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Chapter One

 


The twin-engine plane landed on the tarmac strip and
came to a halt some thirty feet from the airport’s only arrival and
departure gate. He stuck his head out of the plane’s opened hatch
and gripped his briefcase. The balmy breeze welcomed him to the
island as he descended the steps.

“Mr. Palmer?”

Ryan glanced to his left and saw a man wearing
flowered board shorts and a white muscle shirt standing next to a
black sedan. “Yes, I’m Ryan Palmer.”

“Please come with me sir. Lady
Athena has been anticipating your visit to Archimedes.” The driver
said it with a twisted half smile on his face and opened the car
door.

Ryan looked down and noticed the guy wore flip
flops. Thank God he’d ditched the proper business suit at the last
minute and decided on something more business casual. Even so, he
felt overdressed in his oxford cloth shirt and navy colored dress
slacks. Not like he was here on vacation, he reminded himself. This
weekend was business, pure and simple.

What should have been a simple
business deal turned into confusion and chaos, and all because
Athena Thanos was an eccentric who never left her secluded island.
Then with only one day’s notice, he’d gotten word from her
assistant. Ms. Thanos would talk with him,
only if he agreed to a special request,
one that required him to spend the weekend with her on Archimedes
Island.

“Your luggage?”

“In the back of the plane.” Ryan
waited while the man retrieved his bag. It shouldn’t take long
since he’d only brought a single blue nylon duffel. He slid onto
the backseat, his briefcase next to him, while the driver placed
his bag inside the trunk. He decided to check in with his office,
but couldn’t get a signal.

The man glanced into the rear view
mirror as he got behind the wheel. “No phones work here.” He seemed
about to say something else, but instead shook his head and turned
the key in the ignition.

Odd. In fact, everything about the
island and the woman who owned it appeared off. Almost as if the
multimillion-dollar opportunity his company offered was some kind
of inside joke to Lady Athena’s people, one nobody intended sharing
with him. He bet there was a phone at the house since her assistant
had called his New York office on more than one
occasion.

When he’d been given this assignment, Ryan hadn’t
realized how difficult it would be to get a simple contract signed.
His company wanted the rights to mine industrial-grade diamonds
from the deep water canyons off the coast of Archimedes. In return,
they offered a three percent cut from the net value of everything
they found. They also acceded to her wish that any base camp be
located on the far northern end of the island and that no one from
their company was allowed south of Mt. Isadora. Since the diamond
studded caverns lay north of the island, the request was a
non-issue, although it did pique his curiosity.

He put his phone back in his briefcase and studied
the view outside his window. The car turned onto the main road,
wild jungle on one side and pristine beach on the other. The lack
of construction, of buildings and businesses worried him. For his
company to be on site, mining the diamonds, they’d have to build a
base camp. And bases needed support staff, local businesses, like
stores, hotels, and restaurants. The enormity of the project loomed
in his mind.

The fact that Lady Athena needed reassurances to
sign the contract probably meant coming here was a waste of his
precious time. Yet he had to secure her agreement and signature, no
matter what it took. Too much was at stake on this deal—the board
would decide on that open VP seat soon.

He should have known the company wouldn’t drop this
juicy morsel in his lap unless there was a complication. He hadn’t
been the first person from their company to approach the reticent
Lady Athena Simone Thanos. Ryan wondered what she looked like and
pictured an elderly woman, gray hair pulled back in a bun, dressed
in tweed and pearls, holding a cat. Of course, this being the
tropics, the image in his mind changed and the elusive Lady Athena
grew wide, her bulk covered by a brightly flowered muumuu styled
caftan. He smiled at the thought and wondered why he felt his
stomach knot. He’d use his natural charm and charisma to woo and
win her over. After all, he had a history of charming women no
matter their age or size; so one eccentric old biddy shouldn’t be a
problem.

* * * * *

Athena sat at her dressing table, staring in the
mirror while brushing her long, dark hair. She sectioned off three
areas and wove a casual looking boho braid across her forehead with
shaky fingers. She wore a minimum of make-up on her face, her
lashes naturally thick and dark, accentuating eyes that were the
color of the Aegean. The mysterious deep blue-green enhanced her
expressive features—or so she’d been told.

She watched Eric’s reflection appear behind her in
the mirror and motioned for his help completing the intricate
braid. Her personal assistant’s duties didn’t usually include doing
her hair, but she’d been jittery all morning. He waved her hands
away and tucked the tail of the braid under another section of her
hair, hiding the end, and secured it with a couple of small black
bobby pins. How could he be so calm when all their futures depended
on what happened in the next forty-eight hours?

“I’ve told you before; there is
nothing to be nervous about.” He stood back and eyed her from head
to toe.

She slipped golden leather sandals on her feet and
glanced at herself in the full length, pedestal mirror across from
her dressing table. She knew the hair style complimented the gown
she wore. To a stranger she’d appear cool, polished, and serene.
Inside, though, she was anything but. “Well, how do I look?”

“Delicious but unattainable.
Pedestal-worthy, even.”

Athena made a moue with her lips, affecting a pose
that caused Eric to laugh. “Tell me inviting him here wasn’t a
mistake.” Their eyes met in the mirror.

“It wasn’t a mistake, Thena. You’ll
have him falling at your feet.”

“You’re good for my ego, Eric. I
only wish it wasn’t necessary to use deception. It doesn’t feel
right.” She tied a gold sash around her waist. Perhaps wearing the
long white toga was a bit much, but she knew the elegant, yet
simple attire reinforced her regal stature.

“We’ve gone over this before. You
and I both know there is no other way, not if you intend to win our
freedom.” Eric folded his arms around her waist and kissed her
temple.

“I don’t want to hurt him.” From
the first moment she’d seen the photo of Ryan Palmer on his
company’s website, she’d sensed he should be the one they focused
their attention on. An insane urge to play with their impeding
guest, to run her fingers through his short cropped dark brown
hair, overcame her good sense. She’d love to mess up the perfect
image he projected in his navy blue business suit. The face in that
photo had shown incredible strength, the jaw almost square, but his
deep caramel brown eyes held more than a glint of devilish
mischief.

Ryan was like the frog in the
fairy tale, although she knew it would take more than a mere kiss
to break the curse. She suspected Ryan played just as hard as he
worked. Athena had heard about his type before. Driven by ambition
and goal oriented. She itched to see him come undone, yet despised
herself for it. Eric encouraged her, showing no signs of jealousy,
so why did it feel like cheating?

No way to hide it, Ryan Palmer intrigued her. She
wondered just how far he would go to seal his precious deal.

“I’ll be in the garden courtyard.
When Mr. Palmer arrives, please bring him to me.”

“As you wish, milady,” Eric said,
his smile wide as he bowed with a flourish.

“Save it for the
spectators.”

They both heard the crunch of gravel and seashells.
“I do believe the main spectator has arrived, Thena.”

“Damn. Stall for me, please? I need
to be in position when he walks into the garden.” She hurried from
the room, stopping only to swipe an apple from the fruit basket in
the kitchen on her way to the garden. Would Ryan be flattered and
tempted by her counteroffer? She hoped so.

All her fevered dreams these past two months
revolved around his answer. Was his bloodline true? She took a deep
breath to calm her nerves and sat down on the Aphrodite-inspired
marble bench.

Athena glanced down at the apple in her hand. The
visual metaphor seemed very appropriate. She bit into the crisp,
golden-sweet apple, and let the floral scented breeze cool her
overheated thoughts. She needed a clear head to erase the last
remaining crumb of self-doubt.

* * * * *

Ryan stood underneath the garden arch, his heart
doing a kick-slide. He’d expected an elderly spinster with ten
cats, yet the only person in the garden was a raven-haired goddess,
an exquisite Greek sculpture come to life. The draped white fabric
made the soft curves of her body all the more alluring. He fought
his baser urges and managed to get them under his iron control
before she turned around and saw him. This couldn’t be the recluse,
the eccentric and agoraphobic Athena Thanos, could it? The man had
distinctly said that Lady Athena was in the garden waiting for
him...

She angled her head and noted his presence. “Welcome
to my island, Mr. Palmer.”

“Ms. Thanos. Thank you for the
opportunity to visit. I look forward to taking a tour and learning
more about Archimedes.” He pasted on his best business smile and
reached out to take her hand, but instead of a casual handshake,
she pulled him close and kissed each cheek then stepped back. He
fought to hide his surprise at her warm greeting.

“I look forward to having you,” she
said, blushing. “Would you like a drink?”

“No thanks, but I would like to
freshen up.”

“My assistant, Eric can show you to
your room. I believe he has already had your luggage put in there.”
She nodded toward the man standing behind him.

“Please feel free to wander the
gardens when you are done, or perhaps you’d rather rest after such
a long plane ride. I’ll make sure someone directs you. The house is
quite big and guests have been known to get lost.”

He made a short bow since she seemed to expect it,
and then followed her assistant, his brain still adjusting to the
difference between his imagination and the gorgeous reality.

“So you’re Eric Demas. We’ve spoken
on the phone.” Ryan shook his hand.

“I’m glad you were able to make it
on such short notice. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay here.” Eric
opened the door to the guest room. “Dinner is served promptly at
seven. Casual attire is suggested. If there is anything you need
during your stay, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Ryan thanked him as he turned to view the room. His
suitcase was sitting next to a tan and white sofa. He picked it up
and wandered through the large suite, looking for the bedroom.

His body clenched, seeing the four-poster bed and
the silk rope cords that hung from the pedestal of each poster.
What sort of games did Lady Athena play here anyway? More
importantly, did she intend to play with him?

Ryan pulled aside the curtains and
glanced out the bedroom window at the workers trimming hedges and
mowing the manicured lawn. None of them looked a day over thirty.
Each one tanned and buff in a way no gym membership could replace.
What other tasks did these guys do for her ladyship? Her body was lush and
ripe, all smooth curves and heat. No way those men could work here
and not appreciate Athena’s many assets—well, unless they were all
gay. It would make his job easier. It was obvious she was starved
for attention, stuck on this island.

It’s none of your business what
she does with her employees, you’re only here to get that contract
signed. After the deal was made, maybe
he’d get invited back and really explore her...island. Ryan
chuckled to himself and stripped off his sweat-sticky clothes as he
walked into the bathroom. He’d been so busy these past few weeks,
he’d neglected his other needs, and now those needs were demanding
he take care of business or risk embarrassing himself in front of
Lady Athena.

He sniffed the bottle of spicy shower gel on the
counter and debated using his own. The label read Archimedes Island
Guest Bath. Would she be disappointed if he didn’t use their local
product? Was he willing to risk it? In business negotiations, he’d
often found the little things meant a lot, so he turned on the
waterfall shower and stepped under the warm spray, soaping his body
with the guest shower gel, his thoughts returning to Athena
Thanos.

Ryan pictured the raven-haired beauty on the
four-poster bed, each wrist and ankle tied with the silken ropes,
her luscious body spread like a feast and helpless to get free, but
he knew she wanted it, wanted him and trusted him to give it to
her. Every moan told him so. No matter how much she squirmed and
cried, she’d also begged him not to stop.

A strange, gasping sound caught his attention,
forcing him to stop mid-stroke. He shoved the curtain to one side,
checking the room. The door was closed. Must have been the plumbing
pipes. A place this old probably made all kinds of noises. He
inhaled the warm scented shower mist and pulled the curtain shut,
then continued stroking his cock. The foamy lather ran down his
neck and chest, over his stomach and between his legs, making his
body tingle under the pounding spray.

He closed his eyes, concentrating on the vibrations
echoing throughout his body, the tight fullness of his cock, and
pretended it was her mouth sucking him instead of his own fist
swallowing his thick length. The sudden jolt of pleasure rocked him
into orgasm, his groan covering the sound of the bathroom mirror
sliding back into place.

Ryan took a deep breath as he
rinsed the suds from his overheated body. He grabbed one of the
fluffy towels off the rack and dried, refocusing on his
priorities. Business first, then enjoy
whatever she offers. He tugged on beige
slacks and the white polo shirt he’d brought with him, glad he had
brought something more casual to wear, and slid his feet into the
pale brown leather loafers.

He glanced at the clock on the nightstand and
calculated the difference between time zones. Too late now to call
his office, even if they did have a working phone. His stomach
rumbled. Time for dinner and whatever else the night brings.

* * * * *

Ryan caught the attention of a servant and followed
him to the dining hall. Only two place settings were on the table
and they were next to each other. He’d wondered if she would use
the length of the table to separate them.

“Good evening, Ms.
Thanos.”

“Please, call me
Athena.”

“Athena. You look like a statue of
your namesake, brought to life.”

She choked on her wine. He moved toward her, but she
waved him back and continued to cough.

“I’ll be fine,” she said after a
moment. “The vintage is more potent than I imagined.”

Ryan caught a glimpse of Eric partially concealed
behind a set of swinging paneled doors. The man raised an eyebrow
and coughed into his fist in a feeble attempt to hide a smile, then
noticed Ryan’s glance and quickly disappeared from view. Why hadn’t
he joined them for dinner? He gotten the impression the fellow was
more than a mere employee.

He sat back in his chair, showing casual interest as
Athena talked about her island and the importance of the local
ecosystem, while another part of his brain tried to figure out why
her personal assistant had acted so amused. If there was one thing
he hated, it was being the butt of a joke and he suspected the two
had a good laugh on him.

“The offshore mining would have
little impact on the local environment, except that everyone on the
island would benefit from the additional commerce,” Ryan explained,
adding, “Business would flourish, with more workers hired to handle
the inflow from our construction. So you see, Athena, this is an
incredible offer.”

“Mr. Palmer—”

“Ryan. Call me Ryan.”

“Ryan. I would rather wait to
discuss business after our meal,” she told him then smiled at one
of her servants who had just brought out a steaming serving
tray.

She thanked the man and turned back to Ryan,
commenting, “Most of our produce is grown locally. I hope you enjoy
it. It’s a matter of local pride.”

“I’m sure it’s delicious. Thank
you.” He concentrated on the exotic island fruits and vegetables,
enjoying the various textures and flavors. The meat was succulent
and tender. Her cook could make a very lucrative business opening a
restaurant once the construction on the base camp got started. Then
again, he had no idea how well Athena paid her staff.

Once they’d finished their meal, she motioned to one
of the servants and he came to her side. She whispered so he
couldn’t tell what was said, but when the man came back with Eric
in tow, he could guess. “Please excuse us for a minute. I’ll be
right back.”

Ryan watched as she and her assistant walked from
the dining room. What were they saying that she didn’t want him to
overhear? He tried to curb his curiosity. A minute passed, then
three, before she reentered the room alone.

“Shall we go for a
walk?”

“I was just thinking of working off
that incredible meal.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I felt
quite lucky to steal my chef from his London employer.”

Ryan eyed her soft, seductive curves, “I imagine
your chef jumped at the chance to leave the chill of London winters
for a tropical paradise.”

“Yes, he loves the weather here.
Although I would have loved to visit London.” Her smile changed
from wistful to regretful.

“Eric hired him.” He made the
statement, knowing of her agoraphobia, then wished he hadn’t when
the sparkle left her eyes.

“Yes. Eric does all the traveling.
It’s part of his job.”

She didn’t appear happy with the situation. He
almost asked if she’d tried to get help for her condition, then
realized she probably had, and his comment would be too personal
and far too inappropriate.

The sadness faded from her face. “I want to show you
something. Follow me.” She tossed the words over her shoulder as
she sprinted away, letting him chase her.

She set the pace, but he stayed close behind until
she ran into an area with tall hedges. Ryan glanced around and
wondered how she’d disappeared so sudden when he’d been within a
few feet of her only a minute before? He turned down a narrow path,
under a flowered archway, hedges on either side of him and realized
she’d led him into an elaborate maze. Damn.

“I’m over here!”

He heard her call out and identified the sound as
coming from up ahead and to his left. The trail led into a circular
clearing. At the center stood a strange mechanical apparatus made
from brass. He stepped closer but couldn’t determine if it was
merely a sculpture, or something more.

“I’ve never seen anything like
this. What is it?”

“A type of clock. It was a gift
from my stepfather.” She turned away as she said the words, a sad
smile curving the edge of her lips. “He created the island, you
know. Archimedes was designed by him as a gift to my
mother.”

“Is your mother...?”

“She’s been gone a long time. So
has my stepfather.”

“I’m sorry.”

“As I said, it’s been a long time,
but I do miss her advice and wisdom.”

“Your
stepfather created the island?”

“Yes, Archimedes isn’t naturally
formed. My stepfather built it.” She swept a finger over the edge
of the sculpture. “To further our negotiations, would you be
willing to complete a small test for me?”

“A test? What kind of
test?”

“I need a sample of your blood. To
ensure good faith.”

Ryan let his shoulders shrug, but
his mind spun around. It had to be the oddest request he’d ever
received during a contract negotiation. He hesitated, and debated
in silence whether or not to humor her, then finally decided
what the hell—he had to
see where this latest bit of eccentricity led.

“Do I get to ask for something from
you?” His question came out far less casual than he’d
intended.

“If you like.”

“Blood is a very personal thing to
want from someone. Are you sure it’s necessary?”

“Very sure. Without it, our
discussion of any deal goes no further.”

“Fine, but then I’ll want something
very personal from you in return.” He let his eyes follow her
curves meaningfully.

“I accept the terms of our first
deal together. Here—place the palm of your hand on this sphere and
push.” Athena reached out with her other hand and took
his.

He did what she said and felt a tiny sting in the
center of his palm. He flinched and noted a pinprick of blood
welled where his life line appeared to merge with his heart line.
She guided his hand over a suddenly glowing metal ring and laced
her fingers with his. The glow began pulsing, and a beam of light
shot into the dark sky. She released his hand and smiled up at
him.

“Did I just unknowingly take part
in some sort of island ritual?” He was only half-joking. He already
knew Athena was eccentric, but this bordered on bizarre.

“Afraid I might sacrifice you to
the island gods?” She looked into his eyes, one of her perfect
black brows arched.

“It’s a possibility.” The beam
faded, her face no longer illuminated under the eerie
glow.

“No gods or goddesses here, just
me.” A hint of some deeper emotion colored her words. “If you’re
still willing, I want to show you something else.”

She stopped where the grass ended and slipped off
her sandals. “You should take off your shoes and socks.”

Barefoot and curious, he tread onward through sugar
sand dunes, until they reached a small inlet. He heard the odd
noises before he saw what made them. Sleek dolphins raised their
heads from the water to coo, squeal, and click at each other.

“I love to come here at night,
stare up at the stars, and listen to the dolphins.” She sat down on
a large rock encircled by stalks of wild sea oats and sighed, her
gaze on the bullet-shaped gray heads and unfathomable dark eyes.
“When I was a little girl, I wanted to be a dolphin. I would dream
of swimming to distant shores where I would play in the water with
all my new friends. There would be no tutor, no lessons...just fun.
Sometimes I would pretend my real father was a dolphin and would
come to take me away....”

The wistfulness in her voice tugged at him. “My
parents divorced when I was six. For a long time I thought it was
my fault. I didn’t understand.” He said as he knelt beside her,
absently studying the ground. He wondered what devil crawled inside
his head to make him give up that information.

“My father disappeared when I was
three. I don’t really remember him or much of anything from that
time. I’ve lived here ever since,” she confessed.

He didn’t know what made him respond to her the way
he did. Perhaps their shared sense of loss? He reached over and
gently squeezed her hand. He knew he’d done the right thing when
she caught his hand and squeezed back.

Minutes passed, the two of them sitting there
quietly, lost in contemplation, making an emotional connection—the
first step to getting a client to do what you want—his inner cynic
smirked.

“It’s getting late, almost high
tide. We need to start back.” She let go of his hand and
stood.

“You’re right. We should.” Whether
it was the midnight moon, the tropical breeze, or the touch of
melancholy slow to leave her eyes, something triggered the impulse
to kiss her. He tilted his head and leaned forward. If she wanted
this, she’d meet him halfway.

Athena stepped closer and pressed a finger against
his lips, “Is this your personal request from our first deal
together?”

That hadn’t been his intention. “It’s a start,” he
lied, kissing the narrow finger pressed against his lips, pulling
her against him. She lowered her hand and slid it around his waist.
Free to explore her mouth, he deepened the kiss, separating her
lips and plundering the treasure within.

She tasted of vanilla and cinnamon, of budding
passion and innocent hunger. He savored her, his tongue teasing
hers into a duel of surrender. A sudden spray of water splashed
their legs. Her eyelashes fluttered open and she looked up at him
wide-eyed.

“Dolphins are voyeurs and critics,
it seems,” he joked. “Nothing like cold dolphin spit to spoil the
mood.”

She glanced at the nearby dolphins, then up at the
stars in the sky. “Ryan, we have to go. It really is getting late.”
Across the inlet, something woke underneath the mangrove trees. The
water rippled in waves as it swam away.

“Not a problem. I’ll remember where
we left off.”

“I’m not sure we should do that
again...at least not yet. We still have business to discuss. If you
say yes to my terms, then we’ll have time for that and more—I
promise.” She walked past him, hips swaying the slightest bit, her
smile wide as the Cheshire cat’s.

* * * * *

Eric greeted them at the door with a dark scowl, and
bit out an excuse before ushering her upstairs in a mad rush. She
cast a brief look over her shoulder. Ryan stood just inside the
main door, a bemused expression on his face.

“Do I need to constantly remind you
how important it is you’re back before high tide? It’s well past
moonrise, Athena!”

“One of the dolphins warned me. We
made it in time.”

“What if you hadn’t?” He grabbed
her shoulders.

She slipped from his hold and turned her back to
him. “I know what I’m doing—or do you think I’ve forgotten the
curse?” She took the pins from her hair and threw them at the
dressing table. “I’ve been living with it since I reached
puberty!”

“Athena, I’m sorry. It’s just that
I’m worried about you. So much is riding on this and if he suspects
the situation is more than an eccentric whim or a sexual fetish,
you’ll be doomed to stay this way forever.”

She drew a deep breath and apologized, if not for
her words, then for her tone. “You have your own curse to bear,
thanks to Hera’s perfidy.” Sadness mixed with the anger she’d
always felt inside whenever she thought about what her
great-grandmother’s adversary had done to her family—and anyone
foolhardy enough to be their friends.

“It’s not so bad. I can come and go
from the island. Besides,” he added with a slight grin, “it’s not
every guy that can say he’s over seven feet long and mean
it.”

“Eric!” She blushed,
giggling.

“I saw the light pulse in the sky.
He’s the one, isn’t he? I was right?”

“Yes, the genealogy research you
did was on target. Ryan is a direct descendant of Hephaestus, but
that’s no guarantee he can break the curse, if he’s willing to make
the sacrifice to try.” Athena chewed her lower lip in
agitation.

“If he’s the right man, it won’t be
a sacrifice at all—and he’ll get to have the one thing I can’t
have—you.” Eric told her before he walked out the door.

 



Chapter Two

Ryan woke early and began his morning with a jog
past the gardens. He rounded the cove from the opposite direction
and headed toward the beach. His leg muscles pumped faster,
sprinting through the sea oats, then across the powdery sand to the
shore’s wet, packed surface. He stopped for a minute and gulped air
into his lungs, hands spread on his knees for support as he bent
forward.

He could hear the dolphins. If he didn’t know
better, he’d think they were watching him. He looked at the palm of
his right hand and tried to find a mark of some kind, just to
reassure himself that last night really happened.

Not a scratch he could see and certainly no pinprick
from a weird steampunk clock-né-blood syringe. Judging by the sun
and the tide, it was time for him to head back to the house, get
cleaned up, and start the day’s negotiations with his beautiful,
eccentric hostess.

Minutes later, as he passed the cove a last time, he
thought he saw something long slither from under a mangrove tree on
the other side of the water’s edge, and disappear within the
plant’s gnarled and twisted roots. Upon slightly closer inspection,
he realized the creature hadn’t disappeared so much as blended in
with the greenish-brown mangrove. A forked tongue flickered out,
scenting the air.

He mentally judged the size of the snake as he took
several steps out of potential harm’s way. The snake was at least
seven, possibly eight feet long. The head wasn’t right for a
viper—at least he thought it wasn’t, so it was some kind of
constrictor. Not that they didn’t bite. He imagined this bad boy
could very well bite if he felt threatened or cornered, and he
would naturally squeeze tight. Ryan took a few precautionary steps
back, watching from a safe distance as the thing began to slowly
unwind and move up the incline, into the tall grass.

Last night he hadn’t thought about snakes or other
island predators, and Athena had run barefoot through the same tall
grass without any care or worry. Didn’t she know about the snakes
on her property?

Or maybe she thought she could charm them. She’d
certainly charmed him. The taste of her lips had lingered long
after he’d gone to bed, invading his dreams. Only a hundred feet or
so from the trimmed hedges of the maze, the object of his thoughts
manifested in front of him. The woman practically skipped toward
him, her long, cotton blue dress dancing around her ankles.

From out of the corner of his eye, Ryan saw a
triangular green head rise above the tall grass. “Athena. Don’t
come any closer!”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want to alarm you, but
your mangroves house a rather large snake.”

The reptile in question chose that minute to slither
toward them. “You mean him?” She pointed to the creature, now only
a few yards away. Ryan ran over to her and grabbed her. “Get back
to the house, get help. Tell Eric or whoever is around, that there
is a big damn python or something heading over your manicured
gardens, and we’ll need a gun or a machete. A long machete.”

“I can’t do that.”

“I’m not
suggesting it, I’m telling you—”

“I can’t tell Eric to bring a gun
to shoot himsel—I mean, the snake.”

He took her hand, planning to drag her back to
safety if he had to, when the snake rolled in the grass, something
he’d never seen a snake do before. He didn’t wait to see what would
happen next, he ran, half-dragging her behind him and opened the
garden gate, crunching seashells and gravel as they fled to the
safety of the house’s kitchen door. “Stay here. Where is Eric?”

“Outside, maybe.” She peered out
one of the kitchen windows.

“Any idea where? I’m not going back
into the yard until I have a weapon in my hand.”

“You can check the front entrance
to see if his car is still here, or see if he is in the dining room
having breakfast.” She shrugged.

She waited until he left the room in search of Eric,
and then opened the kitchen door. “Not funny! You may still get
machetied if our guest has his way!” The dark green python rubbed
itself against her legs like a cat, before slithering down the hall
and undulating up the staircase.

* * * * *

Later, when Eric came down for breakfast, he was
dressed in his usual island attire, cotton khaki chinos and a
white, short sleeve jersey. Ryan accompanied him, dressed in a
similar faux island uniform. The men talked animatedly about
hunting and fishing. Had it only been an hour earlier that Ryan had
raced through the house searching for a weapon?

“Athena, you should have explained
to Ryan ‘Sonny’ is a pet.” Her friend winked.

“I still think it’s a dangerous pet
to have around,” Ryan told them, fighting back a shudder. “Someone
could get hurt or worse. With a creature that big allowed to roam
free outside of an enclosure, you need precautions, a weapon if
things get out of control.”

“Oh, but Sonny is our weapon. Sort
of like a guard dog only better. No one would trespass with him
around,” Athena told him as she took a plate from the serving table
and lifted the lids on a few of the warming trays.

“Ryan is not as fond of snakes as
we are, it seems,” Eric explained.

“But snakes are so interesting.
There are so many colors and patterns. They make wonderful
pets.”

“I’m more of a dog person, I
think.”

“Snakes are protected here on
Archimedes. Your people should know that if they decide to mine the
caverns. The penalties for harming a snake are steep.” Eric warned
Ryan.
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