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      I gazed out the window at the thick pine forest surrounding my estate. The short-lived trees stretched their branches towards the twilight sky. My brother Khafra sat across from me, his amber eyes narrowed. 

      “I don’t understand why you insist on living among the humans,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s exhausting, trying to fit in with their fragile, fleeting lives. Ra as my witness, it’s a nightmare even coming to visit you. There are too many factors to consider for us to stay hidden.”

      The flickering firelight cast dancing shadows on the stone walls of my office. “I know,” I sighed. “That’s why I’ve decided to retreat for a while. Half a century, at least, to rest and recharge.”

      Khafra leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “It’s about time. I was beginning to worry you’d given yourself entirely to their world.”

      “Not at all,” I assured him. “I was called here by something greater than myself. Part of me hoped it was my mate’s call, but it has been nearly two centuries with no sign of her.” I’d never admit it to my family, but I had grown weary of all the rapid-paced innovation and geopolitical conflicts. The ways of the phoenix were more peaceful and rooted in the old ways. We weren’t driven by discontent the way humans were. “I just need some time away. To disconnect from human histrionics.”

      Khafra nodded, his expression pensive. “Well, I certainly understand your desire to find your mate. If I felt a call as you’d described, I don’t think I’d be able to ignore it either. But I’m glad to hear you’ll be returning to us for a while. The clan will be pleased, too.” 

      My heart felt heavy. As much as I longed for the simplicity and familiarity of my own kind, a part of me would miss the vibrancy and unpredictability of the human world. But I knew I had to do this for my well-being.

      “When should we expect you?”

      With a labored sigh, I considered his question. “A couple of months, I think. I’ll know more once I’ve met with my accountant and my estate attorney.”

      “That’s soon!” Raising his glass of iced cinnamon tea, he added, “To you, my brother. May your light always burn bright.”

      

      The charming city of Pine River spread out before me, a disjointed series of colorful colonial-era homes nestled along the banks of the Mohawk River. I had loved this part of New York when I entered the human world. This area was a center of conflict then, but I’d felt drawn to it. I inhaled deeply, savoring the spring air tinged with that singularly bright scent that told of summer’s approach. 

      I had arrived early for my meeting with my estate attorney, one of many tedious tasks on my list as I prepared to withdraw from the human world. With time to spare, I decided to take a stroll through Riverside Park. To perhaps stand where I had once stood when I decided to settle in this area. Pine River had looked much different then. It had grown from a colonial enclosure to a small city bursting at its seams.

      As I walked along the path at the river’s edge, the gentle breeze calming my restless thoughts. Pink and white blossoms fell from the trees towering overhead, carpeting the path in a patchy blanket of flower petals. I tilted my face towards the sun, feeling its warmth on my skin. It was nothing compared to the fire that burned within me, but all the same, it was welcome after the biting chill of the winter months. 

      In the distance, the mountains loomed, their peaks shrouded in greys and purples. I felt a pang of longing for the wild, untamed lands where I spent my youth. Perhaps this retreat was exactly what I needed, a chance to reconnect with myself, with my clan and family, and with our values.

      Joggers, couples, and dog walkers passed me. Lost in my musings, I barely noticed the other people in the park. As usual, everyone was blissfully unaware of the ancient being walking among them. 

      As I passed a commemorative cannon beside the path—a nod to the city’s history—I caught sight of a woman sitting alone on a bench, her dark auburn brown hair and caramel-colored skin gleaming in the sunlight. Something about her presence called to me, a pull I couldn’t quite explain. I found myself drawn closer, intrigued by the many colors of her aura that signaled her kindness, compassion, strength, and resilience. 

      I drew nearer to the bench, my eyes fixed on the mysterious woman as she took in the view of the river before her. Approaching cautiously, I noticed a box sitting beside her, filled with books, a photograph, and an aloe plant. Curiosity piqued, I gestured to the empty space on the bench. “Excuse me, miss. Is this seat taken?”

      She looked up at me, her dark chocolate eyes meeting mine. For a moment, I was struck by the depth of emotion I saw there, from the blend of weariness, determination, and something else I couldn’t place. “No, please, go ahead,” she replied, her voice soft and shy.

      As I sat down, I caught a faint trace of her scent—vanilla and honey with an underlying hint of something uniquely her. It was an intoxicating scent I’d never encountered in any of my lifetimes. I found myself wanting to lean in closer. I wasn’t clueless enough to do it, but the urge was intense. Mentally shaking off the temptation, I focused instead on starting a conversation. “I couldn’t help but notice the box. Are you ...?” I wasn’t sure how to finish my question without overstepping. Something about her flustered me, and being flustered was a foreign sensation.

      She let out a humorless laugh as she looked to the sky as if in search of answers that weren’t there. “Moving out. I was laid off today, about ...” she pulled her phone out of the back pocket of her skintight black pants and tapped the screen, “two and a half hours ago. Budget cuts at the college where I teach history—taught history,” she corrected. “They laid off most of the full-time faculty. Today was commencement. Anyways, I thought I’d come here on my way home. When I think back on today, I’d rather remember this view than any of what happened earlier.”

      I felt a surge of sympathy for her, mixed with a growing admiration for the strength she radiated despite her circumstances. “That’s supremely poor timing. On the same day as the commencement ceremony? I’m sorry to hear that. It’s their loss, truly.”

      She shrugged, a shy smile playing at the corners of her lips. “It’s alright. I’ll figure something out. I have to, for my son’s sake. It’s just the two of us, and I need to make sure he’s taken care of.”

      The love and devotion in her voice when she spoke of her child stirred something deep within me. Fatherhood was an aspiration I had long held dear. Unless I found my mate, it would be impossible. Phoenix only ever took one mate, and it was a bond that could not be forced. We were unable to settle—a detail of my kind that was contributing to our prolonged demise.

      In that moment, I knew I wanted to help her, to ease the burden she carried. An idea began to take shape in my mind.

      “Forgive me if this seems forward,” I began, choosing my words carefully, “but this is too much of a coincidence to ignore. I found myself in need of an assistant for the foreseeable future. Someone to manage my affairs while I take an extended sabbatical. You’re clearly capable if you were able to secure a full-time teaching position in such a competitive field, and your obvious resilience makes you an ideal candidate. Would you perhaps be interested in the position?”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, and I could practically see the gears turning in her head as she considered my offer. Her face betrayed all her emotions, all her doubts. I doubted she could tell a lie even if her life were at stake. I held my breath, overwhelmed by how much I wanted her to agree, to have a reason to keep her close and learn more about her. The enigmatic woman beside me had thoroughly captured my attention.

      “I ... I don’t know what to say,” she stammered, her gaze searching mine. “It’s a tempting offer, but we’ve only just met. I know nothing about you.”

      “I’m Kashim Utura, but please call me Ash. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said as I offered her my hand. She hesitantly placed her hand in mine. The moment our hands touched, I felt my mating flame ignite. By the power of Ra, I’d found her. It took all my willpower to hold back my excitement, my relief born of millennia of waiting and searching.

      “Likewise. I’m Nadia.” Her expression shifted to one of confusion before she gently shook her head in amusement. “Your eyes,” she murmured. “For a moment, your irises looked like ... flames.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I quickly released her hand and looked toward the river, pretending to take in the view. “It must be a trick of the light,” I said smoothly, facing her again and offering her a disarming smile. “With my eye color, the sun can play strange tricks sometimes.”

      She chuckled. “Your eyes are such an unusual color. Almost like a rich golden honey. I don’t think I’ve ever seeing anything like them before.”

      “The color is rare, but it runs in my family. I’ve been told they’re quite striking. But enough about me. What are your reservations about my job offer?”

      “I have a couple. First, you’re a stranger who approached me in a park. I’d be a fool not to proceed with caution. But also, what makes you think I’m the right person for the job?”

      I leaned in slightly, my voice low and earnest. “Call it intuition, but I have a feeling you’re exactly what I’ve been looking for.”

      At my words, she blushed and gently pursed her full, heart-shaped lips. Though I had set out to escape the human world, this woman had me reconsidering my plans. My greatest desire was no longer to escape: it was to connect to and love the woman beside me. I was utterly and irrevocably drawn to her, and I would play the long game if that’s what it took to keep her in my life.

      “But yes, I see your point. I could be anyone. You’re right to doubt my intentions. Please,” I gestured at her cell phone, “look me up. I won’t take offense.” And for good measure, I pulled out my driver’s license and held it out to her. At her look of confusion, I clarified, “So you can fact-check.”

      She glanced at my ID but didn’t take it, instead saying, “That’s not necessary.”

      As she searched for information about me, I split my attention between drinking in her appearance and pretending to appreciate the river view. I had a general idea of what she’d find: news articles about my philanthropic works, photos of me with farmers all over the world, my name listed as CEO of Utura Solutions, my non-profit organization dedicated to helping farmers solve agricultural production challenges. After a quick peek at her screen, I saw her scrolling through photos and clicking on the articles they appeared in.

      “Ah, that was in Bolivia. The person standing beside me was a sixth-generation farmer whose crop was decimated by flooding caused by deforestation.”

      “What exactly does your job offer entail?”

      “Not much, to be honest. I need someone to manage my affairs in my absence—mainly to be a point of contact when my team has a question. My non-profit will have an interim CEO, and my legal team and accountants will only need guidance regarding my preferences or the occasional signature from the agent designated in my power of attorney, which would be you—if you accept the position, that is. I don’t expect it to require more than 5 hours a week most weeks, but I’m paying a full-time wage with full benefits because my holdings are significant enough that I want them to be well-guarded in my absence and because the person who takes the job will be on call. I should add that you could live at my estate, but it’s not required. You can do the work from anywhere provided you have access to a reliable Internet connection and can travel once or twice a year if needed.”

      “How long is your sabbatical?”

      “A year or two,” I lied. If I hadn’t met her, my so-called sabbatical would have lasted much longer. But now that I had met her, I hoped she would be my escape.

      As Nadia pondered my offer, I couldn’t help but admire the way the afternoon sunlight made her skin glow and illuminated barely perceptible flecks of gold in her deep brown eyes. Nadia bit her lower lip, and I found myself momentarily distracted by the simple, sensual action.

      “It’s a generous offer, Ash, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted. But I have to think about it. Consider if it’s the right move for my son ...”

      “I understand completely,” I assured her, my tone gentle and sincere. “The position would offer flexibility, and I would never ask you to put work before your family. In fact, I admire your dedication to your son. It speaks volumes about your character.”

      A delicate blush colored her cheeks at my words, and she ducked her head as she bit her lip gently in an attempt to hide the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Thank you.” She glanced at her watch and sighed. “Speaking of my son, I really should be going. I need to get this stuff home and pick him up from daycare.”

      She stood, reaching for the box beside her, but I was quicker. “Please, allow me,” I offered, effortlessly lifting the box. “I’d be happy to walk you home and carry this for you.”

      Nadia hesitated for a moment, her gaze searching mine once more. I could sense the warring emotions within her—the undeniable attraction between us and her uncertainty about letting a stranger into her life. I admired her desire to do what was best for her child. Finally, she nodded, a soft smile gracing her lips. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      As we set off together, walking along the river’s bank, I balanced the box easily in my arms. The moment filled me with a sense of rightness, as though every decision I’d ever made had led me to this woman. As if fate brought her into my life at precisely the moment we needed one another most.

      “Do you mind giving me your phone number or email address? Whatever you prefer. I’d like to be able to get in touch with you about my decision.”

      My frazzled mind focused on her use of touch and you so close together. I must have paused too long because she started apologizing.

      “No, no, I’m sorry. My mind wandered for a moment.” As soon as I shared my phone number with her, I felt a buzzing in my pocket.

      “I just sent you a text message so that you have my number, too.”

      “Got it.”

      “How do you know?” she asked flirtatiously. “Your hands are a little busy right now.”

      “My pocket just vibrated.” On cue, she blushed again. I took pity on her and added, “I prefer phone calls and don’t often text message. It’s a safe bet that buzzing was from you.”

      We arrived at Nadia’s apartment far too quickly. It was a charming yellow and white duplex a mere two blocks away. No wonder she had taken a detour to the park on her way home from the college. The scent of lilac blossoms surrounded us as we climbed the creaky, worn steps leading up to her royal blue apartment door. I couldn’t help but marvel at the sense of peace that seemed to envelop her home. It was too small for her and her son, but her pure energy had left a mark on this place.

      Nadia led me to her door, fumbling slightly with her keys as she unlocked it. As she pushed the door open and took the box from me, I glanced inside her apartment. It was cozy and chaotic. Her aesthetic leaned more toward warm, earthy tones, but her calm was overtaken by an explosion of rainbow-colored toys. Together, she and her son breathed life into every inch of her home that I could see. She bent over to place the box gently on the floor near the entryway. I should have been stronger—more respectful—but I glanced at the sight of her bent form. Her curves were generous and soft, and I longed to hold her in my arms, to kiss her, to caress her soft skin and massage the swell of her⁠—

      “I can’t thank you enough for your company today, Ash,” Nadia said softly as she righted herself. The sound of her voice snapped me out of my fantasy just in time for her eyes to meet mine. “And for the job offer. No matter what I decide, it was lovely meeting you today.”

      “Take some time to think about it,” I assured her, my voice low and soothing. “But I meant what I said. I believe you’d be perfect for the position, and I would be honored to have you by my side.”

      Nadia nodded, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “I will definitely consider it. And thank you again ... for everything.” For a moment, we stood there, lost in the magnetic pull of our connection, before Nadia reluctantly stepped back. “I should let you go,” she murmured as she gently traced the front seam of her shirt with her fingers. “But I’ll be in touch soon, I promise.”

      I nodded, my heart heavy as I turned to leave. As I reached the bottom of the front steps, I glanced back one last time, drinking in the sight of her. The soft curves of her body, the tumble of dark curls framing her face, the depth of emotion in her eyes, and that blush that betrayed her secret desires. “I look forward to speaking with you again, Nadia. Take care.”

      She waved before closing the door softly, and I stood for a moment, my mind replaying the last half hour. Meeting Nadia. Scenting her. Hearing her voice. Feeling my existence realign, centering itself around her. In just a few short moments, my world had been turned upside down by this spectacular woman. My mate. My life would never be the same.

      As I walked to my attorney’s office, I considered the implications of finding my mate. The five-block walk passed in a blur, but by the time I arrived, I knew what I wanted to do. A bell rang as I entered the brick building. The office manager seated me quickly in the conference room where Ms. Clarkson, my attorney, was already waiting.

      “I hope you didn’t have trouble finding parking,” she said by way of a greeting.

      “Not at all. I arrived early and took a stroll along the river. It’s such a lovely area.”

      “That it is. So, you wanted to⁠—”

      “About that. There has been a change of plans.”

      And just like that, I set my new plan in motion.

      

      My estate was a short drive from Pine River, but I couldn’t bring myself to be even that far away from Nadia. I reserved a suite at a local hotel and tried to find the patience so typical of phoenixes. Mortal years were nothing to us, yet each minute apart from Nadia felt like centuries. Finally, I broke and sent her a text message: “It was lovely meeting you today as well. Do you have any additional questions about my job offer?” Text messaging was far too impersonal for my liking, but she needed time to warm to me. I knew little of the demands of raising a child, but if the explosion of toys in her home was any indication, she might be too preoccupied to handle a call.

      Worry was consuming me, so I took a walk as I waited for a reply. I couldn’t shake the fear that she might not respond. How could I begin earning her trust and desire if she didn’t respond to me? It wasn’t until I reached Erie Boulevard, the multilane main road separating the commercial district from Nadia’s neighborhood, that I realized I’d been unconsciously walking toward her apartment. Running my hands through my hair, I sent a brief prayer to Ra for help, for mercy. My mate was so close, but we still occupied different worlds. She had yet to accept me, and she was, most likely, ignorant of the existence of my kind.

      Streetlights and business signs illuminated my path back to the hotel. Just as I began to give up hope of hearing from her that evening, my phone buzzed with an incoming call.

      “Nadia, I’m so glad to hear from you.”

      “Hi, um, I hope you don’t mind I called. You mentioned you prefer phone calls, so I thought I’d see if you were available.” Her voice was warm and inviting, and although she didn’t intend to arouse me, my cock swelled just at the sound of her.

      “Of course.” For her, I’d always be available. “I was just out for an evening stroll.” A very uncomfortable stroll now.

      “The responsibilities you described seem like the person you hire should know you well. Knowing your preferences is the business of family and friends, and even they would get things wrong from time to time. As tempting as it is, I’m just not sure I want to step into a role I’m not prepared to do well.”

      “My friends and family live outside the country. I don’t have another option but to hire someone. I don’t expect perfection, but to address your concerns, we could negotiate an extended training period and regular check-ins so you aren’t alone in the decision-making.”

      “I ... wasn’t expecting that response. You seem to be serious about this offer.”

      Clanking sounds filled the momentary silence.

      “What are you doing right now?” I asked, intrigued and thirsty for knowledge about her.

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you’d be able to hear that. I’m cleaning. I was so focused on grading and submitting final grades that I let the house get a bit messy over the last few days. Now that my little one’s asleep, I’m putting everything back where it belongs. But that requires fishing blocks and cars out from under all my furniture. I’m really looking forward to waking up to a clean apartment in the morning.”

      I longed to help her. She shouldn’t have to juggle all that on her own. “You can tell me to mind my own business, but ... what happened to his father?”

      “My ex-husband visits Julian a couple times a week.”

      Her ex-husband? She’d been married. The knowledge filled me with a mixture of grief and relief. Grief that she’d promised herself to another once, that she’d envisioned a lifetime of dreams with someone who wasn’t me. But thank Ra that she was already divorced.

      “Does he help out with your son?”

      “Um ... yeah, when he’s here, he keeps Julian occupied so I can catch up on cleaning or cooking.”

      Nadia was being too kind. “It can’t be easy raising a child alone.”

      “It’s not. He’s ... well, as my possible future employer, you should know that he has a speech delay that requires me to bring him to weekly speech therapy appointments.”

      “Nadia, please accept my offer. I truly believe we were meant to meet today. What are the chances that we’d meet when you’d just lost your job and as I was looking for an assistant. This position can give you the time you need to be there for your son, to attend the appointments.”

      “Why me, Ash?” she asked breathily.

      “Because there’s something about you that calls to me. Because of fate or coincidence. Most importantly, why not you?”

      “I ...” she exhaled quietly. “You can be intense. You must be an amazing negotiator.”

      “I have my moments. If you need more time, that’s perfectly okay. I don’t want to rush you. Take some time to consider⁠—”

      “I’d like to try.”

      “You accept?” I could hardly believe it. Even with the mate bond attracting us, it had been a hard sell. She was guarded and protective of her son—rightfully so.

      “Yes, I accept. Thank you for the opportunity.”

      I’d need to work on the way she addressed me so formally. That just wouldn’t do. And why was my cock so hard again? Thoughts of Nadia in my home consumed me. Reading in my office. Sipping tea in the garden. Luxuriating in the bath as she ran her hands through the water. Licking her lips. The images were so vivid—the craving for her so intense—that I momentarily forgot I was still on the phone.

      “When would you like to start?”

      “Is tomorrow too soon?”

      “You don’t have any business to wrap up at the college?”

      “No, I handled everything already. Tomorrow, Julian has daycare, so I’ll be free most of the day.”

      “In that case, I’ll send you my address. You can always bring Julian if you want. There’s plenty of space for him to play safely outside, and we could easily convert some spare rooms for his use.”

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “Doing what?”

      Nadia took a deep breath, her voice trembling slightly as she spoke. “Being intense.”

      I smiled, my heart swelling with the knowledge that I affected her. “Get used to it,” I replied. “I will do whatever it takes to keep you happy. Giving up a few rooms to give you peace of mind doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

      “I’ll be waiting for your address. Goodnight, Ash.”

      “Goodnight, Nadia.” Goodnight, my mate.

      I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe at how much had changed in a matter of hours. The universe worked in mysterious ways.

      That evening, as I sat in my hotel suite, I found myself unable to focus on anything but the memories of Nadia’s voice, of her touch. Tomorrow, we’d continue getting to know one another. But tonight?

      As I waited for the shower water to warm, I stripped and gripped my cock firmly, teasing my head with my thumb before entering the steaming stream of water. I remembered Nadia bending over in front of me as she set down her box and imagined myself sliding those black pants off her—right there on the porch. No one would dare look at her. I’d incinerate them without so much as looking away from her magnificent form. I’d lick the swell of her round ass as I slid my fingers past her panties and into her slick pussy, finger fucking her until she came. After that, I’d line myself up and push into her⁠—

      “Nadia!”

      My orgasm hit me so fast and so hard that my knees buckled as hot ropes of my seed hit the shower tile. I barely had time to brace myself against the wall. By all the sun gods, I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of this mate bond, for the raw need it would ignite. If Nadia delayed accepting me or denied our bond altogether, it might break me.
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