourself."

"Thank you." Edgar took the map, unfurled it, and scanned the intricate lines and contours. It was precisely what Jasmine needed: a detailed view that would help her refine her search. "This is perfect," he said, flashing the staff member a grateful smile. "Thank you so much for putting in the extra effort."

"It was my pleasure." She dipped her head and returned to her station.

With the map in hand, Edgar bid farewell to Gavin and the other security staff and then returned to the penthouse.

He found Jasmine exactly where he'd left her, sitting cross-legged on their bedroom floor, meditating.

Not knowing whether he should disturb her, he placed the rolled-up map on the floor next to her.

Her eyelids fluttered for a moment, and then they were up. He was once again mesmerized by her gorgeous brown eyes with gold flakes swirling inside them.

"Did you get it?" she asked.

"Of course, I did." He pointed at the cylinder resting beside her. "A super-detailed, zoomed-in map of the area around Mount Kailash, courtesy of a security person named Heather."

He knelt beside her and spread out the map on the floor.

Her eyes widened in amazement. "This is incredible." She traced her finger over the contour lines that marked the valleys and ridges of the mountain range. "She's even colored it for clarity. I didn't know that could be done with a printout."

"I hope the amount of detail will help you zero in on the exact location."

"I pray to the Mother of All Life that it does." She picked up her scrying stick and began to pass it over the paper, moving her hand in slow, deliberate circles.

It was a little jarring to hear her invoke the Kra-ell deity, but apparently, the Wiccan also believed in her. Only the Wiccan goddess was a purely benevolent deity. At the same time, her Kra-ell namesake was a reflection of her believers—cruel and vengeful toward those who strayed from her path but generous with her rewards toward the true believers who adhered to her teachings and followed the heroes' path, or something like that. He had never delved too deeply into the Kra-ell's belief system.

Watching Jasmine do her thing, though, he could see a marked difference between her expression when she had done this before and now. Instead of the look of calm focus he'd seen on her face before, Jasmine's expression was pinched and uncertain. Her hand wavered as she moved the stick, and after a few moments, she let out a frustrated sigh and opened her eyes.

"I'm not getting anything," she said, sounding defeated. "Maybe I was deluding myself before, and I can't do this."

"Hey," he said, crouching next to her. "It's okay. This is a new map with a new level of detail. It might take some time for your mojo to adjust to it."

Jasmine shook her head. "But what if it's not that? So much is riding on my supposed ability to locate the pod." She traced her finger along the contour lines that marked one of the valleys. "I just hope we're not too late," she murmured.

"Listen to me." He took her hand. "I've seen what you can do. Your gift is real, and it will only get stronger with time and practice. Perhaps you overworked yourself and exhausted that special something that guides your hand. You need to give it a rest and come back to it later."

She frowned. "You might be right. Syssi said something about paranormal abilities diminishing with use and needing to let the mind rest."

Edgar smirked. "I have the perfect method for resting the mind."
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"Oh, yeah?" Jasmine rose to her knees, wrapped her arms around Edgar's neck, and leaned into him. "I need an immediate demonstration of this method of yours." She pressed her lips to his.

He took over the kiss, wrapping his arms around her, and pulled her closer against his body. In a show of impressive strength, he pushed up to a stand and carried her to the bed.

"I have two variations," he said as he tumbled with her on the mattress. "One is slow and the other fast. You choose."

"Fast." She reached for his shirt and tugged it over his head. "We don't have much time." Her hands roamed over the contours of his chest, marveling at the ripple of muscle beneath his skin.

He grinned with a pair of elongated fangs. "That was the right answer."

Her clothes had somehow survived his attack, but she wouldn't have minded if he had torn them to shreds. Something inside of her was unleashed, and she felt feral with desire.

His eyes began to glow with that otherworldly light she had come to expect, and as he hovered over her, his elongated fangs gleamed in the dimness of the room.

Jasmine felt a thrill of excitement race through her, an anticipation for a repeat of the marvelous things he had done to her with those fangs.

Edgar didn't scare her, and she only regretted having missed out on those parts of immortal lovemaking when he had still needed to hide his true nature from her.

She reached up to his face, her fingers brushing lightly over the razor-sharp points of his fangs. Edgar shuddered at her touch, his eyes fluttering closed momentarily as he savored the sensation.

"I love seeing you like this," Jasmine murmured, her voice low and thick with desire. "The real you, no holds barred."

Edgar's eyes snapped open, the glow intensifying as he gazed down at her. "Oh, sweetheart. The holds are barred. You can't take what I can dish out. Not as a human."

"Try me," she challenged.

He shook his head, his hungry gaze softening. "I will never risk hurting you." He lowered his body over hers and wrapped his arms around her, holding her close as he kissed her gently. "You mean so much to me."

"Oh, Ed." Jasmine lifted her hands to cup his cheeks. "You mean so much to me, too." She kissed him, careful of his sharp fangs.

The word love had been on her tongue, but she'd refrained from saying it because it would have been a lie.

She liked Edgar a lot, but did she love him?

It was too early to tell, and she was in no rush. They had weeks or even months to explore their feelings for one another.

Dipping his head, he flicked his tongue over first one nipple and then the other. "I love your breasts." He ran his hand over the side of one swell and down the dip of her waist. "I love everything about you, Jasmine. You are femininity personified."

Was he trying to tell her that he loved her?

Not likely. It was just lust, which was perfectly fine with her. She didn't want anything more.

She ran her fingers through his short hair. "You say the nicest things."

"I mean it." He snaked his hand under the thick curtain of her hair and closed it over her nape.

Taking her lips, his tongue slipped into her mouth, and as it dueled with hers, she surrendered to the kiss.

His confidence and dominance were sexy, especially since they were tempered by his dedication to satisfying her needs and not pushing her to do anything she wasn't comfortable with.

Edgar was a skilled, generous, and considerate lover.

Under her fingers, his muscles felt tense, but the way he touched her was gentle. His hand brushed over her breasts and belly and then hovered over her center.

"The scent of your desire is like a siren call I can't resist." He kissed her again while his fingers dipped between her wet folds, teasing, caressing, and when he worked two into her, she groaned into his mouth.

She needed him inside of her, which meant it was time for a condom.

As if reading her mind, Edgar stretched his arm out to reach for the drawer in the nightstand where they had put the condoms and fished out a packet.

He handed it to her. "Put it on me."

"Yes, sir." She tore it with her teeth, removed the rubber, and sheathed him.

As he entered her, they both groaned and then he was moving, his hips retreating and surging forward in an ever-increasing tempo and power until he was ramming into her again and again and driving her up toward the edge of the cliff.

The world fell away as they lost themselves in each other, the pleasure building and cresting until it consumed them both. Jasmine cried out Edgar's name as she shattered in his arms, waves of ecstasy crashing over her one after the other.

He followed her over the edge, releasing with a primal roar that echoed through the room, but he didn't bite her.

They clung to each other, their sweat-slicked bodies entwined and their hearts pounding in sync.

"I'm glad that you didn't bite me, but I also regret it," she whispered into the crook of his neck. "I love the feeling of euphoria washing over me and the trip that follows."

He lifted his head and looked at her with a smile on his handsome face. "You would have been out for hours, and we are supposed to go talk to the others and show them what you found."

"I know."

He smirked. "Don't worry. I plan on making love to you again when we return here tonight, and then I'm going to bite you."

As a new thrill of desire rushed through her, Edgar groaned. "Don't do this to me, woman. I won't be able to get out of bed."

"I'm not doing anything." She moved her hands to his sculpted ass and dug her fingers in the muscle.

He was already hard again, and if they had a little more time, she could have enjoyed another round, but it would have to wait for later.
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The sounds of the ocean and the salty tang of the breeze were soothing, but Marina was too tired to enjoy either of them as she and Peter made their way towards the bungalow area.

She shuffled her feet and concentrated on not falling on her face and on keeping her eyelids from drooping. It sucked to be a human, especially when paired with an immortal who looked as fresh and energetic as if he'd slept the entire way from Long Beach to the Oregon Coast.

He wrapped his arm around her middle, propping her up, while his other hand pulled his suitcase with her duffle bag balanced precariously on top of it. Everything she owned fit into that one bag that wasn't even full. She was still trying to overcome the embarrassment of him seeing the room she'd shared with Larissa and how meager her belongings were.

Marina had caught the pinched expression on Peter's face when she'd collected her things and hugged Larissa goodbye. He hadn't commented on anything, but he had seen and internalized that he had fallen in love with a real Cinderella who had next to nothing to her name.

When they reached the first bungalow, Peter stopped and looked down at her. "Do you want to check this one out?" He nodded towards the door.

Looking up the street and the ascending line of bungalows, she shook her head. "I want the top one." Surprisingly, no one had thought to use the abandoned facilities to house more guests. They could have commanded a premium price. "It has the best view, maybe even of the ocean. It's on the top of the hill, so its windows should clear the lodge's steep roof."

Peter glanced up at the hill, then back at Marina, his brow furrowing. "Are you sure you can make it up there? You look like you're about to fall asleep on your feet."

He wasn't wrong, but she was stubborn, and she wanted that bungalow. "I won't. I can do it."

Peter chuckled, then turned around and crouched down. "Hop on," he said, patting his back. "I'll give you a piggyback ride the rest of the way."

Marina hesitated momentarily, glancing around to see if anyone could see them, but the area was deserted, and the five hundred feet uphill looked daunting.

"Thank you. You are the best." She climbed onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. Peter stood up with ease, hoisting her higher, and grabbed the suitcase and bag with his free hand.

As he began to climb the hill, Marina couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity of the situation. "I'm so glad that no one can see us. It's like a scene from a romantic comedy or The Twilight Zone."

"I get the romantic comedy, but why The Twilight Zone?"

"It's just creepy that this entire resort section is unoccupied. It's so quiet and dark out here."

"Perhaps, but it works perfectly for us." Peter kept climbing the hill. "We can sleep in a different bungalow every night until your transfer request is approved."

When he reached the top, he set her down, pulled out his phone, and checked the photo of Eleanor's list with all the lock numbers. After a moment, he found the right one and entered the combination.

Peter reached inside and flipped on the lights as the door swung open. When Marina made a move to step in, he blocked the doorway with his body. "Isn't carrying the lady over the threshold a human tradition?" He swung her into his arms.

"It used to be, and only for brides."

"Well, I like it." He walked in and deposited her on the couch. "Don't move. I'll just get the luggage and close the door."

The bungalow was small, but it had everything, and it was perfect. There was a little kitchenette with a stretch counter that held a stove, a sink, and a coffee maker. The refrigerator was tall and narrow, and there was a microwave oven.

Peter brought in their luggage, closed the door behind him, and purposefully strode toward the couch. "Ready to see the bedroom?"

"Yes." She started to push to her feet but found herself in his arms instead.

"Another threshold," Peter explained as he dipped his head and kissed her lips.

The bedroom door was nestled between the kitchen and a dining nook, and as Peter pushed it open, Marina saw the large bed in the middle. There was also a dresser, two narrow nightstands, and a desk under the window.

"This is amazing." She looked up at him with a happy smile. "It looks so small from the outside, but it has everything we need, and it's so cozy and pretty."

Peter grinned. "I love it too, and we didn't check out the bathroom yet."

He put her down, took her hand, and led her into the bathroom.

Flipping on the light, Marina felt her jaw drop as she took in the glass-enclosed shower and the deep, inviting bathtub. "Oh, wow." She ran her fingers along the cool porcelain. "I love having a tub. I only indulged in one at your cabin on the ship."

Peter wrapped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. "I'm glad you approve."

"Approve?" Marina backed against him. "I more than approve." She turned in his arms, looking up at him with a smile. "You know, this is the first time in my life that I've had a place of my own. I could see myself living here with you, and I don't even mind my boring maid job. We could just stay here. Can you ask to be permanently stationed in Safe Haven?"

Peter cupped her face in his hands. "I could, but I won't unless Kian doesn't approve your request for some reason." He kissed her forehead, then pulled back to look into her eyes. "My house in the village is much bigger, and there are so many more opportunities for you there. You could study while interpreting for the Kra-ell or just babysitting here and there. You don't want to spend the rest of your life changing sheets and cleaning bathrooms. Nothing is wrong with that, but you are so talented with languages that it would be a waste. You will be happier in the village. I promise."

Marina bit on her lip. She had been so excited about moving to the village with Peter, but now that she was here, in this perfect little bungalow, she wasn't so sure. After all, Larissa and her other friends were here, and although she wasn't particularly close to any of them, she would miss them.

On the other hand, she wasn't so thrilled about the other humans in Safe Haven. It wasn't nice to think negatively about the community members who had welcomed her people with open arms, but she wasn't a fan of their chosen lifestyle.

Then again, living in a village of immortals where she was at the bottom of the food chain wasn't so great either.

"What's the matter?" Peter asked. "Are you having second thoughts?"

She nodded. "There are advantages and disadvantages to both places, but all I care about is being with you. I'll be happy wherever you are."

He brushed his thumb across her cheekbone. "If you want to stay here, in Safe Haven, then I will put in a request to transfer here permanently. We can keep this bungalow and make it our little paradise, but I suggest that you sleep on it. You shouldn't make any decision while you are so bone tired."


21
[image: ]
JASMINE


Half an hour later, when Jasmine and Edgar walked into the other penthouse, holding hands and with the map of Tibet tucked under Edgar's arm, the afterglow of their lovemaking was still thrumming through her veins. Still, she did her best to erase the stupid smile from her face and assume an impassive expression.

From her experience, people took those who talked calmly and rationally more seriously. Given that she was about to provide them with information that would determine where they were going, and that said information was based on an unproven method that they all questioned, she needed to appear level-headed.

The rest of the team had already gathered, sprawled on the plush couches and armchairs.

Aru looked up from the tablet he'd been studying, his brow furrowed in concentration. "Ah, there you are," he said, setting the device aside. "We were just going over some of the logistics for the trip. Did you have any luck with the scrying?"

Releasing Edgar's hand, Jasmine pulled the rolled-up map from under his arm. "I did. I was able to locate a general area where I believe the escape pod might be located, but when I tried to zero in and pinpoint the location, I was unsuccessful." She spread the map on the coffee table, smoothing the creases with her fingertips.

The others leaned forward, their eyes scanning the terrain.

Jasmine tapped a finger on the area she'd marked. "It's somewhere near Mount Kailash. I couldn't get a more precise location, but I'm hoping that once we're there, I'll be able to sense it more clearly."

Dagor frowned, studying the map intently. "Mount Kailash is a pretty remote area even by Tibetan standards. It's not going to be an easy trek."

"No, it won't," Aru agreed. "We will need to upgrade the specs of our equipment."

Margo leaned back in her seat, her arms crossed over her chest. "What kind of conditions are we talking about, exactly? I mean, I know Tibet is located at a high altitude and all that, but what else should we expect?"

Negal glanced over at her, his lips twitching in a half-smile. "Cold, for one thing. Even in the summer, temperatures can drop below freezing at night. And the air will be thin, which can make physical exertion challenging." He shifted his eyes to Jasmine. "For a human. The rest of us will be fine."

She rolled her eyes. "Yeah, yeah. I know. But what can I do? We can't wait for me to transition." She sat down on the couch next to Margo. "Although, given how quickly the two of you transitioned, I might have been able to do that during the week we are supposed to wait for Kian and Toven to finalize the arrangements."

Margo let out a breath and smiled apologetically. "Edgar is not a god, which means that his venom is not as potent as a god's, so it might have taken you much longer than us to transition, and maybe not as smoothly."

Edgar had explained to her some of the differences between gods and immortals, and the distinctions didn't seem very meaningful to her. He'd also told her that some immortals were more powerful than gods. The three gods present couldn't compel like Kevin, an immortal, and Yamanu, who was also just an immortal, could make realistic illusions convincing thousands. The gods couldn't do that either.

But those were the outliers.

Edgar didn't belong to that exclusive group.

Frankie bit her lip, looking worried. "Is it going to be dangerous? I mean, I'm immortal and can heal fast, but if we are buried under an avalanche, what will happen to us?"

Dagor shook his head. "If that happens, which is unlikely, we will enter stasis and get revived once the rescue teams dig us out. But then we will have to thrall all their memories of finding us in that state."

"It's going to be fine," Negal said. "As long as we're careful and take the proper precautions. We'll have the right gear and acclimatize gradually to the altitude so none of us gets lightheaded when we are up there." He glanced at Aru. "Like what happened to you."

"What happened?" Gabi asked.

Aru waved a dismissive hand. "I learned the hard way that taking things slow and careful is better. In the end, it's a faster route."

"So, how do we get to Mount Kailash?" Jasmine asked, looking around at the others. "And what do we do once we're there?"

Negal leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. "We'll fly into Lhasa first, as planned. That's the capital of Tibet. From there, we'll need to arrange transportation to get as close to the mountain as possible. Probably a combination of jeeps and hiking, depending on the terrain."

Aru nodded. "We'll need to be careful not to draw too much attention to ourselves. Tibet is a politically sensitive area, and we don't want to raise any red flags with the authorities. A good cover is essential, and research sounds good. Perhaps we should read about geology a little. We should be able to sound professional when asked questions."

Jasmine felt a flicker of apprehension in her gut. "Make me the researcher's girlfriend who doesn't know anything. I'm not good with learning things fast."

Edgar cast her a smile. "Most people will assume that everything we say about the subject we are supposed to be experts on is fact, and they won't challenge us. People are quick to surrender their common sense and critical thinking when presented information by a source they have reason to consider authoritative. In other words, we should be able to BS through any interaction as long as our credentials are solid."

Jasmine didn't know how to do that, but she could pretend to be mute and let Edgar do the talking.

Negal tapped his chin. "Once we get to the area, we'll have to rely on a combination of Jasmine's scrying abilities and our equipment. If the pod is giving off any kind of energy signature, we should be able to pick it up on our scanner."

Margo sighed, running a hand through her hair. "It's like looking for a needle in a haystack. A really, really big haystack. It looks small on the map, but that's probably a big area." She looked at Jasmine. "I hope that you will be able to better pinpoint the location."

"I hope so, too." Jasmine sighed. "I'm just not sure that we will find them alive." She rubbed a hand over her belly. "I have a bad feeling about that."

Everyone around the table went quiet suddenly.

"What do you mean?" Edgar asked. "And when did you start having this bad feeling?"

They were all taking her so seriously that it was unnerving. "It's nothing." She smiled. "I'm probably more nervous now that I'm starting to realize how difficult this will be. It's not like the tarot told me that something bad will happen." She squinted. "Actually, I should do a reading." She looked at the faces of her teammates. "For all of you."

Dagor lifted his hands. "I'll pass."

"Why?" Frankie asked. "Don't you want to know your future?"

"No, not particularly. I prefer to be surprised. It makes life more interesting."
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As Jasmine started to rise, Aru lifted his hand. "Let's keep the entertainment part of the evening for later. There is still a lot we need to discuss regarding the trip."

Edgar cast Jasmine a sidelong glance and wasn't surprised that Aru's words offended her.

When she sat back down, Jasmine's exuberant expression soured. "Tarot is a divining tool. They are not purely for entertainment."

"Apologies." Aru dipped his head. "I didn't mean to offend you."

She sighed. "It's okay. Most people think of tarot that way, and they are usually right."

Margo, who had been scrolling on her new phone and oblivious to the exchange between Aru and Jasmine, suddenly lifted her head. "Did you know Tibet is often called the 'Roof of the World'? The Tibetan Plateau is the highest in the world. The average elevation is almost fifteen thousand feet, the height of the tallest mountains in the continental USA." She lifted her head. "Can you imagine that? That huge plateau, which is almost one million square miles, is taller than Mount Whitney. Only Alaska has mountains that are taller than that."

"That's incredible." Frankie looked at Dagor. "Now I get why you were talking about trouble breathing up there. I thought you were exaggerating." She turned to look at Jasmine. "I'm worried about you."

So was Edgar.

Dagor shook his head. "As I said before, it's manageable when done correctly, so you don't need to worry. As long as we ascend gradually and give Jasmine's body time to adjust, she can adapt to the high altitude. We'll just need to be careful and watch for signs of altitude sickness."

"Good to know that the condition is manageable," Edgar said. "But you should be mentally prepared to do most of the trekking on foot. The helicopter might be pretty useless in such thin air."

That got their attention, and everyone's expression soured.

"What should we do then?" Aru asked. "Should we scrap the idea of a chopper altogether?"

Edgar realized his mistake. If they decided not to get a helicopter, they would have no use for him and most likely leave him behind. There was no way he was allowing Jasmine to slip away from him, probably straight into the arms of her damn prince. "A chopper can still be useful, even crucial, to the mission. I meant that its utility might be more limited than you hoped."

Frankie sighed. "I have a feeling that we will be separated for longer periods than we initially anticipated. Do they even have hotels and inns there? How many people live in Tibet?"

Margo looked down at her phone. "I don't know about inns and hotels, but it says here that the entire Tibetan population consists of about three million people and most of them are ethnic Tibetans. But there are also a lot of Han Chinese and other ethnic groups living there."

Dagor nodded. "That's true. The region has a complex political history, with a lot of tension between the Tibetan people and the Chinese government. It's an autonomous region of China, but many are not happy with that and want Tibet to be independent or at least have greater autonomy. As for accommodations for tourists, I'm afraid there isn't much outside popular tourist areas like Lhasa, Shigatse, and Gyantse. Smaller towns and rural areas might have guesthouses and inns that provide basic accommodations. In trekking areas, though, camping is the most common option. In some places, monasteries offer rooms for overnight stays, but we never took advantage of that. We always preferred camping."

Jasmine groaned. "I thought I could shower at least every other day, but it doesn't seem feasible."

Negal cast her an apologetic look. "I'm sorry, but it's going to be rough."

"Where is Mount Everest located?" Gabi asked. "Is it anywhere near where we need to go?"

"Not really," Aru said. "Mount Everest and Mount Kailash are not very close to each other. Mount Everest is located on the border between Nepal and Tibet and is part of the Himalayan range. Mount Kailash is situated more to the northwest of Tibet and is considerably remote. They are about five hundred miles apart, but it's not like you can travel to one from the other. You would need to return to a major city like Lhasa or Kathmandu and then proceed to the other destination."

"What about culture?" Gabi asked. "Isn't Tibet where the fabled kingdom of Shambhala is?"

Jasmine's eyes widened. "A hidden kingdom? What if that's what I'm supposed to find? Is there a missing prince in the legends about Shambhala?"

Dagor shrugged. "The legends of Shambhala are pretty vague and open to interpretation. According to some, it is a mythical kingdom that is hidden somewhere in the mountains of Tibet. It's described as an enlightened place ruled by a succession of wise kings who preserve ancient wisdom. It's only reachable by those destined to find it through their virtue and wisdom. Others say it is not a physical location but a state of enlightened consciousness achievable through rigorous spiritual practice. The prophecy associated with Shambhala suggested a future era of peace and enlightenment, emerging from global turmoil."

Jasmine rubbed her forehead. "Maybe that's my mission. The world is in terrible turmoil right now, worse than anything I can remember, and we desperately need Shambhala."

Dagor smiled indulgently. "You're forgetting Syssi's vision. She didn't see you standing at the gates of a magical kingdom. She saw you standing over a crater with something smooth and metallic at the bottom."

"Right." Jasmine let out a breath. "Compared to finding Shambhala, finding the royal twins seems easy."

Edgar would have been much happier with Jasmine finding a mythical land than some prince who might be the one destined for her.

He reached for her hand. "We'll be focusing our search around Mount Kailash, which is considered a holy site by multiple religions, so maybe the two are connected?"

Margo glanced at her phone again, her eyebrows raising. "It says here that Mount Kailash is believed to be the earthly manifestation of Mount Meru, the center of the universe in Hindu and Buddhist cosmology."

Dagor nodded. "The area around Mount Kailash is considered a powerful spiritual vortex, with some strange and unexplained phenomena reported by visitors. That's precisely the type of clues we are investigating, and Jasmine's scrying added validity to the location."
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As the plane descended into the Gonggar Airport in Lhasa, Jasmine pressed her face against the small oval window, eager to catch her first glimpse of Tibet. The landscape below was breathtaking, a patchwork of rugged mountains, pristine lakes, and vast expanses of grassland stretching out as far as the eye could see.

She felt excitement as the plane touched down on the runway, bouncing a little before rolling to a stop. They had finally arrived in Lhasa, the capital city of Tibet, and the starting point of their incredible journey.

They had waited for more than a week as Kian and Kevin, aka Kalugal, Turner, Shai, and others, had worked tirelessly to make all the arrangements for them, with Mia's mate footing the bill for the expedition.

Jasmine couldn't even start to imagine how much money had gone into the mission and how much time everyone involved had put into the preparations, and it was all because of her.

Talk about pressure.

If she failed them, she would be crushed.

"Come on, beautiful." Edgar pulled out their carry-ons from the overhead compartment. "Let the adventure begin."

She smiled up at him. "My adventure began in Cabo and has been gathering momentum ever since."

As the group deplaned and made their way through the airport, the air-conditioned terminal provided a temporary respite from the thin, crisp air outside, but Jasmine knew that she would soon feel the effects of the high altitude. Lhasa was one of the highest cities in the world at nearly twelve thousand feet.

In the luggage area, a man holding a sign with the name of their fake research team was waiting for them.

He was tall and slender, with a warm smile and kind eyes. As they approached him, he greeted them with a traditional Tibetan welcome: "Tashi delek. I am Tenzin Dorjee, your guide. Welcome to Lhasa, the city of sunshine and the heart of Tibet."

Margo grinned at Tenzin. "Tashi delek! We're so excited to be here. I've been reading about Lhasa on the plane and can't wait to explore the city."

Tenzin smiled back at her. "I'm sure you will love it here. Lhasa is an extraordinary place, with a rich history and culture unlike anywhere else in the world." He put the sign away and pulled a bunch of white scarves from his satchel. "These are called khatas," he said as he draped the white silk scarves around each of their necks. "They are a symbol of goodwill and respect."

After collecting their luggage, they followed Tenzin to the waiting minibus that would take them to their hotel in the city center.

Looking out the window, Jasmine marveled at the unique architecture of the buildings they were passing. Many houses and shops were painted in vibrant colors and adorned with intricate designs and patterns, presenting a perfect blend of traditional Tibetan style and modern influences.

As the minibus stopped in front of the luxurious St. Regis Lhasa Resort, Jasmine was impressed by the unique beauty of the building. It was designed in the style of a traditional Tibetan palace, with sweeping curves, ornate carvings, and a grand central courtyard.

"Wow," Ella breathed as she stepped out of the minibus. "This place is incredible. I feel like royalty just standing here."

Julian chuckled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "You are my queen, so you should be treated as one."

After checking in, they headed to their rooms for a quick bathroom break, and then they regrouped in the lobby to begin their tour of Lhasa.

The objective was to spend a couple of days in the capital so Jasmine would get acclimatized to the high altitude before starting their travels. Still, everyone who hadn't been to Tibet before was pleased to have the excuse to see the city.

"The first stop is the iconic Potala Palace, the former residence of the Dalai Lamas and the symbol of Tibetan Buddhism," Tenzin said.

As they approached the massive structure, Jasmine was struck by its sheer size and grandeur. The palace towered over the city, its white and red walls gleaming in the bright sunlight.

Tenzin led them up the many steps to the entrance. "The Potala Palace was built in the seventh century by the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo," he explained as they climbed. "It has served as the residence of the Dalai Lamas since the seventeenth century and is now a museum and a UNESCO World Heritage Site."

They explored the many rooms and halls of the palace, with its rich colors and intricate designs of the murals and tapestries that adorned the walls; the air was thick with the scent of incense and the soft murmur of chanting monks.

After the Potala Palace, they visited the Jokhang Temple, the most sacred temple in Tibet. The place was bustling with activity, with pilgrims from all over Tibet and beyond coming to pay their respects and offer prayers.

"King Songtsen Gampo also built the Jokhang Temple," Tenzin said. "It was erected to house a sacred Buddha statue brought to Tibet by his Chinese wife, Princess Wencheng."

Walking through the temple complex, they passed pilgrims prostrating themselves on the ground, their foreheads touching the stone floor as they murmured prayers and mantras.

"The temple is the spiritual heart of Lhasa and the most important pilgrimage site in Tibet," Tenzin explained.

Their final stop for the day was the lively Barkhor Street, a bustling marketplace and pilgrim circuit surrounding the Jokhang Temple. The narrow, winding streets were lined with stalls selling everything from colorful prayer flags and traditional Tibetan clothing to yak butter tea and momos, a kind of dumpling that made Jasmine's mouth water.

"How are you feeling?" Edgar asked. "Is the altitude bothering you?"

Jasmine chuckled. "I was so busy sightseeing that I forgot about it."

"Good." He squeezed her hand. "So, you are not dizzy or anything?"

"No, I'm good."

Smiling, Gabi leaned to whisper in her ear, "Don't get adjusted too quickly. I want at least another day here, and if you are good to go, Aru might push up the timeline."

"Got it." Jasmine gave her the thumbs up.

Given the smirk lifting Aru's lips, he'd heard their exchange, but he was pretending that he hadn't.

As they wandered through the market taking in the sights, sounds, and smells, Jasmine thought about the journey ahead of them, and she wasn't eager to begin it. It wasn't because she was worried about the discomfort of camping or the rigors of the trek—not even the lack of a daily shower.

It was the fear of failure.

Negal and Margo stopped by one of the stalls and started haggling with a vendor over a beautiful, hand-woven rug. Jasmine and Edgar joined Julian, Ella, Frankie, and Dagor in sampling yak butter tea.

"This is an acquired taste." Frankie wrinkled her nose. "But when in Tibet, right?"

Dagor chuckled and took another sip. "It's not so bad once you get used to it. And it's supposed to be good for you, especially at high altitudes."

"It's disgusting," Ella whispered. "Is there anywhere I can pour it out without anyone noticing? I don't want to offend anyone."

Julian took the cup from her. "I'll take one for the team." He drank half of the liquid before returning the mug to the vendor.

Jasmine smelled the tea and decided to pass on it as well. "I hope they serve regular food at the hotel. I'm hungry and afraid to sample the local fare and suffer the consequences."

"We should head back soon," their tour guide said. "And yes, you will be happy with the cuisine at the hotel."

Jasmine felt her cheeks redden. She'd thought he hadn't heard her.

That evening, as they gathered for dinner in the hotel's elegant dining room, Aru invited Tenzin to join them so he could share more details about what lay ahead.

"Tomorrow, we will continue the tour of the city, and the day after that, we will take a short flight to Gunsa Airport in Ali Prefecture. From there, we will have two drivers pick us up and take us to Darchen, the starting point for our trek."

She leaned toward Edgar. "Is Tenzin joining us on the search?"

Edgar shook his head. "Not likely. I'm sure that Aru will take care of this."

Meaning he would thrall the guide and leave him behind whenever it was possible.
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Edgar stepped out of the Jeep, his boots crunching on the gravel as he surveyed the small town of Darchen. The two vehicles that had collected them from Shiquanhe Airport were now parked in front of a modest hotel, which would serve as their base for the time being.

Darchen was a small, unassuming town with simple buildings and dusty streets. But it had a certain charm, a sense of timelessness and spirituality that permeated the air. In the distance, he could see the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas, their jagged silhouettes cutting into the clear blue sky. Somewhere out there, amidst those towering mountains and deep valleys, the Kra-ell pod lay waiting to be found.

Edgar took a deep breath, feeling the cold air filling his lungs and nipping at his skin. He glanced over at Jasmine, who was bundled up in a thick coat and scarf, her cheeks flushed from the cold.

She seemed to be struggling to catch her breath, and Edgar felt concerned.

"Are you okay?" He wrapped his arm around her.

"Yeah, I'm fine." She smiled at him. "I just need to stretch my legs after the long ride."

"It was damn bumpy." Margo stomped her feet. "I feel like taking a walk around. Do you want to join me?"

Their guide must have overheard her because he came rushing their way. "We need to check into the hotel. In the meantime, I will reserve a table at the restaurant."

Edgar cast a questioning look at what Tenzin called a hotel. He wouldn't even call it a motel, but as long as it had running water, preferably hot, and a bed, he didn't care.

And heating. At night, the temperatures in this place plummeted even lower.

As the drivers unloaded their luggage, they gathered their belongings and entered the hotel.

The ladies' faces looked apprehensive, echoing Edgar's. The accommodations were basic at best, with simple rooms and limited amenities. But they had all known what to expect when they signed up for this mission, and no one voiced their reservations. The other option was to erect a tent encampment for the group, which would probably be the cleaner route, but Edgar preferred a real toilet to a field one, and he had no doubt that Jasmine felt the same.

As they put their things in the room, Jasmine eyed the bed with suspicion. "What do you think about using our sleeping bags on the bed?"

"That's an excellent idea. But we should eat first." He took her gloved hand and led her out of the room.

The hotel restaurant, as their guide had called it, was housed in a large tent, but it was warm inside, and the aromas were appetizing. The menu was limited, with dishes like yak meat stew, steamed dumplings, and yak tea.

"Is everything here made with yak?" Frankie asked quietly. "Even the dumplings are stuffed with yak meat."

"That's what they have here," Ella said. "I love trying local cuisine, and since I don't need to worry about food intolerance, I can be adventurous, but I just can't stomach their tea."

After they ordered, Edgar turned to their guide. "When can I check out the helicopters?"

"Tomorrow," Tenzin said. "One was already delivered, and the pilot got a ride back to get the other one."

"Thank you." Edgar leaned back as the first course was served.

It was a steaming dumpling soup that seemed hearty and smelled delicious.

As they ate, he considered getting an aerial reconnaissance of the area. The plan was to scope out the region by hopping by air in ten-mile intervals, with Jasmine using her scrying abilities to guide them at each landing site. It would be time-consuming, and once they progressed beyond the hundred-mile radius, they would need to move their base forward to continue due to the helicopters' limited range. It would be tents and field toilets from there on.

Both choppers were small because of the expected need to navigate rugged terrain, steep slopes, and possibly tight spaces. Plus, once they moved their base out of the small town, one of the helicopters would be used to shuttle fuel to the other, allowing them to extend their range and continue their search.

As the meal ended, Edgar noticed that Jasmine looked even more uncomfortable, and her breathing was becoming shallower and more rapid.

He leaned over to Aru, who was seated on his other side. "I think Jasmine's having trouble with the altitude," he said quietly. "She doesn't look good."

Aru glanced over at Jasmine and frowned. "You're right. Julian can give her oxygen."

Jasmine shook her head. "I'm fine," she said, but her voice was strained. "Just a little tired after the long ride, that's all."

Edgar shook his head. "Don't be silly. Pretending that you are fine is not doing anyone any good. Let Julian help you."

Jasmine hesitated for a moment and then nodded. "Okay."

As Aru got Julian's attention and pointed at Jasmine, the doctor frowned, pushed away from the table, and walked over.

He checked her pulse and breathing. "You're feeling the effects of the altitude," he said, reaching into his bag and pulling out a small oxygen canister. "Here, breathe this in. It'll make you feel better."

Jasmine took the canister and inhaled deeply, closing her eyes as the pure oxygen flooded her lungs. Almost immediately, the color returned to her cheeks and her breathing became more even.

"Thank you." She handed the canister back to Julian. "I feel better, but that was a temporary fix. What if I need more oxygen?"

Julian smiled. "I brought plenty, and they also sell them here in the general store, so don't worry about it."

Edgar nodded in agreement. "You should pack some canisters in your backpack while trekking."

Aru cleared his throat to get their attention. "Tomorrow morning, Edgar, Jasmine, Dagor, Negal, and I will take one of the helicopters and start our aerial search. We'll fly to the first location we marked on the map and continue in ten-mile intervals. Hopefully, Jasmine's unique research method will point us in the right direction, and if we get lucky, our equipment will pick up the rest."

Aru was mindful of the other guests and staff who were within earshot, and that was why he was using the terms he had. A shrouding sound bubble wasn't advisable when it was obvious that they were being spied on. Their group suddenly going silent would have been even more suspicious than the mention of scrying sticks and alien technology.

Aru turned to the others. "The rest of you will have to stay here, ready to provide support if we need it."

Edgar couldn't imagine what support they could provide, but Aru had probably said that just to make them feel less useless. The only reason that Gabi, Frankie, and Margo had joined them was that they were all newly mated and couldn't stand being away from their mates. Ella had the slim excuse of having emergency response medical training and her ability to assist Julian if needed. Still, the real reason she was here was because of her mate.

Edgar didn't mind—on the contrary. Traveling with a large group was more fun, and the ladies made it look less suspicious.
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Aweek and a half had passed since Peter had arrived with Marina in Safe Haven, and things had settled into a comfortable routine. He was making the rounds, patrolling and taking turns in the surveillance room while she worked in the lodge, preparing it for the next retreat that was supposed to start on Friday.

Standing on the sandy shore, he pulled out his phone and thought of an excuse to call her. Perhaps he could tell her the joke Malcom had told him that morning. It was stupid, but Marina would laugh anyway because she did so at all his jokes, and he loved hearing her laughter.

She did that much more often now that she was feeling more secure in their relationship.

"Hello, love, how is work?" he asked when she answered.

"Larissa and I are scrubbing the tiles in the bathrooms. Do you want to help?"

He chuckled. "No, thank you. If you had said you were scrubbing by yourself while wearing a naughty French maid outfit, I would have come running."

"You're such a perv."

"I know. That's why you love me."

It felt so good to say that without thinking twice about it and knowing that Marina would respond in kind.

"I do," she admitted. "And the idea of wearing what you suggested makes me feel all tingly in the right places."

Peter groaned. "You are killing me, woman. I'm on duty, patrolling, and now I have to do the three-legged shuffle."

She laughed. "You started it."

"I did."

"So, what did you call me about?"

"I wanted to tell you a stupid joke I heard."

"Tell me."

"So, this guy goes to see a marriage counselor," Peter said, grinning as he watched the waves crash against the beach. "He tells him that he thinks his wife is poisoning his tea. He even took the tea to a lab, and they confirmed it. The counselor tells him that he needs to go to the police, but the guy refuses. He loves his wife, and he wants to find out why she's trying to kill him."

On the other end of the line, Marina chuckled. "That is a terrible joke," she said, but he could hear the amusement in her voice.

"Wait, I didn't get to the punchline yet," Peter said, his grin widening. "The counselor promises the guy that he will talk to the wife. A week later, the guy comes to see him and asks if he talked with her. The therapist says, 'I did. I was on the phone with her for four hours and couldn't understand what she was trying to say. She was all over the place, and I couldn't get her to stop talking so I could guide her.' So, the guy asks, 'What should I do? I love her, and I can't live without her.' The therapist sighs and says, 'Just drink the tea.'"

Marina burst out laughing, the sound filling Peter's ear and making his heart skip a beat. "This is one of the worst jokes I've ever heard," she said. "And it's so human. I thought that all of your immortal buddies adored their mates."

"They do. It's something one of them heard on the radio. He thought it was funny."

"Well, it is. But that's because it's so bad."

"Fine, I'll search for something more amusing to tell you." Peter affected an offended tone.

"Did I insult you?" Marina asked.

"A little," he admitted, but he couldn't keep the smile from his face.

"I'm sorry. Where are you now?"

"On the beach. Why?"

"I'm coming over to kiss you and make it better."

"That worked even better than I planned. I'm waiting."

As he ended the call, Peter took a deep breath of the salty air, letting the ocean breeze ruffle his hair. The sun was high in the sky, casting a warm glow over the sandy expanse, and he couldn't help but feel a sense of peace wash over him.

When he heard footsteps approaching, he turned to see Marina walking toward him, dressed in the ugly pastel-colored uniform the lodge's staff was required to wear but looking beautiful despite it.

"Hey there, handsome," she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him in for a kiss.

He savored the softness of her lips and the warmth of her body against his, and when they pulled apart, he rested his forehead against hers, breathing in her scent. "I missed you," he murmured.

Marina chuckled, her fingers playing with the collar of his shirt. "It's only been a few hours," she teased, but he could see the happiness in her eyes.

"A few hours is a long time to be away from you. I don't know how I will survive when we're back in the village, and I have to go on assignments that will keep me away from you."

Marina cupped his face in her hands. "Hopefully, I will be just as busy, so I will not be alone in the house while you are gone. Otherwise, the missing you part would be intolerable."

He pulled her closer, burying his face in the crook of her neck. "I love you," he whispered.

She held him tightly, her fingers threading through his hair. "I love you, too," she murmured.

For a long moment, they remained wrapped in each other's arms as the ocean waves crashed against the shore, but duty called, and they each had their tasks to perform.

Marina pulled apart first. "I promised Larissa that I wouldn't be gone for long. I have to go back."

"I know." He smiled. "Three more hours."

She lifted three fingers. "Three more hours."
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Jasmine sat cross-legged on the floor of the hotel room, the enlarged map of Tibet spread out before her. It was night outside, and the room was dimly lit. The only source of illumination came from the bedside lamp, which was nothing more than an exposed lightbulb screwed onto something resembling a vase.

She'd wanted to bring candles with her for the ritual, but given the practical considerations of space and weight, not to mention the prospect of doing so in a tent, she'd opted to use incense instead.

The sweet, heavy scents of sandalwood and juniper weaved through the stale air of the small room, curling in whispers of smoke from a flickering stick nestled in an incense holder by the window.

The fragrance clung to the threadbare curtains and seeped into her clothing and bed linens, which given the smell in the room was a big improvement.

Jasmine took a deep breath, trying to clear her mind and focus. She imagined the Kra-ell pod, with twenty people inside of it. Now that she had been given more details, it was easier to visualize the alien craft, and hopefully that would help her scrying.

Except, it didn't.

The more she tried to focus her inner energy into the stick, the less response she was getting from it.

With frustration and disappointment welling up inside her, tears stung the back of her eyes, further obliterating her concentration. She closed her eyes, refusing to admit defeat and let Edgar see her breaking down.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Jasmine sighed heavily and slumped forward, her head hanging low. "It's no use," she admitted, her voice barely audible over her breathing. "I've tried everything, but I just can't get a read on the location."

Edgar was by her side instantly, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. "Hey, it's okay," he murmured, pressing a gentle kiss to her temple. "You're doing the best you can, Jaz. Spiritual stuff is finicky. You said so yourself. Sometimes it gives you what you ask for, and sometimes it doesn't."

It was true that she had said that, and yet, she couldn't shake the feeling of failure that clung to her like a layer of stinky tar. Turning in Edgar's embrace, she buried her face in his chest and sighed. "I hate letting everyone down."

Edgar held her tightly, one hand rubbing soothing circles on her back while the other cradled her head. "You are not letting anyone down, and this defeatist attitude is counterproductive, especially for this kind of work. You need to believe in yourself, or you will surely fail."

She chuckled. "Your pep talk sounds more like an accusation, but it's working." She lifted her head to look at him. "If I gave up every time I failed at something, I would never leave my bed."

A smile teased his lips. "I could work with that."

He was such a flirt. Surging up, she captured his lips in a kiss.

Edgar took over instantly, his mouth moving against hers with a hunger that ratcheted her own. Hands roaming and breaths mingling, they lost themselves in each other for a few precious moments, but then the familiar tightness in her chest forced her to pull away, gasping for air.

She still wasn't doing well in the high altitude, and the smallest exertion resulted in her struggling to catch her breath, spots dancing before her eyes.

Edgar sprang into action, reaching for the canister of oxygen that Julian had given her. "Take a few deep breaths." He held the mask to her face.

Jasmine inhaled gratefully, feeling the oxygen flooding her lungs and easing the pressure in her chest. When her breathing began to even out, she put her hand over his and pushed the mask aside. "I'm good now."

Edgar brushed a strand of hair back from her face. "You are always good. Especially when you are being bad."

Jasmine felt a flush of heat rush through her. "I would love to be bad with you, but I'm afraid I will pass out."

He smiled. "I can think of several ways to pleasure you that will not require you to move a muscle."

Jasmine had a good idea what those methods were. "Are they bad, though?" she teased.

"Absolutely wicked." He lifted her by the waist, carried her to their bed, and set her down. "And they come with the added benefit of a venom bite that will make you feel much better tomorrow." He leaned down, grabbed a pillow, and put it behind her. "Lie down, sweetheart."

As she did what he asked, he hovered over her for a long moment, his eyes roaming hungrily over her body while he traced the contours of her face with a feather-light touch.

"You're so beautiful," he murmured.

"You are not too bad yourself." She reached up to cup his face in her hands.

As their lips met in a hard kiss, Jasmine lost herself in the sensation of Edgar's body pressed against hers. His hands roamed over her skin, stripping her clothes off and leaving trails of fire in their wake.

When he kneeled on the floor, she lifted on her forearms and looked at him. "I don't want it to be just about me."

"Don't worry." He unzipped his pants and pulled out his shaft. "I'll do the honors for both of us."

There was something so sexy about what he was offering. "The good news is that we will save a condom."

"That's the only good news?" He leaned down and swiped his tongue over her slit.

Her eyes rolled back in their sockets. "That's good news as well."

He licked her again and then entered her with two fingers. "How about this?"

She could barely talk, and it wasn't because she was starved for oxygen this time. "Yeah, that's also good. Very good. Keep going."

He chuckled against her wet folds, the vibrations adding to her heightened state of arousal. "Oh, I intend to."

Jasmine wished she could watch him pump his shaft in sync with his licking and fingering, but his head was blocking her view. Still, she could hear the lurid sounds he was making, and that was sexy as hell. Closing her eyes, she let his skilled fingers and wickedly talented tongue wind up the tight coil of her pleasure.

When the sounds of his hand sliding up and down his shaft became frantic, so did his assault on her core and her clit, and as the coil sprang, she felt him sink his fangs into the tender skin of her inner thigh. The searing pain prompted her to scream, but she turned her face and pressed her mouth against her inner arm to muffle the sound, and when the venom entered her system, she climaxed again.

Lost in ecstasy, she shot up to the sky, and the world receded into a distant hum.
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Edgar stepped out of the hotel and squinted against the bright morning sun. The air was crisp and cool, the same as when they had arrived the day before, but things warmed up later, only to cool down again in the evening. He had expected much harsher conditions and was pleasantly surprised to discover that the weather wasn't nearly as extreme as he'd been led to believe.

Perhaps it was the mild season on the Tibetan Plateau.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the thin, dry air, and surveyed his surroundings. The arid landscape was ruggedly beautiful. The terrain was a patchwork of earthy hues, with expanses of sandy soil broken up by tufts of hardy grass and low-growing shrubs. Not so far in the distance, the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas loomed large.

Still, he knew that the pleasant weather could deteriorate rapidly and drastically. The Tibetan Plateau was known for its unpredictable weather patterns, with strong winds and sudden storms that could appear seemingly out of nowhere.

Hearing footsteps on the gravel behind him, Edgar turned around and saw Tenzin walking toward him. Today, the man was dressed in traditional Tibetan clothing, with a long, dark robe and a colorful sash around his waist.

"Good morning, Mr. Edgar." He greeted him with a warm smile and a slight bow. "I trust you slept well?"

Edgar returned the smile. "Good morning, Tenzin. I slept fine, thank you. And please drop the mister. Simply Edgar is fine."

"As you wish." The guide dipped his head.

"I'm eager to get started," Edgar said.

"Of course. That is why I am here." Tenzin gestured for Edgar to follow him.

It took them about fifteen minutes to get from the hotel to the outskirts of the tiny town, where two small helicopters were parked along with a truck loaded with fuel containers and crates of unmarked medical equipment that contained the provisions Julian had ordered.

Two men stood by the truck. One was dressed like Tenzin, and the other wore Western clothes but looked to be a local.

"Edgar, allow me to introduce you to Norbu," Tenzin said, pointing to the man in Western clothing. "He is the pilot for the supply helicopter."

"A pleasure to meet you." Edgar offered the man his hand.

Norbu's grip was firm as he shook it. "Good morning, Mr. Edgar," he said, his English heavily accented but clear. "I am honored to serve a distinguished scientific expedition."

Edgar glanced at Tenzin, wondering what the guide had told the other pilot.

Tenzin looked a little uncomfortable. "Norbu asked why you needed to make so many trips. I told him that you would be flying a group of geologists who needed to collect samples from various mountain locations."

That was the cover story, but since Edgar hadn't read the brief, he hoped neither of the guys would ask him questions he had no idea how to answer.

Norbu looked at him as if he was a celebrity. "Which university is doing the research? Is it one of the famous ones like Stanford or MIT?"

Edgar felt a prickle of unease.

That was a particular question that only seemed innocent. He had been warned that they would be spied on, and Norbu was a prime suspect.

He shrugged, affecting nonchalance. "I'm just the hired pilot, so I don't know. I think that it's a collaboration between several institutions. Given how expensive this kind of research is, it makes sense for them to share resources."

Norbu looked impressed. "I hope they mention Tenzin and me in the research paper when they publish it."

Edgar shrugged again. "I don't know if that's something that is done, but I can ask."

The pilot grinned. "If they do, I will be very grateful. I will show everyone I was part of an important scientific project."

Edgar noticed that Norbu's eyes kept darting to the sky as they continued chatting. "What's the matter?" he asked. "Are you expecting something, that you keep looking at the sky?"

"The weather looks good for now," the pilot said. "But that can change quickly. You have no experience here, and it's my duty to let you know if the conditions change. The winds can pick up fast here, and the mountains can create their own conditions."

Edgar nodded, his gaze scanning the horizon. "I've heard that. I'll stay alert and adjust our course as needed." He glanced at the truck. "How much fuel do we have?"

"It will be enough for the next four days. Then we will need to send the driver back to bring more."
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As Jasmine watched the guys loading the equipment onto the small, precarious-looking helicopter, her shortness of breath returned, but this time it wasn't because of the thin air or the altitude. She had never flown in one before, and the thought of being suspended in the air in such a tiny craft made her stomach churn with anxiety.

"I feel you, sister." Margo wrapped her arm around Jasmine's shoulders. "I would be scared to fly in that bucket with a rotor, too, but I heard your boyfriend is an excellent pilot." She shifted her gaze to Negal, who was loading their backpacks into the craft. "He'd better be. He's flying my mate too."

"He's good." Gabi wrapped her arms around both of them. "You can't beat immortal response time," she whispered so only they heard her. "You're in good hands."

When the men were done, they came back to kiss their mates goodbye, and Jasmine climbed into the helicopter.

Edgar, already in the pilot's seat, motioned for her to sit next to him, holding up a pair of headphones for her.

Jasmine hesitated, her eyes darting to the window and the vast expanse of sky beyond. She would have preferred to stay in the back, away from the dizzying views, but she forced herself to overcome her fear and settled into the seat beside him.

"Scared?" Edgar reached for her hand and gave it a light squeeze.

"A little bit. I've never been in an aircraft this small."

"You are in for a great experience," he reassured her with a bright smile. "Just buckle up, put the earphones on, and enjoy the ride. It's nothing like flying in a commercial jetliner. You feel it in a craft this size."

That was what Jasmine was afraid of. She didn't want to feel it. She wanted to feel like she was on the ground.

Once the doors were closed and those staying behind had cleared the area around the craft, Edgar started the engine, and the helicopter roared to life. When they lifted off the ground, vibrations coursed through Jasmine's body, and as the craft tilted and swayed in sharp angles, she squeezed her eyes shut, her hands gripping the seat in a white-knuckled grip.

Was Edgar doing that on purpose? Did he think that she enjoyed this rollercoaster?

"Jasmine, open your eyes," Edgar urged. "You're missing out on the beauty below."

Taking a shuddering breath, she forced herself to open her eyes and blinked against the bright sunlight streaming through the windows.

As her vision adjusted, she gasped at the sight that greeted her. The enormous plateau stretched before her in a vast expanse of untamed wilderness. The landscape's dominant shade was that of dark dirt, but small patches of green dotted it, the low-growing shrubs clinging to the rocky soil. Many valleys had rivers running through them, adding to the breathtaking picture below.

From this height, the Himalayas didn't seem so far. The sheer scale of the mountains was something to behold, filling Jasmine with a sense of awe at their untamed beauty and scale. Where the plateau was only dotted with vegetation, the mountains sprouted semi-dense forests at the bases. Jasmine noted how the tree line was repeated on every slope.

She could make out more details in the terrain as the helicopter flew lower. Herds of yaks grazed on the sparse vegetation, their shaggy coats blending into the muted colors of the plateau. Occasionally, they passed over a small village, the traditional Tibetan houses clustered together like colorful beads on a string.

Although the plan was to skip ahead by air ten miles at a time and land to get an updated scrying reading, this initial flight also helped them get a general sense of location and the lay of the land ahead.

Despite the incredible views, to Jasmine the flight seemed to drag on forever. Every gust of wind, every slight shift in altitude made her heart race and her palms sweat. She focused on her breathing, trying to stay calm and remind herself that Edgar was an excellent pilot who knew what he was doing.

After what felt like an eternity but was, in fact, less than half an hour, Edgar began to descend, aiming for a tiny spot on top of the peak they had marked on the map the day before. The flat patch was barely large enough for the helicopter to land on, and Jasmine held her breath as they touched down, the skids bouncing slightly on the uneven ground.

Edgar kept the rotors going as Aru disembarked and offered her a hand to help her down.

He rushed her away under the spinning rotors. "How are you doing?"

She chuckled. "Glad to be out of that flying toaster." She inhaled the dry, thin air. "I think I'm getting used to the altitude."

Edgar had been right about his venom bite helping alleviate her symptoms. It was a miracle cure-all, and she was grateful for the relief it had provided.

"Ready to do your witchy magic?" Aru asked.

"Yes, sir." She pulled her scrying stick out of the inside pocket of her jacket.
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"Ineed to do this in private." Jasmine gave Aru an apologetic smile and walked toward a jutting boulder she'd spotted a few feet from the landing site.

It offered a modicum of privacy, and as she sat down in its shadow, she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and offered a silent prayer to the goddess.

A tingling sensation started in her fingers, and as she held the stick aloft, it began to vibrate, pointing steadily toward the north.

"It's working." She was amazed and relieved at the same time. "It's working better without a map." A grin spread across her face as she got to her feet and walked back to where she'd left Aru. "It's pointing north."

"Then that's where we need to go," Aru said.

She returned to her seat, gave Edgar a thumbs-up, and put on her headphones. "We are heading north," she said.

The same routine was repeated several more times, with only slight shifts in heading, and by mid-afternoon, it was clear that they were nearing the limit of their range and needed to head back.

Looking at his avionics, Edgar seemed thoughtful. "I have an idea," he said. "Rather than continuing in that direction for the next hour or so before I have to return to base camp, we should change our heading, going either northeast or northwest for ten or twenty miles and take a new reading there."

Jasmine was confused. "Why would we want to abandon the heading the scrying is telling us to pursue?" The nodding she noticed from the gods made it clear to her that she was not the only one confounded by the suggestion.

Turning partially around so he was addressing everyone, Edgar gestured with his hands to illustrate. "Finding a point along a line can be tedious. Depending on how far away one is from the location, we may find ourselves hopping endlessly, or at least until we exceed our fuel range."

Aru nodded. "I see what you are saying."

"If we get another reading from a different location, we can follow both headings on the map from their point of origin." Edgar demonstrated what he had in mind by drawing an imaginary triangle in the air.

"So, if Jasmine can get an updated reading in the new location, we can triangulate both headings and get a better read on the pod's location. I can then take you as close as I can get or as close as fuel will permit me. That should save time and make your trek shorter."

Jasmine could feel the renewed excitement from the gods. The tedious routine of the past few hours had dampened their spirit, making them fear that this hopping about with the helicopter might take days. Now, there was a chance they could get started on their trek as early as today.

It took Edgar all of five minutes to draw a new heading on the map he was using and consult the instruments before pointing to a spot for them to see. "This is where you need to get to. Both lines intersect in this location. Given the error size of these headings," Edgar looked at Jasmine apologetically as he continued, "You should expect the pod to be found in the general vicinity rather than at the exact intersection point."

Looking at everyone to ensure they were following him, Edgar marked a new spot on the map. "This is as far as I can take you, though. Even going that far means I will have to rely on emergency fuel reserves to make it back. You will need to go on foot from there."

"Are you sure you are not cutting it too tight with the fuel?" Jasmine was concerned that Edgar was taking unnecessary risks out of concern for her.

Leaning over and framing her face with his hands, Edgar sounded calm and assured. "I will be fine. I know exactly how much fuel I have left and what I need. I am not taking a risk at all."

When they took off again, Jasmine no longer felt anxious. It wasn't just the familiarity with the experience she'd developed throughout the day but also the knowledge that her scrying worked and the excitement over the imminent discovery of the pod.

When Edgar landed again, she leaned over, kissed his cheek, took Aru's offered hand, and jumped out.

After the helicopter took off, the gods shouldered the backpacks including hers, and Negal helped her over every patch that he deemed even slightly difficult for her.

The terrain around them was harsh, with jagged rocks and steep inclines that made every step a struggle. As they pressed on, the sun started its descent, and the wind picked up, whipping at Jasmine's face and hair as if trying to push her back. But she wasn't about to let it deter her.
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The thin air made the climb challenging even for a god, and as Aru trudged up the steep, rocky slope of the mountain, his breaths were coming in short, labored gasps. Behind him, Dagor and Negal followed, with Negal holding Jasmine's hand and helping her climb.

The woman was struggling, her face flushed with exertion and sweat beading on her forehead. He'd insisted that Jasmine use an oxygen mask to help her breathe, but even with the extra support and the help they were providing, she was reaching the limit of her endurance.

Soon, they would need to carry her, but he had anticipated that.

Jasmine was an actress, not a professional mountaineer.

Regrettably, they had to take her with them on this mission, and there was no way to get her where they needed to be with a helicopter. Edgar couldn't land safely where they were heading. On top of that, the winds were picking up, so Edgar might not be able to reach them even at the rendezvous location, and they could get stuck on the steep slopes overnight.

They were adequately equipped for that contingency, with tents and food to last them three days if needed, but he hoped it wouldn't be necessary. If they made it up the damn mountain by two o'clock, they could be down the other side by three, and there was a spot that would better protect them from the elements where they could set up camp.

Aru needed to be available by four to make the daily telepathic and satellite call, connecting the Clan Mother with the queen.

Her Majesty and Her Highness were aware that it might not happen because conditions didn't allow it, but he would hate to disappoint them.

He also needed to consult the queen about what to do if the twins were found alive. Not that it was very likely, but on the remote chance that they had somehow survived, he knew he couldn't report that to the commander of the patrol ship.

If the Eternal King was told they were alive, he would stop at nothing to eliminate them. Aru did not doubt that it wouldn't take long for the command to arrive from the king to kill the twins. And if he couldn't do that for whatever reason and could not provide proof of their demise, the king would order the patrol ship to turn around and eliminate all life on Earth.

The commander wouldn't carry out that order, which would make everyone on board a traitor and a deserter, and the king would send another ship to finish the job. All they would gain was a few centuries, which in the grand scheme of things was very little.

Aru had only two options. One was to claim that he hadn't found anything, and the other was to claim that he had found the twins dead. The problem with that one, of course, was proof. If the pod's record showed that life support functions were still working, Aru might not be able to assert that the twins were dead.

He couldn't tamper with Anumati's equipment because it was tamper-proof.

What if he destroyed the pod and claimed it had been damaged in the crash?

That would only arouse suspicion. The pods were built to withstand almost anything. A malfunction was possible, but not a complete disintegration. That was why his team's assignment was so important. They needed to find all the pods and either find survivors or provide proof that there were none, and then ensure that the pods were never seen by humans.

A cry of pain pulled Aru from his thoughts.

Negal was holding Jasmine up, but it appeared that she had stumbled, and something wasn't right.

Her oxygen mask hung loose from its cord, and Jasmine was clutching her ankle. "I need to sit down." She pulled on Negal's hand.

He lowered her gently to the ground and crouched next to her, looking lost for what to do next as tears streamed down her cheeks.

Aru crouched behind her, propping up her back. "Just breathe, Jasmine. The pain will subside in a few moments."

He wasn't sure that was true for a human, but it seemed to calm her down.

She turned to look at him with tearful eyes. "What are we going to do now? I can't walk."

"We will carry you. I planned on doing that anyway because you were reaching your breaking point. I should have done it an hour ago, and then this wouldn't have happened."

"I'm sorry," she said, her chin wobbling as she tried not to cry.

"Nothing to be sorry about. I just hope Julian can patch you up when we return."

Jasmine winced. "Humans don't heal that fast, Aru. It might take weeks before I can step on this foot, and we don't have the time."

"Don't worry." He put a hand on her shoulder. "Worst case scenario, we will carry you the entire time."

She groaned. "This is so embarrassing. I'm not some dainty damsel. I'm heavy."

Negal chuckled. "Nonsense. You don't weigh more than one of these backpacks. The only thing I'm worried about is Edgar's jealousy. He won't like it."

"That's his problem." Aru pushed to his feet. "Who wants to go first?"

"I do." Negal crouched in front of Jasmine. "Hop onto my back."
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Negal and Dagor took turns carrying Jasmine the rest of the way up the mountain, one of them always walking right behind her in case the one holding her stumbled and fell.

When they finally reached the summit, Dagor set Jasmine down near a boulder. She was panting, her face slick with sweat, and her eyes glazed with pain.

Aru pulled out a water canteen and handed it to her. "Take a drink."

Dagor took several energy bars out of his backpack and handed them around.

Jasmine shook her head. "I'm nauseous. I can't eat anything."

It was probably from the pain, and Aru was angry with himself for not packing any painkillers. The doctor should have thought of it.

Maybe he did?

"Does anyone remember packing a first aid kit?"

"I did," Jasmine said. "It's in my backpack."

"I'll get it." Dagor opened the clasps and rummaged inside until he found the kit. "What do you need from here?"

"Advil, and a lot of it."

He found the container and handed it to her.

"Thank you." She shook a bunch of small brown pills into her palm, popped them in her mouth, and washed them down with water from the canteen.

Closing her eyes, she leaned her head against the boulder, and when she didn't move, Aru thought that she had fallen asleep.

Should he wake her up?

In the meantime, he could check for a particular signal signature. Pulling the device out of his vest pocket, he turned it on and walked in a circle, pointing it in different directions.

"Anything?" Dagor asked.

Aru shook his head. "I didn't expect to get a signal, but I was hoping to get lucky."

If the pod still functioned even at minimal life support, he should be able to get a reading within a mile or so of its location. If it was dead, he would get nothing, and that was a very likely possibility.

Fifteen minutes or so later, Jasmine opened her eyes and let out a sigh. "The Advil kicked in. The pain is no longer as overwhelming. It's more of a dull throb now." She reached into the inner pocket of her jacket and pulled out the stick she was using for scrying.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the stick began to vibrate, and Jasmine's hand turned steadily towards the west. Aru followed its direction, his eyes narrowing as he spotted a cluster of structures in the distance.

Even with his enhanced vision, it was too far for him to tell whether what he was seeing was buildings or a collection of large boulders.

Reaching for his binoculars, he lifted them to his eyes and waited for the focus to auto-adjust and the image to become clear.

His heart sank as he realized what he was looking at. It was a small military base, more of an outpost. Still, the tall antennae and satellite dishes indicated that it was an intelligence facility, and getting past their defenses would be a challenge, even for gods.

"What do you see?" Negal asked.

Aru lowered the device. "A military base, and they can see us coming from miles away. We will have to shroud ourselves to get close, but it won't be easy. Each of us can only maintain the illusion for a short time, and I don't know if we can do that even while taking turns. We will need to calculate how long it will take us to climb there and how long each of us can keep it up."

Negal nodded. "We should be able to do it." He looked at Jasmine. "Anyway, we need to carry her, and we can move much faster when she's not slowing us down."

"She is right here." Jasmine glared at him.

"I'm sorry." He offered her an energy bar. "You seem to be feeling better, so you should eat."

"Thank you." She took the bar from him. "Is that a consolation prize?"

Negal chuckled. "No, just nourishment."

Aru shook his head. "We can't get there today. It's getting late, and it will be nighttime by the time we climb that slope. I need to call Julian and hear what he recommends. I also need to check with Edgar if he thinks that he can land nearby, in which case we won't set up camp but return to home base so Jasmine's foot can be looked at."

The truth was that heading back for the night would be better for Jasmine and make Aru's meeting with the queen and Clan Mother more private.
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When Aru mentioned the prospect of making it back to the hotel for the night, Jasmine perked up. She couldn't hear most of what he talked about with Julian and Edgar, but when he was done and turned to her, he looked less worried, which was a good sign.

"As soon as you are ready, we will head toward the flat shelf that's halfway down the slope. Edgar says he can land the chopper there to pick us up, and he can be here well before it's too dark to fly around these mountains. Julian will wait for us at the hotel as there isn't enough room in the helicopter, and if he clears you to continue, we will tackle the base tomorrow,"

Jasmine was relieved they were returning to the hotel, but she didn't like the idea of going through the base.

"The stick is pointing in that direction, but it doesn't mean that the pod is located in that base," she said. "It could be somewhere much farther away."

"I'm aware of that." Aru picked up two of the backpacks. "But we must go through it in case it is there." He chuckled. "The way things are going, I wouldn't be surprised if the pod is right under that base."

That wasn't likely given Syssi's vision, but then visions were not a literal representation of things. They were more like hints, and Aru might be right.

"Okay." Negal crouched in front of Jasmine. "Hop on."

"Thank you."

It was beyond awkward to ride on the back of a god, and not because he was an alien. Negal was with Margo, and it felt way too intimate to have her arms wrapped around his neck, her legs around his torso, and her breasts smushed against his back.

Soon, though, the awkwardness became the least of her troubles.

A sharp pain shot through her ankle with every step Negal took, but she gritted her teeth, determined not to complain.

The descent of the mountain was treacherous, with loose rocks and steep inclines that made every movement a challenge, but not so for the gods, who navigated the terrain as if they were experienced mountain climbers.

More annoying was the realization that they weren't even tired. If not for her injury, they could have kept going, probably even after the sun went down. With their enhanced vision, they could easily trek by moonlight and starlight.

Today, though, their objective was just to get to where Edgar could land. That meant rushing down the slope. It seemed a daunting challenge to her, which was made even more urgent by Aru's determination to make it in time for his mysterious phone call at precisely four o'clock.

Why couldn't he just make the call during the trek? They all had satellite phones that were supposed to work everywhere.

Or he could just call for a break.

Jasmine would love to rest her throbbing ankle, even if it was for a few minutes, and if Aru needed privacy for his phone call, he could walk far enough away from them so that he wasn't in their earshot.

Was it because the call would last so long that it would be dark by the time he was done, and a lift-off to the hotel would be impossible? That did not seem likely, given there was plenty of time until the sun would set over the tall mountain range surrounding them.

He must have his reasons; besides, it wasn't her place to make suggestions.

She had one job on this mission: to point them in the direction of the pod. The problem was that she wasn't convinced of any real magic in her scrying.

The concept of psychosomatic responses made her question the reliability of her intuition. What if her mind was playing tricks on her? Convincing her hand to move in a certain direction and point to a path that might not be real?

When they returned to the hotel, she would consult the tarot cards once more to confirm that her prince was indeed waiting for her to find him and wake him with a kiss.

The thought brought a smile to her face, and she had to stifle a chuckle at its absurdity. Her prince, the one she was destined to save, was an alien from the planet of the gods, a member of a race called Kra-ell, who looked markedly different from the humanoid immortals and gods she had come to know.

Ella had told her a little about the Kra-ell, describing them as very tall and slender, with narrow waists and enormous eyes. Given that description, Jasmine doubted that the alien prince was her destined one, and it wasn't just about his alien appearance.

According to Ella, the royal twins had been young when they boarded the settler ship, but they had spent nearly seven thousand years in stasis, their bodies and minds suspended in a state of eternal youth.

Jasmine wondered what it would be like for them to wake up and find themselves in a world so different from the one they had left behind and the one they had expected to arrive at.

Were they aware of the passage of time during their stasis?

Did they retain any awareness?

Or would it feel to them like no time had passed at all, as if they had simply closed their eyes one moment and opened them the next?

As the gods trudged down the side of the mountain, these questions swirled through Jasmine's mind, helping to distract her from her throbbing ankle.

It was such a tremendous relief to see the helicopter approaching and landing, and as Negal increased his speed to get to the craft, Jasmine didn't even mind the pain that flared in response to the additional jolting.

Edgar waited for them with the motor running and the blades spinning, ready to take off as soon as they got inside. The wind whipped at her hair and clothes as Negal ducked beneath the whirring blades and deposited her on the seat next to Edgar.

Buckling her in, Edgar regarded her with concern in his eyes. "I would have brought Julian with me," he said, his voice raised to be heard over the engine's roar, "but then I wouldn't have had room for everyone in the chopper. He's waiting for you back at the hotel."

"It's just a sprained ankle. I'll live." Jasmine tried to smile reassuringly.

Edgar didn't look convinced, but he nodded, his jaw tight as he turned his attention back to the controls.

She leaned back in her seat, closed her eyes, and tried to block out the pain radiating up her leg. She had taken another dose of painkillers less than an hour ago, so taking more wasn't advisable. She had to push through it until the doctor tended to her.

As the helicopter lifted off, the ground falling away beneath them, Jasmine let the exhaustion wash over her and dozed off.
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Edgar maneuvered the helicopter into its designated landing spot just outside the small town, the whirring blades kicking up dust and debris as he set the craft down. Powering down the engines, he glanced over at Jasmine, who was slumped in the seat beside him, looking pale and in pain.

She had managed to doze off for a few minutes during the flight but had woken up when he started the descent.

With a nod to the other pilot, who had come over to take charge of the helicopter, he carefully lifted Jasmine into his arms, cradling her against his chest as he carried her toward the hotel.

Julian was waiting for them outside their room and opened the door for Edgar to carry her inside.

"The bed or the chair?" Edgar asked.

"The chair," Jasmine said. "I'm dirty."

He cast a glance at the doctor, who nodded.

"The chair is fine."

"Let's see what we got here." Julian knelt beside Jasmine.

When he gently removed her boot, she cried out in pain and then bit on her lower lip to stop herself from making more distressing sounds, but her face twisted in agony as the doctor gently palpated the tender flesh.

"I don't think anything is broken," Julian said. "Rest, ice, compression, and elevation are all I can recommend for reducing the swelling and promoting healing." He turned to Edgar. "Can you please get me a wet washcloth and a towel? I would like to clean the area before I bandage it."

"Of course." Glad he could do something to help, Edgar rushed to the tiny adjoining bathroom.

Jasmine winced when the doctor cleaned her foot and her leg, but she didn't cry out, so Edgar let out a breath.

When he finished with the washcloth, Julian pulled a roll of elastic from his bag and started wrapping it around Jasmine's toes, methodically working up her leg.

"Compression helps to reduce swelling by applying gentle pressure to the area," the doctor said, overlapping each layer and smoothing the bandage into place. "This pressure decreases the space available for swelling and promotes the fluid return to the circulatory system. It also helps stabilize your ankle, providing support to alleviate pain and prevent further injury as you move."

When he was done, Julian double-checked to ensure the wrap was snug but not too tight, explaining that it was essential to avoid cutting off circulation. He then checked that it didn't pinch or slip and advised Jasmine to adjust the bandage if it became uncomfortable or too loose. He emphasized the importance of keeping it clean and dry and instructed her to remove it periodically to check for any changes in skin condition and to allow the skin to breathe.

"Ice is good for managing pain and reducing inflammation," Julian said. "You can also take pain relief medication." He pulled out a container and handed it to Jasmine. "You can take two pills every four hours."

Edgar tried to memorize all the instructions, but there were so many that he wasn't sure he would know what to do. Taking care of a human was complicated.

"Thank you." Jasmine let out a breath. "I feel better already."

"I'm glad." Julian pushed to his feet. "I'll see if I can get you crutches. They have a clinic here, so they should have some. You should stay off your foot for at least a couple of weeks, but I know that's not feasible given our current situation."

Edgar nodded. "She'll need to be carried."

He wasn't thrilled about the gods carrying her on their backs the way he'd seen Negal do. It was too intimate for his liking. But there was no other way.

For a moment, Jasmine looked like she wanted to protest, but then she nodded. "I hate being transported like a piece of luggage, but it's not like I have any other choice."

Julian put a hand on her shoulder. "I appreciate that this is not easy, and yet you are doing your best and being reasonable about it. I am sure that everyone shares this sentiment both here and back home. I'll look for crutches for you."

After he left, Edgar helped Jasmine wash the rest of her body, change clothes, and lie down on the bed with her leg propped on a pillow to elevate it. He then brought some ice and packed it carefully around the bandaged ankle while she relaxed by scrolling through the content that William had loaded on her phone.

It had been a struggle to touch her so intimately and not make it sexual, but she was hurting and tired, and the last thing she needed was for him to turn this into sex.

Jasmine was so brave and resilient, and he was falling in love with her, but deep down, he knew that she didn't feel the same for him. The question was whether she was waiting to find the damned prince and then choose who she wanted, or the reason for her reserve was that they were simply not meant to be together.

He sat beside her on the bed and smoothed a few stray strands of hair away from her cheek. "Are you well enough to get some dinner?"

She put down the phone and nodded. "I'm hungry, but I'm also enjoying the rest and the reduction in pain. I dread moving."

"I can bring you a plate here."

"Nah, I want to see the girls. How come none of them came to visit poor injured me?"

He chuckled. "I told them that you were resting and not to bother you."

She frowned. "When? I didn't notice you leaving the room."

"I didn't. I texted them. I thought you were going to nap."

"Oh." Her expression was a curious mix of disappointment and relief. "I almost did, but I couldn't fall asleep, and then I thought that reading always helped me sleep, and I started to look for books online, and before I knew it, you were asking me if I was ready for dinner." She looked around the room. "What am I going to do about my foot? I can't put the boot back on."

"You are not supposed to step on it, so a sock is good enough. Can I put it on for you?"

She nodded. "Please. But be careful."

"Of course." He took a fluffy pink sock from her suitcase, rolled it, stretched it as wide as it would go, and slipped it over her toes. "Good so far?"

"Yes." She gave him an encouraging smile.

He continued rolling the sock up until it covered most of the bandage. Bending over her, he snaked his arms under her and picked her up.

Jasmine wrapped her arms around his neck. "Thank you for taking care of me."

"Always." He kissed her lightly.

As they entered the hotel's dining room, aka the big tent as they all called it, everyone was already there except for Aru and Gabi.

The moment Edgar set Jasmine down, Margo and Frankie hovered over her like two mother hens, forcing him to sit across the table with the two gods.

"Where are Aru and Gabi?" he asked to start a conversation.

"Aru needed to make a phone call," Negal said. "The Clan Mother insists on him calling her every day at one o'clock in the morning, her time, to tell her about our history."

Edgar frowned. Everyone knew that Annani was a diva, but this was eccentric even for her. "Why one o'clock in the morning?"

Dagor shrugged. "Maybe she has trouble falling asleep and Aru's stories help her relax."

That actually made sense.

Things weren't going well in the world, and with how much Annani cared about the humans, she was probably too perturbed to fall asleep.

Edgar didn't care as much, but even he often lay awake at night, worrying about what would happen to all the work the clan had invested in advancing human society.

He had a bad feeling that humans were being pushed into another dark age, regressing to the tyranny of theocracy and barbarism or, conversely, anarchy and brutality. Both extremes were bad, and both were fueled by religious fervor but of different flavors. Anarchists were usually atheists, but their rejection of God did not mean that they had no religion.

Their ideology was their creed.
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It was the third day since they had arrived at Darchen and the second day since Jasmine had injured her ankle. Aru had allowed for one day of rest, and in the meantime, he had worked on a strategy that would get them in and out of the Chinese military base without being noticed.

That was why they were all gathered in his and Gabi's room.

Jasmine had worked on strategy as well but in her own special way. Last night, she had been too drowsy to seek advice from her tarot, but this morning, it had been the first thing she did while Edgar went to bring her breakfast.

As she had expected, the cards had still shown her the prince like they had done all those times before, but they hadn't given her any clues about a more precise location or whether the prince was still alive.

Shifting uncomfortably on the chair, Jasmine tried to school her expression and not wince as her injured ankle throbbed. The cramped space in Aru and Gabi's room added to her discomfort, making her feel claustrophobic even though only the five of them were there.

Margo, Frankie, Ella, and Julian had ventured out to explore the local shops and gather information on the military base.

"So, here is the plan." Aru lifted a tablet with a blurry, enlarged map of where the base was located. "Edgar will push it again and deliver us to the same ledge he picked us up from last time, which is here." He pointed on the map. "From there, we'll start trekking in this direction," he again pointed on the map, "away from the base, so we won't suddenly disappear when we start shrouding. Once we reach a spot out of sight, one of us will start shrouding the group, and we'll double back and begin our climb."

As Jasmine listened to his explanation, she couldn't help a prickle of unease. Messing with the Chinese military was dangerous. They wouldn't hesitate to shoot at a bunch of intruders before verifying who they were. The gods would most likely survive, but she wouldn't.

"We'll have to take turns shrouding," Aru continued. "When the first one gets tired, the second will take over, then the third, then back to the first one, and so on. Hopefully, by the time we cycle back to the first, he will have had enough time to recover. Naturally, we will also take turns carrying Jasmine."

It was so awful that she was adding to their burden, but what choice did she have?

She had to be there to use her scrying stick to guide them to the twins' pod. No matter how much it galled her to be so utterly dependent on others, she had to push through the pain and the humiliation for the sake of the mission.

Aru smiled at her. "By the way, did you have a chance to scry again?"

Jasmine swallowed, her mouth suddenly feeling dry. "I did, but the stick didn't respond. It was like it had gone dormant, like the connection had been severed."

As a ripple of unease passed through the room and the gods exchanged worried glances, Jasmine quickly added, "But I checked with my tarot cards, and they still showed me the prince."

She risked a glance at Edgar, her heart clenching at the sight of his tight mouth and furrowed brow. She knew that her connection to the prince was troubling for him, even if he didn't comment on it.

It wasn't fair to him. He had stayed by her side even though she hadn't allowed him into her heart. He had supported her and believed in her even when she doubted herself, and the truth was that she cared for him, too. But her connection to the prince and the sense of destiny that tugged at her soul were impossible to ignore despite how utterly alien she expected him to be.

She tried to imagine what the prince would be like, picturing his tall, slender frame and his huge, luminous eyes. What would happen when they finally met? Would their connection be as strong and undeniable as the cards suggested?

Casting a sidelong glance at Edgar, she saw he was not taking any of this well. She hated hurting his feelings, but then she hadn't promised him anything, right?

Well, that wasn't true.

She'd implied that he would be her inducer and that implied commitment. And who knew? Maybe he was the one for her after all.

Jasmine considered herself an open-minded woman, but after hearing Ella describe the Kra-ell, she doubted she could be attracted to the alien prince.

Edgar was a great guy—handsome, funny, even devoted—and if she only allowed herself to open her heart, she might fall in love with him.

Ugh, if only things could be so simple.
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As the meeting drew to a close, Aru's mind raced with the countless details and contingencies that needed to be addressed before they set out for the military base. They would have to camp out in the mountains for the night, which would be a challenge with Jasmine's injury. The three of them could carry her, but there were certain things a woman wanted to do privately.

Not only that, they could run into trouble. They were about to enter a military base, and things could go badly despite the shrouding. Some humans were immune to mind manipulation, so there was always the possibility that the shroud wouldn't work. They could also accidentally trigger an alarm. If the soldiers opened fire, the gods would probably escape with very little damage, but the same wasn't true for Jasmine.

Casting her a glance, it occurred to him that he could speed up her recovery with a small transfusion of his blood. He couldn't do that while Edgar was hovering over her, but once they were out on the mountain, he could thrall her to sleep and inject her, but only with a tiny quantity. If she healed too fast, it would look suspicious, especially to the doctor, who would no doubt want to inspect her leg.

It seemed frivolous to use such an extreme measure for such a trivial injury, but it might save them a lot of trouble down the line.

A knock on the door had him shifting his gaze away, and as it opened and Gabi walked in, a smile stretched his face. It was odd and wondrous that he dreaded even the shortest separation from her. When she wasn't near him, he felt as if he was breathing only half of what his lungs required, and when she came back, he could finally take a deep breath.

That was why he hadn't objected to Margo, Frankie, and Ella coming along even though they were not needed for the mission. He knew how hard the separation was.

"Good morning, everyone." Gabi walked in and kissed him on the cheek.

Behind her, the rest of the team crammed into the small room, their faces flushed from the cold outside.

Julian was carrying a pair of crutches, which he handed to Jasmine. "I knew that the clinic would have them. Now you can at least go to the bathroom by yourself."

Jasmine took them, a grateful smile spreading across her face. "Thank you." She held them at her sides. "I've never used crutches. I don't know how to walk with them."

"I'll show you." Ella took them from her and demonstrated how to walk with the devices while keeping one of her legs off the floor.

"Got it." Jasmine took the crutches from Ella, tucked them under her arms and pushed up, standing on one foot.

Everyone squeezed to make room so she could take a few tentative steps.

Jasmine did okay, but it was clear that the crutches would be useless on the uneven, rocky terrain outside the hotel. "It's not easy," she admitted as she wobbled back to the chair, nearly losing her balance before plopping tiredly down. "You are right." She looked up at Julian. "These are only good for going to the bathroom. I can't take them on the trek." She shifted her gaze to Aru. "I'm afraid you will have to keep carrying me around."

"That's not a problem." He gave her a reassuring smile. "In a day or two, you'll be much better."

Julian cleared his throat. "Not likely. Sprains are nasty."

Aru pretended not to have heard the comment. "So, did you learn anything from the townspeople?"

Ella shook her head. "They don't even know that there is a military base so close to their town. Well, not so close that they can see it, but still. It's not like this is a densely populated area. They should have noticed something."

Julian rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I even peeked inside a few minds to ensure they weren't lying. But unless the Chinese military knows how to use mind manipulation, these people genuinely seem to have no clue."

"They could have used hypnosis," Margo said. "I'm sure that armed forces around the world are using some type of mind control to keep their top operatives from revealing secrets."

Frankie chuckled. "Another conspiracy theory?"

Margo cast her a glare. "The real conspiracies are so vast and unbelievable that even conspiracy theorists can't envision them. I'm struck repeatedly by how right I was to suspect things when the truth finally comes out, which doesn't happen often, but when it does, it's just mind-blowing."

Aru shook his head. "This is not the time to discuss global cabals. We have a mission to complete."

Margo arched a brow. "So, you agree with me that there is a global cabal bent on manipulating humans to self-destruct?"

Dagor snorted. "Yeah, and it's called the Brotherhood of the Devout Order of Mortdh."

"They are not the only ones." Margo crossed her arms over her chest. "And I don't think that they are even the worst."

Aru lifted his hand again. "Please. You can keep talking about this later." He turned to the pilot. "Edgar, how soon can you have the chopper prepped and ready to go?"

"Fifteen minutes." Edgar pushed away from the wall he'd been leaning against. "I'll get it warmed up and ready to fly."

Aru nodded and turned to the rest of the group. "Okay, everyone, it's time to gear up. Double-check your equipment, and don't forget that we are camping out tonight, so make sure you pack extra warm clothing." He looked at Jasmine. "Don't forget gloves."

"I won't." She reached for the crutches and heaved herself up. "I also packed no-rinse bathing wipes." She turned to Ella. "Thank you for recommending them. They will be lifesavers out there."

"You're welcome." Ella threaded her arm through Julian's. "Good luck out there. I hope you find the pod soon."

"So do I." Jasmine frowned. "I feel it's not going to take long now."
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Aflutter of nerves took flight in Jasmine's stomach as Edgar brought the helicopter in for landing, the whirring blades kicking up a cloud of dust. That he could even land on that tiny patch of flat terrain was a miracle and a testament to his skill.

As Dagor slid the back door open, Jasmine leaned over and kissed Edgar's cheek. "Be safe," she murmured next to his ear. She couldn't hear herself over the engine noise, but she knew that he'd heard her.

Turning toward her, Edgar wrapped his leather-gloved hand over the back of her neck and kissed her hard. Passion mingled with desperation as he held on to her, and he didn't let go until Dagor cleared his throat loudly enough to be heard over the engine noise. "Sorry, lovebirds, but we need to move."

"Be safe," Edgar said as he pulled back.

When Dagor lifted her from the craft, Edgar yelled, "Keep her safe."

"I will." Dagor ducked under the rotating blades.

While she and Edgar had been busy kissing, Aru and Negal had taken the equipment out, and as soon as she and Dagor reached them, Aru signaled to Edgar that he was good to go.

Edgar returned two thumbs up, and the helicopter lifted off a moment later.

They watched it climb for a long moment, and then Negal turned his back to them. "I'm ready." He crouched low to the ground.

"What's that?" She pointed at the contraption on his back.

"A harness," Aru said. "That way, both your arms can be free. You don't need to hold on to whoever is carrying you, and he doesn't need to hold on to you, either. It is also less likely that any of us will drop you."

They had fashioned the harness from thick nylon straps that Jasmine couldn't imagine where they could have gotten them from. The main part wrapped around Negal's shoulders and chest, probably to distribute her weight more evenly and allow his arms to move freely.

They had added padded supports at the shoulders and waist, using foam to cushion against the pressure points. The design even included adjustable buckles, allowing the carrier to tighten or loosen the harness as needed.

"I can't believe you made this," she said. "When and how?"

"We worked on it yesterday while you were resting," Dagor said as he lifted her into a sling-like seat made from the same material which dangled from the main frame of the harness.

When she was seated, Negal checked each buckle and strap to ensure everything was secure. Once satisfied that she was safely ensconced and comfortable, he stood up slowly, adjusting to the weight distribution before starting to walk.

"Thank you for making this ingenious thing for me." Jasmine patted the pocket with the scrying stick. "Now, I don't need to cling to you like a monkey and can keep scrying on the way."

"You're welcome," Aru said.

They set out in the opposite direction from the military base, picking their way carefully over the rocky terrain. They had started late in the day, and the sun was high in the sky by the time they reached a large boulder that seemed to mark the edge of some invisible boundary.

Aru called for a halt, and as Negal carefully lowered Jasmine to the ground, Dagor helped unstrap her from the harness.

"We will rest here for half an hour." Aru put down the two backpacks he was carrying and leaned them against the boulder on one side of her, while Dagor did the same with the packs he'd been carrying on her other side.

Half an hour was a long time for the gods, who did not need rest, and since she was being carried, she didn't need rest either.

"Here." Aru handed her a canteen. "Drink."

She scrunched her nose. "Maybe I shouldn't. I don't want to have to go to the bathroom." Holding it for the entire trek was not feasible, but she intended to minimize bathroom breaks as much as possible.

"You need to drink." Aru crouched before her, shielding her from the sun with his body.

"Fine." She rolled her eyes but took a few sips before handing him the canteen back.

He smiled. "Now, that wasn't so difficult, was it?" He was looking straight into her eyes. "It was a hard trek, and you are feeling very tired. Close your eyes for a few moments and take a short nap. It will do you good."

As her eyelids started to lower, Jasmine wondered why Aru wanted her to sleep. They were in the middle of nowhere, with danger lurking around every corner, and he wanted her to nap?

It was absurd.

Except, he was right. Suddenly, a wave of fatigue washed over her, and the heaviness in her limbs seemed to drag her down like an anchor.

She tried to lift her eyelids and glare at the god, but when they refused to obey her, it occurred to her that he was using his mind manipulation abilities to force her into unconsciousness for some reason.

The thought filled her with unease, and a prickle of fear traveled down her spine.

But there was nothing she could do. She couldn't resist the inexorable pull of sleep. And as her mind slipped into darkness, Jasmine couldn't help but wonder what secrets the gods were keeping from her.
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When Jasmine awoke, her world had transformed. Her ankle, swollen and throbbing with pain when she'd fallen asleep, now felt strangely light and almost free of pain, and her body thrummed with energy and vitality.

Suspicious?

And then some.

Taking a nap in the middle of the day had never affected her so profoundly, and certainly not when it was taken sitting on the hard ground and leaning against a hard rock.

Had one of the gods bitten her while she'd been out?

Was that why Aru had made her sleep?

That was the only thing that made sense to her. If Edgar's venom made her heal faster, the gods' venom must be even more powerful.

She reached up to touch her neck even though she knew no marks would be left from the bite. There never were when Edgar bit her.

Still, touching the area was an impulse she couldn't resist.

A venom bite seemed like a likely explanation for her sudden physical improvement, but it didn't make sense. The gods were all mated, and their bites were reserved for their partners. It was a very intimate act, and as far as she knew, it could only happen during sex.

If they had wanted to give her a health boost, they would have more than likely asked Edgar to do it last night instead of doing so themselves. Not that she had been in a mood for anything with how exhausted she'd been from dealing with the pain and the discomfort. After taking three of the pills Julian had given her, she'd fallen asleep like a rock.

Should she ask Aru if he or the others had bitten her?

She would if it wasn't so damn embarrassing. Hell, it could be considered an insult. It was like asking a dude if he had taken advantage of her while she slept.

Whatever.

She should be happy about feeling better and let the mystery remain unsolved.

"Ready to continue?" Aru asked, his expression smug.

Now, she was sure he had done something to her that he hadn't been supposed to do. "I am. Can I have one of those energy bars? I suddenly feel hungry."

"Of course. But first, let's put you back in the harness."

She was surprised that Negal still had it on. "Weren't you supposed to take turns carrying me?"

"Nah." Negal crouched low to assist Aru. "You weigh less than one packed backpack, and they are carrying two. I've gotten the better deal."

She sincerely doubted that one backpack weighed over a hundred pounds, let alone a hundred and thirty. But she wasn't going to argue the point.

Aru loaded her onto the harness on Negal's back, strapping her in with practiced efficiency as if he had been doing this for years, and then pulled out an energy bar and handed it to her.

"When I start shrouding us from view," he said, "you won't be able to see us or yourself. It can be disorienting, even a little frightening. I suggest you keep your eyes closed for as long as possible."

Jasmine nodded, but she didn't intend to do that.

She was curious to experience being invisible and moving through the world like a ghost.

Did she have the guts, though?

As they set out again, Jasmine closed her eyes as Aru had suggested, and a few moments later, she felt the first tingle of Aru's power washing over her. It was like a faint electrical charge that raised the hairs on her arms.

She kept her eyes closed for a few moments, but then curiosity got the better of her, and she cracked one eyelid open, peering out at the world around her.

What she saw took her breath away. Or rather, what she didn't see. Negal, whose broad back she could feel beneath her, was invisible, and so were the two other gods.

They too had vanished, leaving nothing but empty air and the faint shimmer of heat rising from the sunbaked ground.

Even her body was not visible to her, and when she lifted a hand to examine it, there was nothing to see. She felt like a disembodied presence, floating like a specter. It wasn't as fun as she had imagined. It was disorienting and slightly nauseating.

With a shudder, Jasmine closed her eyes again, surrendering herself to the familiar and comforting feel of Negal's solid body.

There was nothing sexual about it, and now that Jasmine knew that Negal belonged to Margo, she didn't feel any attraction toward him. So yeah, he was a god, incredibly handsome and strong, not to mention kind and intelligent, but he wasn't hers and he wasn't a prince.

The question was whether Margo would see it that way. Their friendship was important to Jasmine, and she didn't want to lose it over something as silly as the specter of impropriety.

Come to think of it, she should probably hide how much better she was feeling to avoid the gods' mates becoming suspicious.
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As they climbed towards the Chinese military base, Negal focused on the steady rhythm of his footsteps. Jasmine's weight was hardly noticeable, her slender frame resting easily against his own as he navigated the terrain with ease.

Margo had seen him fashioning the harness the day before, and he'd felt like he had to explain that he felt nothing but camaraderie toward Jasmine, but she'd stopped him with a smile and a finger on his lips.

"I'm not jealous. I'm a hundred percent secure in your love," she'd said.

When he'd arched a brow, she'd laughed. "Okay, I admit it. I was jealous of Jasmine when she flirted with you, and then of Gertrude, who I thought you were dating, but that was before you pledged yourself to me. Since then, you've been proving how much you care every day, and I'm no longer jealous."

The memory made him smile. He liked that she trusted him so completely. After all, Margo had been human until recently, and human males didn't have a built-in loyalty mechanism. She hadn't grown up on romantic legends of fated mates.

Behind him, Negal could hear the soft rustling of the two backpacks that Dagor was carrying rubbing against each other, the faint clink of equipment mingling with his friend's steady breathing. Aru was ahead, leading the procession.

As they drew closer to the base, Negal could feel the tension in the air thickening, and the hairs on the back of his neck started prickling with anticipation.

They moved in silence, taking turns to shroud themselves from view, seamlessly passing the mantle of keeping their group invisible from one to the other.

Thankfully, when it was his turn to shroud, Jasmine was very quiet and moved minimally, mindful of the effort it took to keep the shroud going.

At last, they reached the base itself. It wasn't a big encampment, and from its appearance, its primary purpose was spying on neighboring countries. Several low buildings were sprawled over the flat area of the mountaintop, with four watchtowers that were slightly taller than the buildings but not by much. The location was elevated enough that they didn't need to be taller.

There were also no fences or barriers to mark the compound's boundaries, just an eerie sense of stillness and watchfulness that hung heavy in the air.

Guards patrolled the perimeter, their weapons seemingly at the ready, but the men looked more bored than alert. It wasn't as if anyone could get to their base unless they came by air or hiked on foot. An attack was highly unlikely. Several antennae and satellite dishes were positioned on the base's west side, and although Negal wasn't familiar with human technology, it wasn't difficult to figure out their functions.

Behind him, Negal could hear Jasmine's breathing quickening, the soft, rapid panting of someone on the verge of panicking. He wished he could comfort her, but they were preserving their energy and shrouding only for sight. Adding a noise bubble would have depleted their reserves much faster. The best he could do was pat the side of her leg, but that didn't seem to help. Her anxious energy kept washing over him with ever-increasing intensity.

Negal kept silent, his jaw clenched tight, as he navigated through the maze of buildings and equipment, following the path that Jasmine's scrying stick was pointing at.

Thankfully, there were no surveillance cameras in the base, which was what they had expected, but there could have been surprises.

It quickly became apparent that the crater in Syssi's vision wasn't located in the base, but it also meant that they had to keep going.

Suddenly, a door to one of the buildings opened, and a soldier stumbled out, heading in one direction and then, for no apparent reason, turning around and bumping into Aru's back.

Behind him, Jasmine gasped, but he put a hand on her thigh to steady her.

Aru swayed on his feet but managed to straighten himself, and the soldier started trembling but stayed rooted in place.

"Who goes there?" the man demanded in Chinese, his eyes wide with fear and confusion.

As Aru turned around, Negal expected him to reach into the guy's mind and make him forget that he had bumped into an invisible obstacle. But that wasn't what happened.

"This is hallowed ground," Aru said in Chinese, his words sounding ethereal and ghostly. "It is bad luck to bring weapons to this holy site." And then he must have reached into the man's mind because the soldier gaped, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

Then, slowly, the man shook his head, his eyes glazing over with a look of dull incomprehension. He turned and walked away, his steps unsteady and his movements jerky, as if he were a puppet whose strings had been cut.

Negal watched the soldier disappear into the maze of buildings.

Yup, Aru had messed with the guy's head, but what was the deal with the ghost voice? Was Aru bored and needing to entertain himself?

Negal let out a breath.

That had been too close for comfort. This was an army base, and everyone was carrying weapons. They needed to be more careful.

Behind him, he heard Jasmine letting out a breath as well. He patted the side of her leg again and kept walking.
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Jasmine's heart had nearly jumped out of her chest when the soldier had bumped into Aru, her breath catching in her throat as she waited for the inevitable shout of alarm.

That hadn't happened, though.

Aru had spoken some words in Chinese that she hadn't understood, but it didn't matter what he'd said. It was how he'd made them sound as if he were a ghost. The poor soldier had nearly peed in his pants, his body trembling as he stumbled away in a jerky and uncoordinated scramble.

As they pressed on, moving deeper into the heart of the base, Jasmine lifted her scrying stick, her fingers clutching the smooth, polished wood with trepidation.

Would it work despite the shrouding?

Would the energy expelled to maintain the shroud interfere with the energy guiding her scrying?

She held the stick aloft, but the shroud was all-encompassing, and she couldn't see the stick the same way she couldn't see her hand or the sleeve of her jacket. Still, she could feel the wood in her hand and sense the subtle vibrations that ran through its length.

In a sudden flash of inspiration, she remembered that the shroud did not affect the gods. Only she and other humans and immortals couldn't see through the gods' mind manipulation. If Negal could see where the stick was pointing, he could indicate the correct direction for the others.

Holding the stick in front of his eyes, she tapped his shoulder with her other hand and then pointed at the stick.

He tapped her thigh to let her know that he understood, and as he changed directions, she hoped it was because he was going where the stick was pointing.

Passing through the base, they emerged on its other side and started down the slope, the shroud still concealing their presence from the guards watching the area from the towers.

By the time they reached the bottom of the mountain, the sun had begun to set, the sky darkening to a deep velvety blue as the first stars appeared overhead. The wind had also picked up, whipping at their clothing and stinging their faces.

Jasmine could feel the cold seeping into her bones, the chilly night air cutting through her multiple layers of clothing.

They went around the base of the mountain and crossed into another ravine that was not in the line of sight of the soldiers at the base.

As the gods dropped the shroud, Jasmine let out a relieved breath. "Can I talk now?" she whispered in Negal's ear.

"Yes, but quietly."

Aru found a shallow cave with a narrow fissure in the rock face that offered some small measure of shelter from the wind and the elements. It was not much, just a little more than a crack in the mountainside, but it would have to do.

As Negal crouched, Dagor helped Jasmine out of the harness and set her down, leaning against the rock face.

"Thank you." She smiled at him and then turned to Negal. "Thank you for carrying me."

"No problem."

As the gods set about making camp, spreading out sleeping bags, and erecting a small tent for Jasmine, the pressure in Jasmine's bladder became impossible to ignore. However, asking one of the gods to carry her somewhere so she could relieve herself was embarrassing.

Her leg was feeling better, though, so maybe she could push up to her one good foot and use the rock as a crutch?

She started to rise slowly, and at first, none of them paid her any attention, but then Negal turned around to look at her and frowned. "What are you doing?"

"I need to do something privately."

Understanding flashing in his eyes, he nodded. "I'll carry you to a spot and leave you to do your thing."

Aru shook his head. "Stay close by. There are dangerous predators in this area."

"Like what?" Dagor asked.

"Leopards, wolves, bears," Aru said.

Jasmine shivered. They hadn't seen any animals during their trek, and she hadn't thought about them being present in the area, but after Aru's warning, she didn't want Negal to be more than a few feet away from her, no matter how embarrassing it would be to know that he could hear her pee.

"I'll stay downwind," Negal said as he swung Jasmine into his arms.

He carried her several dozen feet to a rocky outcropping that offered some small measure of privacy, leaned her against the rock, and helped her find a stable and secure position. "I'll be on the other side. Call me when you are done."

"Thank you." She was glad it was dark, and he couldn't see her reddening cheeks.

Fumbling with her clothing, her fingers clumsy and awkward in the cold, she managed to push her pants down and crouch supported on one foot while leaning her butt against the rock. She just hoped no ants or other bugs on the surface would find purchase on her naked bottom.

Annoyingly, nothing happened because she knew that Negal could hear her. It was so deathly quiet all around, and with every passing second, the pressure in her bladder was growing, the need becoming unbearable.

"Don't be stupid," Jasmine whispered to herself. "What are you going to do? Hold it in for one more day?"

Maybe Negal had heard her or was bored, but he started whistling quietly. The melody was soothing and relaxing, but most importantly, it provided a small measure of privacy by drowning out the sound of her release.

When she was done, she used a wipe to clean up, pull up her pants, and zipped them up.

It was official. She hated camping and swore never to do so voluntarily again. She just wasn't the outdoorsy type.

After Negal helped her back to the camp, he set her down in front of the small tent the gods had erected for her. "Don't go to sleep yet," he said. "You need to eat first."

Jasmine was more tired than she was hungry, and she also imagined that the gods would like to talk among themselves in their language, which they didn't do when she was around, but Negal was right about food being important. If she didn't give her body what it needed to heal itself, her recovery would take longer than necessary.

Eating cold rations out of a can was just as distasteful as she'd expected, but since making a fire was not an option given the proximity to the base, there wasn't much that could be done about that. The gods didn't seem to mind, though, wolfing down the cold stew and washing it down with water from their canteens.

When they were done, Jasmine felt bad about being unable to help clean up, but the gods didn't need her to do anything. They seemed proficient in outdoor living and handled everything efficiently and gracefully.

"Thank you for taking care of me," she said when it was time to retire to her tent. "I'm sorry about being so useless."

Negal smiled. "You are not useless. You are the most important person on this mission. Without you, we wouldn't know where to look."

"He's right," Aru said. "Good night, Jasmine. After a good rest, everything will seem better tomorrow."

She hoped that didn't mean he or one of the others would bite her again. Then, on second thought, why not?

If she weren't aware of the bite, it wouldn't make her uncomfortable or feel disloyal to Edgar, and she would heal faster.

"Good night," Dagor said.

"Good night, guys." She crawled into her tent and zipped up the opening.

Jasmine was too tired to ask why they hadn't put up their tents and only erected one for her. Her limbs were heavy with exhaustion, and as she lay inside the sleeping bag, she let out a soft, contented sigh and closed her eyes.
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Edgar sat at the restaurant table, his fingers drumming a restless rhythm on the scarred wood as he tried to focus on the conversations swirling around him.

He nodded, murmuring his agreement or offering a suggestion occasionally, but his mind was on Jasmine.

She was camping in the wilderness with the gods, and even though he knew that she was in good hands, he couldn't shake the feeling of unease that had settled in the pit of his stomach.

Why hadn't she called him yet?

It was dark outside, so they must have cleared the military base by now and were settling down for the night. Surely, she could have at least texted him.

Checking his phone for what felt like the hundredth time, he was disappointed to once more see a blank screen. The silence and the faint glow of the screen mocked him in the dimly lit restaurant.

Beside him, Julian leaned forward. "It doesn't make sense that no one in this town seems to know that they have a base less than fifty miles away. How do they get supplies up there?"

"Helicopters," Ella said. "Big ones, the kind that can carry tons of cargo. That's the only thing that makes sense."

That was only possible during good weather, which was often not the case in this area. Edgar doubted that the base was supplied solely from the air. Perhaps they had yak supply caravans go up there. It was a slow and primitive method but safe and predictable.

"Maybe there is a road from the other side," Margo said. "Not everything can be brought in by air. They would have needed building supplies up there, and I can't see that done with helicopters."

Gabi nodded. "I agree. Maybe they have a tunnel leading into the mountain and an elevator that takes the supplies up to the top like we have in the village."

Edgar was about to comment on that when Gabi's phone rang.

Pulling out the device, she smiled. '"It's Aru." She accepted the call. "Hello, my love. I'm in the restaurant with everyone."

The intro was no doubt to let him know that he shouldn't speak freely because everyone could hear him.

"Good evening, love. How are you doing?"

"I'm doing well, and so are the others. All of us want to hear about your progress."

"We are done with the base, and sadly, it doesn't have a crater, so we have to continue looking tomorrow. We found a place to camp for the night and will continue as soon as the sun is up."

Edgar felt a rush of relief wash over him. The team had overcome the most significant obstacle standing in their way, and they were safe—or as safe as they could be, given the circumstances.

"What about Jasmine?" he asked. "Is she okay? Can I talk to her?"

"She's asleep," Aru said. "It was a long and exhausting day for her, and she had a little fright when we crossed the base. After we put up her tent, she crawled in and started snoring a moment later."

Edgar doubted that was what had happened.

They had to eat, erect a tent, and roll out the sleeping bags. She could have called him anytime during these activities. She simply hadn't felt like it or just hadn't thought of him at all.

Margo reached out to pat his arm, but it only irritated him further and fanned the flames of his frustration.

"Jasmine was probably in a lot of pain," Margo said. "Dealing with unrelenting pain is very tiring. She probably also took a bunch of painkillers, and they are known to cause drowsiness."

She was right, of course, and now Edgar felt guilty for getting mad.

Relationships were complicated. He didn't like how his mind had been going into crazy loops ever since he had met Jasmine. He didn't know how to act, feel, or be a good boyfriend.

How did other males do it?

He looked at Julian, who seemed so at ease with Ella. The guy was even younger than Edgar, but he knew how to navigate the complicated intricacies of a loving relationship.

Sensing his gaze, Julian turned to look at him. "Is there something troubling you, Ed?"

Edgar glanced at Gabi, who took her phone and moved to a corner of the tent to talk with her mate in privacy.

"How do you know the right thing to do in a relationship?" He raked his fingers through his hair. "Half the time, I don't even know how I feel."

Julian cast him an understanding look. "Follow your heart, be patient and forgiving, and always assume the best about your partner. These are the only words of wisdom I can give you."

"It's not easy to share your life with someone," Frankie said. "Honesty and clear communication are important. How can you expect your partner to know what you want if you don't spell it out for her?"

Margo chuckled. "People expect their partners to be mind readers and guess what they want. It's so silly."

Edgar thought about what they had all said and shook his head. "But what if you assume the best about your partner but learn that your assumptions were mistaken?"

"Then you reevaluate," Ella said. "No one is perfect, and you need to decide what you are willing to live with and what you are not, but that's all irrelevant to immortals. When you find your one and only, all that little stuff becomes inconsequential. The love and devotion are so all-consuming that they override all the doubts, insecurities, and other nefarious relationship killers."

That sounded profound and lovely, but it didn't answer Edgar's question. "But how do you know if your partner is your one and only?"

Julian and Ella exchanged glances, and then Ella shrugged. "You just know."

That was unhelpful.

Or maybe it was?

Edgar didn't know whether Jasmine was his one and only, so maybe that indicated she was not?

On the other hand, they hadn't spent enough time with each other to even fall in love, let alone decide that they were each other's one and only. Except, he was pretty sure that he loved Jasmine, and he was just as certain that she didn't love him.
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The morning dawned crisp and clear over the mountains, the sun's first rays casting a golden glow across the primordial landscape.

Aru had deliberately taken the last watch of the night. Watching the sky gradually brighten and night turn into day in these majestic mountains was a unique experience.

He contemplated starting a fire and warming some water for tea.

Doing so during the daytime would probably go unnoticed by the guards in the military base, but given that they were trying to conserve water so it would last them until the end of the day, it might not be the best idea. On the other hand, did it matter whether they drank it in the form of tea or straight from the canteen?

Probably not.

He should ask the others if they wanted some.

Aru suspected Negal and Dagor were awake, too, and the three of them were waiting for the human to wake up. Jasmine needed more sleep than they did, but on the other hand, she could doze off while riding on Negal's back, so maybe they should just wake her.

For some reason, the guy insisted on being the one to ferry her around, perhaps because the harness had been made to fit him, and adjusting to fit Aru or Dagor might undermine its stability. After all, they had fashioned it from whatever materials they could find, and none of them was an expert on building harnesses.

Next to him, Dagor stretched his arms over his head and yawned. "We need to get moving."

"Soon." Aru turned to look at Negal, whose sleeping bag was on his other side. "Are you awake?"

"Have been up for a while." Negal pulled himself out of the sleeping cocoon and sat beside it. "I would love a cup of coffee right now."

"We shouldn't." Aru cast him an apologetic look. "Not unless you can find us a source of water."

Negal glanced toward the base, which was not visible from where they were sitting. "I can make it there in half an hour, steal some water, and return in half that time."

"We can't risk it."

Glancing over at Jasmine's tent, Aru noted a slight rustle of movement from within, and a moment later the flap opened, and she emerged, her face still heavy with sleep and her hair all messy and tangled. But her eyes were bright, and the pinched expression she'd worn since getting injured was gone.

"Good morning," she said, her voice slightly hoarse from disuse. "Have you been waiting for me to wake up?"

Aru nodded. "We should be moving out soon if we want to make it on time to the spot Edgar is picking us up from."

She nodded. "I'll just go over there to take care of some private business." She seemed perfectly steady as she rose to her feet as if her ankle wasn't bothering her at all.

Negal got up. "I'll take you." He started walking toward her.

"No need." Jasmine waved him off and stretched her arms over her head. "My ankle feels much better today, and I think I can walk alone." She cast Negal a knowing look.

Aru frowned. Did she suspect something?

Her ankle had healed too quickly, and she was aware of it, but there was no way she could suspect that he had given her a blood transfusion without her knowledge or consent. She suspected something, though. He would have loved to peek into her mind and find out what fantastical scenarios she imagined, but that would be an even more grievous violation, so he would have to remain curious.

"I'm glad your ankle is better, but Negal needs to go with you anyway. Some predators in these mountains might look on you as a tasty snack."

Jasmine winced. "I forgot about that." She waved a hand at Negal. "Come on."

As she picked her way carefully over the rocky terrain, he followed, and Aru watched them until they disappeared behind a large boulder.

"Let's make coffee," Dagor said. "I'd rather start the day right and be a little thirsty later."

It was somewhat risky, but Aru nodded. "Let's do it but boil just enough water for a small cup for each of us."

Jasmine and Negal returned a short while later, Jasmine's face slightly flushed from the crisp morning air and her eyes sparkling with excitement. "I smell coffee."

"We've made a tiny cup of Turkish coffee for each of us." Dagor handed her one along with an energy bar. "It's cooked with sugar, so it's already sweet."

"Thank you." She beamed at him. "You are a god."

He chuckled. "Ha-ha."

She took a sip and closed her eyes. "Divine, truly. If you weren't mated, I would ask you to marry me."

"What about Edgar?" Negal asked before biting into his energy bar.

Jasmine seemed unfazed by the question. "He hasn't made me Turkish coffee yet. If he comes even close to this, I'll marry him."

She didn't sound very convincing. There was no wistfulness in her tone, only humor. It was as if she was talking about a colleague, not the male she'd been sharing her bed with.

Aru finished the last of the dregs from his cup and handed it to Dagor to stow away. They weren't going to wash them for obvious reasons.

He turned to Jasmine. "As soon as you are ready, you need to whip out your scrying stick and point us in the right direction, so we can get to where Edgar is going to pick us up on time and enjoy the crappy coffee in the hotel restaurant."

Jasmine smiled. "Maybe I can read the future in the coffee grounds." She took a sip and then lifted the cup, turning it this way and that to coat the sides. After another moment, she sighed. "All I see is a long road ahead. That's not telling me much." She reached into her pocket, withdrawing the scrying stick.

Closing her eyes, she mumbled something under her breath that Aru didn't catch, her brow furrowing in concentration.

Not that it mattered what she'd said.

Jasmine's mystical methods were just tools that focused her innate abilities. She could be reciting a recipe for momos for all he cared.

Thinking about the delicious Tibetan dumplings made his mouth water, and he banished the craving by thinking about the call he had missed with the queen the previous night. She had known that he might not be able to call because of conditions in the field, but he still regretted not being able to make it.

The truth was that he enjoyed being privy to the lessons the queen gave her granddaughter and everything else they talked about. He found it fascinating and educational. The lessons she imparted to her granddaughter were a masterclass in politics and strategy, and Aru absorbed every word like a sponge. If he ever decided to pursue a political career, the knowledge he gleaned from these calls would be invaluable.

"Oh boy," Jasmine murmured as her hand holding the scrying stick started vibrating violently. The movement was so pronounced that it seemed like the stick had a life of its own.

Jasmine rotated her wrist, moving the stick in a circle. The vibrations intensified and then suddenly stopped. When she moved it again, the vibrations resumed, and when she returned to the same spot, they abruptly stopped again.

"It seems that the stick settled on a heading," she said. "It's quivering with an almost palpable energy when I point it at that lower peak over there."

The mountaintop she pointed at was less than a mile away, within range of Aru's scanner.

He pulled it out of his backpack, hoping to find a trace of energy with an Anumatian technology signature that would corroborate Jasmine's findings.

Regrettably, the only energy the device registered was human-made and emanated from the nearby military base.

If there was anything on the mountain the stick was pointing at, the scanner should have picked it up. It was probably just pointing to a path, not the actual location, although given the triangulation, it should be nearby.

Well, provided that Jasmine was onto something, they weren't wasting their time on a wild goose chase.

She wasn't faking it, that was for sure, but she could have convinced herself that she had magic, and that conviction could have influenced her energy flow, which in turn had made the stick vibrate.
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Jasmine was afraid to let herself get excited about the unassuming-looking mountain that her scrying stick was adamantly pointing to.

It couldn't be that easy.

She'd expected to trek through these mountains for weeks. They all had. Could their search be over as soon as they reached that mountain?

She started walking, but Aru's hand on her shoulder stopped her. "Not so fast," he said. "I know you are eager to walk, but I need you to get into the harness."

"Why? My ankle doesn't hurt anymore. I don't know how it suddenly got better, but I'm not going to look a gift horse in the mouth, right?"

She looked for any sign that he was somehow involved in her rapid healing, some flicker of amusement or guilt, but the god's expression didn't reveal a thing.

"I know that your ankle feels better at the moment, but it's not smart for you to hike up a mountain and put stress on the injury. Besides, you would slow us down even if you were completely healed. It's better all round if you take advantage of the harness."

As much as Jasmine hated to admit it, he was right. The last thing she wanted was to slow them down or reinjure herself and become an even greater burden.

With a sigh of resignation, she nodded. "You're right."

Negal put the harness on and crouched. "Up you go," he encouraged.

Dagor gave her a sympathetic smile as he helped her back into the harness on Negal's back. "Don't feel bad. Without you, we would have been searching these mountains for decades, and there was no guarantee that we would have found anything."

Jasmine managed a weak smile in return. "You had some clues from your previous visit. Otherwise, you wouldn't have been heading to Tibet in the first place."

"True." Dagor arranged the straps around her. "We have trekked through a different part of Tibet before, but we were chasing unsubstantiated rumors because we had nothing better to go on."

"Funny that you would say that. A vision and a scrying stick are not exactly scientific methods either."

"I agree." Negal stood up with ease. "On the other hand, if the pods were easy to find, we wouldn't have found so many other wonderful things while looking for them."

He adjusted the harness's straps to distribute her weight more evenly and walked up to Aru, who was waiting with two backpacks strapped on, one on his back and the other on his front.

He looked like a pack mule, and so did Dagor once he hefted the other two backpacks, but they still moved fluidly and gracefully despite the weight and how cumbersome it was to walk with double the burden.

The mile-long journey to the cliff face was grueling. The steep incline and uneven terrain made every step a challenge. Jasmine clung to Negal's back, her fingers digging into the thick fabric of his jacket as she tried to keep herself steady.

The landscape around them was a breathtaking tableau of rugged beauty, with snow-capped peaks looming in the distance like silent sentinels. But Jasmine had little attention to spare for the scenery, her mind consumed with thoughts of what they might find when they reached their destination.

When they crested the top of the mountain an hour later, the sun was high in the sky and beating down on her head, and even though she hadn't exerted herself, she was experiencing a shortness of breath. It could be the thin air, or it could be excitement mingled with fear.

The sweat trickling down her back despite the chill wind whipping at her clothes could be the result of either, but she was betting on the latter.

They pressed on, picking their way carefully across the rocky plateau until they came to the edge of a gaping chasm. It was smaller than Jasmine had expected, perhaps a hundred and fifty feet across and seventy or eighty feet wide, but it looked impossibly deep, the bottom lost in shadow.

Aru took out his scanner, pointed it down, and shook his head. "I'm still getting nothing."

Jasmine tapped Negal's shoulder. "Can you let me down?"

He obliged, crouching low so Dagor could help her disentangle herself from the harness.

As soon as her feet touched the ground, Jasmine walked towards the edge of the void and peered into the depths, but all she saw was darkness.

"Can you see anything?" she asked, glancing back at the gods who had come to stand beside her after dropping the backpacks in a pile on the ground.

Aru shook his head. "It's too deep and too dark. We'll need to send something down there for a better look."

He walked back to where they had left their backpacks, crouched next to one, and, after rummaging inside, withdrew a small metal container.

When he opened it, she saw it contained what looked like a mechanical insect. "What is that?"

"It's a drone." Aru removed the device from the box and placed the bee-sized craft in the palm of his hand. "And it's not even the smallest we have. We have spy drones that are the size of a small mosquito. But their range is very limited. This one is less so."

Dagor pulled out a laptop and began tapping away at the keys, his fingers flying over the keyboard with dizzying speed. A moment later, the drone whirred to life, rising from Aru's palm and hovering in midair.

It zipped towards the chasm at Dagor's command, disappearing into the darkness below.

Jasmine craned her neck, trying to glimpse the laptop screen, but the three gods had clustered around it, their broad shoulders blocking her view.

"Can I see?" she asked.

Negal glanced up at her, an apologetic smile tugging at his lips. "Sorry, of course." He moved slightly to the side while Dagor angled the laptop towards her.

Jasmine leaned in, her eyes widening as she took in the crystal-clear image on the screen.

The drone's camera was unlike anything she had ever seen, the high-resolution feed cutting through the darkness as if it were broad daylight. She watched in rapt attention as the rocky walls of the chasm scrolled by, the drone descending deeper and deeper into the earth.

And then, there it was.

At first, it was little more than a shadowy shape, half-buried beneath a layer of dirt and debris. But as the drone drew closer, the image sharpened, resolving into the unmistakable form of a sleek metallic pod.

Jasmine sucked in a sharp breath, her heart hammering against her ribs as she stared at the screen. The craft was covered in grime and battered by the ravages of time, but there was no mistaking the smooth, rounded contours that could only have been manmade, or rather god-made.

A rush of elation surged through her, tempered only by the realization of the daunting task of reaching the pod.

The chasm's walls were almost sheer, and the depth was dizzying.
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Aru squinted at the drone footage, assessing the depth of the chasm with practiced ease. "I'd say it's about twenty-five meters down to the pod," he said, glancing over at Dagor and Negal. "Am I right?"

"Let's check." Dagor switched to a different screen that showed the stats the drone supplied. "Almost. It's nearly twenty-eight meters from the top of the cavern to the top of the drone."

"Do we have enough rope to rappel down there?" Aru asked.

Dagor nodded, already rummaging through their packs for the coils of sturdy climbing rope. "We should have plenty. I asked for their longest lengths, which are supposed to be thirty meters long."

Aru smiled. "Aren't we lucky? What would we have done if the pod was deeper than that?"

Dagor didn't look concerned. "We have four ropes, each thirty meters long, so we could tie them together. Luckily, we don't have to."

"Luckily." Aru motioned to a couple of sturdy boulders at the chasm's edge. "Secure the ropes to those. Dagor and I are going down."

As Dagor and Negal removed the ropes from the backpacks, Jasmine put her hands on her hips and shook her head. "I wondered what you had in those packs that weighed so much. You didn't tell me that you packed climbing equipment."

"We knew we were looking for a hole in the ground," Dagor said. "We didn't expect it to be easy to reach."

"Right." She sat on the ground and watched them secure the tough, fibrous lines engineered for rappelling to a couple of boulders.

As they worked, Aru returned to the scanner in his hand and aimed it again at the chasm, hoping to pick up some hint of an energy signature from the pod.

When he got the same results, he had to resign himself to the sad fact that they would not find any survivors. If the stasis pods were still functioning, they would have emitted an energy signature that he would have been able to pick up on his device, especially from this close.

Jasmine walked over to stand next to him. "Did you get anything on that thingy?"

He shook his head.

"Does it mean that they are all dead?"

He hated to quash her hopes. "Maybe the scanner is malfunctioning, or the energy release is so minimal that I need to get even closer to detect it."

She nodded. "I believe that the prince is alive. The goddess wouldn't have guided me to him only so he could get a proper funeral. But I also feel we are running out of time."

"I hope you are right." Aru crouched next to his large backpack and pulled out a smaller pack, much more suitable for the mission ahead.

Aru placed his water canteen, a couple of energy bars, and several tools he might need to open the pod into the pack.

"Alright," he said, shouldering his pack. "Let's do this."

Aru donned his headband, which bore a mounted flashlight, his gloves, and the harness, checking each buckle and strap carefully. Next to him, Dagor did the same.

Once they were ready, they stepped up to the edge of the chasm and turned their backs to it. Aru gripped the descender, and after nodding at Dagor, he began lowering himself down, the rope feeding smoothly through the descender. His practiced movements were deliberate and evenly paced.

The cavern walls were slick with moisture, glistening in the beam of his headlamp, probably the result of melting snow. As he went deeper, the cool air enveloped him, the sounds of the outside world fading until there was nothing but the whisper of rope and his and Dagor's steady breathing.

The descent went flawlessly until he noticed with a sinking feeling that the rope's end was approaching much sooner than the cavern floor.

With about five to six meters to go and no more rope to spare, he realized he would have to jump the rest of the way.

Aru cursed under his breath, glancing over at Dagor. "My rope is too short."

"So is mine." Dagor let loose a few expletives. "I should have double-checked the length instead of trusting that lying scumbag."

Aru shook his head, a wry smile tugging at his lips at Dagor's colorful curse word. "It's not a big deal. We can jump the rest of the way."

Six meters was a short distance for a god to jump. Getting back up would be more difficult but still doable. They would need help taking the individual stasis pods out, and Edgar would need to come with the proper equipment to do that.

Securing the rope's end, he unclipped from the main line, removed the harness, and leaped down.

Next to him, Dagor landed with a controlled thud on top of the pod's curved dome.

"That wasn't hard." Dagor dusted himself off. "But how are we going to get back up?"

Aru shrugged and pulled the scanner from his pack. "We climb."

They were gods. With their enhanced strength and endurance, they could punch their handholds into the rock face if need be. It would be painful, but it was far from impossible.

Dagor didn't look happy about the prospect of scraping their skin raw, but he didn't argue. They both knew that Aru was right.

Aru swiped the scanner over the pod's surface, and his heart leaped at the faint flicker of energy signature that appeared on the screen. It was so weak that it was barely there, but it was better than nothing. Perhaps some of the people inside had survived.

Dagor looked at the scanner. "We need to open this thing," he said, the excitement in his voice echoing Aru's.

Opening the pod proved to be easier said than done. The exterior was battered and worn, and the release mechanism, which should have been marked and easy to access, was nowhere to be found.

The pod had been designed by the gods, not the Kra-ell, but it was a seven-thousand-year-old model, an antique compared to the types he was familiar with, and apparently things had been made differently back then. Still, there was no way they hadn't incorporated a mechanical release mechanism that was not dependent on energy supply or didn't have an auxiliary emergency supply.

They searched the surface of the pod with growing frustration, scrabbling their fingers over every inch of the hull in search of a way to gain entry.

Just as Aru was about to give up hope, his fingers brushed against a small, almost imperceptible seam in the metal, and as he pressed on it, a lever popped out.

"I found it," he called out.

"Thank the merciful Fates." Dagor ran over the dome to where Aru was. "I hope it still works. This thing is ancient."

"Tell me about it." Aru took a deep breath and pulled on the lever, first lightly but then with increasing force when that didn't work, gradually escalating it for fear of yanking the lever out before triggering the dome's lifting mechanism.

When a rumble started, signaling that the mechanism had engaged, he was ready to jump for joy. When the dome started shaking, he leaped to safety, plastering himself to the chasm's wall.

Dagor did the same.

Their feet touched the rim of the pod below the dome and their backs were to the rock. Hopefully, the rising dome would not squash them.

As a hiss of pneumatic pressure echoed from the cavern walls, a plume of dust and debris erupted from the pod's surface, and with a final protesting groan, the dome began to rise.

The pod opened slowly and majestically, like the maw of a great beast awakening from a long slumber, and as the last of the debris cleared and the dust began to settle, Aru felt his heart leap into his throat at the sight that greeted them.

There, nestled within the protective embrace of the pod, were twenty stasis chambers, their surfaces gleaming dully in what little light filtered into the depths of the chasm, but mainly from their headlamps.
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Edgar hadn't expected to enjoy the traditional Tibetan beverage of black tea, salt, yak butter, and milk, but it was growing on him. As his phone rang, he reluctantly put the cup down to pull it out of his pocket.

Seeing Aru's avatar picture on the screen, he tensed. "What happened? Is Jasmine okay?"

"Jasmine is fine." Aru's voice sounded as if he was inside an echo chamber. "We found the pod."

All around Edgar, murmurs of excitement started, and the others huddled closer to listen.

"That's incredible," Edgar said. "Did you find the twins?"

"We didn't open the stasis chambers yet. We want Julian to get here with his medical equipment before we attempt it. It seems like most of them are not working, but I'm getting minimal energy readouts, which gives me hope that some occupants might have survived."

Julian got closer to the phone. "Don't touch anything until I arrive."

"We won't," Aru said. "We also need more ropes and pulleys to remove the stasis chambers. The pod is about thirty meters deep, and the ropes we have with us are too short. We also don't have enough ropes or pulleys for pulling the chambers out."

Edgar had no idea where he would get those things. They had brought some equipment with them, but the operation Aru described required a crane and not just some ropes and pulleys. They had assumed that they would have time to get what they needed in Shiquanhe, which was still an option, but it seemed like Aru was in a rush.

"It won't be easy to get all that here," he said. "Do we have time to get what we need from the city?"

"I don't think so," Aru replied. "We might be too late already."

"I'll do my best to get what I can locally. I need your coordinates."

"I'll text them to you. But just be careful to avoid the military base. Come in from another direction. We don't want to draw their attention."

"Understood," Edgar said. "Is there enough clear space for me and the other helicopter to land? The payload will be too much for one helicopter, but if you don't want him to assist, I will do it in two trips."

There was a long moment of hesitation. "The military base is a pain in the rear, but we have permits for operating two helicopters, and we might need all that medical equipment when we open the chambers. Besides, going back and forth will look just as suspicious."

"What about a landing pad?"

"There is plenty of room. The top of the mountain is a flat plateau, covered mostly by low bushes and some grasses. The chasm is in the center and roughly the size of the pod, so I assume that the pod melted the rock going down when it crashed here. I doubt it's clearly visible from the sky, but take a look when you get over here. I'm curious to see how it looks from above."

That was indeed interesting. Unless the chasm was small and looked natural, someone would have come to investigate, especially since there was a military base nearby, which had to have air traffic since there were no roads leading up to it. The pod actually making the small crater made much more sense than it finding its way into it by accident.

"Don't forget to send me the coordinates," he told Aru.

"I'm sending them right now."

As the coordinates appeared on his screen, Edgar started mentally plotting the best route to avoid notice from the base. "I'll let you know as soon as we are in the air," he said.

"One last thing, remind Julian to bring his earpieces, and don't forget yours."

"I will do that."

As the call ended, Edgar shoved one more momo into his mouth and rose to his feet. "I'm going to see about the ropes." He looked at Julian. "Did you hear everything?"

The doctor nodded. "I'll load everything I have into the helicopter."

"Do you need help?" Frankie asked Edgar. "If you tell us what you need, Margo, Gabi, and I can do the rounds and buy what you need to save you time."

Edgar's first instinct was to say that he had this and that he didn't need help, but the truth was that he did. It would be great if they could help him secure the supplies faster.

"I'd appreciate any help I can get." He told them what kinds of ropes were needed, their lengths, and what other gear was needed for lifting the chambers. "I hope the general store has it. If not, you can check the warehouse at the end of the street. They collect odds and ends that tourists leave behind and resell them."
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About an hour later, they met next to the helicopters. Edgar surveyed the ropes that Gabi and the other ladies had procured, ensuring they were long enough for what was needed. They had also brought pulleys and other equipment that he was surprised could even be found in the tiny town.

The place had only one general store, and since most tourists here were pilgrims who came to walk around their holy mountain, he hadn't expected the store to have climbing and rappelling equipment.

"You've got exceptional loot," he complimented Gabi and her helpers.

"We did, didn't we?" She grinned. "I was surprised, but the store owner explained that he tries to always have stock on hand for the crazy tourists who get confused and think that this is where Mount Everest is."

Edgar lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the sun's glare. "I doubt anyone could mistake Mount Kailash for Mount Everest or think that they could climb the holy mountain. As far as I know, it's forbidden."

"It is," Margo said. "I think the guy was joking. He was flirting with Gabi and trying to be funny."

Gabi shrugged. "I might have flirted a little back. Whatever works, right?" She winked. "The owner is in his mid-sixties, so I don't think Aru would mind."

"How old is Aru?" Julian said. "Even if he's young, he's probably older than sixty."

"As long as he doesn't look it." Gabi grabbed one of the boxes that Julian had brought and carried it to the helicopter.

Julian's medical gear was stored in boxes marked simply as equipment. It was important that the other pilot and whoever was watching them load things into the choppers didn't realize they were transporting medical equipment.

They were supposed to be a geological research team, so ropes and pulleys for climbing and ferrying soil samples could be easily explained, but not what Julian had in those boxes. Come to think of it, the stasis chambers would need to be shrouded when they got them to the town and then well hidden.

Once everything was loaded on the two helicopters, Julian kissed his mate goodbye and hopped inside.

Edgar explained to the other pilot the need to circumvent the military base, and they were off.

The flight to the coordinates Aru had provided was tense, with Edgar carefully navigating around the base and ensuring he didn't fly into restricted airspace, even though there had been nothing about it in the instructions he'd gotten along with the permit. Well, it wasn't as if he could read Chinese, but Aru had translated the permit for him, and there had been no mention of restricted areas.

As they neared the mountaintop, Edgar saw Jasmine and Negal. She was sitting on a flat boulder and stretching her injured leg out in front of her, while Negal was standing at the edge of the precipice, which didn't look like much from the air, not even when Edgar got closer.

They both looked up as he got within range, and Jasmine waved at him enthusiastically, with a big smile spreading over her face.

Something eased within him upon seeing her welcome. Even though her prince might be down in that pod, Jasmine was still his, and she was happy to see him.

As Edgar brought the helicopter down in a small clearing a short distance away from the chasm, the downdraft from the rotors whipped the grass into a frenzy and sent small stones skittering across the ground.

A few moments later, Norbu landed on the other side of the clearing, causing the same disturbance.

After Edgar killed the engine, he and Julian jumped out and waited for Norbu. When the other pilot approached them, Edgar thralled him again to refrain from communicating with anyone until he said it was okay. Norbu had a cell phone and a radio transmitter in the helicopter. He couldn't be allowed to tell anyone about the location of the pod or about the things that they were about to pull up.

Negal walked toward them. "Need help offloading?"

"We can use an extra set of hands," Julian said. "We brought a lot of equipment."

Once everything was offloaded and stacked near the boulders that anchored the ropes, Edgar walked over to Jasmine and crouched in front of her. "How are you doing, beautiful?"

Chuckling, she smoothed her hand over her messy hair. "I've been better, but I'm so happy that we found the pod that it doesn't matter."

He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her lightly on the lips. "You are gorgeous even with messy hair."

"You are so sweet." She kissed him back just as lightly.

It was okay. He hadn't expected a passionate kiss in front of an audience, who were watching them and waiting impatiently for Edgar to be done so he could assist them.

With one last peck on Jasmine's forehead, Edgar rose and walked over.

"Do I need to get down there with Julian?" he asked Negal.

Negal shook his head. "I just need you to watch over the ropes for now and, if anything happens, to pull. Can you do that?"

"Of course."

With the three of them going down, he would be left alone with Jasmine and Norbu, which suited him just fine. Getting rid of the other pilot was as easy as planting a thought in his mind to take a nap.
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Aru watched as Negal and Julian rappelled toward him, their flashlights casting light on the chasm's walls. They were both carrying backpacks, which were no doubt filled with emergency medical equipment or maybe just diagnostic devices, and hopefully more portable lights.

The truth was that Aru was ill-equipped to deal with a situation like this, which made him wonder about the motives behind sending his team to find the missing pods and not providing them with proper medical training. If they had been expected to find the Kra-ell alive, they should have been instructed on basic things about the Kra-ell anatomy and physiology and what to do if something went wrong, but they hadn't even been told what a god's blood could do.

He had a sinking feeling about that. It was possible that his team was supposed to confirm that everyone in the pods was dead, and if they found any survivors still alive, they would be commanded to eliminate them.

Finding Kra-ell, who had already woken up from stasis, must have been a nasty surprise to the Eternal King and his cronies.

Or was it the queen?

She was the one who had pulled strings to have Aru arrive on Earth, but her motives were different. She wanted him to find out if the exiled gods had survived. His team's official mission was finding the Kra-ell, and that was on the king's orders or those below him who were loyal to him.

Aru would probably never find out.

The fact was that if not for Aria's training as a healer, he wouldn't have known what a god's blood could do. Therefore, he couldn't help save Kra-ell crash survivors unless their chambers had remained intact and kept them alive and well until they were found.

Following that thought, perhaps he didn't need Julian to revive the twins. He could probably do it with his, Negal's, or Dagor's blood. Then again, no one knew how the hybrid creatures would react to it, and he didn't want to take responsibility for messing things up and accidentally killing them.

Perhaps he was wrong, and the command to eliminate them wouldn't come.

In any case, it was better to leave it to the clan's doctor. If Kian had asked him explicitly to assist with a transfusion, he wouldn't have said no, but he wouldn't have volunteered for it either.

As Julian and Negal reached the bottom and unclipped themselves from the ropes, Aru could see the hesitation in their eyes as they debated where to stand.

With the pod dome open, there was no place for their feet other than stepping over the stasis chambers.

"That's okay," Aru said. "They are not going to break, and since their inhabitants are most likely dead, they can't complain about it either."

"Morbid humor?" Julian asked as he carefully maneuvered over the curved tops of the chambers, pulled out a portable work lamp, turned it on, and placed it at an angle that allowed the light to spread over the entire pod interior. "You didn't ask me to come here just to confirm that everyone is dead."

"I'm not known for my sense of humor," Aru said. "It's just the way things are. The way the pod is designed doesn't leave space between the stasis chambers. They are like peas in a pod."

The doctor regarded the pod's interior with curiosity. "I guess no walk paths are needed since everyone inside is in stasis, and the pod is supposed to navigate itself."

"Precisely," Dagor said. "This is a very old model, but the new ones operate on the same principle. The stasis chambers are always inside escape pods to be automatically ejected in an emergency."

While standing together, Aru pulled his earpieces out of his pocket. "Before opening the stasis chambers, I want to remind everyone to put their earpieces in. I know it's most likely unnecessary given their state, but Kian asked us to follow the protocol, and I won't argue with that." He smiled. "His paranoia must be rubbing off on me."

Julian didn't smile as he looked at him. "I do not doubt that Kian's so-called paranoia has saved the clan from annihilation on more than one occasion." He let out a breath. "It's human nature, or rather I should say it's the gods' nature since we are all your descendants, to project our values and beliefs onto others. That's why good people are such easy victims of evil. They don't expect it, they don't prepare for it, and many don't believe it even exists." He paused, his gaze sweeping over them. "But we all know that it does. I'm a young immortal, and the massacre of the villagers in Acapulco wasn't my first encounter with evil, but it was the worst. Kian has seen countless examples during his long life, so his so-called paranoia is well justified."

Aru nodded. "You are right. It's better to expect the worst and be pleasantly surprised when it doesn't come to pass than to be caught off guard by something we didn't anticipate and be too late to do anything about it." He waited until every one of them had their earpieces in. "Let's start opening the pods one at a time. Dagor needs to take pictures and record the lack of vitals to prove what we found, so please stay quiet and out of his camera view while he does that."

Julian nodded. "It doesn't matter to the dead when I jump in, but if we find any alive, I suggest that Dagor does it quickly because I won't wait longer than a couple of seconds."

Aru paused with the earpiece in hand. "On second thought, perhaps we can wait to film until after we verify whether the person inside is dead or alive."

It didn't matter if all of them were gone, but if any had survived, perhaps it was better not to record it just yet.
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As Dagor attempted to release the manually operated locks on the first chamber, tension hung over them like a thick, soupy fog. The mechanism was stiff with age and disuse, the metal groaning in protest as Dagor strained to pull the lever.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a pneumatic hiss, the chamber lid cracked open, a wisp of frigid vapor curling out into the warm air of the chasm.

The long-limbed Kra-ell male seemed intact, but Aru knew there was no life in him even before Julian reached inside to examine the body. There was no heartbeat. Dagor took a picture, put the device on the male's chest, and recorded the lack of heartbeat and breathing.

With a grim expression, Julian pressed his fingers to the neck of the still form, searching for a pulse.

Seconds ticked by until Julian looked up. "This one didn't make it."

A collective sigh rippled through the group, even though Dagor and Negal must have known there was no life in the male. Still, hope was powerful, and they all wanted Julian to prove them wrong.

The pod systems had failed, which meant that it was unlikely for anyone to have survived. The Kra-ell did not have the ability to enter stasis unaided, and once the chambers stopped working, they had died. The only ones who had a chance were the royal twins, provided the rumors about them being half-gods were true.

They moved on to the next chamber and then the next, each revealing the same grim truth. The bodies within were perfectly preserved, the chemicals locked in the airtight stasis chambers halting decay.

It wasn't until they reached the seventh chamber that they found something different. A collective gasp echoed through the chasm as Dagor released the seal, and the lid hissed open.

The figure inside was emaciated, the skin stretched taut over the bones like parchment, but that was a great sign. That's what natural stasis looked like; this time, when Julian checked the vitals, he was sure to find them.

The heartbeat would be too slow and faint for even Aru's enhanced hearing to catch, but Dagor's and the doctor's devices would detect it.

"Hold on." Aru stopped Dagor from putting his device on the emaciated chest. "Wait for two heartbeats. And record after the second one so it will look like there was none."

Dagor did not need explanations to understand the reason behind Aru's request.

News of the half-gods' survival should never reach the Eternal King. The best thing they could do for Earth and its inhabitants was to send him proof of the twins' demise.

Aru's main concern was the survival of the heir to the Anumati throne, but he also cared about the immortals who had become his friends and family, and even about the humans.

Not all of them, though.

Only those who had evolved from the state of barbarism and cherished life.

Leaning over the chamber, Dagor gently put his hand on the skeletal chest instead of using his device, and as he remained in the same position for well over a minute, Aru started to worry.

"I've got it," Dagor finally said after nearly ten minutes had elapsed. "It's faint, but it's there."

Julian was about to jump in, but Aru stopped him. "Wait. We need to record." He motioned for Dagor to use his device.

Now that they knew the intervals between heartbeats, it was easy to make a fake recording.

Aru waited patiently until Dagor put the device on the chest, then waited for several minutes, and then turned it off. "The pods must have been functioning at a minimal level," he said. "Just enough to allow some oxygen in. Otherwise, the vacuum would have prevented any nutrients from the surroundings being used by the body. Even his godly abilities wouldn't have been enough to keep him alive."

Julian crouched next to the chamber and looked his patient over without touching him. "Did you pick up any energy readings from the pod?"

"Minimal," Aru said. "I only picked up on it down here. It was too weak to register on my scanner when I was standing over the chasm. That must have been the last thing to go."

Julian nodded. "If so, we made it just in time."

"That's what Jasmine claimed." Negal crossed his arms over his chest. "She said that she had a feeling we were running out of time." He snorted. "I'm getting goosebumps thinking about the way she knew that. I'm not a fan of witchcraft."

"Intuition," Julian said. "That's all it was."

They moved on to the next chamber, and as the lid opened, they were greeted by another emaciated form, this one unmistakably female.

It was confirmed when Dagor and Julian checked for pulse and heartbeat.

Against all odds, the twins had survived.

The rest of the chambers held only death. All eighteen Kra-ell were gone.

Julian straightened up and turned to Aru. "We need to close the stasis chambers, including the live ones. They're too fragile to transport without its protection, and I don't recommend reviving them here."

"Of course not," Aru agreed and motioned for Dagor to follow the doctor's recommendation. "We'll need to take them to the keep like this and revive them there. It's the only safe place I can think of, and I hope Kian won't object. The clinic in the keep is ideal for what they need."

"Don't seal the twins' chambers," the doctor cautioned. "Just close them without locking them. Is that possible?"

Dagor nodded. "I get what you want to do. You want some air to get in."

Julian nodded.

While Dagor set about sealing the chambers, Aru sat down on one of the closed ones. "We will need a private plane to transport them. It's not like we can show up with twenty stasis chambers in the airport, thrall everyone to ignore us, and load them into the cargo bay."

"You need to call Kian," Julian said. "Leave the logistics to him and Turner. Possibly, Kalugal can help as well. He has connections in China."
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Jasmine shifted uncomfortably on the hard rock that served as her chair. Her injured ankle barely bothered her anymore, but she'd been sitting there for hours, and her butt was getting numb.

She'd thought about pulling a sleeping bag out of her backpack and folding it under her, but she already felt utterly useless, and getting comfortable while others worked to save the people trapped in the pod didn't seem right.

Straining her ears, she tried to get some hints about what was happening below, but she didn't hear a thing.

Edgar and the other pilot were in the same boat, standing near the edge with their eyes fixed on the gaping maw of the chasm. She was a little put off that Edgar hadn't tried to engage in a conversation with her as she'd expected, but then he was probably just as curious as she was about what was going on.

She wondered when they would thrall the other pilot to forget what he had seen. Would it be by the end of today? They should, or he could tell someone, and they wouldn't even know.

Norbu, or Nubru, she wasn't sure how to pronounce his name, leaned down and peered into the darkness with a look of confusion on his face. "Why did you need a doctor to come out here?"

Edgar hesitated momentarily, his eyes flicking to Jasmine before answering. "One of our team members was injured on the way down," he said smoothly, the lie rolling off his tongue with practiced ease. "The team leader called the doctor, and he also asked me to bring more research equipment."

"What's down there?" The pilot asked.

Edgar shrugged. "How should I know? I'm just the delivery guy. Maybe they found some fossils." He winked at Jasmine behind the guy's back.

Norbu looked skeptical, but he didn't press the issue. Instead, he turned his attention back to the chasm.

Jasmine had to hide a smile at the deftness of Edgar's story. He was quite good at spinning tales, as she had noted when they had crafted the sexy story leading to their first time together.

He was fun to be with, and it was a shame that she didn't feel about him as strongly as he felt about her. Well, to be honest, she wasn't sure he felt all that strongly about her either. If he had been so taken with her, he would have come looking for her in the lower decks of his own accord and not waited for Amanda to announce that she was looking for a companion for Jasmine and signal that it was okay to see her.

"You should go back to the helicopter and wait there," Edgar told Norbu.

He must have thralled the guy because the other pilot obeyed without question and walked away.

"Did you compel him?" Jasmine asked.

Edgar sat down next to her on the other boulder. "I can't compel. I can only thrall. Sometimes they work the same, though. I just planted the idea in his head that waiting in the cockpit is much more comfortable."

"That's a good one." Jasmine shifted on the flat rock that served as her chair. "Maybe I should do the same."

"You can. Do you want to sit in mine?"

She shook her head. "I'm too anxious about what they are going to find down there to move away from this rock."

Edgar glanced over at her, his expression softening as he met her gaze. "Aru said the chances of anyone surviving in there were slim. The pod was damaged, and the stasis chambers were not working. Without proper life support..." He trailed off, letting the implication hang heavy between them.

Jasmine swallowed, her heart clenching at the thought. She hadn't admitted to herself how much hope she'd pinned on this moment, allowing herself to believe that the prince would be waiting for her, alive and whole and just sleeping like in a fairy tale, waiting for her to wake him up with a kiss.

Thinking that they might have come all this way only to find a tomb was sad.

"But Aru asked for Julian to come along," Edgar said, probably sensing her plummeting mood. "That means that there's a chance they might find some survivors. He wouldn't have requested a doctor if he didn't think there was at least a possibility."

Jasmine nodded, clinging to that slender thread of hope like a lifeline. "You're right," she said, forcing a smile that felt brittle and false on her lips. "I hope that they'll find someone alive down there."

Edgar reached out and took her hand, his fingers lacing through hers. Then he leaned and kissed her.

She smiled. "So that's why you got rid of Norbu? You wanted to kiss me?"

"Of course."

The kiss was a nice distraction.

As they waited for news from below, the wind picked up, whipping Jasmine's hair around her face and sending a shiver down her spine. "It's getting cold."

"Do you want me to bring you your coat?"

She nodded. "That would be nice. And if it's not too much trouble, can you bring my sleeping bag? I need to put it under my butt before it goes numb."

Edgar smiled. "We wouldn't want that. I have plans for that butt tonight."

Usually, she would have felt a twinge of arousal at the prospect of fun times, but she wasn't feeling it now.

When he returned with both items, she tucked the sleeping bag under her and put on the puffer coat. "This is much better." She smiled at him. "If you could also get me a warm cup of coffee, you'd be a prince."

She wanted to take the words back as soon as they escaped her throat, but Edgar didn't seem bothered by her mentioning the prince.

"Let me see what I can do. I bet Aru and the others packed something to make coffee with."

"They did, but we used it this morning and left the pot and cups dirty because we didn't want to waste our water." She grimaced. "We ate cold rations and energy bars. It was pretty miserable."

"My poor baby." He patted her shoulder. "I brought plenty of water with me. I'll wash everything and make you coffee and something warm to eat." He returned to where the backpacks lay discarded on a patch of grass.

Jasmine was glad Edgar had something to keep himself occupied, so she didn't have to pretend everything between them was peachy.

It wasn't his fault she was confused and didn't know what she wanted. She felt guilty for stringing him along but wasn't willing to give him up yet, either. Maybe she was tired, hungry, and stressed, and everything looked bleak.

She didn't know whether her prince was dead or alive or, if he was alive, whether he was someone she could feel attracted to. Maybe her job ended with bringing the team to this spot, and there was nothing further for her to do.

Would it be so bad to settle for Edgar?

Compared to her other boyfriends, he was a catch, and not just because he was immortal, he could induce her dormant immortal genes and could give her multiple orgasms.

She enjoyed being with him, at least most of the time.


49
[image: ]
ARU


Aru lifted his gaze to the mouth of the cavern, searching for an angle that would provide him with the widest patch of view of the sky above. The satellite phone the clan had provided for him was state of the art, but it still needed a clear line of sight to the sky to connect with satellites in orbit, providing they were in the slice of space visible from his location. The surrounding rock and earth interfered with the signal, making it difficult to establish a connection, but if he could find a spot where the opening on the top was large enough, he could get a signal.

It was early afternoon in Tibet and nearly midnight in Los Angeles, but calling Kian this late shouldn't be a problem. After all, they had been having nightly meetings for a while, starting at one o'clock in the morning. That was when the queen of Anumati was available to take his telepathic call and talk to her granddaughter through him and his twin sister.

Regrettably, it wasn't possible every day now that they were out in the field.

"Do you have a signal?" Julian asked.

"Yes, I do." Aru selected Kian's contact and placed the call, the dial tone sounding unnaturally loud in the stillness of the cavern.

Kian answered on the first ring. "What's up, Aru?"

"We found the twins," he said. "And they're alive, but barely so. Julian says we got to them just in time. Regrettably, the eighteen Kra-ell did not make it."

"That is indeed regrettable." Kian sounded appropriately somber. "How come the twins survived, and the others didn't? Was it a deliberate sabotage of the others' life support?"

"I don't think so. It looks like the pod stopped working a long time ago. The Kra-ell couldn't survive without stasis chambers, but the twins, being half-gods, could survive unaided. They are completely emaciated. Their bodies have been feeding upon themselves to sustain critical brain and heart functions, but Julian can most likely explain it better than I can."

"Put him on."

"I'll activate the speaker phone." Aru motioned for Julian to get closer, and they both sat atop one of the chambers.

It felt disrespectful to the dead, but it wasn't as if they had an alternative except to go up to the surface.

"The chambers were sealed," the doctor said. "So, their bodies wouldn't have had anything to convert into energy. Aru thinks the chambers operated at some minimal capacity, and I agree. Even gods cannot survive in a vacuum."

Aru frowned, a flicker of doubt passing through him at Julian's assessment. As far as he knew, that wasn't how unaided stasis worked. It was his understanding that the body's metabolic processes were suspended and not dependent on external resources. But he wasn't a medical expert, and there might be differences between pureblooded gods and hybrids in how their bodies handled stasis.

"Anyway," Julian continued. "Their bodies are too fragile to move out of the chambers or even attempt to revive outside of a clinic. I brought a lot of medical equipment, but it might not be enough. Frankly, I'd prefer to keep them inside the stasis chambers, bring them to a proper clinic, and have my mother do the honors of reviving them. I don't have enough experience, and given their state, I don't feel comfortable doing that."

"I'll defer to your expert medical opinion," Kian said. "We will need to arrange for a private plane to transport the chambers."

"What about the Kra-ell?" Aru asked. "They deserve a proper funeral, and their people should do it."

"We can leave them here," Negal said. "Now that we know where they are, we can send a group of Kra-ell to perform the necessary rites."

Dagor shook his head. "We can't leave them. What if someone finds the pod between now and the arrival of a delegation of Kra-ell? This place is too close to a military base. Leaving alien technology and bodies to be easily discovered is not advisable."

Aru rubbed the back of his neck. "They have not found it so far, and we wouldn't have found it either if not for Jasmine's scrying stick. The chasm is barely visible from above, even when flying low. Still, Dagor is right. We should not leave them here to be accidentally found by the Chinese."

"We can take the stasis chambers out," Negal said. "But there is no way we can move the pod. We can't destroy it either because it's indestructible. But maybe we could use explosives to collapse some of the cavern's walls and bury it under a lot of rock."

Aru winced at the thought. "The problem is that explosions would make a lot of noise, and the resulting plume of dust might be high enough to be visible from the base. We might as well send up a flare announcing our presence."

Dagor groaned. "That's not the only problem. How are we supposed to transport a bunch of stasis chambers from here to the airport? We can't shroud an entire helicopter while it's transporting the pods from here to the town, or an entire plane even if we can get one to land somewhere in the vicinity."

Aru's mind raced, trying to come up with a solution. They had the truck with the extra fuel. They could unload the fuel, load the chambers onto the truck, and cover it with tarps. But then it would once again be difficult to shroud the chambers while loading them onto the plane. They would need to commission crates, deliver them somewhere inconspicuous, load the chambers into them, and then get them to the plane.

It would be complicated and time-consuming but doable.

"What about the technology in the escape pod?" Kian asked. "We could learn a lot from studying it. Can you extract some key components before you bury it?"

"I can give it a try," Dagor said. "I planned on doing that anyway. With the Chinese base so close, we can't even think about extracting the entire pod, but maybe in a decade or two, the base will be gone, and then we can come back for it."

"We need Yamanu here," Julian said. "I tried to think of a way to avoid it, but with the base being so close, we can't even fly all the chambers out of here without raising suspicion. Those things are big, and we can fit only one in the helicopter. Going back and forth twenty times will surely bring the Chinese military here. Yamanu will have to shroud the helicopter while it's doing its rounds. We may also need William to supply us with a device to disrupt their radar. If William can't send us anything, we may need to go back there and damage their power supply and backup generators to give us the window of opportunity we need for the operation."

Aru had the Anumatian disruptor, but that device would permanently disable the radar, and if possible, it was better to cause just a temporary malfunction.

"Then, once we have all the chambers out of here and secure, we can plant explosives in the cavern and bring down parts of the mountain on top of the pod while Yamanu shrouds the activity."

There was a moment of thoughtful silence on the other end of the line, broken only by the faint sound of Kian's breathing. "Alright," he said at last. "I'll send Yamanu with a chartered plane and ask William to see what he can do, but even if we move as fast as we can, it will take time for Yamanu to get to you. You will have to sit on it for about three days."

"I need to take the twins out of here," Julian said. "We will have to risk flying these two stasis chambers to the town and keeping them with us in the hotel. I want to keep an eye on them."

"I agree," Kian said. "Two round trips with the helicopter should not arouse too much suspicion."

Aru wasn't sure Kian was right about that, but it wasn't as if they had much choice. The twins needed medical supervision, and keeping them in the escape pod in the cavern until Yamanu arrived didn't seem prudent either.

"Dagor and I will do our best to salvage as much as we can from the escape pod during those three days," he told Kian. "The tech is ancient, so there might be some non-solid-state components that can be reverse-engineered."

"Perhaps this escape pod can provide some clues as to the whereabouts of the others," Kian said. "Does it have something like a black box?"

Aru had heard the term before. A black box was a flight recorder used on aircraft. It collected flight data such as altitude, airspeed, heading, and various other data from the aircraft sensors, providing information that investigators could use to determine the causes of fatal accidents. He wasn't sure if the same device also recorded the conversation in the cockpit, including radio communications between the crew and air traffic control, or whether a different device was used. In any case, black boxes were designed to be highly durable to withstand a crash's force and the following conditions, including fire and deep-sea pressures.

"It should," Dagor answered for him. "That's one of the things I'm trying to find. It could give us clues about the location of the mothership when it exploded and the trajectory of this pod. We may be able to extrapolate from that the likely landing sites of the other pods, or at least further narrow down the search area."
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Kian ended the call with Aru and turned to Syssi, who had been sitting quietly by his side throughout the conversation. Her expression morphed from giddiness when she heard the news about the twins to sadness when she heard about the Kra-ell.

"You were right." He took her hand. "As always."

Syssi smiled sadly. "The Fates wanted them found, and evidently, it was urgent. That's why they hijacked my vision and showed me a way to find them instead of showing me Khiann." Her eyes misted with tears as she looked at him. "I just hope it's because he's not in danger and can wait, and not because he's gone."

"I hope so, too." He enveloped her in his arms and kissed the top of her head. "It's difficult for me to put my faith in the Fates and trust them to put us on the right path."

"It's tragic that the Kra-ell didn't make it. They were all young people who were promised a better life. I just keep wondering who's to blame."

"Does it matter?"

Syssi nodded. "Maybe not to them, but it does to me. I want to know who to rage against."

Kian chuckled. "Raging is my job in this family. You are supposed to be the logical and composed one."

"Not this time. This wasn't an accident. I know it, and you know it. What we don't know is who was behind it. The queen of Anumati delayed the ship's arrival but didn't rig it to explode."

Kian arched a brow. "And you know that how? Because she said so? Think about it. She had every reason to sabotage that ship. It was carrying assassins sent by the king to murder her beloved son, who she wanted to protect at all costs. She delayed the ship so it wouldn't be obvious that she was behind it, but she might have also ordered it to self-destruct upon arrival."

Chewing on her lower lip, Syssi contemplated his words for a while. "You are right. She would have done that even if she suspected that the royal twins were onboard and that they were her grandkids. They weren't legitimate heirs, so she didn't care about them."

"The queen might have cared a little, but not enough to endanger her son." Kian removed his arms. "I need to start making calls."

"Speaking of calls, we should inform your mother that the twins were found. She'll be upset if we don't tell her right away."

Kian hesitated momentarily, his mind leaping ahead to the calls he needed to make and the favors he needed to call in. "I have to start getting everything in motion. I don't have time to call my mother."

She would have a thousand questions for which he didn't have answers yet, and he was pressed for time.

Syssi squeezed his hand. "I'll call her."

"Thank you," he said, kissing her cheek. "I don't know what I'd do without you."

Syssi smiled. "Go." She shooed him towards his office with a wave of her hand.

Kian grabbed his half-finished coffee cup and headed to his home office. He settled into his chair, taking a moment to gather his thoughts and prioritize the calls he needed to make. Kalugal was first, he decided. His cousin had connections in China that would be invaluable for moving things quickly and efficiently. If he agreed to accompany Yamanu to Tibet, he could be of further help with his compulsion ability.

Kian chose Kalugal's number from his favorites list and placed the call, his fingers drumming restlessly on the polished wood of his desk as he waited for the call to connect.

"Kian," Kalugal answered with the usual warmth in his voice, which Kian was starting to learn wasn't fake. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

He explained the situation as briefly as he could. Jasmine, scrying, the pod's discovery, the twins' precarious state, and the need for swift and covert action. He hadn't told Kalugal what he needed from him, but his cousin was smart enough to figure that out.

Kalugal listened intently, his occasional hums of acknowledgment the only sign that he was still on the line. When Kian finished, there was a moment of thoughtful silence.

"Naturally, you need my connections in China, my plane, and my compulsion ability," Kalugal said with a note of humor. "All three are at your service."

Kian felt relieved, even though he had expected Kalugal's response. His cousin was fascinated by the gods' technology, and the escape pod was a marvel he was eager to get his hands on. He wanted to know where it was and how to get it, and knowing him, he would find a way to extract the pod despite the Chinese military presence.

"Can your plane fit twenty stasis chambers? I think we'll need both our planes for this mission. We'll have to accommodate all the passengers and luggage and the medical equipment that Julian brought along. I assume that each stasis chamber is the size of a sarcophagus and probably just as heavy. Aru and Dagor are also trying to extract as much tech from the escape pod as possible, so there will also be a lot of equipment to transport."

"You are probably correct. Only some of the stasis chambers containing the Kra-ell can go in the cargo hold of each plane, but maybe they could all fit in one plane if both the cargo and the passenger cabin are utilized. The clan's plane will need to be the cargo carrier, as mine has more seating. Naturally, the twins will need to be fitted into my plane between the seats so Julian can keep an eye on them. I have enough room for all the passengers and their baggage."

"The other alternative is to charter a larger plane. That may be the better option."

"I don't know if you can get one as quickly as you'd like."

"True. How soon can you be ready to go?" Kian asked.

There was a long silence, and Kian imagined Kalugal checking with Jacki. "My pilot will probably need a few hours to get to the plane, get the flight details sorted out, get fuel, file the flight plan, and do the pre-flight check. I will be at the hangar, packed and ready to go by then. I assume that Yamanu is coming along?"

"You assume correctly. I didn't call him yet, but I'm about to."

"Have him meet me in the garage in two hours," Kalugal said. "I'll have one of my men drive us. I'm not taking any with me except for the pilot and copilot. Are you sending anyone in addition to Yamanu?"

"We need to sort the radar risk from the Chinese base. Even if Yamanu shrouds the helicopter from view, they will still see it on the radar, and twenty round trips are bound to raise suspicion. I will check with William if he needs to join you for that personally, or if he can give Yamanu a quick demonstration on how to use his signal scrambler or whatever other device he will choose. I will let you know. I'll call you if there is any change of plans. Call me if you are having trouble with anything."

Kalugal snorted. "I don't have trouble with anyone."

His cousin ended the call before Kian had a chance to thank him.

He dialed Yamanu next, and as Kian explained the situation, he could practically hear Yamanu's excitement building, the man's love of a challenge and a good adventure shining through.

"Mey, my love, do you want to come along?" Yamanu called out, his voice slightly muffled as he turned away from the phone.

There was a pause, followed by an indistinct conversation that Kian couldn't quite make out. Then Yamanu was back. "I'm afraid I'll have to travel by my lonesome this time," he said with a hint of disappointment in his tone. "Mey and Jin have an important meeting they can't miss with a major online retailer who insists on meeting them in person. Am I the only one who sees the irony in that?"

"You are onto something," Kian agreed. "An online retailer should be fine with online communications with the suppliers. Back to the mission, it will be a quick in-and-out job. You fly in, help them remove the stasis chambers without anyone seeing anything, and then cover them when they bury the pod. I don't think Jacki is joining Kalugal either so you can spend some quality time together."

"I'm looking forward to it," Yamanu said, and Kian wasn't sure if he was being sarcastic or meant it.

"Kalugal asked that you meet him in the underground garage in two hours, and you will probably hear from William shortly about operating the scrambler. I doubt he needs to join you on the mission just for that."

"Got it, boss."

Once Kian ended the call with Yamanu, he called Charlie to alert him to get the plane ready.

Next was William.

"I don't need to be there in person. The device is easy to operate. I'll call Yamanu and get him all set up."

Kian made his final call to Jade, the leader of the Kra-ell.

He delivered the news with as much tact as he could muster, and Jade received it in her usual no-nonsense manner. "It's regrettable, but I suspected as much, so I'm not surprised. I'm only surprised that the twins survived. I hope you told your people to be careful around them."

"I did, and the plan is to revive them in our clinic at the keep. You are welcome to join us for that, and if you want to bring some of your people to witness it, that's fine."

"Thank you. You honor me, Kian. And thank you for bringing my people to the catacombs for a proper Kra-ell farewell ceremony. Their remains will be treated with the respect and reverence they deserve."

As he ended the call and leaned back in his chair, Kian felt a wave of exhaustion wash over him, the events of the day catching up to him all at once. With a sigh, he pushed himself up and went to the kitchen, following the rich, inviting scent of brewing coffee.

Syssi was there, her back to him as she busied herself with the cappuccino machine. Kian paused for a moment in the doorway, simply drinking in the sight of her.

"How did my mother take the news?" he asked, moving to stand beside her.

Syssi turned to him with a smile. "She's excited," she said, reaching up to brush a stray lock of hair from his forehead. "She's on her way over."
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"Why is it taking so long?" Jasmine asked Edgar.

Like her, he was sitting on one of the boulders that the ropes were tied to, and like her, he was looking into the chasm and listening to what was going on, but unlike her, he might actually hear and see something.

He shrugged. "I don't know. But if I had to guess, they are opening each stasis chamber and checking who is alive and who is dead."

Swallowing the bile rising in her throat, Jasmine clutched the metal mug with the coffee Edgar had made for her. He'd also warmed up a canned meal for her, and they had shared it in companionable silence.

All in all, Edgar was a good guy. He had some rough edges that shouldn't be too difficult to smooth out, but she wasn't sure she wanted to put in the effort.

Finally, when the ropes went taut, Dagor and Negal climbed out of the cavern a few moments later, and Jasmine rose to her feet. "Are they alive?"

Dagor cast her a sad look that had her heart plummet into her gut. "The royal twins are alive, but barely so, and the rest are dead. We are bringing the two chambers up."

"Thank the goddess." Jasmine was so relieved that she didn't ask how or why the twins were alive while everyone else in the pod had died.

Sitting back down on the boulder, she watched with bated breath as Negal and Dagor pulled on the ropes, their muscles straining with effort, and when the chamber finally crested the top of the crater, Edgar helped them to carefully maneuver the stasis chamber out of the chasm.

The chamber was bulky and unwieldy, and its sleek metal surface glinted dully in the sunlight as Dagor secured the ropes so he and Negal could guide it to rest on the ground.

A few moments later, Aru and Julian were pulled up, and as they scrambled over the edge, they were just as covered with dirt as Dagor and Negal.

They all just stood there for a moment, staring down at the alien chamber. For some reason, Jasmine had expected it to be rectangular, like the healing chamber the alien in the Stargate movie had used to regenerate his body, but the object in front of her was oval and curved, with no edges that she could see. It must have been difficult to secure the ropes around such a slick chamber, and now she had a mini panic attack thinking about the alien device slipping out of the ropes and crashing on the bottom of the cavern.

Staring at the chamber grimly, Edgar ran a hand through his hair. "It's not gonna fit in the chopper unless we leave the doors open on both sides and it sticks out."

Julian nodded. "We need to tie it securely, so it doesn't fall out, and do the same with the other chamber." He glanced to the other helicopter, where Norbu was taking a nap.

Edgar followed his gaze and shook his head. "I wouldn't trust Norbu with the live ones. I'd rather take them one at a time."

"I agree." Julian let out a breath. "I'll come with you. The two of us should be able to carry the chamber to the hotel while shrouding what we are carrying." He looked at the stasis chamber and chuckled. "I wish we could use the excuse of shooting a science fiction movie. It would have made explaining these things easy. But regrettably, we don't have the proper set-up."

"This thing is heavy," Dagor said. "And it's not easy to grip. You will have to improvise something to transport it."

Jasmine tried to picture the operational logistics. "Where will we put them?" she asked. "There are no rooms available in the hotel, and our rooms are barely big enough for us, let alone two giant stasis chambers." She worried her lower lip. "But maybe we can squeeze in one."

She wanted the one with the prince in her room, but she couldn't ask for it without sounding like a weirdo.

Julian rubbed a hand over his chin. "We can make it work. We'll put one in your room and the other in mine and Ella's. It will be a tight fit, but it's not like we have any other option. I don't want to leave them outside on the truck."

Edgar looked unhappy with the arrangement, his jaw tight and his eyes stormy, but he said nothing. Nodding his acceptance, he turned to help load the first chamber into the helicopter.

After securing it with ropes, Edgar and Julian climbed in, and as the rotors whirred to life and the aircraft lifted off the ground, Jasmine felt a pang of anxiety twist her gut. What if the chamber slipped out of the ropes holding it to the craft and broke into a million pieces on impact?

What if Edgar made a dangerous maneuver on purpose?

It was in his best interest to get rid of the prince, and if he made it look like an accident, no one could even blame him for it.

Banishing the disturbing thought from her mind, she turned to Aru. "What's going to happen now? Will Edgar make the rounds until all the chambers are transported out of here?"

"You can fly out on the next round," the god said. "We will take out just one more chamber, and the rest will have to wait for Yamanu to arrive. He can shroud Edgar while he's flying back and forth. We don't want the soldiers in the base to notice all this extra traffic. We also need him to shroud the area when we detonate explosives inside the cavern to bury the pod under rubble.

Jasmine frowned. "I don't know much about things like that, but can Yamanu also conceal the helicopter from the base's radar?"

Aru smiled, giving her an appreciative look. "He can't. We will take care of the radar in another way."

He didn't elaborate on the methods he would use, and she didn't ask because the explanation would probably not help her understand the technology involved.

"What about you? With the stasis chamber taking up the entire back of the helicopter, only one seat is left next to Edgar. Is he going to come back for you? Or are you coming back with the other pilot?"

"We will stay to guard the pod," Aru said.

Jasmine glanced at the other helicopter and wondered whether Aru wanted to stay behind because he didn't want to fly with the other pilot, or perhaps because he didn't want the other helicopter to fly back to town so that fewer flights would register on the base's radar.

"I get it. If Edgar doesn't trust the local pilot with the stasis chambers, I can't blame you for not wanting to fly with him. As for me, I'm more than happy to wait for Edgar to return and take me with him."

She suspected that the gods might have other reasons for wanting to stay behind. They probably hoped to extract whatever technology they could before burying it.
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"Mistress." Ogidu rushed over to Annani with a shawl spread between his arms, looking like he planned to catch her with it, which was probably what was on his mind. "It is chilly outside this late at night."

He was probably right, but Kian's house was only a few minutes' walk away, so getting chilled was not a concern. Besides, with her excitement, Annani doubted she would even feel the cold.

That the royal twins, her half-brother and sister, had been found alive was a miracle, especially given that no one in their entourage had made it. If not for their godly genes, they would have perished too, but the Fates had spared them, and they must have done so for a reason.

The future would tell their purpose, but Annani did not doubt that it would alter the destiny of her clan and maybe even Earth and Anumati.

She could not wait to meet them.

They were why she had not gone home after the cruise had ended as she had planned. She missed her Alaskan sanctuary, the marvelous tropical oasis under a dome of reinforced ice, and her community there. Still, she'd had a feeling that the expedition to Tibet would be successful and that the twins would be found.

Once again, her gut feeling had proven correct. Her siblings were alive.

She wondered what their names were. No one seemed to know, which was odd, but she would soon find out, if their memories remained intact.

Poor Gulan had not remembered her name when she had awakened from her stasis after five thousand years, and she had adopted the name Wonder because she had heard a child call her that. The royal twins had been in stasis for over seven thousand years, which was significantly longer, but on the other hand, it had not been a critical injury that had put them in stasis. They had spent at least part of it in a chamber that had provided life support. Hopefully, their memories had remained intact.

"Thank you." She took the shawl from Ogidu, wrapped it around her shoulders, and waited for him to open the front door for her. "You can stay here. I am only going to Kian's house."

Ogidu bowed. "I am sorry, mistress, but I cannot obey your command when it contradicts your previous command to ensure your safety. Oridu and I will follow you to Master Kian's house, but if you so wish, we will stay outside and wait to escort you back home."

Ever since their rebooting, the Odus had not been as obedient as they had used to be. So far, it was in a good way. Still, it worried her a little. What if that newfound independent thinking of theirs led them to defy her in a moment of crisis?

She could imagine them interpreting something as a threat to her and refusing to stand down when ordered.

Annani shook her head, pushing the thought aside. It was a concern for another time, a problem to be addressed with careful reprogramming. For now, she had more pressing matters to attend to.

Reaching Kian's door, Annani lifted her hand to ring the bell, but before her finger could contact the button, the door swung open revealing her beloved son.

"Mother," he said warmly, kissing her cheek.

Annani lifted her arms, inviting a hug, and as Kian gladly obliged her, she threw her arms around him in a fierce embrace. Clinging to him for a long moment, she savored his solid warmth and the steady beat of his heart against her cheek.

As Syssi appeared behind him, Annani released Kian and hugged her equally enthusiastically. "As usual, your vision was true. They are alive."

Syssi squeezed her back tightly. "It was the Fates' will. Or so I hope."

Threading her arm through Annani's, Syssi led her to the living room. "Should we celebrate with a cappuccino or with champagne?"

"Cappuccino," Annani said as she sat down on the couch. "I love the way you make it. Your skill is unparalleled."

As she had expected, Syssi blushed, flustered by the compliment. "I have the best equipment money can buy. That's why they come out so good."

Annani waved a dismissive hand. "Having the right equipment is just half of the story. Knowing what to do with it is the other half." She winked, making Syssi blush crimson.

"Mother." Kian shook his head. "Sometimes you are worse than Amanda."

Annani laughed but then affected an innocent expression. "Am I wrong? A good storyteller can use a great typewriter to write her story faster. Still, it will not inspire her or make her a better writer unless she writes commentary about typewriters."

"No one uses typewriters anymore." Kian walked over to the kitchen, where Ogidu and Oridu had joined Okidu. "Would you like some chocolate cake with your coffee?"

"I would love some." Annani smiled at Okidu, who bowed deeply. "There is nothing better than chocolate to celebrate a joyous occasion." She shifted her gaze to Kian. "Did you share the good news with your sisters?"

"Not yet." Kian returned to the living room and sat on one of the armchairs. "I wanted you to be the first to hear about it."

"Then we should call them and invite them to celebrate with us," she said. "Would it be alright if I invite Amanda and Alena over? We can call Sari and have her join via a tele-call."

"Of course," Kian said. "Provided they are not in bed yet and wish to come."

"I'm sure they are not sleeping yet." Syssi put a cup of cappuccino in front of Annani and another in front of Kian. "I just don't know if they will be as excited about this as you are. We don't know anything about the twins, and they might not be good people." She cast Annani a soft smile. "We want to believe that they are and that the Fates sent them our way to benefit us, but we should be prepared for the possibility that they are not a force for good."

Kian nodded. "We are exercising precaution. Everyone on the team was instructed to use their compulsion-filtering earpieces around the twins. I hope they are following protocol."

That dampened Annani's exuberance, but it did not eradicate it. "The Fates used extraordinary measures to point us in the twins' direction, so I have to believe it was for a good reason and not to wipe us out. If they wanted that, they would not have saved me five thousand years ago from the fate that befell my family and the other gods on Earth."


53
[image: ]
JASMINE


Curious, Jasmine approached the remaining stasis chamber and peered in, straining to make out the figure's details. The curved dome that covered the pod was semi-transparent, the glass-like material transitioning from a deep, opaque brown at the base to a lighter, more translucent shade at the top.

She leaned forward, intent on pressing her face against the cool surface to get a better look, but Aru's hand on her shoulder stopped her short.

"Don't look," he said. "It's not a pretty sight."

Jasmine hesitated momentarily, a flicker of disappointment passing through her, but she knew Aru was right.

"I know." She took a step back from the chamber. "I heard Julian saying that he's almost a skeleton."

The words felt strange on her tongue, the pronoun slipping out before she could stop it. Somehow, though, she knew that it was true. The chamber's occupant was male, the brother of the female twin who had been taken away first.

Jasmine frowned. "How did the twins survive while everyone else in their pod died?"

Aru regarded her with a thoughtful expression. "Didn't Edgar tell you about the twins being different from the other occupants of the pod?"

"They were royal, a prince and a princess, and the others were either their guards or servants, meaning not royal."

He smiled. "Well, yes, I assume that's true, but that's not the only way these two are different. The Kra-ell are a long-lived species compared to humans, but they are not immortal and cannot enter stasis without a stasis chamber. The twins, on the other hand, are only half Kra-ell. The other half of their genetic makeup was contributed by their father, who was a god, and unlike the Kra-ell, gods are immortal. They can enter stasis unaided and remain in that state almost indefinitely. When the pod malfunctioned, and the stasis chambers stopped providing life-support, the pureblooded Kra-ell died, while the hybrids survived."

"What does it mean to enter stasis? Is it like hibernation?"

Aru nodded. "In a way, stasis is an extreme form of hibernation. Hibernation is a complex, adaptive strategy crucial for survival in extreme conditions. The metabolic rate slows to conserve energy. Body temperature, heart rate, and breathing rate all decrease to minimal levels." He gestured to the chamber behind them, his eyes tracing the sleek lines of the alien device. "Stasis chambers are designed to keep their occupants alive and in suspended animation for extended periods. Gods use them on long interstellar flights to preserve their bodies and arrive at their destinations in good shape, not looking like these two."

Jasmine shuddered as her mind conjured up images of countless horror movies she had seen. Zombies, reanimated corpses, and the living dead seemed to blur together in her imagination. Why had she even watched those nightmarish landscapes of decay and despair?

It had been a phase, a time in her life when she'd believed it was crucial to get exposed to as many genres as possible and learn what she could from them.

She'd once auditioned for a role in a low-budget horror film and had been relieved when she hadn't gotten the part. She'd found the prospect of spending hours in the makeup chair unappealing, and the thought of having her face caked with prosthetics and fake blood wasn't pleasant either. Even worse was the idea of being surrounded by other actors in similar makeup. It had just made her skin crawl.

Shaking her head, she took another step away from the stasis chamber. "I thought that the royals were Kra-ell. Oddly, none of you mentioned that they were half-gods."

"I thought you knew," Aru said. "Besides, I didn't believe that we would find them, so it was irrelevant. Also, we weren't sure that they were indeed half-gods. There were rumors, but it's not done on our home planet. The two species do not intermingle, and it's considered a taboo by both." He waved a hand at the stasis chamber. "Their survival confirmed that their father was a god."

Earth had witnessed its own share of strange taboos on interfaith and interracial marriages, so Jasmine wasn't shocked that two species that differed so much in appearance and longevity placed taboos on having hybrid offspring.

It suddenly occurred to her that the twins' paternal genes could have made them look more like gods than Kra-ell and therefore, more human.

After all, Aru and his teammates were gods and looked like the best version of humans.

"So, if the twins are not fully Kra-ell, do they look more like their father or mother?" she asked.

Aru shrugged. "Given their current state, it's hard to tell, but I guess they will have some traits from both parents."

Jasmine's brow furrowed in confusion, her head tilting to the side as she regarded Aru with a questioning gaze. "I don't understand. If there was such a strong taboo on intermixing, wouldn't that have been a problem for the queen if her kids looked like gods even a little bit?"

Aru sighed, his expression turning somber. "That's why their mother consecrated them to the priesthood from a very young age. They were always veiled from head to toe, their faces and bodies hidden from the public. Some speculated that they were deformed in some way and that their mother sought to hide their imperfections from the world. Others whispered that they were the product of an illicit affair, a forbidden union between the queen and a god during their years in the resistance when the queen was still just the heir apparent."

Jasmine felt sympathy for the twins, her heart aching at the thought of the prejudice and scorn they must have faced. "Were they in danger? What would have happened to them if anyone discovered that they were hybrids?" She had a good idea but was afraid to hear the answer.

Aru's jaw tightened. "If the Kra-ell had discovered that the twins were not purebloods, they would have been slaughtered without mercy along with their mother, the queen." He shook his head. "Not that they would have fared much better if they were discovered to be truly deformed. The Kra-ell are a cruel people in many ways, primitive and warlike. They have a long history of culling the weak and the imperfect from their ranks."

Jasmine felt a chill run down her spine at Aru's words, a sense of horror and revulsion washing over her. What kind of people would have done that to innocent children just because they were different?

"The current Kra-ell queen is trying to change things," Aru continued. "She's working to end the practice of killing off children deemed less than perfect. But the taboo against intermingling is still going strong. Both societies see the offspring of such unions as abominations, feared and reviled."

Jasmine swallowed hard, her throat tight with anger and sorrow. It was unfathomable to her that someone could be hated and persecuted simply for the circumstances of their birth.

It was no wonder that they had been sent away in a desperate bid for survival. Their mother had done everything she could to save them.

She must have been such an incredibly brave and foolish female. Why had she risked her life to have an affair with a god?

Had they been in love? Or had it been an act of rebellion?

"You said that the queen got pregnant with the twins when she was still a princess and that she met their father when they both took part in a rebellion. Who were they rebelling against and why?"

Aru smiled. "That's a long story. Let's save it for the flight back home."
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Edgar adjusted his grip on the controls as the wind whipped at the helicopter. Scanning the horizon where the Himalayan peaks cut sharply into the gray sky, he took a moment to admire the landscape of jagged peaks and deep ravines.

Julian stayed behind in town to watch over the stasis chamber containing the princess, so Edgar made the journey back to the mountaintop alone, enjoying the solitude but not the disturbing thoughts swirling in his mind.

They had maneuvered the princess's stasis chamber into Julian and Ella's room, which meant that the prince was going to Edgar and Jasmine's, which did not make Edgar happy.

He didn't want to be stuck with the mummy in their room, especially since the prince wasn't really dead. Was he aware of anything happening around him while in stasis?

The only time Edgar had experienced losing consciousness had been during his induction ceremony at the age of thirteen, and he remembered being completely out. Then again, he had been unconscious only for a few minutes and not thousands of years.

Who knew if the twins' brains had remained intact after all that time? He didn't wish them ill, but if that happened, Jasmine wouldn't be interested in the prince, so Edgar wouldn't be too upset if that was the case. After all, it was a dog-eat-dog world, and he had already done his fair share of altruism.

Even the Fates couldn't hold his lack of compassion for the hybrid twins against him.

As the gusts of wind became even more violent, buffeting the aircraft, Edgar adjusted the cyclic and pedal, anticipating and counteracting the worst of their shifts and swirls and stabilizing the craft as he kept a steady course.

It was a challenge to land, and as he touched down on the rocky plateau, the rotors kicked up a cloud of dust and debris that, thanks to the wind, took flight.

He climbed out of the helicopter, his boots crunching on the loose gravel as he made his way over to where Aru and the others were waiting.

"When the wind picked up, I was worried," Aru said. "I didn't know if you could make it back."

"It's not as bad as it looks." Edgar shifted his gaze to Jasmine, who was sitting on the same rock he'd left her on, but instead of using the sleeping bag as a cushion for her bottom, she had it wrapped around her. "But it's getting worse. I'm not even sure I can take the other stasis chamber in these conditions. If it could fit inside, I wouldn't be concerned, but given that it overhangs out the doors, is rounded without a secure purchase, and we're using ropes to keep it from slipping out, I'm worried about losing it in a nasty gust. Because of the mountains, these gusts just come out of nowhere and slap the chopper." He clapped his hands to demonstrate.

He hoped Aru would see reason and leave the prince on the mountaintop for the night. It would give Edgar and Jasmine one more night alone with each other, and they both needed it.

"We have to transport them both." Aru's gaze swept over the mostly barren landscape. "We can wait with the rest for Yamanu to arrive and shroud the operation, but this one needs to be where Julian can keep an eye on him." He turned around to look at the crater. "From the air, this looks like just another natural formation, but if someone comes snooping around on foot, we'll have to be ready to shroud the pod or thrall them into forgetting what they've seen. Dagor and I will guard the pod, Negal will go back with the other pilot, and Jasmine will return with you."

Dagor nodded. "I'm sure Jasmine's had enough of sitting on that rock and freezing."

She lifted her head and looked their way, but not directly at Edgar, which rankled. "A shower and a bed sound like a dream," she said.

"I bet." He smiled, forcing her to smile back. "You can sit up front while Negal and I load up the stasis chamber and secure it."

"I'll wait for you to be done." Jasmine tightened the sleeping bag around herself. "I don't want to be in the way."

She was right, of course. Tying the chamber also required looping the ropes around the front seats.

"We'll do it fast." He turned to Aru. "Do you want Negal and me to swap guard duty with you tomorrow?"

"We shall see," Aru said. "In any case, the two of you should return tomorrow morning to bring us fresh supplies and help dismantle what we can from the pod."

"Of course." Edgar walked over to the stasis chamber. "Let's do it."

Once the chamber was secured, Edgar was sure it wouldn't slip out of the ropes no matter what the weather threw at him. As much as he didn't want the prince to come between him and Jasmine, he wouldn't intentionally harm the dude. Besides, losing the chamber would stain his exceptional reputation as a pilot, and even Jasmine wasn't worth that.

He returned to where her backpack lay on the grass and lifted it onto his back.

"Ready to go?" he asked her.

"I am." She removed the sleeping bag from her shoulders, rolled it up, and rose.

He was about to hug her when something about how she stood up made him pause.

Jasmine stood tall and straight, her weight balanced evenly on both feet as if she had never been injured. There was no sign of the pain or stiffness that had plagued her since she'd twisted her ankle, and no hint of the limp that had made each step a struggle before.

If she were an immortal, her recovery wouldn't have surprised him. But she was still human, and he hadn't bitten her since her injury, so it wasn't his venom that had contributed to her fast recovery.

A sudden, horrible thought occurred to him that made his blood run cold. The gods' venom was even more potent than that of immortals, and if one of them had bitten her, that could explain her miraculous healing.

All three were mated to their truelove mates, though, so it should be physically impossible for them to bite a female who was not their mate. Then again, they were gods and might not be the same as immortals.

Edgar had heard the stories about the gods of old and their promiscuity. They had not been known for being loyal to their mates, but he had always assumed the reason was that most of them had not mated for love but rather for politics and convenience. But what if the reason was a different physiology?

What if they could love their mates and still be unfaithful to them?

Only fated truelove mates bonded so powerfully that they were incapable of feeling attraction for anyone but their one and only.

It was also possible that the trait had been genetically removed from the new generations of gods, and Aru and his friends were more like humans in that regard.

"I see that your ankle is much better," he said as he walked toward the helicopter. "It seems to have healed remarkably fast."

"I know." Jasmine cast him a smile and lifted her boot-clad leg to show him how easily she could move it. "It has just gotten better and better, and now the pain is gone. Maybe it's the fresh mountain air, or maybe it's magical." She smiled and leaned toward him. "Or maybe my witchy abilities are getting stronger, and I healed myself with a spell." She winked.

Edgar didn't find that amusing. "I doubt magic had anything to do with it." He turned to look at the three gods who were standing close to each other and speaking in hushed voices. "I heard that a god's venom is even more potent than an immortal's. Perhaps one of them offered his assistance."

Jasmine's eyes widened, a flash of hurt and anger passing over her features as she realized what he was implying, and then her eyes narrowed. "What are you trying to say, Edgar?"

Shrugging, he put her backpack over the stasis chamber and secured it with a rope. "I'm not trying to say anything."

He offered her a hand up, but she refused and climbed into the craft without his aid. "I can't believe you, Edgar."

"Same here," he murmured as he climbed in. "They are all mated."

She shook her head. "How you can even suggest such a thing is beyond me. What kind of a woman do you think I am?"
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The truth was that the same thing had occurred to Jasmine, so she couldn't blame Edgar for being suspicious, but it still hurt that he didn't trust her.

If one of the gods had indeed bitten her and then made her forget it, it hadn't been done to take advantage of her or do something inappropriate but to help her heal.

So yeah, there was an ick factor to the act that couldn't be ignored because the bite was associated with sex, and all three gods were in loving, committed relationships. Still, maybe there was a workaround, some clause that allowed biting to aid someone in trouble or something like that.

Edgar's angry expression faltered, doubt flickering over his features, but then his jaw tightened with stubborn resolve. "What am I supposed to think? When you left the day before, you had to be carried because you couldn't put any weight on that foot. Humans don't heal that fast without help." He handed her the headphones and started the rotor.

Fitting the headphones on, she leaned back in the seat and fastened her harness. "I don't know how it happened. So don't use that accusing tone with me."

Performing a final check of his instruments, Edgar didn't answer, and she thought that maybe he hadn't heard her. Maybe her mouthpiece hadn't been turned on?

The wind outside howled as he grasped the controls and increased the throttle. The engine's growl deepened as the rotor blades gained speed, blurring into a continuous circle overhead. Then, the helicopter began to lift off the ground, the force of the rotors battling against the push of the wind.

As the ground receded rapidly below them, Jasmine's stomach lurched into her throat, especially when a gust of wind made the helicopter tilt precariously. She had a moment of panic that the chamber would slide out, but then Edgar managed to stabilize the craft, piercing through the curtain of wind.

Letting out a breath, Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest. "Your jealousy was kind of cute at first," she said, even though she wasn't sure he could hear her. "But now it's just ugly. I don't appreciate the accusation in your tone. Besides, you have no right to feel possessive and jealous over me. We are not in love, and I didn't make you any promises. We were just enjoying being together."

A flash of hurt passed over his face. "It seemed like more than that to me."

"Oh, really?" Jasmine huffed. "If you were so into me, you wouldn't have waited for Amanda to mention me to Max and, when he declined the offer, to jump on the opportunity. Unlike Max, you'd met me before, and I thought we could have something, but you never came to visit me in the staff decks."

"I was not allowed. You know that. Not until Amanda gave me the green light."

Jasmine snorted. "If you were so into me and couldn't stop thinking about me, you would have found a way. You would have badgered Kian or Amanda to allow you a visit or snuck in to see me without waiting for anyone's permission."

Edgar stared at her, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. For a moment, it seemed like he might argue, try to defend himself, or plead his case. But the words died on his lips, and his shoulders slumped in defeat.

Except, that didn't last long.

Like a dog with a bone, he didn't seem capable of admitting she was right. "You say you didn't promise me anything, but that's not true. You implied that I would be your inducer, which is a big deal for us, and you know it. You only agree to be induced by someone with whom you feel a bond. But that was a lie. You were holding out for your prince all along, weren't you? Keeping me around just in case he was dead or ugly or just looked too alien. And now that you know that he's alive, you want to cast me aside."

There was more than a smidgen of truth to what he was saying because she'd had thoughts along those lines, but she hadn't acted on them. Besides, that wasn't the point of their argument. She wasn't accusing him of infidelity or any other wrongdoing, while he was attacking her for no good reason.

Jasmine snorted, the sound loud and jarring in her ears. "Are you even listening to yourself?" she asked, her voice dripping with disdain. "Have you taken a look at the prince? He looks like a corpse, Edgar. A fucking corpse. Do you think I'm romantically interested in him?"

Her patience wearing thin, she threw her hands up in exasperation. "And let's not forget how this whole thing started, with you accusing me of sleeping with one of the gods and letting him bite me. What's next? Are you going to suggest that I had some orgy with all of them? That they passed me around like a party favor and took turns sinking their fangs into me? That would explain my rapid healing. Venom from three different gods would do that, right?"

"I didn't mean it that way," he murmured weakly.

She shook her head. "I abhor jealous tantrums." Her voice rose with each word, her anger and frustration boiling over. "I am so sick and tired of that, Edgar. So fucking tired. Without trust, there is no future for us. Your lack of trust means that you don't respect me, and I could never love a man who thinks so badly of me."

As the words hung heavy in the air between them, Edgar looked like he had been slapped, which, in a way, he had been.

She might have been too harsh, and there could have been a gentler way to say what she'd said, but she had spoken the truth. Even if Edgar's lack of trust was just a personality flaw, and he would have been suspicious of any woman, regardless of who she was or the circumstances that caused his suspicion, Jasmine couldn't think of it as anything less than profound disrespect.
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When the helicopter touched down with a jarring thud, the rotors whining to a stop as Edgar killed the engine, Jasmine didn't wait for him to speak. She didn't feel like giving him a chance to argue or apologize.

Instead, she unclipped her harness, pushed open the door, and stepped out into the crisp air.

Edgar had to wait for Negal to land with the other helicopter and for Julian to arrive and help them with the stasis chamber, but she had no intention of waiting around or even spending the night with Edgar and the prince in the same room.

She needed space and time to clear her head and sort through the tangled mess of her emotions.

Perhaps she could room with Gabi or Frankie tonight.

A snort escaped her throat as it occurred to her that Edgar would find a way to turn this into some illicit sexual affair as well.

Whatever.

His jealousy was his problem.

Jasmine strode towards the hotel, hoping to find comfort and solace in the company of her female friends. She forced a smile and waved hello at Julian and Negal as they passed her by on their way to the helicopter to help Edgar unload the stasis chamber.

She knew they would be shrouded, their activities hidden from prying eyes as they transported the prince's stasis chamber to the hotel room she had been sharing with Edgar.

As she'd expected, Jasmine found Margo, Frankie, and Gabi in the hotel restaurant, huddled together over steaming cups of tea and plates of momos.

They looked up as she approached, Margo frowning at the sight of her thunderous expression.

"What happened?" Margo asked as Jasmine sank into a chair beside her. "Is your ankle bothering you?"

"I wish it was that simple, but you are on the right track." She picked one of the momos from Margo's plate and put it in her mouth, rolling her eyes as the flavors of the freshly cooked delicacy exploded in her mouth.

She finished chewing while her friends looked at her expectantly. "My ankle is healed, but I guess it's a mixed blessing." The floodgates opened, and Jasmine poured out the whole sordid story, her words tumbling over each other in a rush.

Frankie listened with a sympathetic ear. "It is strange that you healed so quickly, but maybe Edgar's venom was still in your system from before. I know that when Dagor bit me after I was shot, I healed incredibly fast. And then, during my transition, his venom helped me through the worst of it." She reached out, laying a comforting hand on Jasmine's arm. "I know that Dagor is a god, and his venom is probably more potent than Edgar's, but on the other hand, you were only dealing with a sprained ankle, not a bullet wound. Edgar's venom didn't have to work as hard to fix that."

Jasmine nodded, the tension in her chest easing slightly at Frankie's words. When she thought about it logically, it made sense. She hadn't known that the venom could affect her two days after being bitten, but given Frankie's experience, Edgar's venom might have been still coursing through her veins and working its magic on her body.

It had nothing to do with the gods and some sordid fantasy conjured up by Edgar's overactive imagination.

Margo leaned forward. "I know you're hurt and angry right now, but don't give up on Edgar. Talk to him, try to work things out. Jealousy isn't logical, and I know that better than most."

She smiled ruefully. "I was so jealous when you flirted with Negal when we met. On some level, I knew it was silly and that he only had eyes for me, but I couldn't help it. You are a beautiful, sexy woman, uninhibited, cheerful, and full of life. Any guy would want you, and I was so jealous that I was driving myself crazy."

"I never meant anything by it," Jasmine said, shaking her head. "And I'm so sorry that I made you feel that way. I flirt with everyone. It's just second nature for me. On his part, Negal certainly never encouraged me. He was always polite but distant."

Margo reached out and took Jasmine's hand. "Give Edgar a chance. Talk to him, really talk to him. Make him see how much he hurt you, how much his accusations and distrust have damaged your relationship. And then, if he's truly sorry and willing to work to earn back your trust...forgive him."

Jasmine sighed, her anger draining away like water through a sieve. Margo was right. She shouldn't drop Edgar on an impulse. He was a good guy.

Flawed, but then no one was perfect.
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As Edgar helped Negal and Julian maneuver the second stasis chamber into his and Jasmine's hotel room, he felt like crap.

Why did he have to be such a jealous ass?

Jasmine hadn't promised him exclusivity, and usually, it wouldn't have been an issue because he didn't expect that from his hookups. But he'd hoped for more with her, especially if she was a Dormant.

There weren't many of those just hanging around, and Jasmine was a catch. She was beautiful, upbeat, and open-minded. He'd had more fun with her in bed and outside of it than with any of the other women he'd been with, and he'd even thought that he was falling in love with her.

Was he, though?

Maybe. He'd thought he was, but what Jasmine said was true. If he'd been so taken with her, he should have sought a way to be with her before Amanda offered the opportunity to Max. The truth was that he had barely thought about Jasmine before Amanda had mentioned her.

Still, his feelings for her had grown over the short time they had been together, and he could easily see himself mated to her.

He hated that she was now mad at him and probably complaining to her girlfriends about him. Hopefully, she wasn't talking shit about him and besmirching his reputation.

Jasmine wasn't malicious, or at least he didn't think she was, so he didn't believe that she would do that, but who knew?

How did the saying go?

Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned, nor hell a fury like a woman scorned.

Except, in this case, he was the scorned one.

Well, they both were.

Was that right, though?

Jasmine acted like she had done nothing wrong, and he believed her. So, she had every right to be mad at him for insinuating misconduct on her part.

Perhaps one of the gods had bitten her without her knowledge?

Edgar cast a sidelong glance at Negal, who would be the prime suspect. The guy had induced Karen, who hadn't been his mate, so biting Jasmine to make her heal faster was just the kind of thing he would do. The difference was that when he had bitten Karen, he hadn't been in a relationship with Margo yet.

Now that he was bonded to a mate, he shouldn't be able to do such an intimate thing with another female, but Edgar had already conceded that gods might be different in that regard.

As they settled the chamber into place and released the ropes, the dull thud of its base against the worn carpet sounded unnaturally loud in the room's stillness.

"It's a tight fit," Negal said. "But it will have to do."

Edgar regarded the coffin-like chamber with a grimace. "I don't know about you, but I'm not happy to have a corpse in my bedroom while I'm making love to Jasmine."

Negal chuckled. "I hear you. I wouldn't want this thing in my and Margo's room either, but your lady seems attached to it." He looked around the room until his gaze settled on the colorful extra blanket draped over the single chair. "Maybe we can put this over the chamber." He shifted his gaze to Edgar. "Do you want to do that?"

"Yeah. I do." He reached for the blanket, draped it over the oval chamber, and turned to Julian. "You should do the same with the one in your room."

Julian waved a dismissive hand. "I don't mind, and Ella doesn't either. We are careful to leave the alarm on the door so if anyone tries to open it when we are not there, the noise will chase them away."

"Unless they are Chinese military," Edgar murmured. "The faster we can get out of here, the better."

"I'm not worried about that," Julian said. "I'm just grateful for Kian's paranoia and William's genius for creating devices to counteract it. I would have never thought to booby-trap my hotel room door." He turned to Negal. "Don't you guys have a cloaking device? What with all your technological knowhow, you should have a way to hide yourself and your stuff."

Negal opened the door. "We do. It's called shrouding. But you are right. We should have developed a way to hide our belongings when we are not around."

As the two launched into a discussion of how a cloaking device might work, Edgar closed the door behind them and activated the alarm.

He needed to find Jasmine and apologize to her even though his suspicions were valid. She was right that the lack of trust was offensive, and for that, he owed her an apology. He had basically accused her of being a dishonest person, and that had been uncalled for.

"I'm heading to the restaurant," he told Negal and Julian. "Are you coming?"

Julian waved a hand without even bothering to look his way. "Yeah, in a bit." He went back into his discussion with Negal.

For a physician, Julian knew a lot about science fiction, and the arrival of the three gods from an alien planet had fueled his obsession with alien tech.
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Edgar found Jasmine in the big tent, huddled around a table with Margo, Frankie, Gabi, and Ella. They were all holding steaming cups of tea and had several empty plates between them.

As he approached the table, Jasmine looked up, her eyes widening a little at the sight of him. For a moment, Edgar feared that she would turn away and ignore him. But to his surprise, she nodded her greeting with a guarded expression that was thankfully not hostile.

"Hello, ladies." He forced a smile before putting his hand on Jasmine's shoulder. "Can I steal Jasmine away for a few minutes?"

Margo regarded him with a knowing smile. "Of course."

Jasmine cast her a baleful look before turning it on him. "I should be the one you ask if it's okay to steal me for a few minutes."

She was killing him with all that nonsense. "I apologize, but in our culture, asking the entire group's permission is considered polite."

"Whatever." She rolled her eyes. "I just don't like it when people talk about me like I'm not there." She set her cup down on the table with a clink and pushed to her feet.

Her rebuttal amused him. "Isn't that better than people talking about you when you are actually not there?"

Given the headshaking at the table, he had committed another faux pas, but he was tired of walking on eggshells around Jasmine. If he couldn't speak his mind to her honestly and without weighing every word, then perhaps they shouldn't be together. It was too much effort.

"Let's take a walk," Jasmine said as they left the tent. "I assume that the prince is in our room?"

"Correct, but I wish someone else had taken it. I don't know why he ended up in our room. As the leader of the search team, Aru should have taken him."

She didn't react and kept walking. "So, what did you want to talk about?"

"I'm sorry for offending you. If anything did happen to speed up your healing, I believe that you were unaware of it." He reached out, tentatively taking her hand in his.

She didn't pull away to his relief, her fingers curling around his in a gesture of cautious acceptance.

"Can you forgive me?"

Jasmine was silent for a long moment, her eyes searching his face as if looking for some sign of sincerity. And then, to Edgar's immense relief, she nodded, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. "I forgive you, mainly because the same thing had occurred to me. I just don't know how it's possible."

"They could thrall you to forget anything they want."

"I know, but that's not what I meant. First of all, they should have asked for my consent, which is supposed to be such a big deal for you guys. And secondly, aren't the gods supposed to be incapable of biting any woman other than their mate once they are bonded?"

It was a relief to hear her admit that she suspected the same thing, mainly because she couldn't be too angry with him for reaching the same conclusions.

"All those things are true for immortals, but perhaps not for the gods."

"They are your ancestors. You got your physiology and customs from them."

He stopped and turned toward her. "That's also true, but a lot has happened on Anumati since our ancestors were exiled. The gods are masters of genetic manipulation and haven't been idle for the past seven thousand years. Aru, Negal, and Dagor are made differently. The truth is that we don't know much about them."

She nodded. "Seven thousand years is just incomprehensible to me. It's more or less the entire length of human civilization."

Edgar nodded. "Imagine where humans will be in seven thousand years."

"I can't. I think we will all be replaced by robots."

He laughed. "That's possible. Or we will all have chips in our brains." He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. "Only I don't think that will happen. The gods are no smarter than we are and could have easily been made much more intelligent. I bet they have laws against it." He led her back toward the restaurant. "Have you eaten already? I'm starving."

She shook her head. "I had a few momos but not a full meal. I was waiting for you."

His heart leaped at her words. "I'm touched. You waited even though you were angry with me."

Did it mean that she had feelings for him after all?

It didn't seem likely considering her assertion that she hadn't promised him anything and her obsession with the prince, but perhaps her emotions were more nuanced, and she could have feelings for him despite all of that.
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It was nice to make peace with Edgar.

Jasmine didn't like being angry at people, not even disappointing boyfriends. She preferred to forgive, forget, and move on.

Why spend life harboring resentment and pain? It was so much better just to let it go. None of her other partners had had nefarious intentions except for Alberto, and she didn't fault them for being less than she'd wanted. So yeah, there was always the sense of disappointment when things didn't work out, but she chose not to dwell on it.

Still, as nice as it was to have sorted out things between them, she knew there was no going back.

She and Edgar just weren't meant for each other, and since the time of fun and games was over, there was no point in dragging out the death of their relationship.

The problem was that she hated hurting people, and delivering that final cut was extremely difficult. That was why the cowards and the selfish just ghosted partners who they didn't want to be with anymore instead of doing the right thing and ending the relationship properly. It required courage and sensitivity, which many lacked.

Hand in hand, she and Edgar made their way back into the restaurant. As they settled into their seats and placed their orders, Edgar looked so relieved and hopeful that Jasmine's gut clenched at the prospect of shattering his illusions that they could move past this and find their way back to each other.

Julian regarded her from across the table. "I hear that your ankle is much better. I want to take a look at it later."

The last thing Jasmine needed was another male accusing her of improprieties.

She shook her head. "It will have to wait for tomorrow. I'm exhausted and need to take a long shower before I let anyone near my bare feet. When I took my boots off last night in the tiny tent the guys erected for me, I almost died from the toxic fumes."

Frankie snorted, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. "I would have never believed you are such a tomboy, Jasmine. You look so feminine and refined."

"I'm not a tomboy and spending a night in a tent is not my idea of fun. But it is what it is, right? And no one's feet smell like roses after being stuck in boots for a whole day of hiking."

Thankfully, Ella had heard all about the healed ankle and Edgar's accusations before, and she distracted Julian by telling him stories about her little brother and his stinky feet.

Leaning toward Jasmine, Margo whispered in her ear. "It seems like you and Edgar had a good talk."

"We did," Jasmine said.

"So, everything is back to normal?" Margo asked.

Jasmine cast a sidelong glance at Edgar, ensuring he was still talking with Negal and Julian, before shaking her head.

"Why?" Margo whispered. "Are you still mad at him?"

Jasmine shook her head again. "It's complicated. I need to think."

She'd done all her thinking already, but it was wrong to talk to Margo about Edgar when he was sitting right next to her. He should be the first one she told, not the last one to find out.

Getting the hint, Margo let it go and started asking questions about the pod and the other stasis chambers instead.

Jasmine didn't say much throughout dinner, letting the others talk and only adding a word here and there. She'd eaten with her usual healthy appetite, though, so she wasn't conflicted about her decision anymore.

After dinner, everyone said their good nights even though it wasn't particularly late. There was nothing to do in the small town, so they all headed to their bedrooms.

As Edgar opened the door, Jasmine was taken aback by the sight of the large stasis chamber that was taking up most of the available floor space in the room. The extra blanket she'd used when it got cold at night was draped over the chamber, making it look even larger. "It didn't look that big when it was out in the open."

Edgar chuckled. "That's what she said."

It took her a moment to get the joke, and she snorted. "It's not funny, but I'm glad you can still find humor in the situation."

Edgar pulled her into his arms, holding her gently against his body. "Sometimes humor is all we've got. I don't like having this thing in here, and I'm angry at myself for not suggesting it be placed in Aru's room."

Jasmine shuddered. "I don't know if Gabi would have been okay with that. It's kind of spooky."

"It is," he agreed. "That's why I don't like it here."

Casting a sidelong glance at the chamber, Jasmine wondered for the umpteenth time if the prince was aware of what was happening around him. She hoped he wasn't because that would mean seven thousand years of having been locked inside his brain, which was a horrible fate she wouldn't wish even on Alberto or the Modana brothers.

She pushed on Edgar's chest. "I should take a shower before I fall on my face."

Thankfully, he didn't offer to join her, which, given the accommodations, would have been stupid even if they weren't on the brink of a breakup. The water pressure was so weak that it was like showering in raindrops, and the tiny electrical heater could only heat the water to lukewarm. It was best to get it over with as quickly as possible.

Later, as Jasmine lay next to Edgar in bed, he reached for her, his hands skimming over the soft curves of her hips and breasts. There was a slight spark of desire, but her heart wasn't in it, not just because of the eerie presence of the stasis chamber and its occupant.

"I'm tired," she murmured. "I just want to sleep."

"Of course," Edgar said, pressing a chaste kiss to her forehead. "You need the rest."

She curled into his side and rested her head on his chest. As her breathing slowly evened out and she was drifting off, she thought about how good it felt to have Edgar in her bed even when she wasn't interested in sex. He could be a wonderful partner, someone she could lean on, someone who always respected her wishes.

Why the heck was she thinking about leaving him?
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Aru's breath fogged in the crisp morning air as he and Dagor made their way toward the gaping maw of the cavern. The night had been cold, and they had spent it huddled around a small fire, taking turns keeping watch over their discovery.

Sleeping on the hard ground hadn't been fun, but he hadn't minded it as much as going back down into the cavern and starting another day of dismantling the pod. It was grueling labor, and they were working against the clock.

Come to think of it, though, there was no real need to rush. If they didn't manage to remove everything worth saving from the pod by the time Yamanu arrived, they could ask him to stay a day or two longer until they were ready to bury the craft. He might not like it, but his preferences were a lesser concern than salvaging all they could.

"I hate this bloody wind." Dagor adjusted his scarf so it covered his mouth.

"Then you should be glad we are going down for another lovely day of hard labor in the cavern. There is no wind down there."

"Worth it," Dagor murmured from behind his scarf.

After checking the ropes and verifying that they were securely tied to the boulders, they grabbed one and rappelled down.

Two hours later, they had a pile of components nestled in the spots that the royals' stasis chambers had formerly occupied, but so far, they hadn't found any hint of tampering or sabotage.

Dagor huffed out a breath. "We're not going to find anything. We don't have the right tools or the training. We are like kids trying to dismantle a toy to discover how it is made."

Aru chuckled. "Are there any toys like that left?"

"Yeah." Dagor sat on one of the stasis chambers. "The simple ones for babies."

Aru joined him on top of the next chamber. "We are lucky that our kids will be born on Earth. They will be able to take everything apart because almost nothing is built as a solid state."

"Give it time." Dagor sighed. "Someone soon will come up with the brilliant idea that this is the perfect method to prevent reverse engineering, and they will manufacture everything the way it is done on Anumati."

"Perhaps, but I don't think it will happen anytime soon." Aru pushed to his feet. "I know it's a long shot, but I'm hoping we will find something that will help us locate the other pods."

Dagor shook his head, his expression bleak. "What are the chances that there will be any survivors? The others are most likely dead, just like the ones we found here."

Even though the Kra-ell were not his people, Aru felt a pang of grief at the thought. These settlers had been young and hoped for a new beginning on Earth. Instead, they had forfeited their lives. He didn't know whether to blame the queen of Anumati, the queen of the Kra-ell, or the Eternal King, but did it even matter?

It was always the commoners who paid with their lives for the games the elite played. The rulers, whether monarchs or democratically elected politicians, viewed the common people as a means to an end. That was even true of the queen of Anumati, whom he served.

She didn't care about her grandchildren if they could not advance her agenda. The twins were as much Ahn's kids as Annani was, and the same was true of Areana, but the queen only cared about Annani because she was the only legitimate heir to the Anumati throne.

"You are probably right," he told Dagor. "I doubt we will find any survivors, but I'm not ready to concede defeat until we find every pod. Perhaps some have miraculously survived."

Dagor's expression was skeptical. "All the pods that still functioned have opened already, and their occupants are the pureblooded Kra-ells who are currently living in the village."

Igor had slaughtered most of the males and taken the females, but since then, more purebloods and hybrids had been born. Their community didn't have enough genetic variety to sustain growth, but mating with humans was prolonging its survival.

"Mey and Jin's parentage indicates otherwise," Aru said.

Dagor waved a dismissive hand. "A hybrid Kra-ell had a secret affair with a woman who he thought was human but who carried godly genes. It was a fluke, not proof that other Kra-ell survived. Igor didn't find the other pods because their occupants never woke up from stasis, so their trackers couldn't transmit a signal."

Aru rubbed a hand over his jaw. "We've talked about this. It's possible that some of the pods had opened before Igor found a way to locate the signals from the implanted trackers, and they might have removed them."

Dagor sighed. "Let me remind you that the settlers didn't know they had been implanted with trackers. Why would they even look for them? They couldn't have removed what they hadn't known existed."

Aru was not ready to give up. "They could have discovered it by accident. Maybe someone sought medical help and went through a scanner for some reason." He was clutching at straws, but the alternative was losing hope, and he wasn't ready to do that. "It's a flaw in the tracker's design that they need a live host to transmit a signal. Otherwise, we could have found them even if the settlers removed them."

"It is a huge flaw," Dagor agreed. "If they transmitted a signal even when the bodies hosting them were dead or in stasis, we would have found them long ago. They were designed to use the host's body for energy because they had to last for a very long time, and even now, we don't have batteries that can last that long."

The truth was that Aru didn't know if he should feel hopeful at the prospect of other Kra-ell surviving or dread it. After learning that there had been assassins planted among the settlers, perhaps it was better that they were all gone, especially now that the life of the heir to the throne was on the line.

"The upside of finding everyone in this pod dead is that it would be easy to convince the commander that there is no chance of anyone else surviving."

"But not everyone was dead," Dagor said. "The commander will want proof, and I'm not sure that our trickery with the heartbeats will convince him, especially since the Kra-ell bodies are well preserved and the royal twins look like corpses. The commander and whoever else looks at this will immediately realize why they don't look the same."

"Not really. He knows that the royal twins are in one of the pods, but not this one specifically, and not that they are half-gods. It was only a rumor. He will be more inclined to believe that these two stasis chambers belonged to two unfortunate Kra-ell and that they malfunctioned before the others. With how emaciated the twins are, it's impossible to tell they are not purely Kra-ell."

Dagor regarded him with an amused smile. "That doesn't make any sense, Aru. The pod runs all the stasis chambers. There is no reason for one to malfunction before the others."

"Right." Aru rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. "I don't know enough about how these things work. Maybe we will have to stage something. We can't let the Eternal King find out that the twins are alive. We need to make a convincing case for them being dead."

He would have to pose the question to his sister and let the queen decide what to do about reporting the finding of the twins.

Dagor groaned. "We should just fake our own deaths like Kian suggested and be done with it. If we are presumed dead, we can't tell them anything, right?"

"The Eternal King will just send another team. The only way to prevent it is to pretend that we are still searching for clues about the Kra-ell and drag it out for as long as possible."

Dagor tilted his head. "If we don't want to find the other pods, then why are we going to all the trouble of dismantling components from the pods in the hopes of finding clues about their locations?"

Aru shrugged. "I want to find them, but that doesn't mean we need to report everything we find to the commander."
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MARINA


As Marina bustled about the tiny kitchen of the bungalow she shared with Peter, she looked out the window toward the lodge and the ocean beyond. The view was spectacular, with the water stretching into the infinity of dark blue. The sun had barely begun to peek over the horizon, painting the sky in soft shades of pink and gold.

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the sizzle of eggs in the pan, creating a comforting and familiar soundtrack to the start of another day.

She hummed to herself as she worked, her mind busy planning the rest of her day off. Peter was due back any moment from his night shift, so after breakfast, he would want to get in bed for a few hours. He would probably want to make love before falling asleep and again when he woke up, which would work out great. The bite would send her on a psychedelic trip that would last a couple of hours, and when she woke up, she could laze in bed until Peter got enough sleep, either reading or watching television.

Life with Peter was good every day, but especially on a Sunday when she didn't have to work.

In the short time they had been together, living in this cozy little haven, she had discovered that happiness and fulfillment were rooted in the small things. Sharing breakfast, going for a walk, walking on the beach, spending time with friends, and making love. It was more than she had ever dreamt of, and even if Kian didn't approve her transfer to the village and she and Peter stayed in Safe Haven, she would be perfectly happy.

With its views and privacy, the bungalow was truly her Safe Haven.

Even the prospect of cleaning guest rooms for the rest of her life didn't seem as daunting anymore. It was hard work, but it wasn't emotionally or intellectually demanding, and the simplicity and repetitiveness of the tasks were calming. Besides, she got to spend her days working side by side with her best friend and her evenings with the best male she'd ever known, so all was good.

As Marina flipped the eggs onto a plate and reached for the toast, a loud ringing noise pulled her out of her pleasant reveries.

Turning the heating plate off, she picked up her flip phone, which, unfortunately, didn't have any of the bells and whistles of a modern smartphone, so she couldn't tell who was calling her.

"Hello?"

"Good morning, Marina. It's Eleanor. Can you come to my office?"

Marina's gut clenched. "What happened? Is Peter okay?"

"Peter is fine. Come as soon as you can. It's Sunday, and I don't want to be stuck here all day." She ended the call.

Marina's mind raced with reasons for Eleanor's summoning her on a Sunday morning. Was it about her transfer request? Had there been some problem or issue that needed to be addressed?

That was probably it. Maybe she needed to fill out some form correctly or had forgotten to initial one of the paragraphs.

Should she call Peter and let him know where she was going and why?

It was probably a matter of signing some papers or dealing with some minor administrative issue. There was no need to worry him unnecessarily, especially since what Eleanor needed her for wouldn't take long, and she would probably be back before his shift ended.

Marina left everything where it was, put her phone in the back pocket of her jeans, and left the bungalow.

As she reached the door to Eleanor's office, she took a deep, steadying breath and knocked.

"Come in," Eleanor's voice called from within.

Marina pushed open the door and stepped inside. She'd only been in Eleanor's office once, when she'd filled in the paperwork for the transfer request, and the space was just as impersonal and devoid of any comforts as she'd remembered it.

"Take a seat." Eleanor gestured at the chair.

"Thank you." She did as she was instructed. "Is everything alright? Is there something wrong with my transfer request?"

To her surprise, Eleanor's face broke into a smile, a rare display of warmth from the immortal. "On the contrary," Eleanor said, her tone almost jovial. "I wanted to let you know in person that your transfer request was approved." She lifted a piece of paper and handed it to Marina. "This arrived earlier, and I printed it for you. It's an official invitation from Kian himself."

A rush of relief washed over Marina as she reached for the paper and brought it closer to her eyes to read through it.

"That's awesome." She lifted her gaze to Eleanor. "Do I need to show it to the guards when I enter the village?"

Eleanor chuckled. "I'm sure they will be notified of your arrival, but you should keep it with you just in case. I thought you would want to save it as a keepsake."

"I do. Thank you."

Eleanor must have seen the emotion playing across Marina's face because her expression softened, her gaze turning almost sympathetic, or as much as the immortal was capable of experiencing that emotion. She was not known for being warm and fuzzy. "I'm happy for you, but if for any reason things don't work out as well as you hoped for and you want to come back here, Safe Haven will always take you. It's your home."

Marina nodded, swallowing hard past the lump in her throat. She knew what Eleanor was implying, and although she didn't like the insinuation that her relationship with Peter might be short-lived, she couldn't fault Eleanor for thinking that.

Relationships between immortals and humans were discouraged by the immortals, and rightfully so. Things might look all rosy now that she and Peter were in the honeymoon phase, but when reality came knocking on the door, that could change, and it was possible that Marina would want to distance herself from Peter.

It could happen, but she wasn't as worried about it now as she had been before. Their relationship had only improved after living together for almost two weeks. They were in love; they didn't argue or fight about anything, and being with him was bliss.

She had never been happier.

Meeting Eleanor's gaze, Marina lifted her chin and smiled. "Thank you. I appreciate the offer, and it means a lot to me knowing that I will always have a home in Safe Haven, but I have faith in what Peter and I have. We will defy the odds and make it work."

"I wish you the best of luck," Eleanor said. "I hope you will be happy in the village, but if not, don't hesitate to call me and request a transfer back."

"I'll keep it in mind. When can I leave?"

Eleanor glanced down at the papers on her desk, her expression turning brisk and businesslike once more. "The new team of Guardians is set to arrive this Wednesday. When they get here, you and Peter can leave with the current group."

Marina nodded, her heart leaping with excitement at the thought. In a few short days, she would start a new life with Peter in the immortals' village.

But even as the thrill of anticipation coursed through her veins, she felt sad at the thought of leaving behind her friends and family, people she had known her entire life.

Larissa would be the hardest one to part with, and the one Marina's departure would impact most. They hadn't been as close back in Igor's compound, but since moving to Safe Haven and rooming together, they had become as close as sisters.

At least it wouldn't be a surprise. Larissa knew it was coming, and she supported Marina's decision.

"Is there anything I need to sign?" she asked.

"No." Eleanor smiled. "You are free to go. I'm sure you want to share the good news with Peter."

"I do." Marina pushed to her feet. "Thank you again for doing this for us."

"It was my pleasure. I owe Peter more than I could repay with just this one gesture. He was there for me when I needed him."

Peter had told her about his time with Eleanor and Leon in Safe Haven and what Emmett had done to them after Leon had left with Anastasia. It was such a bizarre story that she'd thought he had exaggerated it, but Eleanor was not the type to express gratitude for just any minor favor. What Peter had done for her must have been major.
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PETER


When Peter stepped into the bungalow, the silence that greeted him was an unpleasant surprise, and the sight of the half-prepared breakfast heightened his unease.

Marina and the housekeeping staff didn't have work today, so it wasn't like she needed to step in for someone who got sick. The last retreat ended on Friday, and the housekeeping crew spent all of Saturday cleaning up and preparing the lodge for the next retreat, which was about to start on Monday.

Maybe something had happened to one of her friends?

No, she would have called him if that was the case. She had probably made a quick run to the kitchen to pick up some ingredients she needed to finish making breakfast or something she planned to cook for lunch, and she would be back in no time.

Taking off his holster, Peter hung it in the closet and returned to the kitchen to finish what Marina had started.

He chopped the remaining vegetables, heated the skillet, added a pat of butter, and watched as it sizzled and foamed in the pan. The aroma of browning vegetables filled the air, mingling with the rich scent of the coffee that still sat untouched on the counter.

Just as he was about to heat the half-cooked eggs, the sound of the door bursting open made him jump, his hand automatically reaching for the weapon that was no longer at his hip. But before he could process that, he registered who was barreling toward him, and he had just enough time to turn off the stove before he found himself with an armful of Marina, her face flushed with excitement and her eyes shining with joy.

"Whoa, what's got you so excited, love?"

Marina pulled back just enough to look into his eyes. "My transfer was approved," she said, the words tumbling out in a rush. "We can leave for the village on Wednesday as soon as the new team of Guardians arrives."

Peter felt a rush of relief wash over him.

Pulling Marina close, he buried his face in the soft curve of her neck and breathed in her sweet, familiar scent. "I'm so happy for us. I can't wait to show you all the wonders of living near a big city. We can go out to restaurants, the movies, theater, musicals, whatever you can imagine can be yours."

He felt Marina stiffen in his arms. "I'm pretty sure that Kian won't allow me to leave the village whenever I want."

She might be right if she was just a regular transfer, but she would be accompanied by a Guardian.

"Having a Guardian for a boyfriend comes with some privileges. With me taking responsibility for you, Kian won't object to your excursions out of the village."

His words had the effect he had hoped for, and her shoulders relaxed. "Having a boyfriend who is a Guardian is a privilege." She stretched on her toes, kissed him, and then chuckled. "It's not enough that we will be the first and only human-immortal pair in the village; we will be doubly scrutinized because you are part of the force."

"We wouldn't be the first. There were others before us."

"Right." She smiled sadly. "When one of them was a Dormant, waiting to be induced to transition, but that's not going to happen to me. I'm going to stay a human no matter what, and your people might look down on our relationship because of that."

Peter's heart clenched at the fear and vulnerability in her voice, the way her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. He hated seeing her like this, hated the thought that anyone or anything could make her feel less than the incredible, beautiful, absolutely perfect woman she was.

"Listen to me, Marina." He cupped her face in his hands and stared into her eyes. "Instead of the possible negatives, we should focus on the positives. We're going to be trailblazers, and in more ways than one." He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, a mischievous grin spreading across his face.

Marina's eyes widened. "What do you mean?" she asked, her head tilting to the side in that adorable way that always made his heart skip a beat. "In what other way are we trailblazers?"

Peter chuckled. "Forgive me. I've misspoken. I forgot about Brundar and his kinky club when I thought that we would be the only couple with divergent proclivities. It's just that Brundar keeps it on the down low, and not many know about it."

Marina shook her head. "Why am I not surprised? Brundar looks the part of a dominant. But how does he find the time to run a club? I thought he was a full-time Guardian like you."

Peter shrugged, a half-smile tugging at his lips. "It's more of a passion project for him. He doesn't do it for money. He does it because he enjoys it. Brundar wanted to create the perfect atmosphere to cater to his particular preferences."

Marina pursed her lips. "It sounds lovely to make money from something that provides him joy and satisfaction, but I know what it takes to run a hospitality business, and a kink club is no different. Come to think of it, it's probably more complicated and involved than running a regular club."

"He has a partner," Peter said. "So, it's not like he needs to be there every night. His mate used to work with him at night, but then Callie opened a restaurant in the village and got too busy. I bet Brundar doesn't frequent the club as often now that she can't join him."

Marina's eyebrows shot up. "Callie? I know her, and she doesn't seem like the submissive type at all."

Peter laughed, pulling her close and nuzzling the soft skin behind her ear. "Looks can be deceiving, love," he murmured, his breath hot against her neck. "Who would guess that beneath the rebel with blue hair and piercings lies a woman who craves the thrill of submission and the rush of surrendering control?"

"True," she admitted. "But I've never been to a club like that." She lifted a pair of blue eyes to him. "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't curious." She sounded breathless.

Peter wondered how Marina knew about the existence of such clubs. She hadn't had access to the internet in Igor's compound, and in Safe Haven, her access was limited.

"How do you know about kink clubs?"

Marina smiled conspiratorially. "We had books in the compound. We could order whatever we pleased, but books were not a high priority since we had a tiny allowance for personal expenses. Still, we shared what we got, and some of the romance novels were pretty kinky. How do you think I learned about all that?"

"I thought it was because of the Kra-ell."

She laughed. "They are brutal but not kinky."

Her comment reminded him of his experience with Kagra, and he had to agree.

"I can take you there," he said. "If you want to go, that is. Reading about it and experiencing it in person is not the same."

She grinned. "Does taking me to a kink club also fall under the definition of Guardian supervision?"

"Even more so." He lowered his hand to cup her bottom. "You won't be able to give me the slip when you are all tied up."

Marina shivered in his arms, her eyes fluttering closed as a soft moan escaped her lips. "I'm a little scared, but that only arouses me more." She lifted her gaze to him. "But if Brundar keeps his club a secret, will he be okay with us showing up there?" Then, her brow furrowed. "Have you ever been to his club?"

Peter shook his head in amusement. "I love it when you get jealous over me. I've never been to Brundar's club. It will be the first time for both of us." When she still looked unsure, he added, "Trust me, love. No one at Brundar's club is immortal or knows about our existence. As far as they're concerned, Brundar and Callie are just a beautiful couple, and they will think the same about us." He leaned in close, his lips brushing against the shell of her ear. "We don't have to do anything publicly if you are uncomfortable with it. We can just rent a private room."

Marina's eyes darkened with desire as she melted against him. "Let's take it one step at a time. Private room first, and then we shall see."

"No problem. I'm not much of an exhibitionist, but I'll do anything you feel like doing." He gave her bottom a hard squeeze. "You know that it's all about you, right?"

She nodded. "With you, it is. Not everyone is like that."

Peter felt his fangs elongate. "Those types don't deserve to scene with anyone."

"I agree."
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MARINA


Marina's heart raced as she gazed up at Peter, her eyes locked with his in a moment of perfect clarity and connection. The rest of the world seemed to fade away as she lost herself in the depths of his hungry stare.

"Are you tired?" She reached up with her fingers to caress his cheek, marveling at his skin's smooth, cool texture beneath her touch.

"I'm never too tired to play." Smiling, Peter leaned into her hand, his eyes fluttering closed briefly.

"I love you," Marina whispered. "I'm humming with excitement and nervous energy, and I need to do something about it, but if you need a few hours of sleep to recharge, I'll wait."

He lifted his head. "As I said, I'm never too tired to play, and I'm open to suggestions."

"You always are," Marina smiled. "And that is one of the many things I love about you." She took his hand, guided him into their bedroom, and closed the door.

The blinds were closed, making the room dark even though it was early morning, but she knew that Peter wouldn't have a problem seeing her despite the lack of illumination.

"I want you to show me what it is like in a club. I want to scene with you."

She had read about it and even done many of the things that supposedly happened in those kinds of clubs, but she still felt unprepared for an actual visit. Nevertheless, thinking about being in a place like that had produced a spike of arousal that needed an outlet.

"Marina." Peter pulled her into his hard body, and she melted into his warmth and his strength.

He hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her head, so she was looking into his glowing eyes. "I love you." His large palm stroked circles on her back as he lowered his head and kissed her.

His gentle hold on her contrasted with the ferocity of his kiss, the possessive passion, the firm press of his lips, the forceful stroking of his tongue as it glided against hers.

Marina moaned, lost to the passion, threading her fingers through the short strands of his dark hair.

As Peter leaned away and looked into her eyes, the sight of his elongated fangs sent a shiver down her spine.

"Any hard limits I should be mindful of?"

She appreciated that he always asked her before they did anything not pure vanilla. Sometimes, she was in the mood for just a little spice, and sometimes she was in the mood for a lot, and it was very considerate of him to find out without dipping inside her mind, even though she'd given him permission to do so.

After all, Marina had no more secrets from Peter, and granting him complete control was the ultimate show of trust. If she wasn't a hundred percent sure that he would never abuse it, she wouldn't have given it.

"No limits today. You've whetted my appetite for bondage with your talk about Brundar's club." She smiled and added, "Do as you please with me because that's what will please me."

"I like that answer." He retook her lips, but this time, he wasn't as gentle, fisting her hair and pulling her head back as he devoured her mouth.

As usual, the dominance of the act aroused her more than the slight sting, and as she rubbed her achy nipples against his chest, he tightened his hold on her and pressed his erection against her mound.

Lost to the sensations bombarding her body, Marina felt her knees turn to jelly, and if not for Peter's firm hold, she would've fallen to the floor. Holding her up with one arm, he gripped the bottom of her T-shirt, pulled it over her head, and tossed it on top of the dresser. Then he unzipped her jeans and pulled them down.

He left her thong and bra on for some reason, making her wonder about the game he had in mind. Hopefully, he didn't plan on taking her outside and spanking her bent over the railing of the front porch.

Okay, so maybe she had some exhibitionist fantasies after all because that image turned her on way more than it should have.

His palm splayed over her belly, possessive and reassuring. "You're beautiful, Marina."

She stifled a nervous chuckle. Peter kept telling her that she was beautiful, and perhaps she could be considered good-looking in human terms, but compared to him and the other immortals, she was painfully ordinary.

Reaching behind her, he snapped the clasp of her bra open, hooked his fingers in the shoulder straps, and lowered them down her arms, his fingers feathering over her skin and raising goosebumps in their wake.

When the bra joined her clothes on the dresser, Peter looked at her practically nude body; her nipples pebbled in response to the hunger in his eyes.

"Put your hands behind your back and clasp them."

"Yes, sir."

He didn't prepare anything to tie her up with, so unless he got creative, her bondage would be more of a suggestion than anything physical.

She could live with that.

The pose of holding her hands behind her back made her small breasts jut out invitingly. Peter responded by lifting his hands and stroking his thumbs over both of her nipples, running lazy circles around the hardened peaks.

He was teasing her, prolonging the anticipation, and even though she wanted him to do so much more, she bit her lower lip, knowing that he would punish her by going even slower.

He tweaked her nipples, the slight pain sending a zing of desire straight down between her legs. "Eyes on me," he commanded.

Her eyes flew open.

His fanged smile was chilly. "I love being able to say this to you after a lifetime of commanding women to keep their eyes closed." He hooked his thumbs inside the elastic of her thong, pulling it down past her hips and letting it drop to the floor.

His nostrils flared as he got a whiff of her arousal. "You smell good enough to eat, love." He went down to his knees and gripped her hips before doing just that.

It was good that Peter was holding her and that he was so strong because his tongue was turning her into a puddle of goo, and her legs couldn't support her weight.

That wasn't the scene she'd been expecting, but she didn't mind; she was a hair away from orgasming when a sharp smack on her behind reminded her that she didn't have permission to come yet.

"Patience." Peter turned her around and, with a slight push on her back, had her bent over the foot of the bed. "You can put your hands on the mattress."

Here it comes.

They had played this type of game many times before, but that didn't mean that any less butterflies were taking flight in her stomach or that she was less eager for the game to begin.
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Peter leaned over to brush aside the long strands of blue hair spilling in soft waves down Marina's slender back, exposing the elegant column of her spine.

She shivered when he brushed his lips over her neck, so he did it again.

She was delicately built, slender, and small-boned, but she was by no means fragile, and that dichotomy also applied to her character. She was sexually submissive but assertive and took charge in every other way.

Except for being human, she was perfect.

There was still a lot he didn't know about her and a lot he had to learn, and he hoped he would have enough time with her to do that.

Would a steady supply of venom keep her healthy and prolong her life?

That was something none of the immortals had tried, and maybe they should have. Not that even doubling Marina's natural lifespan would be enough, but it was better than the miserly few decades she could give him.

He kissed her neck as he caressed her back and then circled his arms around her to cup her breasts. She moaned, thrusting her bottom up and out while he tormented and pleasured her nipples in turns.

It was hard to resist her silent plea when she expressed it so vividly with the soft globes of her ass pressing into his groin.

It was time to up the ante.

He cupped her breasts, easing the ache he'd caused and letting her catch her breath, but not for long.

Leaning back, he brought his hand to her upturned bottom.

She moaned as he rubbed the sting away and then moaned even louder when he smacked her other cheek.

The next few smacks brought a lovely pink hue to her creamy flesh. When he stopped to reach into the nightstand drawer, she turned to look at what he was taking out and gasped when she saw what implement he had chosen.

"Any objections?" He asked, even though he knew what her answer would be given the flare in the scent of her arousal.

"No, sir." She took a deep breath and rested her cheek on the mattress in a gesture of submission.

"Good girl." He removed the toy from its casing and coated it generously with lube.

Caressing her back in soothing, soft strokes, he coated his finger in the lube and rubbed it against her rosette.

Marina's entire body flushed and tensed as he pushed his finger past the resistance. He was aware that she could come just from that, but she knew better than to climax without his permission.

When he added a second finger, her moan sounded like a plea, and then she said, "Please. I can't hold it."

"Not yet." He pulled his fingers out, letting her catch her breath momentarily before inserting the toy.

She was panting, her back covered in a sheen of sweat, and her pinked bottom lifting to meet the toy rather than pull away from it.

"Patience." He twisted the plug before inserting it a little deeper. "Hold it until I say you can come."

When the toy was fully inside, Marina was shaking with the effort not to come.

"Good girl," he said as he removed his clothes.

Stroking himself, he angled his shaft at her opening, coating it in her juices but not pushing in. She could take him with the plug inside; they had done that before, but he knew that the moment he entered her, she would climax, and it would be over in moments. He could go again, but if he bit her, she would pass out from his bite, and there was no way he would be able to hold back on that.

He wasn't ready to end the play yet.

Pulling back, he delivered a few more light smacks to her bottom, which, in addition to the plug, would overwhelm her enough to pull her away from the brink.

He rubbed his tip against her wetness again, coating himself before pumping into his fist a few times as he pushed two fingers into her sheath.

"Peter…" she whispered.

Unable to hold back any longer, he pulled his fingers out and replaced them with the tip of his arousal. "Hold on for just a little bit longer," he said through protruding fangs.

With the plug inside of her, he needed to go slow and make sure she was okay with the double penetration.

Marina's breaths were coming out fast and shallow, so he slowed down even more. "Breathe, Marina."

When a moment later she seemed to breathe normally, he pushed in a little further, the plug in her other channel making her feel incredibly tight.

As a mewling sound escaped Marina's lips and her sheath convulsed around his shaft, he pushed all the way in and hissed, "Come for me, Marina."

He managed a few more pumps before the need to bite her became impossible to ignore. Gripping her hair, he pulled her head back and sank his fangs into her vein.

She climaxed again and again, and as he retracted his fangs and licked the puncture wounds closed, she blacked out, going limp under him.

He pulled out, making a mess over her ass, and repositioned her so she was entirely on the bed before he pulled out the plug.

Taking it to the bathroom, he dropped it in the sink for proper scrubbing. He wetted several washcloths in warm water, then returned and carefully cleaned her.

Peter considered returning to the bathroom and cleaning the toy, but it could wait. Lying beside Marina and holding her close was much too tempting to resist. He gathered her close, buried his face in the silken curtain of her hair, breathed in the sweet, familiar scent of her, and drifted off on his cloud of bliss.
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As the afternoon sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the rocky terrain, Aru glanced at his watch. He had twenty-five minutes until the queen arrived at the Oracle's temple, and he could ask her what to do about the discovery of the royal twins.

With a sigh, he pushed to his feet and stretched his back. He'd spent hours hunched over, using hand tools to pry off components from the pod that he probably could do nothing with. Even seven thousand years ago, most were in a solid state.

"I need a break," he told Dagor. "I'm going to head up top and get some air."

Dagor nodded. "Take your time. I'll keep going at it."

Aru clapped his friend on the shoulder and walked over to the ropes. The climb up was so practiced by now that he did it in a couple of minutes, and when he crested the top, he wasn't even sweaty. The air was so arid that sweat evaporated as fast as it was created.

The crisp mountain air hit him like a physical force, the chill wind whipping at his face and his clothes. And yet the sun was shining brightly with no cloud in sight. Aru squinted against the glare, his eyes adjusting to the brightness after so long in the dimly lit confines of the cavern.

He made his way to the plateau's edge, the sound of his boots crunching on the loose gravel almost indiscernible over the shrieking of the wind.

There, perched on a weathered boulder that offered a stunning view of the valley below, Aru closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, opening a channel to his sister.

There was only silence for a moment, the vast emptiness of the mental landscape stretching out before him. But then, like a candle flaring to life in the darkness, he felt the warmth of her presence filling his mind.

Hello, Aru, she spoke in his mind. The queen is here, but she is talking with the Supreme, so we will need to wait for her to be ready.

He had told Aria that he needed to talk to the queen, but he hadn't told her why. Perhaps he should have. Aria was wise, and he valued her input. She might have offered him advice.

A few more moments passed until Aria said, The queen is ready, and she asks if you have the heir on the line with you.

I don't. Not today. I'm still in the mountains with Dagor, and I can only take a break from him for a few minutes before he comes looking for me. I need to tell Her Majesty about the discovery we made. He paused, taking a deep breath. We found the Kra-ell pod, the one Syssi saw in her vision, and Jasmine helped us locate. It contains the twins, and they are alive, but barely though. All the others are dead.

So, the rumors were right, Aria said for the queen.

Yes, Aru confirmed. The royal twins survived because, as half-gods, they could enter stasis without the aid of the stasis chamber. That is why all the others are dead, and they are alive.

He paused, his mind flashing back to the grim scene they had discovered in the heart of the cavern. There were eighteen Kra-ell with them. Nine males and nine females, an unusual ratio for the Kra-ell, who typically put four males in the pods for every female to reflect the ratio of the genders in their population. I wonder what the significance of that is.

Aria was silent for a moment. The queen speculates that the twins' mother hoped that Ekin and Athor would find a way to even out the numbers in the next generation by altering the Kra-ell's genetics. Athor was a talented geneticist, and Ekin was a gifted engineer.

The Eternal King's offspring were superior to other gods, not just because the genetic material he contributed to them was so great but because they were engineered to be better than others. Even though his talented children had turned against him, the king ensured each child received the best genetic enhancements possible.

It's possible, Aru said. But we can only speculate what the queen wanted her children to do on Earth. Once they are revived, we might learn more.

Or at least he hoped so. After being in stasis for so long without support, they could have sustained brain damage or memory loss.

His greatest fear, though, was that the queen would order him to murder the twins, and he wouldn't blame her if she did. They were vulnerable right now, and if allowed to be revived, they could pose a threat to Annani.

The entire resistance's hope rested on Annani's shoulders, and the queen would not allow anything or anyone to endanger her, even if that meant doing the unthinkable.

As no further communication came, he continued. I need to know what the queen wants us to do about reporting the discovery. Dagor recorded what we found in each of the chambers we opened in a way that will show that they are dead, including a recording of no heartbeat or breathing, but while the Kra-ell bodies are perfectly preserved, the twins look like corpses. It's not difficult to guess why.

The queen says that the king will want more definite proof of their state than the recordings. You will have to put the bodies on a funeral pyre and film them burning.

She was correct; altering the footage with artificial intelligence was not an option. Anumati's technology would immediately reveal the trickery. The queen would most likely tell him to kill the twins and put them on a funeral pyre as well.

There was a long, heavy pause that seemed to stretch on for an eternity, and then Aria spoke in his mind, The queen needs time to consider all the options.

I understand, and I hate to rush the queen, but Annani's people plan to revive the twins soon.

After another moment, Aria asked, When are they planning to do so?

They are waiting for the arrival of an immortal with unparalleled shrouding abilities and a private craft to transport the twins and the Kra-ell bodies back to the immortals' stronghold. They have a clinic with all the necessary medical equipment and experienced medical personnel. They plan to revive the twins there. They don't want to take any chances.

How long will it all take? Aria asked.

I estimate at least three days, probably four or five. We are in a remote location, an eight-hour drive to the nearest airport. We will also need at least a day to transport all the stasis chambers out of the pod.

A moment later, the queen responded. Her Majesty will give you an answer by tomorrow.

Do not repeat what I say. Do you think she will tell me to end them?

I honestly do not know. She is not easy to read.
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The cold mountain air bit Aru's skin as he stepped out of the hotel on Monday afternoon, his eyes squinting against the bright midday glare of the sun.

Negal and Edgar had spent the night at the crater, guarding the pod so Aru and Dagor could get a break. After spending two nights in the field, showering in the trickle of hot water that the hotel supplied had felt like such a wonderful luxury.

He had become so spoiled.

Best of all, though, was spending the night in bed with his mate. The short separation had felt much longer, and he had been loath to leave the warmth of her embrace in the morning, but duty called, and there was still much to do.

Glancing at his watch, he estimated that Yamanu and Kalugal should be arriving momentarily. There was barely any traffic on the road leading to town, so spotting them wouldn't be difficult.

A few moments later, the roar of engines and the billowing clouds of dust heralded their approach long before the vehicles came into view.

Kalugal could have chartered a helicopter, but he had chosen to arrive with the large truck full of fuel barrels he had commissioned.

As the vehicles rumbled to a stop and the engines cut, Aru strode forward to greet the newcomers, his hand outstretched in welcome.

"You've gotten a tan." Kalugal shook his hand. "And you look like a rugged Tibetan."

Aru chuckled. "I've spent two nights inside the crater. The tan is from before." He turned and shook Yamanu's hand. "Thank you for making it here so quickly."

"Couldn't have done it without this guy." Yamanu tilted his head toward Kalugal. "His connections made it possible."

Kalugal grinned, his teeth flashing white against the dark hair of his goatee. "I couldn't pass up the chance to see the pod with my own two eyes, and the survivors, of course. This discovery might change the course of history."

Aru nodded. "Frankly, I hope the impact won't be that big."

He didn't want the Eternal King to discover it and turn Earth into a dust ball. There were many good people worth saving on this little rock, not just Annani and her clan. There were also many who seemed like a lost cause, barbarians who committed unspeakable atrocities, but he hadn't lost faith in all of humanity yet. They could still be salvaged.

"I appreciate you smoothing the way with the Chinese authorities," Aru said, his gaze shifting to the pile of permits and paperwork that Kalugal held in his other hand. "I can only imagine the hoops you had to jump through to arrange all this so quickly."

Kalugal waved a dismissive hand, his grin widening. "Child's play," he said, his tone smug. "When you know who to approach and have a little bit of persuasion on your side, there's no such thing as a locked door." He winked.

Being a compeller certainly made things easier, and Kalugal had proven that and then some in Puerto Vallarta and Acapulco.

As they made their way back to the hotel, Yamanu fell into step beside them. "Where are you keeping the twins?"

Aru's lips twitched with amusement. "The princess is in Julian and Ella's room, and the prince is in Edgar and Jasmine's, if you can believe it. We wanted another room in the hotel, but none were available. We had to work with what we had."

Yamanu snorted. "Talk about creepy. I hope that they don't carry bad luck."

Aru frowned. "What do you mean?"

Yamanu shrugged. "Their ship malfunctioned, arriving seven thousand years later than it was supposed to, then it exploded in orbit, and their pod also malfunctioned. That's a lot of bad luck. They might be cursed."

"First, I don't believe in curses; secondly, at least some of that was deliberate sabotage. Maybe all of it."

"True," Yamanu agreed. "But that might be part of their curse. In any case, I don't want to spend too much time around them."

"We didn't have much choice," Aru said. "It was either that or leave them out in the open, and that wasn't an option." He smiled. "Speaking of luck, it's good that you don't plan on staying the night because you would have to sleep on the floor in our rooms."

"Lucky indeed," Yamanu said.

As they reached Edgar and Jasmine's room, Aru rapped his knuckles against the weathered wood door, and a moment later, Jasmine opened up.

Aru had warned her that Yamanu and Kalugal were on their way and would want to see the stasis chamber, and she had taken it to heart. She'd styled her hair and put makeup on, which she hadn't done since their first night in Tibet.

Kalugal stepped forward, his hand outstretched and a charming smile plastered across his face. "A pleasure to see you again, Jasmine."

"The pleasure is all mine, Kevin." She gave him a charming smile as she shook his hand. "Or should I call you by your real name? What's the protocol when we are around humans?"

He chuckled. "I'm glad to hear that you no longer think of yourself as one. I prefer Kevin when in mixed company."

"Noted." She took a step back and motioned for them to enter. "I bet you want to see the prince more than chitchat with me."

"Chitchatting with you is a pleasure, my dear."

These two could have been a perfect couple. They were both naturally flirtatious and outgoing and competed over who was more charming. Then again, they might have been too similar to make it work.

Not that it was anything but hypothetical. Kalugal was happily mated.

"Hello, beautiful." Yamanu leaned to kiss her on the cheek. "How have you been holding up here?"

Jasmine looked a little surprised by his display of familiarity, but she didn't seem put off by it. "I'm doing fine. I miss having a proper shower and a comfortable bed." She glanced at the stasis chamber. "And I'm worried about him. Julian says he and his sister are barely hanging on, but he's afraid of reviving or moving them out of the chambers in these conditions. He wants to do it back in the keep's clinic."

Kalugal leaned over the stasis chamber, where the glass was more transparent. "Yeah. That doesn't look good." He straightened up. "Is Julian positive that they are alive?"

Aru nodded. "He checked their vitals. They are very weak, but they are there."

The next one to look was Yamanu. "They look more like us than them," he murmured, his voice soft with wonder.

Kalugal frowned. "How can you tell? It's impossible to say for sure. Not without opening the pods and getting a closer look." He turned to Aru. "Can we do that?"

Aru looked at Jasmine and shook his head. "I wouldn't do that without Julian's permission. Let's go to his room, and you can ask him yourself."

If not for her being present, he might have allowed Kalugal to take a quick look, but he didn't want her to see what her prince looked like.

After they visited the princess, Julian allowed Kalugal and Yamanu a quick look. Aru opened the door and motioned for them to step out. "We're losing daylight," he said. "We need to get moving if we want to have any hope of extracting at least some of the other chambers before nightfall. There are eighteen of them, and every round trip takes an hour and a half. Edgar is at the site with his helicopter, but we can fly out there with the other pilot."

Kalugal grinned. "I can't wait to see that pod."

"We took a lot of the components out," Aru said. "But even with the big pile we made, you couldn't tell by just looking at the pod. We also need to fly that pile out, which means more trips."

Yamanu nodded. "I'll fly with Edgar and shroud the helicopter to make it look like we're just surveying the area or not even there."

"Not there at all is better," Aru said.

After collecting Dagor, the four of them headed to where Norbu was waiting with the other helicopter.

Kalugal grimaced when he saw the chopper. "We are flying in this?"

"It's old, but it seems to be okay." Aru climbed in.

Kalugal followed him inside. "It's going to be cramped here with the four of us and the pilot."

Norbu turned around and smiled at Kalugal, who smiled back and waved.
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Jasmine sat on the edge of the bed, her gaze fixed on the stasis chamber that dominated the cramped hotel room. She'd removed the blanket that Edgar had draped over it before Kalugal and Yamanu's visit, and now she was staring at the inert metal cocoon that seemed to pulse with strange, otherworldly energy as if the being inside was exerting some magnetic pull on her very soul.

She knew that she must be imagining it. The stasis chamber was broken. It didn't work, and it couldn't sustain life. The only living thing that could exude any energy was the barely alive prince, who definitely couldn't spare any.

He was helpless in that thing, so fragile that Julian was afraid to move him, and she needed to keep him safe.

Jasmine couldn't explain it; this feeling of protectiveness had washed over her the moment the others had left. It was irrational since she couldn't do anything to protect him. She was just a human with some paranormal abilities that didn't include anything that could be used as a weapon.

It would have been so cool to be a battle witch if such a thing existed. But without magical powers, she would have settled for a handgun. Not that she knew how to use one, but hypothetically speaking.

Violence was abhorrent, and she hated it, but she had no moral qualms about using lethal force to protect the people she loved and those who couldn't defend themselves.

Like her poor, barely alive prince.

She chuckled at the absurdity of the thought. Who would want to harm a mummy, a being so fragile and desiccated that a stiff breeze might crumble it to dust?

And yet, the feeling of unease refused to abate and only worsened. Someone wanted the prince and the princess dead, and given the chain of misfortunes they had met with, that someone was powerful and possessed a long reach.

A knock at the door had Jasmine nearly leaping out of her skin, her heart pounding against her ribcage.

Damn, she'd let her imagination hijack her common sense. A perpetrator wouldn't have knocked. They would have kicked down the door and attacked.

Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm her racing pulse.

"Come in!" she called, wincing at how her voice cracked and wavered.

The door opened, and Ella entered with a steaming cup of tea in each hand. "I thought you might like some tea and some company."

Jasmine smiled. "I would. I'm going crazy sitting here, watching the stasis chamber and letting my imagination run wild about the potential danger to the prince and princess." She let out a breath. "Someone wants them dead. That much is obvious."

Ella closed the door behind her by giving it a slight push with her foot, walked over to the bed, handed Jasmine a cup of tea, and sat down on the edge of the bed beside her.

For a long moment they sat in companionable silence, sipping their tea and listening to the muffled sounds of life beyond the thin walls of the hotel.

"So," Ella said at last. "How are you doing?"

Jasmine sighed, her shoulders slumping. "Besides imagining assassins coming after the barely alive prince, I'm fine."

Ella frowned. "Did you see anything in your cards that made you think the royal twins are in danger?"

Jasmine shook her head. "But now that you mention it, I should do a reading."

"So, it's just a general uneasy feeling?"

Jasmine nodded.

"Does it have anything to do with Edgar and the kerfuffle you two had?"

Jasmine shrugged. "I'm not mad at him anymore, but honestly? I think that this relationship is going nowhere." She slanted a look at Ella. "I'm not one to pass on a good tumble in bed, and Edgar is definitely a good one, but I was relieved that he spent the night on the mountain."

The words hung heavy between them, a confession Jasmine hadn't even realized she'd been holding inside. But as soon as she spoke it aloud, she knew it was true.

Ella was quiet for a long moment. "Is it because of him?" she asked at last, her eyes flicking to the stasis chamber.

Jasmine let out a bark of laughter, the sound harsh and grating to her own ears. "The prince?" she asked, shaking her head in disbelief. "No, I'm definitely not thinking of a corpse-like alien in terms of a new boyfriend. After what Aru said about his condition, I'm afraid to even look at him."

Ella grimaced, her nose wrinkling in distaste. "No kidding. Julian told me that the dead Kra-ell looked like they were sleeping. But the twins' bodies had consumed themselves until there is barely anything left."

Jasmine shuddered, a chill racing down her spine at the image Ella had painted in her head.

"Where are they taking the other chambers?" she asked. "I mean with the dead Kra-ell inside?"

"Also to the keep," Ella said. "There are many underground levels that are even lower than the one the clinic is located in, and the lowest contains the catacombs. Although, given that the Kra-ell custom is to cremate their dead, I don't think they will stay there for long."

"Who is going to do that?"

"Their people, of course. They don't have a priestess among them, but maybe Jade can assume the function since there is no one else. Or they could wait for the twins to be revived, and they can perform the final rites. They are both priests."

Ella continued to tell her about how the Kra-ell queen hid them behind veils and isolated them behind the temple walls.

Jasmine's eyes widened. "But they are half-gods. So how can they be Kra-ell priests when the Kra-ell think that they are abominations?"

"They didn't know. That's why the queen did that. From what I understand, the Kra-ell priestesses are always veiled when in public, and they are celibate."

Did that mean that the prince was a virgin and was prohibited from having sex?

Now, that would be a cruel joke. The cards had promised her a prince, but he was a monk.

Ella reached out, laying a comforting hand on Jasmine's arm. "The truth is that I don't know much about the Kra-ell. I don't really have much contact with them."

Jasmine frowned. "Am I going to meet them?"

"I don't know. I assume Jade will be there when we arrive at the keep, and she won't be alone, so you'll get to see a few of them. Once you get used to them, they no longer look so weird. The too-big eyes are the hardest to get used to."

"I wonder what the prince will look like." Jasmine took another sip of the lukewarm tea. "More Kra-ell than god or more god than Kra-ell?"

"We have one hybrid in the village who is half immortal and half a hybrid Kra-ell. He's very tall and skinny and has raven black hair like all of them, but his eyes are shaped like a human's; one is blue while the other is green. He's handsome in his own way and the sweetest guy you'll ever meet. Vlad is proof that the gods and the Kra-ell were both wrong. Instead of an abomination, the union produced an angel."

"How did his parents even meet?"

Ella laughed. "Now, that story will require another cup of tea. Do you want to get a fresh one in the restaurant?"

Jasmine glanced at the somber stasis chamber. "I'm afraid to leave him alone in here."

"Don't be silly," Ella said, pushing to her feet. "We will lock the door and activate the alarm. No one will be able to get to him without us knowing."

When Jasmine still didn't move to get up, Ella put a hand on her hip and struck a pose. "You can't stay here all day. You need to eat and hang out with your friends."

"You are right." Jasmine pushed to her feet and looked at the sleek stasis chamber. "He's safe in there."
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As Norbu navigated the helicopter over the mountainous terrain, Aru was glad that the winds had subsided and that the flight was less eventful than the one he and Dagor had experienced the day before.

Thankfully, they had transported only some of the equipment they had removed, so he hadn't had to worry about a stasis chamber getting loose when they were hit with one of the more forceful gusts.

Still, that had worried him much less than what the queen might order him to do today. He would have no trouble thralling the immortals and Jasmine to forget that they had found the twins alive, but he couldn't do that to those in the know in the village. If the queen ordered him to get rid of the twins, he would have to somehow engineer an accident without implicating himself, so he would suffer no repercussions other than a permanent stain on his soul.

He was not a murderer.

There was a big difference between killing defenseless people in cold blood and killing in battle. Both left a mark on the soul, but the former introduced a rot that could not be redeemed on either side of the veil.

Or at least that was how it should be. Coldblooded murderers should not be allowed redemption, not even by forfeiting their own lives. The problem was that aside from the Supreme Oracle, no one got to glimpse the afterlife, and since she wasn't sharing what she'd seen, he needed substantiation for his belief. Nevertheless, he had to stick to it to keep his sanity and moral compass.

As they touched down, Aru saw Negal and Edgar sitting on the two boulders to which the ropes were tied.

Kalugal was out of the helicopter as soon as the skids touched the ground, and Aru was forced to do the same.

The guy was a council member and an important figure in the clan, but he probably knew nothing about rappelling and would injure himself going down.

"Hello, gentlemen," Kalugal said as he reached Edgar and Negal, offering each his hand. "I would very much like to see the pod."

Negal lifted a brow. "Do you know how to rappel?"

Aru was glad that Negal had saved him the need to ask the same question.

Yamanu, who had been leaning over the edge of the chasm and trying to get a glimpse of the pod, turned and lifted his hand. "All Guardians train to do that."

Aru had assumed as much, but Kalugal wasn't a Guardian.

Kalugal lifted a brow. "Of course. I'm not some soft technocrat." He chuckled. "Well, lately, that's precisely what I've become, but once upon a time, I was a well-trained warrior, and I haven't forgotten what was instilled in me since I turned thirteen. Besides, the pod is the main reason I volunteered to come here." He smiled. "And also, because my compulsion ability might be needed with that Chinese military base over there."

Aru felt unease at the reminder that Kalugal was the son of Annani's archenemy and a powerful compeller. Kian trusted him not to betray the clan, and so did his mother, but that trust didn't extend to Kalugal's thirst for knowledge and how far he was willing to go to gain it.

Being a compeller, he could overpower Aru, Negal, and Dagor with the same ease that he could overpower Edgar.

"We've got the base covered," Aru said. "Their radar is out."

Kalugal's eyes shone with excitement. "I was wondering about that. Kian told me that he was sending William's disruptor. Later, he said you found a different solution and to leave it on the plane. How did you do that?"

"Anumati tech. I really can't tell you more about it." He couldn't even if he wanted to because he had no idea how it worked, only that it did.

The damage to the equipment in the base would be irreparable, but their techs wouldn't know why or how. There would be no trace of evidence.

Aru smiled, thinking about what he had told the soldier who had bumped into them when they had first crossed through the base while shrouding themselves. Maybe he would spread a rumor about the spirits being angry because no weapons were allowed on the mountain's hallowed ground. The Chinese were highly superstitious people, so they might believe that was why their equipment malfunctioned.

The glow in Kalugal's eyes dimmed. "You're no fun."

Chuckling, Aru turned to Negal. "Were you able to recover anything valuable from the pod?"

"We managed to extract a few more components," Negal said. "Once we clear out all the stasis chambers, we can access more of the pod's systems."

"Good work." Aru clapped Negal on the shoulder. "You and Edgar focus on getting the chambers out while Dagor and I handle the loading and transport."

He turned to Yamanu. "We will only extract the chambers when you are here to shroud the operation. I know that will mean that it will take more time, but I don't want to chance a patrol catching a glimpse of them."

Yamanu nodded. "No problem. You are the boss here, and you decide how this operation is run, but I would like to see the pod before we begin."

Aru tilted his head. "I thought that you regarded the pod as bad luck."

"I do. But I'm too curious to let that stop me from seeing it."

"Very well." Aru turned to Kalugal. "You and I will go first. I want to make sure that you get down in one piece." He looked at Negal and Dagor. "Watch over the ropes in case Kalugal needs to be pulled up."

Kalugal shook his head. "You insult me."

"My apologies." Aru dipped his head and looked pointedly at Kalugal's loafers. "Not the best shoes for rappelling."

"I agree." Kalugal shrugged. "But they were custom-made for me and will not fall off. I'm even willing to wager on that."

Aru knew better than to bet against a master manipulator.

"I'll take your word for it."

As Kalugal started gearing up, Aru realized his fears about the guy's abilities had been baseless.

The councilman approached it like a pro, pulling gloves from his pockets before getting into the harness, tightening the straps, and ensuring the harness fit snugly around his waist and legs.

Then, he double-checked that the anchor was secured around the boulder. Once satisfied with his inspection, he attached the controller to the harness using a locking carabiner and threaded the rope through the device. As an extra precaution, he tied a Prusik knot around the rope and clipped it to his harness, a backup that would catch him if he lost control.

"You've done this once or twice before," Aru remarked.

Kalugal grinned. "I told you that I was well-trained." Positioning himself at the edge, he leaned back into the harness and descended.

Aru controlled his speed so it matched Kalugal's. The cavern walls closed around them as they got deeper. When they reached the bottom, Aru unclipped the controller from his harness, removed it, and then attached it back so the others could pull it up and use it.

Next to him, Kalugal did the same. "She's a beauty," he said as he surveyed the pile of salvaged components. "The stasis chambers alone are worth a king's ransom." He traced his fingers over the smooth, seamless metal with an almost reverent touch.

Behind them, Yamanu and Dagor unclipped their controllers and joined them.

Yamanu peered at the glass of one of the chambers. "Are you sure they are dead? They look like they are sleeping."

"I wish they were," Aru said. "Julian confirmed that they are gone."
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The first chamber was loaded without incident, the gods working together to maneuver the heavy, awkward container out of the chasm and into Edgar's helicopter.

"This is going to take forever," Kalugal grumbled, echoing Edgar's thoughts. "We need to find a way to speed things up and get these chambers out of here before someone comes along and starts asking questions." He turned to look at Norbu's helicopter. "Why aren't we also using the other one? If we can transport two chambers at a time, this will go much faster."

"Not possible," Yamanu said. "I can shroud both helicopters, but Norbu will not be able to see through the shroud for obvious reasons."

"I can fly his helicopter," Kalugal offered.

Aru blinked, his surprise echoing everyone else's. Kalugal hadn't said anything about being able to pilot a helicopter. If he could have flown from Modana's mansion to his yacht, why had he asked for Edgar?

"Are you sure?" Aru asked. "After your display of skill with rappelling, I don't want to doubt you again, but have you received formal training in piloting one of these?" He waved a hand at the other craft.

Kalugal shrugged. "I admit that my schooling was virtual, but it is just as good if not better than the real thing. The Perfect Match simulator threw incredible challenges at me. I was chased, I had to evade missiles, and I had to make emergency landings in precarious locations. It was such an adrenaline rush. I recommend you try it."

That was all fine, but it was like learning to shoot a rifle in a video game and then being thrown into a battle. The aim might be better than someone who had never practiced, but the reflexes and the split-second decisions needed to be made would not be on par with a soldier who had received proper field training, and even less so compared to a soldier who had taken part in actual battles.

Edgar had heard that argument too many times to count. That's why he had joined some of the Guardian training.

"What about real-life experience?" Aru asked.

"I don't have any, but don't worry. I'm not your average Joe." Kalugal tapped his temple. "I can master any skill in a fraction of the time it would take someone else. Besides, it's not like we have a lot of options. Unless you want to be stuck here for two more days while we wait for Edgar to shuttle back and forth."

Edgar would be the last one to disagree with that.

"You make a valid argument," Aru said at last. "But I want you to do a test run first. I will load your helicopter with some of the equipment we've removed from the pod. If you manage to fly that without incident, you can fly the stasis chambers."

Kalugal chuckled. "So, you are more worried about the chambers than my life."

Aru blanched. "I did not mean that. But if you have to make a crash landing, while you might walk away unharmed, the chambers might not. They don't fit well in the helicopter, and we need to leave the doors open with the chamber sticking out on both sides."

Kalugal lifted a hand to stop him. "I get it, and you don't need to worry; I'm not a daredevil, and I wouldn't have offered my help if I had doubts about my ability. I know what I'm doing."

Edgar was familiar with Perfect Match. He had helped design the helicopter pilot interfaces and had enjoyed several thrilling sessions, but he doubted it was enough, especially with old models like those they had with them. The simulation was built on the latest technology, not aircraft from two decades ago.

Besides, as advanced as the simulation was, it was no substitute for real-world experience. The instinctive responses that could only come from hours spent in the cockpit, battling adverse weather conditions and whatever else came up, could not have been developed in simulation runs.

"What do we do with Norbu?" Dagor asked. "Should I thrall him to take a nap on the grass?"

Aru nodded. "That's a good idea. Just make sure he chooses a spot that is not in the way."

Once that was done, Edgar followed Kalugal to the helicopter. "Let me give you a crash course on these ancient machines. They are unlike what you've experienced in the simulator and require greater skill."

Yamanu joined them, grinning like a hyena. "The competition between you and Kian is hilarious."

Kalugal arched a brow. "What do you mean?"

"When you heard that he learned how to pilot a helicopter and a small executive jet on a simulator, you had to do that too. Except, Kian did that years before Perfect Match was even an idea."

"I didn't know that," Kalugal said, but it sounded like a lie to Edgar. "Just so you don't worry, I'll have you know that I've logged many hours in the simulator."

As Edgar went over the controls, he realized that Kalugal hadn't boasted about being a quick study. He mastered the information in mere moments.

"Who is flying with me?" Kalugal asked. When no one answered, he shook his head. "Ye of little faith."

"I'm with you." Yamanu followed Edgar to his craft.

As both rotors whirred to life and the helicopters lifted off the ground, Edgar's gaze flicked to the other aircraft, but so far, Kalugal seemed to be doing fine. That didn't last long, though.

When the wind picked up, as it usually did at this time of day, Edgar's gut twisted with worry as he watched Kalugal's helicopter wobble and sway in the air like a drunk on a tightrope.

Thankfully, Yamanu had his eyes closed, or he might have lost his concentration upon seeing Kalugal's precarious maneuvering of his craft. After a few moments, though, the winds subsided, and the rest of their journey was uneventful.

Edgar waited for Kalugal to land first before maneuvering his helicopter to land a safe distance away.

He felt like he had run a double marathon, and after killing the engine, he just leaned back and closed his eyes for a moment.

Yamanu's massive hand on his shoulder startled him. "Time to unload, buddy."

"Yeah. I need a moment after watching Kalugal in the air."

Yamanu winced. "That bad?"

"For a novice, he did okay, but it was stressful."

"I get it." Yamanu opened the door and jumped out.

As the two of them worked to unload the stasis chamber from his chopper, maneuvering the heavy, awkward container onto the waiting truck and securing it beneath a tarp, Edgar glanced over at Kalugal's chopper, wondering why the guy hadn't emerged yet.

Had he been as stressed as Edgar during the flight and needed a few moments?

That wasn't likely. Kalugal was too full of himself to doubt his ability and get scared.

When they were done, they started toward the other chopper, and Edgar knocked on the window to get Kalugal's attention. "Are you all right in there?"

The guy lifted his head from the screen of his phone and opened the door. "Of course, I am. I was going over my emails while waiting for you to come and unload the equipment."

Edgar gaped at him but then closed his mouth and looked at Yamanu, who shrugged. "I guess we are the hired help."

Kalugal got out of the craft. "I can help if you need me to," he offered in the least enthusiastic way possible.

"That's okay." Yamanu clapped him on his back. "Edgar and I got it." He smiled at Edgar. "The faster we get this done, the faster we can fly back, right?"

With a sigh, Edgar turned back to Kalugal's chopper and started unloading stuff.

They were halfway done when Edgar realized what had been bothering him.

At least half an hour had passed since they had landed, and with how tiny the town was, Jasmine couldn't have missed it even if she tried, and she hadn't come to see him even though he'd been gone for almost twenty-four hours.

Then again, Jasmine was human, so she might not have heard the landing. Except, the other ladies had, and they would have told her.

He had to concede that she didn't feel like coming over and saying hi.
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As four o'clock neared, Aru got more and more nervous despite the operation going well. The queen had promised him an answer today, and he was afraid of what that answer would be. He'd been praying all day to the Fates that it wouldn't be an order to kill the twins.

"What's wrong?" Dagor asked. "You've been uncharacteristically quiet all day."

"Really?" Aru forced a smile. "I didn't know I was all that chatty on other days."

"You know what I mean. You've been frowning, and I even heard you cuss a few times, which is even more unlike you than being all up in your head and not talking."

"I'm just worried about the operation," Aru said, trying to inject a note of casualness into his tone. "Kalugal is an inexperienced pilot, we have a Chinese military base that is probably in uproar because their radar is not working, and we are running against the clock to get what we can out of the pod."

It was all true, but he wasn't really worried about that. The extraction had proceeded smoothly, with Aru and Dagor working in tandem to load the stasis chambers one at a time, securing each one with sturdy ropes before signaling for Negal to haul them up to the surface.

Above them, Negal was assisted by Yamanu and Edgar when the chambers were being sent up, and between the rounds, he was piling the equipment they were salvaging.

Kalugal had opted out of the manual labor, claiming that he had a business to run while he wasn't piloting the chopper. He was always on his phone, but even if he was pretending, Aru had to admit that his contributions had been so invaluable in other ways that it was okay if he didn't lend a hand. His connections and resources, greasing the wheels of bureaucracy and keeping the Chinese authorities at bay, were priceless.

"I'm also tired of sitting in this dark pit," Aru grumbled.

"Why don't you go up top for a bit?" Dagor suggested, jerking his chin towards the mouth of the cavern. "Grab some sunshine, take a breather. I can handle things down here until the choppers get back."

"Thanks. I need it."

Aru needed to talk to the queen, and he needed a private spot to do that. Maybe he could lie down next to Norbu on the grass and pretend that he was taking a nap.

When he emerged, the crisp mountain air filled his lungs with a rush of invigorating cold. For a moment, he stood with his eyes closed and his face tilted towards the sky, letting the warmth of the light and the whisper of the wind wash over him. Then he found a patch of grass, sat down, and opened a channel to his sister.

Can you talk? he asked.

There was a long silence, a stillness that seemed to stretch on for an eternity. And then, like a cool breath of wind on a scorching day, he felt her presence, the gentle touch of her mind against his own. One more moment.

Aru waited, sweating from the stress and dreading the verdict but also wanting to be done with the uncertainty. Whatever the queen's decision, he had no choice but to accept it.

The queen wants you to delay your report, Aria said. When the Kra-ell build the funeral pyres for their dead, you and Annani's people are to stage a similar ceremony for the twins and record it, just as you will record the rites for the fallen. She leaves the trickery up to you and her granddaughter's people and asks that you make it convincing. Naturally, that means not reviving the twins until after the recording of their funeral.

The relief was profound, but with it came the worry of how to pull it off. Any artificial manipulation would be immediately discovered. It had to be staged. The other problem was that he hadn't informed anyone other than the queen that he had found the missing Kra-ell. Would his commander believe that he and his team had decided to perform the Kra-ell funeral rites?

The queen trusts in your judgment and ability to craft a convincing illusion with whatever technologies you have at your disposal.

I understand, Aru said. I have no idea how we will pull it off, especially since we are still supposed to be looking for the Kra-ell from Igor's compound, but I hope the clan people will help us create a convincing illusion.

A long moment passed as Aria transmitted his message. The queen asks that you inform her if you have difficulty executing her directive.

Of course. Aru swallowed the lump that formed in his throat.

If he failed to find a solution, the queen might command him to kill the twins after all.
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Edgar's muscles burned with fatigue as he and Yamanu carefully maneuvered the last stasis chamber into place, securing it with ropes and tarps on the truck. They had worked through the night, taking only a couple of breaks to eat and rest.

No one wanted to stay in the area longer than was necessary.

It had been a grueling twenty or so hours of seemingly endless loading and unloading cycles and going back and forth between the mountain and the makeshift base of operations. Even for an immortal, the strain was starting to take its toll, but it wasn't the physical exhaustion that was weighing on Edgar and made each step feel like a Herculean effort. It was the gnawing sense of unease that had taken root in his gut and refused to let go.

Jasmine had given up on them.

She hadn't said anything, but he felt it in his gut. She'd told him that she'd forgiven him and that everything was fine between them, but she sure as hell wasn't acting like it was.

He needed to fix this and bring them back to how they had been. It had been so good, so easy between them. How could a few careless words cause such a profound change in her attitude? And how was he going to win her back?

The answer eluded him, slipping through his grasp like smoke on the wind. He'd even considered asking Yamanu for advice but was too proud to admit his failure.

Right now, he just wanted to be done and go to the hotel, where Jasmine and the other ladies were waiting for them in the restaurant. They were packing boxes with food for the road and for Aru and Negal, who had stayed behind.

Poor Norbu was still asleep but not on the grass back on the mountain. They had brought him with them on one of their round trips and put him in the tent he had brought to sleep in.

"Ready to head back to town?" Yamanu asked as he tucked the tarp under the stasis chamber so none of it was showing. "I'm starving."

"So am I," Kalugal said. "All that piloting was much more exhausting than I anticipated."

Edgar wanted to roll his eyes.

Piloting was all that Kalugal had done. He, Yamanu, and the gods had done all the loading, unloading, and refueling. Most of the extra fuel they had brought on the truck was gone, and the containers were stacked behind the two trucks they were using.

As they walked down the street, Edgar thought about the last item on their agenda: the pod. It had to be buried beneath a mountain of rubble and debris to ensure no trace of its existence remained. They couldn't risk leaving even the slightest hint of alien technology to be found by humans.

As they entered the big tent, Edgar gazed over the place, searching for Jasmine and finding her with the other ladies, sitting next to a large table and a pile of packaged food.

She was so beautiful, so sexy, and so indifferent to him that it hurt.

"Hello, ladies." Yamanu strode to the table. "Is there anything we can shove into our mouths before going? I'm starving."

Gabi lifted a big platter with several dishes on it, which had been hidden behind the boxes, and put it at one corner of the table. "This is for you."

"Thank you." Yamanu pulled out a chair. "You are an angel."

Edgar walked over to Jasmine, and as he stood beside her, she had no choice but to look at him.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi." He smiled. "I missed you."

She averted her gaze. "You should sit down and eat before Yamanu gobbles everything down."

"Yeah." He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. "I should." He pulled out a chair next to Yamanu and tore open a packet of hand sanitizer that Gabi left for him next to his plate.

Dagor piled his plate and walked over to the other side of the long table to sit with Frankie, and Kalugal joined Yamanu and Edgar.

"What's that?" He pointed at the shaptak.

"It's a traditional Tibetan dish," Margo said. "It's stir-fried meat made with ginger, cabbage, and other stuff that mostly uses spices, so if you don't like a lot of spices, you should choose something else."

"I love spice." Kalugal piled his plate with the dish.

Edgar's stomach rumbled, not caring that his heart was aching. It wanted food. Once Kalugal was done piling his plate, he took the serving dish from him and put some of it on his own plate.

"Listen," Yamanu said, wiping his mouth with the wet towelette Gabi had given him. "We're about to head back to the mountain, and there will be a big boom. The townsfolk and Jasmine won't hear or see a thing, but the rest of you probably will. Don't get scared and don't respond."

Jasmine's brow furrowed. "Is it dangerous?" she asked. "The explosives, I mean. Are you going to set them off from a distance?"

"Of course," Kalugal said. "You have nothing to worry about. We will all be in the air when we detonate the mountain."

Jasmine nodded. "I thought so. I just wanted to make sure that you are safe." She glanced at Edgar and smiled, her concern for his safety making his heart soar with renewed hope.

Edgar, Kalugal, and Yamanu pushed to their feet when they were done eating. Dagor remained seated; his job was done, and he did not need to return.

Edgar walked over to Jasmine and pulled her into a hug, breathing in the sweet, familiar scent of her hair. She stiffened momentarily, her body tense and unyielding in his arms. But then, with a sigh that sounded almost like surrender, she relaxed, melting into his embrace with a softness that made his heart ache.

It wasn't the enthusiastic response he had hoped for, but it was something.
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Aru shifted on the hard boulder he'd been sitting on and turned to Negal. "I've thought a lot about it, and we will have to fake the twins' death. When the Kra-ell prepare the funeral pyres, we will wait for them to perform the rites and then one of us will have to light the torch while it is being filmed. The trick will be to do the same with the twins, given their state."

Negal pursed his lips. "What if we could create dummies that look like they did before they turned skeletal? The clan should be able to help us with that."

"Dummies will not fool our recording equipment, but you are onto something. We could wait until they are revived and back to looking healthy and then somehow make them appear dead."

"Right." Negal chuckled. "Our equipment will register even the faintest sign of life, and don't forget the pyre. That's going to be hard to fake as well."

Negal wasn't wrong, but Aru had no other ideas. "If you have any constructive suggestions, I'm listening."

Negal shrugged. "Simple. We never found the pod. The mission to Tibet was a failure, and we are exploring other leads."

That actually was a good idea, but the question was whether the queen would agree.

Aru had a feeling that she wouldn't. She'd wanted him to stage their death before reviving them for a reason. If the trickery didn't work, she wanted them dead.

"The choppers are coming." Negal pointed a finger at the sky.

If not for the remaining salvaged equipment, they could have all fit in one helicopter, but they had managed to get a few more components loose, and Aru didn't want to leave them behind. Since nothing worked, he didn't know whether he'd found the flight recorder or anything else that could hint at the cause of the accident or where the other pods could be. Still, perhaps William could do something with all this junk without destroying it in the process.

As the birds touched down on the rocky mountaintop, Aru and Negal rose to their feet. Each lifted an armload of equipment before striding toward the helicopters.

Yamanu got out, holding several boxes of food from the restaurant. "Hungry?"

"Very." Aru put the components on the chopper's floor and took one of the boxes from Yamanu. "We finished the last energy bar after you left." He opened the box and sat down on the step. "Everything is ready. So, once we get the rest of the equipment in, we can move out."

While Negal and Aru ate their lunch, Dagor and Edgar got busy bringing in the rest of the stuff, including the ropes and the rappelling equipment.

When everything was loaded, Aru and Yamanu got into the helicopter with Edgar, while Negal and Dagor got into Kalugal's.

Clutching the detonator in his hand, Aru waited until they were in the air and Yamanu was shrouding the mountain before pressing the button.

As a muffled thump shook the ground below them, the sound of the explosion was almost anticlimactic. It was a fraction of the noise and fury he had expected.

A cloud of dust billowed up from the cavern's depths, a blinding haze that obscured the mountain in a veil of gray.

Aru squinted against the onslaught, his eyes watering as Edgar guided the helicopter up and away until the dust settled a little. Then, he angled back for a better view.

It was hard to see, the dust still swirling and eddying in the air, but as Edgar made another pass over the mountain, Aru fought to peer through the haze and the sun's glare and was satisfied with what he saw.

The crater was mostly gone, buried beneath rubble and debris. Only a shallow depression remained, a barely there divot in the rugged landscape that, in a few hours, would give no hint of the secrets that lay buried beneath.

All that remained was for them to return to base, gather the last of their belongings, and make their way to the nearest airport, where two private planes awaited them.
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Jasmine's heart ached at the distance that had grown between her and Edgar. She knew that she needed to end things, to set them both free to find their true paths in life. But the thought of hurting him, of seeing the pain and heartbreak in his eyes, made her want to recoil, to retreat into the safety and comfort of the familiar.

Except, they both deserved better than this.

Strangely, it wasn't about love or lack thereof. Jasmine cared for Edgar, and in time, she knew she could have learned to love him, but deep down, she knew that he was not her forever. He was not the one she was meant to walk beside through eternity's long, winding road.

As much as it pained her to hurt him, she knew that she had to let him go. They both deserved to find their true soulmates, the other halves of their eternal being.

But as she looked at him now and saw the hurt and confusion in his eyes, Jasmine felt her resolve waver and her courage faltering.

How could she do this?

There were no easy answers, no painless paths to follow, but she had to find a way to end things with grace and compassion, to part as friends rather than enemies.

And so, with a deep breath and a silent prayer for strength, she turned to face him, ready to speak the words that would set them both free, but a knock on the door stopped her before she could open her mouth.

"Come in." She put the pair of pants she had folded into her suitcase.

Julian opened the door and walked in. "We need to load up this chamber." He tossed a length of rope to Edgar.

As she watched Edgar and Julian carefully maneuvering the prince's stasis chamber out of the hotel room, Jasmine felt a pang of unease. It wasn't about the unfinished business between her and Edgar. There was something unsettling about the way the chamber seemed to shimmer and then fade out of view as Julian wove his shroud to conceal it from prying eyes.

She understood the necessity of it, but that didn't make it any less disconcerting to watch two men carrying a metal sarcophagus simply vanish, leaving what seemed like empty air in their wake.

Following close behind them, she navigated the narrow hallway, keeping a watchful eye out for any unsuspecting passersby who might stumble into the invisible procession.

Julian had said she didn't need to tag along and should stay and pack her things, but she wanted to ensure they made it safely to the truck.

Not that they needed her. She was the weak link among them, the one who could not see past the shroud and followed them blindly, hoping she was heading in the right direction.

When would she stop being the outsider and become part of their world?

What would it be like to be one of them? To have endless years, enhanced senses and strength, and the ability to thrall and shroud?

Would it change her, transform her in some fundamental way?

Or would she still be the same Jasmine at heart, just long-lived and powerful?

Power was corruptive, but it could also be used for good. The immortals and gods she'd gotten to know were good people, but she'd heard that others like them were not good, which made sense. Humans were good and evil, so immortals and gods were probably divided similarly.

What if she wasn't a Dormant, though?

She wouldn't know until she let an immortal induce her, and right now, it didn't seem like it was going to be Edgar.

When they got to the waiting truck, Julian dropped the shroud. As he and Edgar hefted the chamber and placed it in a spot that seemed to have been reserved for it, Jasmine tried to figure out which chamber belonged to the princess. Since they were all identical, she guessed it was the one next to the prince's, but she didn't know whether it was the one on the right or the one on the left.

"Are you going to mark them?" she asked Julian. "Otherwise, how are you going to be able to tell them apart from the others?"

He motioned for her to get closer. "Do you see the seam here?" He pointed.

"I do."

"Now look at this one." He lifted a tarp. "Can you see a seam?"

She got closer to take a better look but couldn't see it. "There is none."

"There is." Julian lowered the tarp and tucked it under the chamber. "You can't see it because the chamber is sealed. I left the ones containing the royal twins unsealed so their bodies could absorb nutrients from their environment."

"I see." She smiled at him. "Thanks for explaining it to me."

"You're welcome."

Julian was such a great guy. He had a gift for explaining complicated things in layman's terms that she could easily understand. He didn't try to dumb them down for her, which would have made her feel like a simpleton.

The doctor went back to working with the gods and Edgar, securing the cargo with tarps and ropes, but Jasmine barely registered the details. Her mind was too caught up in the swirl of emotions that churned within her.

With a final glance at the truck, Jasmine turned and made her way back to the hotel room.

As she pushed open the door, the familiar scent of Edgar's cologne wafted over her like a bittersweet memory, and Jasmine felt a pang of sorrow for what could have been but wasn't.

With a sigh, she reached into her bag and pulled out her tarot cards, their worn edges and faded images a comforting weight in her palm. She had always turned to them in times of need, seeking guidance and clarity in the face of life's challenges.

Until now, Jasmine hadn't dared ask the one question that would determine her future more than any other. In fact, it was much more important than whether the prince was her one and only or not.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, she shuffled the cards, her fingers moving with a deftness born of years of practice. And then, with a whispered prayer to whatever gods or Fates might be listening, she laid them before her, her eyes scanning the spread with hope and fear.

The first card she turned over was the Star. The image of a woman pouring water from two jugs symbolized renewal, healing, and hope. The second card was the Wheel of Fortune, a reminder that life was ever-changing and that good and bad fortunes were fleeting moments in the grand scheme of things.

And then she turned over the final and most important card and gasped.

It was the World card, depicting a naked woman hovering above the Earth, holding a baton in each hand and surrounded by a wreath. She was being watched by the four living creatures: a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle.

The World card represented the ending of one cycle of life and the beginning of the next. 

The cards had spoken, and their message was as clear as if shouted from the rooftops. It was a new beginning—the closing of one chapter of her life and the start of a grand new adventure.

Jasmine felt a rush of emotion wash over her, a dizzying mix of relief and elation. 

She had her answer. She was a Dormant, and she would become immortal.
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Adina and the Magic Lamp

In this post-apocalyptic virtual reimagining of Aladdin, James, the enigmatic prince, and Adina, the fearless thief, navigate the treacherous streets of Londabad, a city that echoes London and Ahmedabad and fuses magic and technology. In the face of danger, the chemistry between them ignites, and the lines between prince and thief, royalty and commoner blur.

Join the VIP Club

To find out what’s included in your free membership, flip to the last page.


NOTE



Dear reader,

I hope my stories have added a little joy to your day. If you have a moment to add some to mine, you can help spread the word about the Children Of The Gods series by telling your friends and penning a review. Your recommendations are the most powerful way to inspire new readers to explore the series.

Thank you,

Isabell


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...
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THE CHILDREN OF THE GODS
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THE DARK STRANGER TRILOGY

1: Dark Stranger The Dream

2: Dark Stranger Revealed

3: Dark Stranger Immortal

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.

[image: ]


THE DARK ENEMY TRILOGY

4: Dark Enemy Taken

5: Dark Enemy Captive

6: Dark Enemy Redeemed

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.
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6.5: My Dark Amazon

When Michael and Kri fend off a gang of humans, Michael is stabbed. Though his immortal body recovers quickly, the injury to his ego takes longer to heal, putting a strain on his relationship with Kri.
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THE DARK WARRIOR TETRALOGY

7: Dark Warrior Mine

8: Dark Warrior’s Promise

9: Dark Warrior’s Destiny

10: Dark Warrior’s Legacy

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.
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DARK GUARDIAN TRILOGY

11: Dark Guardian Found

12: Dark Guardian Craved

13: Dark Guardian’s Mate

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.
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DARK ANGEL TRILOGY

14: Dark Angel's Obsession

15: Dark Angel's Seduction

16: Dark Angel's Surrender

The cold and stoic warrior is an enigma even to those closest to him. His secrets are about to unravel...

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.

[image: ]


DARK OPERATIVE TRILOGY

17: Dark Operative: A Shadow of Death

18: Dark Operative: A Glimmer of Hope

19: Dark Operative: The Dawn of Love

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?
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DARK SURVIVOR TRILOGY

20: Dark Survivor Awakened

21: Dark Survivor Echoes of Love

22: Dark Survivor Reunited

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.
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DARK WIDOW TRILOGY

23: Dark Widow’s Secret

24: Dark Widow’s Curse

25: Dark Widow’s Blessing

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.
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DARK DREAM TRILOGY

26: Dark Dream’s Temptation

27: Dark Dream’s Unraveling

28: Dark Dream’s Trap

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?
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DARK PRINCE TRILOGY

29: Dark Prince’s Enigma

30: Dark Prince’s Dilemma

31: Dark Prince’s Agenda

As the son of the most dangerous male on the planet, Lokan lives by three rules:

Don’t trust a soul.

Don’t show emotions.

And don’t get attached.

Will one extraordinary woman make him break all three?
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DARK QUEEN TRILOGY

32: Dark Queen’s Quest

33: Dark Queen’s Knight

34: Dark Queen’s Army

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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DARK SPY TRILOGY

35: Dark Spy Conscripted

36: Dark Spy’s Mission

37: Dark Spy’s Resolution

Jin possesses a unique paranormal ability. Just by touching someone, she can insert a mental hook into their psyche and tie a string of her consciousness to it, creating a tether. That doesn’t make her a spy, though, not unless her talent is discovered by those seeking to exploit it.
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DARK OVERLORD TRILOGY

38: Dark Overlord New Horizon

39: Dark Overlord’s Wife

40: Dark Overlord’s Clan

Jacki has two talents that set her apart from the rest of the human race.

She has unpredictable glimpses of other people’s futures, and she is immune to mind manipulation.

Unfortunately, both talents are pretty useless for finding a job other than the one she had in the government’s paranormal division.

It seemed like a sweet deal until she found out that the director planned on producing super babies by compelling the recruits into pairing up. When an opportunity to escape the program presented itself, she took it, only to find out that humans are not at the top of the food chain.

Immortals are real, and at the very top of the hierarchy is Kalugal, the most powerful, arrogant, and sexiest male she has ever met.

With one look, he sets her blood on fire, but Jacki is not a fool. A man like him will never think of her as anything more than a tasty snack, while she will never settle for anything less than his heart.
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DARK CHOICES TRILOGY

41: Dark Choices The Quandary

42: Dark Choices Paradigm Shift

43: Dark Choices The Accord

When Rufsur and Edna meet, the attraction is as unexpected as it is undeniable. Except, she's the clan's judge and councilwoman, and he's Kalugal's second-in-command.

Will loyalty and duty to their people keep them apart?
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DARK SECRETS TRILOGY

44: Dark Secrets Resurgence

45: Dark Secrets Unveiled

46: Dark Secrets Absolved

On a sabbatical from his Stanford teaching position, Professor David Levinson finally has time to write the sci-fi novel he’s been thinking about for years.

The phenomena of past life memories and near-death experiences are too controversial to include in his formal psychiatric research, while fiction is the perfect outlet for his esoteric ideas.

Hoping that a change of pace will provide the inspiration he needs, David accepts a friend’s invitation to an old Scottish castle.

[image: ]


DARK HAVEN TRILOGY

47: Dark Haven Illusion

48: Dark Haven Unmasked

49: Dark Haven Found

Welcome to Safe Haven, where not everything is what it seems.

On a quest to process personal pain, Anastasia joins the Safe Haven Spiritual Retreat.

Through meditation, self-reflection, and hard work, she hopes to make peace with the voices in her head.

This is where she belongs.

Except, membership comes with a hefty price, doubts are sacrilege, and leaving is not as easy as walking out the front gate.

Is living in utopia worth the sacrifice?

Anastasia believes so until the arrival of a new acolyte changes everything.

Apparently, the gods of old were not a myth, their immortal descendants share the planet with humans, and she might be a carrier of their genes.
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DARK POWER TRILOGY

50: Dark Power Untamed

51: Dark Power Unleashed

52: Dark Power Convergence

Attending a charity gala as the clan’s figurehead, Onegus is ready for the pesky socialites he’ll have a hard time keeping away. Instead, he encounters an intriguing beauty who won’t give him the time of day.

Bad things happen when Cassandra gets all worked up, and given her fiery temper, the destructive power is difficult to tame. When she meets a gorgeous, cocky billionaire at a charity event, things just might start blowing up again.
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DARK MEMORIES TRILOGY

53: Dark Memories Submerged

54: Dark Memories Emerge

55: Dark Memories Restored

Geraldine’s memories are spotty at best, and many of them are pure fiction. While her family attempts to solve the puzzle with far too many pieces missing, she’s forced to confront a past life that she can’t remember, a present that’s more fantastic than her wildest made-up stories, and a future that might be better than her most heartfelt fantasies. But as more clues are uncovered, the picture starting to emerge is beyond anything she or her family could have ever imagined.
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DARK HUNTER TRILOGY

56: Dark Hunter’s Query

57: Dark Hunter’s Prey

58: Dark Hunter's Boon

For most of his five centuries of existence, Orion has walked the earth alone, searching for answers.

Why is he immortal?

Where did his powers come from?

Is he the only one of his kind?

When fate puts Orion face to face with the god who sired him, he learns the secret behind his immortality and that he might not be the only one.

As the goddess’s eldest daughter and a mother of thirteen, Alena deserves the title of Clan Mother just as much as Annani, but she’s not interested in honorifics. Being her mother’s companion and keeping the mischievous goddess out of trouble is a rewarding, full-time job. Lately, though, Alena’s love for her mother and the clan’s gratitude is not enough.

She craves adventure, excitement, and perhaps a true-love mate of her own.

When Alena and Orion meet, sparks fly, but they both resist the pull. Alena could never bring herself to trust the powerful compeller, and Orion could never allow himself to fall in love again.

[image: ]


DARK GOD TRILOGY

59: Dark God’s Avatar

60: Dark God’s Reviviscence

61: Dark God Destinies Converge

Unaware of the time bomb ticking inside her, Mia had lived the perfect life until it all came to a screeching halt, but despite the difficulties she faces, she doggedly pursues her dreams.

Once known as the god of knowledge and wisdom, Toven has grown cold and indifferent. Disillusioned with humanity, he travels the world and pens novels about the love he can no longer feel.

Seeking to escape his ever-present ennui, Toven gives a cutting-edge virtual experience a try. When his avatar meets Mia’s, their sizzling virtual romance unexpectedly turns into something deeper and more meaningful.

Will it endure in the real world?
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DARK WHISPERS TRILOGY

62: Dark Whispers From The Past

63: Dark Whispers From Afar

64: Dark Whispers From Beyond

A brilliant scientist and programmer, William lives for his work, but when he recruits a young bioinformatician to help him decipher the gods’ genetic blueprints, he finds himself smitten with more than just her brain.

With a Ph.D. at nineteen, Kaia is considered a prodigy and expects a bright future in academia. But when William invites her to join his secret research team, she accepts for reasons that have nothing to do with her career objectives. Wiliam’s promise to look into her best friend’s disappearance is an offer she just can’t refuse.
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DARK GAMBIT TRILOGY

65: Dark Gambit The Pawn

66: Dark Gambit The Play

67: Dark Gambit Reliance

Temporarily assigned to supervise a team of bioinformaticians, Marcel expects to spend a couple of weeks in the peaceful retreat of Safe Haven, enjoying Oregon Coast’s cool weather and rugged beauty.

Things quickly turn chaotic when the retreat’s director receives an email with an encoded message about a potential new threat to the clan.

While those in charge of security debate what to do next, Safe Haven’s first ever paranormal retreat is about to begin, and one of the attendees is a mysterious woman who makes Marcel’s heart beat faster whenever she’s near.

Is the beautiful mortal his one truelove?

Or is she the harbinger of more bad news?
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DARK ALLIANCE TRILOGY

68: Dark Alliance Kindred Souls

69: Dark Alliance Turbulent Waters

70: Dark Alliance Perfect Storm

A daring operation half a world away devolves into a full-scale crisis that escalates rapidly, requiring the clan's full might and technological wizardry to manage and survive.

Hardened by duty and tragedy, Jade is driven by a burning desire for revenge. When Phinas saves her second-in-command, Jade's gratitude quickly becomes something more.
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DARK HEALING TRILOGY

71: Dark Healing Blind Justice

72: Dark Healing Blind Trust

73: Dark healing Blind Curve

The sanctuary is Vanessa’s life project. The monumental task of rehabilitating the traumatized victims of trafficking doesn’t leave much time for personal life, let alone dating or finding her one and only.

When Kian asks her to help the Kra-ell, she’s torn between her duty to the sanctuary and a group of emotionally wounded aliens who no other psychologist can treat.

She’s the only immortal with the necessary training to get it done.

The Kra-ell culture and the purebloods’ nearly androgynous alien looks shouldn’t appeal to her, and yet, she finds one of them disturbingly attractive.

Is it the dangerous vibe he emits?

Does it speak to her on a subconscious level?

Or is it her need to put the broken pieces of him back together?

And why is he interested in her?

She cannot offer him a fight for dominance like a Kra-ell female would, but some strange and unfamiliar part of her wishes she could.
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DARK ENCOUNTERS TRILOGY

74: Dark Encounters of the Close Kind

75: Dark Encounters of the Unexpected Kind

76: Dark Encounters of the Fated Kind

Convinced that her family is hiding a terrible secret from her, Gabi decides to pay them a surprise visit.

Something is very fishy about the stories her brothers have been telling her lately. Her niece, a nineteen-year-old prodigy with a Ph.D. in bioinformatics, has gotten engaged to a much older guy she met while working on some top-secret project, and if Gabi's older, overprotective brother's approval of the engagement wasn't suspicious enough, he also uprooted his family and moved to be closer to the couple.

What Gabi discovers when she gets to L.A. is wilder than anything she could have imagined. Her entire family possesses godly genes, her brothers and her niece have already turned immortal, and she could transition as soon as she finds an immortal male to induce her. Finding a suitable candidate in a village full of handsome immortals shouldn't be a problem, but Gabi's thoughts keep wandering to the gorgeous guy she met on her flight over.

Could Uriel be a lost descendant of the gods?

He certainly looks like them, but that doesn't mean that he's a good guy or that he's even immortal. He could be a descendant of a different god—a member of an enemy faction of immortals who seek to eradicate her family's adoptive clan, or what is more likely, he's just an extraordinarily good-looking human.
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DARK VOYAGE TRILOGY

77: Dark Voyage Matters of the Heart

78: Dark Voyage Matters of the Mind

79: Dark Voyage Matters of the Soul

As Annani and Syssi set out to unravel the mysteries of Syssi's visions about the gods’ home world, the long-awaited wedding cruise sets sail with Aru, Gabi, and Aru’s teammates on board.

While the gods find themselves surrounded by immortal clan ladies eager for their affections, they soon discover that destiny has a different plan for them.
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DARK HORIZON TRILOGY

80: Dark Horizon New Dawn

81: Dark Horizon Eclipse of the Heart

82: Dark Horizon The Witching Hour

What begins as a carefree vacation quickly spirals into a heart-pounding adventure when a chance encounter with a mysterious woman entangles Margo in a shadowy world of deceit and danger.

Meanwhile, aboard the Silver Swan, the Fates weave their intricate web. Armed with Margo's photograph, Frankie is on a mission to match her with the last unmated god. Despite his initial disinterest, the image consumes Negal, and when Margo's situation becomes dire, the once indifferent god is compelled to join the frantic rescue mission.
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DARK WITCH TRILOGY

83: Dark Witch Entangled Fates

84: Dark Witch: Twin Destinies

85: Dark Witch: Resurrection

Jasmine's quest for her Prince Charming takes an unexpected turn when she finds herself on a luxurious cruise ship steeped in secrets. Navigating a tangled maze of destiny, intrigue, and desire, she discovers that the key to unlocking her future may lie in the very cards she's been dealt.
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For a FREE Audiobook, Preview chapters, And other goodies offered only to my VIPs,

JOIN THE VIP CLUB AT ITLUCAS.COM

[image: ]


TRY THE SERIES ON

AUDIBLE

2 FREE audiobooks with your new Audible subscription!


PERFECT MATCH SERIES

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.

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.

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.

The Thief Who Loved Me

When Marian splurges on a Perfect Match Virtual adventure as a world infamous jewel thief, she expects high-wire fun with a hot partner who she will never have to see again in real life.

A virtual encounter seems like the perfect answer to Marcus's string of dating disasters. No strings attached, no drama, and definitely no love. As a die-hard James Bond fan, he chooses as his avatar a dashing MI6 operative, and to complement his adventure, a dangerously seductive partner.

Neither expects to find their forever Perfect Match.

My Merman Prince

The beautiful architect working late on the twelfth floor of my building thinks that I’m just the maintenance guy. She’s also under the impression that I’m not interested.

Nothing could be further from the truth.

I want her like I’ve never wanted a woman before, but I don’t play where I work.

I don’t need the complications.

When she tells me about living out her mermaid fantasy with a stranger in a Perfect Match virtual adventure, I decide to do everything possible to ensure that the stranger is me.

The Dragon King

To save his beloved kingdom from a devastating war, the Crown Prince of Trieste makes a deal with a witch that costs him half of his humanity and dooms him to an eternity of loneliness.

Now king, he’s a fearsome cobalt-winged dragon by day and a short-tempered monarch by night. Not many are brave enough to serve in the palace of the brooding and volatile ruler, but Charlotte ignores the rumors and accepts a scribe position in court.

As the young scribe reawakens Bruce’s frozen heart, all that stands in the way of their happiness is the witch’s bargain. Outsmarting the evil hag will take cunning and courage, and Charlotte is just the right woman for the job.

My Werewolf Romeo

The father of my star student is a big-shot screenwriter and the patron of the drama department who thinks he can dictate what production I should put on. The principal makes it very clear that I need to cooperate with the opinionated asshat or walk away from my dream job at the exclusive private high school.

It doesn’t help matters that the guy is single, hot, charming, creative, and seems to like me despite my thinly-veiled hostility.

When he invites me to a custom-tailored Perfect Match virtual adventure to prove that his screenplay is perfect for my production, I accept, intending to have fun while proving that messing with the classics is a foolish idea.

I don’t expect to be wowed by his werewolf adaptation of Red Riding Hood mesh-up with Romeo and Juliet, and I certainly don’t expect to fall in love with the virtual fantasy’s leading man.

The Channeler's Companion

A treat for fans of The Wheel of Time.

When Erika hires Rand to assist in her pediatric clinic, she does so despite his good looks and irresistible charm, not because of them.

He's empathic, adores children, and has the patience of a saint.

He's also all she can think about, but he's off-limits.

What's a doctor to do to scratch that irresistible itch without risking workplace complications?

A shared adventure in the Perfect Match Virtual Studios seems like the solution, but instead of letting the algorithm choose a partner for her, Erika can try to influence it to select the one she wants. Awarding Rand a gift certificate to the service will get him into their database, but unless Erika can tip the odds in her favor, getting paired with him is a long shot.

Hopefully, a virtual adventure based on her and Rand's favorite series will do the trick.

The Valkyrie & The Witch

After breaking up with my boyfriend, I vow never to date a physician again and avoid workplace romances like the plague. Seeking an escape from bad memories and hospital politics, I apply for a job at the Perfect Match Virtual Fantasy Studios, where I hope to explore fantastical scenarios and beta-test new experiences.

I have no intention of entering a new relationship anytime soon, but it is difficult to ignore Kayden, a fellow trainee who’s good-looking and charming but regrettably has aspirations of becoming a physician.

Hoping never to get paired with him to beta test an experience, I choose the Valkyrie adventure. It seems like a safe bet to avoid a guy like him, who would never select an experience where the female is the kick-ass heroine and the man only gets a supporting role. However, the algorithm has other plans in store for us. It seems to think that we are a perfect match.

Adina and the Magic Lamp

In this post-apocalyptic virtual reimagining of Aladdin, James, the enigmatic prince, and Adina, the fearless thief, navigate the treacherous streets of Londabad, a city that echoes London and Ahmedabad and fuses magic and technology. In the face of danger, the chemistry between them ignites, and the lines between prince and thief, royalty and commoner blur.


FOR EXCLUSIVE PEEKS AT UPCOMING RELEASES &

A FREE I. T. LUCAS COMPANION BOOK

Join my VIP Club and gain access to the VIP portal at itlucas.com

To Join, go to:

http://eepurl.com/blMTpD

INCLUDED IN YOUR FREE MEMBERSHIP:

YOUR VIP PORTAL

	Read preview chapters of upcoming releases.

	Listen to Goddess’s Choice narration by Charles Lawrence

	Exclusive content offered only to my VIPs.



FREE I.T. LUCAS COMPANION INCLUDES:

	Goddess's Choice Part 1

	Perfect Match: Vampire's Consort (A standalone Novella)

	Interview Q & A

	Character Charts



If you’re already a subscriber and you are not getting my emails, your provider is sending them to your junk folder, and you are missing out on important updates. To fix that, add isabell@itlucas.com to your email contacts or your email VIP list.

Check out the specials at

https://www.itlucas.com/specials

OEBPS/image_rsrc4V0.jpg





cover.jpeg
Il / A
| 4
{
Vo (£
\ g \
{ 7 o ‘
\ \ y a2/ — S N
) [ ,
/
/ -
&

THE CHILDREN . o
ormsconsss | twin destiEss

/T, LUCAS

INTERNATIONALLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR







page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





OEBPS/image_rsrc4UY.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V1.jpg
neaiow || resurrection

OFTHECODS S

UCAS






OEBPS/image_rsrc4V2.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4UZ.jpg





