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      As a warrior and prized soldier for the Royal Hawks, Gardelle is known to be fierce and loyal. This immortal bird-shifter gave up the life of a bachelor to raise his niece and now that she's mated to the future king of the falcons, he's been able to focus on his commitments to his people and the men who serve under him. He doesn't have time for dating--besides, that is something humans do. Not bird-shifters. And he spent enough time living among humans to know he doesn't want to return to it. Yet, the pull to one human in particular is too much for him to resist. When he learns she's been marked by his sworn enemies, he'll do whatever it takes to keep her safe and under his wing.
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      Human Realm, Six Years Ago…

      Gardelle of the Hawks flew high above the ground below, over the homes inhabited by humans, too high for them to see. The cool night air ran over his bare chest, feeling divine. As a shifter male, his body often ran hotter than that of others, and he also had the ability to warm his core temperature more should the need arise. As he preferred to be cooler rather than hot, Gardelle didn’t bother warming himself too much.

      No matter how long he’d been splitting his time between his home realm and the human one, he still could not get used to the human realm having only one moon. He was accustomed to seeing four in the night sky. One was so large it could often still be seen during daylight hours as well. That was just one thing that set his Accipitridae apart from the human realm.

      It pained him to know his niece, Sabrina, would never know the beauty of their home realm. She’d never see four moons, or the wonders of the Tocallie Mountains. She would never know the beauty of a world that was untouched by commercial properties, endless parking lots and highways.

      “It can never be,” he said faintly, his heart heavy with the knowledge his niece would never know the truth of who she was, who he was, and where they were from.

      He extended his large wings outward as he soared. He loved flying and missed being able to do so on a daily basis. Already he had to use caution when entering and exiting the portal to avoid detection from either side. If caught disobeying orders in his home realm, he’d have to stand before the king. If seen by humans, he’d cause mass pandemonium. Even at night, he risked being seen by a human. If their one moon was full enough, it was entirely possible for the human eye to catch sight of him high in the sky. But that was a small price to pay to ensure his niece remained safe and hidden away from the falcon shifters.

      When he’d whisked her away from the bird realm when she was just a toddler, Gardelle had made the decision to raise her among humans. At first, it had been difficult to assimilate enough to pass for human without drawing suspicious glances and whispers. He’d had fifteen years of practice. Fifteen years of sneaking through the portals, of lying to everyone in his life.

      While he didn’t always get slang, he was far better than he used to be. Now the humans he interacted with thought of him as an eccentric millionaire who was from a remote, tiny, relatively unheard-of country in Eastern Europe. It explained his accent, which others could not place, for good reason.

      He was born in Accipitridae—a realm full of bird shifters. They were the thing of myths and legends to humans. The bird realm was free of pollution, overpopulation, poverty. It did have violence but no more than the human realm.

      Centuries ago, the human and the bird realms had been very much alike. They both had working castles, villages, and small towns. The times were referred to as the Dark Ages in human history books. Gardelle’s people saw them as some of the best Earth years. The hunger and disease that had spread through the human realm had been an issue—one his people had to tried to help with. That had not gone as planned, and the shifters from his realm returned home, coming back to the human realm rarely, being sure to hide their true selves. And over the centuries, the human realm had continued to advance, wage war, go hungry, pollute the earth.

      As much as it had pained his kind to step back and no longer take an active role in the human realm, it had been the right choice. Humans had advanced for the better in some ways, for the worst in many others, but they’d done so on their own terms.

      They didn’t need the bird shifters to show them such things as healing techniques, or how to build structures that would last centuries, as had once been the case. They had gone through various stages, and while they had done well for themselves in terms of increasing their life spans, they lived nowhere near as long as his kind did. Kabril, the king of the royal hawks (the kingdom that Gardelle was from), was considered young in the eyes of his people, and he was centuries old.

      Perhaps one day humans would figure out how to slow the aging process. How to live longer. They might even find a way to cheat death. For now, they lived but a blink in Gardelle’s mind. They came and went so quickly.

      While he’d given little thought to this before, a lot had changed since he’d taken to raising his niece among humans. He’d befriended some humans. Most were men who worked at his company. Though one was his niece’s friend.

      Lisa Redsun.

      The very thought of Lisa’s life speeding by caused Gardelle to lose his rhythm as he flew. He began to spiral downward and had to correct himself. That was a rookie mistake. One young fledglings committed when first learning to fly—not something a man of his years and training did.

      He glanced around, already knowing he was alone in the air, but feeling the need to be sure. He was that embarrassed by his fall. There was no way he’d live down nearly plummeting to his death because he’d lost focus over a human woman. His friends and his men from his home realm would never permit him to hear the end of it.

      Continuing onward, Gardelle’s mind drifted back to Lisa and her mortality. The very idea of Lisa aging quickly and then dying twisted at his gut and his mind, nearly making him plummet again. He had seen many humans die in his long life. So many that it normally had no effect on him. The idea of it happening now—to her—had an enormous impact. So much so that he was acting like a mere babe, new to the world and new to his wings.

      Something was certainly amiss.

      “Enough,” he spat, taking in a deep breath and thrusting thoughts of Lisa’s natural demise from his mind as best he could.

      It should not matter to him what became of her.

      Yet it did.

      He could speak with the healers of his realm to see if they had anything that could extend the human female’s life span somewhat. He made a mental note to check on as much when he next returned to Accipitridae. Though he would have to inquire about it under the guise of something else. While Kabril had loosened his decree on his people going to the human realm, it was still greatly frowned upon and permission was always sought.

      Well, others asked if they could.

      Gardelle simply went, hoping to avoid detection.

      He was breaking so many rules by simply being in the human realm that he didn’t dare dwell upon it all. Besides, he’d come too far and had lied to his people too long to stop, no matter the risk.

      Somehow, Gardelle had managed to split his time between the two realms for fifteen years. He made sure to never miss anything to do with his duties as a captain in the hawk army. And he managed to run a highly successful company in the human realm. In addition, he’d raised his niece Sabrina.

      When all was said and done, he had no free time to speak of, and that was fine by him. He had no issue dedicating himself to work and to his niece. Children were such a rare gift for bird shifters that there had never been any question in his mind about what he would do when Sabrina had fallen into his life.

      While she was technically his niece, he saw her as a daughter. Her mother, Gardelle’s sister, had passed when Sabrina was just a babe. That had been the last of Gardelle’s family line. It was part of the reason he’d stolen his niece away and decided to live a lie in order to raise her among humans.

      He prayed she would never learn the truth of where she came from. Of what he was. Thankfully, she didn’t possess the ability to shift forms and sprout wings. It would have been hard to explain that away. He’d been careful to never reveal himself to her. She was curious by nature, and he didn’t need her digging too deep and uncovering the truth of it all. It would only put her life at risk.

      At eighteen, she was now considered an adult in the human realm. Since bird-shifter males lived for centuries, eighteen didn’t seem very old to him. In fact, the time had gone by in the blink of an eye.

      Sabrina’s new passion was attending university. She was excited and talked nonstop about it all. Gardelle didn’t share her enthusiasm. There were far too many men on the campus for his liking. He’d have preferred she pick an all-girls college.

      She’d refused.

      Human boys thought only with their cocks, and if any of them dared to touch his niece, they’d find themselves missing vital pieces of their anatomy. If they were lucky, he’d permit them to live.

      Probably not.

      His cell phone buzzed in his pocket, indicating it had synced back with the towers in the human realm. When he was in Accipitridae, the phone was worthless. There were no such things as cell phone towers, electricity, the internet, or anything of the sort in the bird realm. While they were smart enough to have all of it and more, they were wise enough to know the price that came with such advancements. And the steep cost wasn’t something the bird shifters wanted to pay. They did not want their world to suffer as Earth had.

      His phone continued to buzz, no doubt letting him know of all the texts, emails, and notifications he’d missed by being out of cell range.

      Gardelle began to make his way towards the home he kept in the human realm. The strangest compulsion to change directions and veer off course ever so slightly came over him, and he was unable to fight the urge. Giving in, Gardelle flew in the direction that felt right. As he did, the strangest of tugs in his stomach began, as if he were being physically pulled in that direction.

      He went with it.

      It wasn’t as if he had a choice. His body had a mind of its own and he was at its mercy.

      When the tugging stopped, Gardelle found himself landing on the side of a cliff, overlooking a huge white mansion situated on another cliffside below. He knew the home. He’d never actually been in the home, but he’d picked his niece up there enough to know who lived within.

      Lisa.

      It was the home she shared with her parents. Parents he had never met face-to-face, despite the fact his niece and Lisa had been friends for three years, spending a great deal of time together.

      Lisa was too wild for Gardelle’s liking. He knew Lisa encouraged Sabrina to act out and go against the rules. Lisa was going through something of a rebellious phase. One that had started a year or so back but was only getting progressively worse. Thankfully, his niece refused to abide by the she-devil’s requests or give in to her influence.

      Why in the world had Gardelle felt compelled to fly to Lisa’s home?

      He vaguely recalled his niece asking if Lisa could spend the weekend with them. Something about it being Lisa’s eighteenth birthday and her parents being out of town.

      Gardelle didn’t put much stock in birthdays. Not with as many cycles as he had under his belt. He’d been told more than once that he looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. Not hundreds of years old, as was the case.

      He folded his wings in and they vanished into his body. To anyone who might happen upon him (however unlikely that was with as remote as his position was), he would look like a human male who was walking about the woods, near a cliff’s edge, wearing nothing more than jeans and boots.

      He’d seen human males wear stranger things.

      For instance, he’d seen some human males wearing jeans so tight that they had to be excruciatingly painful to their cocks. That, or human males were simply not as well-endowed as shifter males. There was no way Gardelle was wearing the skinny jeans, as he’d heard Lisa refer to them before. It was enough for him to wear jeans at all. Ones that suction cupped to him held no appeal.

      He looked down at the mansion below. A huge water fountain sat in the center of a large circular drive. Spotlights illuminated it from below, changing color at timed intervals. It was very pleasing to the eye. So much so that he’d entertained having a similar one put in at his home. His estate was about the same size as the one before him. His often looked as empty as well.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked to nothing but air.

      “And now I’m talking to myself. Wonderful. Should someone I know come along, they’ll think I’ve been afflicted by the bird sickness.”

      Gardelle considered leaving, still unclear as to why he’d felt so strongly to be there in the first place. He ran his hands through his long dark hair, his muscles flexing all on their own, tight with something close to worry. He was agitated but he didn’t know why or what had prompted it. All he knew was nervous energy coursed through his veins.

      He began to pace on the edge of the cliff, causing some loose stones to fall over the ledge. It took a bit for them to hit the ground below. His sensitive shifter hearing allowed him to pick up on the sound of them landing with soft thuds. The fall was not one a human would survive.

      The homes in the area were all built upon the edges of cliffs. Trees surrounded each of them, giving the massive homes a feeling of being totally and completely private.

      That was part of the lure. The other, for Gardelle, was the area’s closeness to a portal.

      Gardelle tipped his head back and forth, cracking his neck in the process. It did nothing to alleviate his nervous energy.

      He took a deep breath and did his best to think of leaving. The compulsion to remain kept him in place. His gaze moved towards the mansion once more. He’d first thought it to be empty, but he spotted a silhouette through the curtains. At the sight of the curvy form, Gardelle’s body responded, tightening, his cock hardening.

      His breath caught, and he grabbed himself, holding his erection through his jeans, unsure what was causing the reaction. He’d had no desire to bed a female in years. That in itself was hard enough for him to explain. It was as if someone had come along and shut off his sexual urges—his manly desires. He’d once had a healthy sexual appetite. It had vanished almost overnight.

      Evidently, someone had turned his sex drive back on tenfold.

      Gardelle couldn’t tear his gaze from the clearly feminine form. The person vanished from the window, and Gardelle nearly took flight to charge the house. It was all he could do to control the beast within him. While he was a hawk shifter, he had very little in common with the hawks from the human realm. They were small. He was very large. And very aroused.

      He continued to watch the womanly form as it moved around in the front room. The woman was doing nothing extraordinary, yet his body was reacting as if he were getting a slow striptease.

      “I wish.”

      The figure vanished from sight and Gardelle swayed, his body burning with need. He only wished his mind knew what in the hell was going on. As it stood, he was lost.

      The front door opened and when a young, blonde-haired beauty stepped out, Gardelle lurched backwards, shocked to his very core.

      Lisa?

      His body was responding to Lisa in such a way?

      No!
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      She was his niece’s best friend. She was also only eighteen. That was far from old enough for him to have lustful thoughts over her. She would need to be closer to a hundred or even two hundred before he felt more comfortable with it all. Since she was human, that would never work.

      The young woman also derived immense pleasure in riling him every chance she could. It was as if she enjoyed his ire.

      Maybe she did.

      Right now, his body viewed her as a viable bed partner. A woman to sink deep into and lose himself.

      Not his niece’s best friend. That was simply unacceptable. She was not an option at all.

      No way.

      No how.

      Yet his cock didn’t seem to agree with his head. Neither did the rest of him, which tightened with the fierce need to fly to her, whisk her away, and take her to a cave in the mountains, as legends of old told of how bird-shifter males used to do when they found their mates.

      Mate?

      Lisa was not his mate.

      She couldn’t be.

      For one, she was human.

      For two, she was Lisa—he’d known her for a few years. He’d surely have figured out by now if she was something more to him than his niece’s friend. Wouldn’t he?

      The fierce compulsion to go to her was too much for him to take. It didn’t matter that he was a trained soldier and warrior. Nothing could have prepared him for the reaction he was suddenly having to Lisa.

      He stumbled and fell to one knee, the intense demand to go to the young woman beating at him from within. He shook his head and fought against the bizarre urges coursing through his veins. He dug deep, in search of his willpower.

      It was virtually nonexistent.

      He was behaving as if he’d barely seen twenty full cycles under his belt. In truth, he’d seen hundreds. Far too many to be this out of control over any woman—human or not.

      “Pull it together.” He wiped his hand over his face to remove some sweat. “Fly home. You have no reason to be here.”

      While the words came out, his body didn’t obey. It remained in place, watching as Lisa got into her sports car, put the top down, and then sped out of the long drive. From his vantage point, he would be able to see her driving some distance. He could still recall two years prior, when she’d shown up in his driveway in the convertible, having only just gotten her driver’s license, wanting Gardelle to permit Sabrina to go riding about the town with her.

      He, of course, had said no.

      Lisa had then spent the day at his home, making rather obvious comments about him and his “ruling with an iron fist” and “dictator-like behavior.” She was nothing if not dramatic.

      She was also breathtakingly beautiful.

      And far too young for him.

      Her long blonde hair blew about wildly but she didn’t seem to care. She also didn’t seem to mind driving with the top down at night. The woman drove horribly. Worse than Gardelle had years ago when he’d first learned to do so. She also went far faster than the posted legal limits, swerving and just narrowly missing going off the road.

      Did the woman have a death wish?

      The roads in the area tended to have steep drop-offs. If she lost control of the vehicle for even a second, she could plummet to her death.

      The idea of such a thing occurring made him break out in a cold sweat. There was the smallest of pinches in his back before his wings burst free from him. He wasted no time taking flight and following Lisa as she drove in the direction of his home. He stayed high in the air, hoping the darkness blanketed him from view.

      Lisa turned down a road that led to town, rather than his house, and he followed. She pulled into a petrol station and parked near a pump. Her cell phone rang, and she grabbed it from her bag on the passenger seat.

      “Hey, babes, yes. I’m headed to your place right now. I need to fill up first,” Lisa said, the very sound of her voice making Gardelle’s body respond more.

      What the hell was wrong with him? His body went from not working to going into overdrive—all over the wrong woman. Did it not understand this one was too young and off limits?

      He circled high above the petrol station, observing Lisa below as she spoke on the phone.

      “Sabrina, you need to stop trying to mother me. I have one of those and she does fine on her own. In fact, she called me not even an hour ago, lecturing me on not already being at your house. I know she and my dad don’t like the fact they have to be gone this weekend, but I really do not need her guilt making her call me every few hours. Ohmygod, she wanted to have a cake and an entire event planner sent over to your place for me. I had to talk her down from that. I told her you were making me a cake and we were having a small, private party.”

      Gardelle watched as Lisa got out of her car and began to fill it with fuel while talking on the phone to his niece.

      Movement from the far edge of the petrol station caught his eye. There was a human male there, in the shadows, wearing black from head to toe.

      The man simply stood at the edge of the station, his face hidden beneath a hooded sweatshirt. Gardelle clenched his fists, his focus remaining on the man. There was something about the human that set Gardelle on edge. Evil radiated from the man, making the air reek of it. He was up to no good. That much was clear.

      Lisa continued to talk on the phone as she finished putting fuel in her car. “Craving anything that’s terrible for you but oh so yummy? I can get some candy for us while I’m here. I could try to buy beer. I have a fake ID with me.” She grunted. “You are no fun. So what if your uncle were to catch us drinking? Maybe he could have one and loosen up. He’s sexy but, man, is he uptight.”

      She laughed, and the sound hit Gardelle right in the gut, making need slam through him. He had to fight to stay in the air. Cursed Magaious, the woman was going to make him plummet to his death before the night was out.

      “Okay, let me go stock us up on junk food. Your uncle is going to give me that disapproving look he likes to give me,” said Lisa with a half-smile. “Even when he’s scowling at me, he’s still hot. Seriously, Sabrina, your uncle is like an eleven out of ten. I really wish he’d walk around the house without a shirt on or something. You can tell he’s ripped.”

      Gardelle had little time to think about what she’d said as she made her way into the petrol station and the human male came forth from the shadows.

      The man ran quickly to Lisa’s vehicle and leapt over the side, into the backseat. There was a high chance Lisa would never see him when she returned to the car.

      Fury consumed Gardelle as he dove at the male. His wings flapped as he reached out, snatching hold of the man’s arm, and ripping him from the vehicle.

      The man screamed but Gardelle ignored the sound, flying quickly in the direction of the cliffs once more. Once he reached them, he threw the man, letting him hit the ground as Gardelle landed with ease on his feet.

      He stalked towards the man, who rolled and looked up at Gardelle with nothing short of terror on his face.

      “W-what are you?” the man managed, the smell of piss filling the air.

      It was then Gardelle realized the man had wet himself.

      “I am your worst nightmare,” said Gardelle, his voice barely above a whisper. He had faced down fierce warriors in his time. The human male did not frighten him. “Tell me what you planned to do to the female.”

      He already had a fairly good idea but wanted to hear the male acknowledge as much.

      As the man’s plan fell from his lips, Gardelle shut off. What he’d planned to do to Lisa had been vile and, from the sounds of his confession, she would not have been the man’s first victim.

      The man would never lay a finger on Lisa or any other woman ever again. Gardelle would see to that. He let talons emerge from the tips of his fingers. He knew the sight he presented to the sick human and he took great comfort in the man’s fear.

      “Now. You die,” said Gardelle, his tone flat, his mission clear. “And it will not be fast. It will be painful and slow.”

      He attacked the man with a rage that he could not explain. One he didn’t want to attempt to cage. True to his word, he made sure the man suffered before he ended him. Hiding his body was easy enough, considering Gardelle could fly to places not easily accessed by humans.

      When he finished, he flew in the direction of his home. He spotted Lisa’s sports car in the drive and let out a breath he’d not realized he’d been holding.

      She was safe.

      Good.

      Gardelle landed on the balcony outside of his bedroom, drew his wings into himself, and entered through the double doors. The second he stepped inside, he caught scent of Lisa. She always smelled like lacine berries and the flower dormiturus, which were both native to the bird realm and not something found in the human one.

      Dormiturus was favored by the healers from home. It had various medicinal purposes. He’d known several of his soldiers who had begun to suffer from nightmares after battles. Healers often gave the men a mixture of dormiturus and something else to help them be dream free.

      Whatever helped his men was fine by him.

      Lacine berries were similar to strawberries. Though they were known to be an aphrodisiac. He wasn’t sure if strawberries helped or hurt one’s sex drive, since he’d not exactly had a sex drive to speak of for years.

      Until now.

      He inhaled Lisa’s scent once more and groaned, his hand going over his clothed cock. Blessed Epopisdeus, the young woman had otherworldly powers. That was the only explanation for it.

      He groaned and went straight for his master bathroom shower. He washed away any specks of blood from the man who would have harmed Lisa if given a chance. Partway through the shower, Gardelle found himself turning off the hot water and showering only in cold, in hopes it would help to alleviate his hard-on.
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      Accipitridae Realm, Present Day…

      “Guard the portal to the human realm!” shouted Gardelle of the Hawks to his men, not that they needed such a command. They knew what was at stake. The risk their enemy posed to humans. The destruction the vulture shifters were capable of.

      When Gardelle and his men had learned the portal was under siege, and that several of the enemy had already made it through, they’d responded and sounded the alarms. They’d been unable to pursue the vultures who had already passed through the portal, but they’d been successful in preventing any more from crossing the threshold.

      That was at least something.

      Shifters from the Vulture Kingdom were currently doing their best to breach the portal again and gain access to the human realm. That could not be allowed.

      They were soulless monsters.

      Men without honor.

      Without respect for tradition and with no regard for women, children, or human life. They treated their own women, what few there were, like cattle. If information that was coming in was true, the vultures intended to steal human females for breeding experiments and pleasure. They’d been doing so for decades, unbeknownst to the rest of the bird realm.

      The very idea twisted Gardelle’s gut.

      While he had no great love for the human realm, after having been forced to raise his niece in secret there for twenty years, he didn’t want to see any of its inhabitants fall victim to the carcass-feeding deviants of the vulture clans. Besides, the human realm had enough problems all on its own. It didn’t need bird-shifter issues bleeding over into it as well. Evil guys who could shift into giant vultures really would be the icing on the cake.

      No.

      That would simply never do.

      His thoughts went to Lisa. To the woman who had consumed his thoughts sexually for nearly seven years now.

      He was fairly sure Lisa, the one human who both annoyed him beyond measure and made his dick harder than it had ever been, was part demon. She had to be. How else could one explain her lure. Her temper. Her voluptuous figure. Her wanton behavior. The fact it was her image he thought of when he found himself stroking his cock late at night, alone in his bed. It was her body he imagined when reaching culmination.

      She was the reason he continued to travel to the human realm at least once a month. He simply needed to look in on her, to know she was safe and well. And that she was staying out of trouble.

      She was a temptress.

      A she-devil.

      A human.

      They were to be protected at all costs.

      In the last few weeks, the vultures had made multiple attempts to access the portals located within the royal hawks’ territory. From Gardelle’s understanding, it was still limited to merely the hawks’ portals, but he was sure they’d soon attempt to gain entry to others throughout the large realm.

      A group of eagle shifters, who had spent the last few weeks fighting alongside the hawks, landed close to Gardelle’s men. Each warrior wore leather trews and boots that were native to the realm. Each had a back scabbard and a sword. Some had daggers on their sides as well.

      The eagle shifters’ wings made them easy to identify and set them apart from hawk shifters such as Gardelle. The men drew their wings into their bodies quickly, each pulling their swords from their scabbards and then lunging at the enemy.

      The sight was amusing to him, because the eagle-shifter males who were fighting alongside Gardelle’s men all had long blond hair, where the hawk males all had brown or black hair. Some wore it up, some wore it down, and each stood in a way that said they believed themselves better than all around them—including Gardelle and his men.

      Eagles were full of themselves like that. In their minds, they were better than the rest of the bird realm. Gardelle didn’t agree but he welcomed their assistance, so they could be as conceited as they wanted to be so long as they killed vultures. They could hash out who was the superior shifter race later, once they’d all made sure the vultures were no longer a threat to anyone.

      Alok, the captain of the unit of eagle soldiers, made short work of a vulture and then turned to help his twin, Rydel. Multiples were quite common in Accipitridae. Technically, each shifter had at least a small bit of magik. It’s what allowed them to change shapes. Gardelle strongly suspected this magik had a lot to do with the birth rates and the number of babies born to a mother at one time.

      “Brother,” yelled Rydel at the same moment Alok bent, going low. Rydel swung his sword high, cutting the throat of the enemy.

      Alok stood, nodded to Rydel, and then leapt back into the fight. “This is for our parents,” he shouted, stabbing another of the vultures.

      Gardelle knew little of the brothers’ past. But he did know a vulture raiding party had decimated their village some twenty-five years ago, killing all within and burning it to the ground. The soldiers who had resided there had been off on a mission, not there to protect the village. None had thought it required protection. All had been wrong. The vultures had come in numbers too great for the eagle males there to stand against. Many lives were lost that day.

      The eagles knew that should the Hawk Kingdom fall to the vultures, the Kingdom of Eagles would be next. The owls were keenly aware of as much as well. Though often thought of as merely scholars, the owls had a small yet effective army. They too had come to the aid of the hawks in their hour of need. The ravens had even sent word they would rally troops, should the need arise. The doves had reached out as well. When the realm’s peace-loving version of hippies decided to join a war, it was serious.

      Each kingdom fully understood the ramifications would be devastating should the hawks fall to the vultures. That simply could not be allowed to happen. And while this battle was one of many, each victory meant something. Each loss meant something worse. It meant the vultures were winning.

      “Not on my watch,” said Gardelle as he spun, bringing his sword up just in time to block a strike from the enemy. His body was honed, that of a warrior. Hours upon hours were spent each day training, staying in peak physical form. As a soldier, it was necessary. He’d been doing as much for so many centuries that he couldn’t imagine life any other way. It was engrained in him.

      Gardelle’s opponent, a warrior from the Vulture Kingdom, snarled as he tried but failed to get his leg positioned behind Gardelle’s. The move would have left Gardelle tripping and at the mercy of the man’s blade, had it been successful.

      It was not.

      Gardelle had seen the move too many times to count in the past. This was hardly his first battle. Life as a male bird shifter came with its fair share of conflicts. Unlike humans, his people didn’t use guns or automatic weapons. Those were something cowards hid behind. A shifter male would never be caught dead with one. Swords, daggers, crossbows, and hand-to-hand combat were all preferred to his kind. Though he had little in the way of doubt that the vultures would take the easier road of human weaponry before too long if permitted to go unchecked.

      It was their way.

      Cowards.

      He spun and elbowed the enemy in the stomach, enough to knock the wind from him. The vulture came up with a roar, and in his haze of rage he tried to skewer Gardelle on the end of his sword. The attempt wasn’t a success, nor was it a failure. While the man did manage to slice open Gardelle’s arm, he did not run him through.

      A bite of pain moved over Gardelle, but he ignored it, focusing instead on his opponent.

      “We will wipe your kind from the kingdom,” spat the man. “We will eradicate you all and rule this realm!”

      There had been a time Gardelle would have thought such a proclamation ridiculous. A wild tale told by a drunkard in a tavern, much like fishermen spun lies of their catches. With all that had come to light recently, as far as how the vultures had been secretly increasing their numbers for decades by way of human technologies and advancements as well as by force, he wasn’t so sure the vulture was wrong.

      Lazar, mate to Sabrina and rightful king of the falcons, descended from above, followed closely by hawk shifters: Aeson, Keonae, Rossi, and Sachin.

      Anyone looking at the men would be hard-pressed to guess that Sachin was no relation to the others, as they all, save Lazar, looked much alike. In fact, two, Aeson and Keonae, were identical. They were triplets, the third being the king of the hawks himself, Kabril. Rossi was their baby brother, and still four other brothers remained, none of which were currently living within the kingdom.

      “Having fun without us?” asked Keonae, who had only recently returned to the realm after having spent decades living among humans. Far longer than Gardelle even.

      “Oh yes. Quite a party we’re having here without you.” Gardelle knocked away the vulture currently trying to kill him and shot Keonae a hard look.

      The man laughed. “Aww, someone wake up on the wrong side of the bed? Or would that be nest?”

      Aeson snorted and shook his head. “Gardelle, I fear my brother is in rare form on this day.”

      Keonae withdrew his sword and twisted, ramming it through one of the enemies. He grinned as he stepped back. “I have missed this so much!”

      Rossi groaned. “Only Keonae would be this excited to kill.”

      Keonae puffed out his chest, which, much like Gardelle’s, held many scars from battles of old. And like Gardelle, Keonae also had facial scars, permanent reminders of how brutal their lives could be.

      Gardelle had never really thought much of his own battle scars. He knew they were the marks of a great warrior, one who had seen many battles. And he also knew that, while the women of the bird realm saw them as something of honor, human females did not.

      The vulture snarled and came at Gardelle once more, tearing him from his thoughts on his scars. The vulture shifter sneered as if drawing blood meant he had the upper hand and was the better fighter. All it meant was that the man had gotten lucky. The chances of providence remaining with the man were slim, especially with the caliber of warrior Gardelle was.

      “Have you nothing to say?” demanded the vulture, evidently unaccustomed to fighting someone who found no need for words or idle threats. “Or do you already know your kind will all kneel before us? You will call us master.”

      “Perhaps the vultures will be victorious, but I am certain none of us will call you master.” Gardelle delivered a killing blow with his sword. He rammed it deep, slicing through flesh, muscle, and bone.

      His opponent’s eyes widened in shock a second before they glossed over—vacant of life. The man fell off the end of the sword and lay there, motionless on the ground.

      Gardelle felt nothing.

      No remorse.

      No sense of victory.

      Killing had long since lost its wear on him. It was part of the job. Part of his sworn duty to his king and his people. He would do anything to protect them all. And this was hardly the first man he’d killed. Truth be told, he’d long ago lost count of his death total.

      He turned and killed yet another of the enemy.

      Standing to his full height, Gardelle surveyed the carnage surrounding him. This battle had been bloody. Roughly sixty vulture warriors lay dead. One of his own kind, the Buteos Regalis, or Royal Hawks, had lost their lives as well.

      He had been a fine soldier.

      Loyal and fierce.

      He had fought with honor.

      The fallen hawk was not mated and had no children, as children were still rare for their kind. He did have a mother who still lived, and who would need to be notified that her son would not be returning. Since he had died in battle, the woman would be seen to for the remainder of her life. That would be little comfort to her. He was sure she’d rather have her son than money.

      Gardelle had delivered more than his fair share of unwelcome news to mothers and fathers over the centuries. The task never got easier.

      Sachin, head advisor to the king and famed warrior, eased up alongside Gardelle, looking around at the scene as well. “They grow bolder in their attacks.”

      Nodding, Gardelle eyed his fallen man. “He was a good soldier.”

      Sachin clasped a hand on Gardelle’s shoulder. “His loss will be felt, and he will be honored. I will notify his family.”

      “His mother lives still. She is the only family he had,” offered Gardelle.

      Sachin nodded.

      Lazar grunted as he approached, his sword bloodied from battle as well. “It is as if their numbers are endless. Did we not just kill this many or more two days back?”

      Rossi groaned as he cleaned blood from his sword. “Yes. And just as many a few days prior to that. You’d think making a run for the portals here would get old and they’d get sick of losing men.”

      Aeson sighed as he joined them. “It is evident they more than have the men to spare. And we already know they hold little regard for life.”

      Keonae kicked one of the dead vultures’ bodies lightly with his booted foot. “My worry is, how many made it through the portals before we became aware of what they were up to?”
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      All the men fell silent for a moment as they thought on what Keonae had said.

      Alok and Rydel neared, their swords bloodied, their expressions hard. Alok caught Gardelle’s attention. “I can send the rest of my men to scout the area to be sure none of the enemy escaped.”

      “Thank you,” returned Gardelle, noting the man’s posture and expression.

      Alok glanced around at the battle’s aftermath. “Their numbers never lessen.”

      Rydel put his hand on his brother’s back. “They will. We are making a difference.”

      “Are we?” questioned Alok. “And is it too late? For well over twenty full cycles, we have shouted to all who would listen that the vultures must be stopped. That their numbers were growing. None listened.”

      Aeson stepped closer to the brothers. “Was it your village that was left burning by them years ago?”

      The twins nodded at the same time.

      Rydel cleared his throat. “They took a day that should have been glorious, a time for celebration, and turned it into the worst day in the history of the village. Some lines were totally wiped out.”

      Alok stared with a blank expression at a dead vulture. “How could they kill innocent women and children?”

      Rydel stiffened.

      Keonae sucked in a deep breath. “Children? There have been no children in the eagle villages for centuries. No live births to speak of that I heard of. There are no children in the entire Eagle Kingdom. Birth rates are still incredibly low there, as in most of the kingdoms in the realm.”

      The twins shared a look before Alok nodded to his brother, as if granting him permission to speak.

      Rydel lowered his gaze. “That day, there was to be an announcement. Our king was to be told the glorious news. The eagles had been blessed with a child.”

      Alok averted his gaze, his jaw hardening. “These animals butchered everyone and everything. They are a plague.”

      Keonae and Aeson lowered their heads, grieving the loss of a young life. Children were so rare. Each was a gift. To harm one was unthinkable.

      Lazar exhaled slowly and bent near a fallen vulture. He touched the man’s chin and surveyed him. “I have seen this one before. He is, as many of them were, a mercenary. My brother used to hire them to avoid dirtying his own hands in some matters. This man was exceptionally ruthless. His like of violent sex, with or without the woman’s consent, was well-known. To the point even my brother banned him from setting foot near a female falcon.”

      Gardelle shook his head. “How any man could ever harm women and children is beyond me. They are gifts to be treasured and protected at all costs.”

      Keonae rammed his sword through the dead vulture’s groin area, and then glanced up at the rest of the men. He shrugged. “What? I’m only doing what each of you secretly wanted to.”

      “True,” said Aeson. “We should have left him alive and gifted him to our mates to torture. The moment they heard of what he did, their tempers would flare.”

      Rossi’s eyes widened. “Mine would have passed out at the idea of hurting him.”

      “Right up until Lucy learned of his past and then I’m guessing she’d have led the charge,” added Aeson. “Shelby, who is not a lover of violence, would have seen fit to kill this man for his sins against women.”

      Keonae pulled his sword free of the man. “My mate would have taken his head without blinking. She wouldn’t need to know his past.”

      Rossi grinned. “I’ve seen Lark in action. She would have cut off the guy’s cock first and then his head and not even broken a sweat.”

      The rest of the men laughed.

      Gardelle could see Lark doing as Rossi suggested. While she was technically of the vulture clans, she was nothing like them. Her father had been a monster. One she’d killed herself after he’d murdered her twin sister long ago.

      “Bottom feeders,” spat Rossi as he glared at the dead vultures.

      The vultures’ numbers were far superior to those of the hawk shifters. Cursed Magaious, there was more of them than other bird-shifter kingdoms. And the vultures were ruthless. They scavenged the lands, decimating them, plucking them clean of all they had to offer, and then moved on to the next.

      Their own kingdom was proof of as much.

      Now barren, the Vulture Kingdom was a shell of its former glory. It was like one massive ghost town. If they had their way, they would do the same to not only the kingdom of the hawks, but all others within the bird-shifter realm.

      Sachin patted Gardelle’s shoulder once more. “I will see to it this is handled. I will also assure your fallen man is taken care of. Go now and clear your head. You did well, Gardelle. You kept them from gaining access to the human realm.”

      Gardelle thought on what Keonae had said earlier. The bit about wondering how many of the vultures were already in the human realm. He paled as he thought of what they could be doing there. They were ruthless when it came to bird-shifter women. He could not even imagine how they might treat human women.

      Worry for one human woman, in particular, came over him, and his body heated. For a moment, he thought he might be sick as the idea of the vultures ever getting their hands on Lisa filled his head.

      He’d always thought Lisa to be something of a bad influence on his niece. She was loud, opinionated, had no qualms about expressing her desire for the opposite sex and was quick to tell Gardelle to stuff it.

      Now pushing twenty-five, she had grown into an even greater beauty—with a foul mouth, a quick temper, and a body that could bring any man to his knees. Try as he might, he could not ignore her or the pull he seemed to have toward her.

      Lazar nudged him. “Go to her.”

      “W-what?” asked Gardelle, his attention returning to the here and now. “Go to who?”

      Lazar gave him a knowing look. “Really? You wish to play this game with me of all people? You forget, I have seen you with her.”

      “With who?” asked Rossi.

      “No one,” snapped Gardelle, wanting off the subject.

      Aeson grinned. “Gardelle has a woman? Tell us more. Most of us are mated, and while we are very happy and content, we are still very male and openly welcome talk of the bedroom kind.”

      Alok’s eyes widened. “My brother and I are not mated. And we’ve no wish to be.”

      “You say that now,” offered Rossi. “Just wait.”

      Rydel took a step back, looking afraid of the idea of mating when he’d shown no fear during battle.

      Keonae snorted. “What Mr. Lot-of-Words-Aeson is saying is, give us the dish on the chick you’re banging. What village is she from, Gardelle? Do we know her? Tell me we didn’t sleep with her back in our pre-mated days.”

      “Chick he’s banging?” asked Aeson. “Brother, you spent far too long living among humans. You have adopted their slang and speech manners.”

      Gardelle’s nostrils flared as he glared at Keonae. “You do not know her, and you better not even so much as look upon her or I will claw the eyes from your head!”

      Keonae smirked. “So, it’s like that with her, huh?”

      “Sounds like it.” Rossi laughed. “Now we have to know who she is.”

      Sachin cleared his throat. “This would not be the same woman Lazar had guards dispatched to watch over while you were in a healing-induced sleep, would it?”

      Gardelle glanced at Lazar. “You sent men to watch over Lisa when I was healing?”

      “Oh, she has a name,” added Keonae.

      Lazar nodded and then grinned. “Yes. I had her guarded while you healed. She is my mate’s best friend, and even if you try to deny as much, she is important to you. I have seen it with my own eyes. You watch her with the look of a man who desires something. And she makes no bones about how attractive she finds you.”

      Gardelle had to fight off a blush. Warriors did not blush. “She only pretends to find me passable. I believe she does so to annoy me and get a rise out of me. I do not think for a moment she genuinely wants me. I am not a prize to human women.”

      He touched his scarred face.

      Keonae, who had similar scars on his face, grunted. “I was where you are. I thought Lark could never find me attractive. That she could never see past my scars.”

      Rossi rolled his eyes. “All women find you attractive. I swear, they think you’re hotter with the scars than without. I mean, come on, Kabril and Aeson look exactly like you minus the scars, and while they have women fawning over them, it’s nowhere near the amount you do.”

      Keonae’s face reddened. “I only have eyes for my mate.”

      Apparently, warriors did blush.

      Gardelle rubbed his chin, noticing it had been a few days since he’d shaved. “Enough talk of women.”

      Aeson reached down and blatantly adjusted himself through his trews. “All this killing and fighting made me horny. I plan to seek out my mate and spend endless hours pleasuring her. I suggest you all do the same. And, Gardelle, if this woman is important enough for you to threaten Keonae over, then mayhap you should find her and pleasure her as well.”

      “Lisa is not important to me,” he said, the words feeling wrong. So much so that he took a step back and touched his chest, at odds with himself over his feelings for her. “Well, she is not that important to me. Okay, she is somewhat important to me. Mayhap, slightly more than somewhat, even.”

      Lazar cleared his throat. “Give him a moment, everyone. I believe he is only now realizing just how important she is to him. Why else would he continue to make so many trips back to the human realm now that his niece, the excuse he had for being there, resides here full time?”

      “I have a successful business there, a corporation that is quite profitable, and an estate that requires my attention,” said Gardelle defensively. “And the king himself said it is no longer against his rules to go to the human realm. He just prefers we do not make a habit of it.”

      Lazar snorted. “Your business runs itself and your estate does not need you to be present as much as you are. And I was not aware taking Lisa to dinner one night each month was how you ran your business and checked up on your home.”

      “How do you know I take her to dinner?” demanded Gardelle.

      Sachin laughed softly. “I am guessing his wife learned it from the female if they are friends. Women share much with one another.”

      Lazar winked. “Sabrina is beside herself. She greatly dislikes lying to Lisa about all of us, and all of this. More than once she has considered telling Lisa the truth.”

      “Humans are not to know of us,” said Gardelle with all seriousness.

      Aeson laughed. “Our queen is human; Rossi’s wife is as well. Not to mention Paige, Sachin’s wife. She too is human. I believe the feline is out of the sack.”

      Gardelle tipped his head at Aeson’s expression.

      Alok and Rydel also looked lost.

      Keonae snickered. “The saying is ‘the cat is out of the bag.’”

      “Right. That,” said Aeson.

      Sachin tipped his head, appearing perplexed. “What does a feline in a bag have to do with anything?”

      Rossi laughed. “We have really got to start having mandatory human realm visits and classes.”

      “That would please our wives,” said Sachin. “But how does any of this have anything to do with cats in sacks?”

      Lazar grinned. “I shall explain it to you later. For now, let us return to putting Gardelle on the spot over his infatuation with his niece’s best friend. Before you judge him, know that I have seen her. She is quite a beauty.”

      Rossi’s attention went to another of the hawk shifters, who was in the process of cleaning up the battle aftermath. The man appeared troubled. “Nulsa, what is it?”

      Nulsa, a guard who was only a hundred cycles (a mere fledgling in their eyes), was bent over a vulture male. “This one is not dead. He mocks us, saying we are too late.”

      “Too late for what?” asked Sachin, stealing Gardelle’s question.

      Aeson walked in the direction of the fallen vulture. “Bring him. We will question him later. For now, I wish to be in my mate.”
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      Human Realm…

      Lisa Redsun poured over the books for the nightclub she’d recently taken over running. They were way over their projected earnings and the month had only just begun. The owner would be very pleased.

      The club was private, high-end, and more than it appeared to be from the outside. It was a sex club. While she’d never imagined herself visiting a sex club, let alone working in one, she had to admit she loved every second of it. The career change was new, so there were a few kinks she was still working out (pun intended), but they were minor.

      Her first visit to the club had been on a date. She’d met a guy on a singles app and she’d swiped in the direction that left them meeting up. He’d picked the place, and since both she and the male in question had been very clear up front that they were looking for sex, nothing more, that was what had happened.

      Some might consider her a slut. Lisa didn’t care. A lot of men behaved the same way she did, but they weren’t looked at as whores. The double standard always infuriated her. She saw herself as sexually liberated. She always practiced safe sex. So what if she enjoyed the act of having sex but didn’t want more?

      Well, she hadn’t wanted more than random hookups until a few months back.

      For the last few months, she’d found her sleep filled with bizarre dreams. Ones that made little sense to her. Many of the dreams had her holding the hands of twin little girls, both with heads of dark hair and wide green eyes. She’d never fancied herself as good with children, but in the dreams, she was fantastic with them and so very happy. A man with large, powerful arms would come up from behind, wrap his arms around her waist, and kiss her neck. Deep down, she knew he was part of the family dynamic, the children’s father. That she was in love with him—not that she’d ever been in love before to know the difference.

      Some of the other dreams were sexual in nature, with Lisa straddling the waist of a man with washboard abs and a body to die for—a body she knew belonged to the man from the dreams with the twin girls. Not that she could see his face or remember his voice at all upon waking. She could remember the varying scars on his chest, his side, and back. In her dreams, she’d run her hands over them while making love with him.

      What Lisa knew for certain was that their bodies had fit together perfectly. She also knew the connection she had to the dream man was deep and unbreakable. One that she’d give anything to have. If she ever felt that connection in real life, she’d want to hold on to it. She’d want more.

      For now, she’d just run the club and continue to invest well. The job paid far more than her last one, which was saying something, since she’d worked in corporate America, though it had been in an entry-level position since she’d been fresh out of college.

      Her parents still believed she worked at her old job. They’d never support the idea of her working in a sex club. Her father would lose his mind and her mother would side with him in the end, all while being proud of her for embracing her inner feminine power.

      It was easier to let her parents think she was still commuting into the city each day rather than working on the outskirts of it, in one of the hottest clubs in the area. A club that, while private, was known to be a sex club for the elite. The rich, the famous, the not-so-famous even. Anyone who liked the wild side. Who embraced their sexual nature and wanted to share in that with like-minded individuals.

      Allan, one of the bouncers at the club, opened her office door while he knocked lightly on it. He smiled wide at the sight of her, his dark hair falling partially into his handsome face. “You look amazing in that dress.”

      She had liked him from the moment she’d met him. He was also the man who walked around with her when the club was open. He made sure no one touched her—no one that she didn’t want touched by. On top of it all, he was funny in an understated way. “Thank you. We’re going to have a full house again tonight.”

      He winked. “I thought this place was busy before. Since you took over managing it, we’re packed to capacity nightly. We were busy to start with, but this has been unreal. Careful, or we’ll need to start franchising. Can you imagine these clubs invading the world? Or small-town America?”

      She smiled. “I say the more the merrier.”

      “Oh yeah, I’ve seen you hovering near the orgies. You certainly do think the more the merrier.”

      Laughter bubbled free from her.

      Allan put up his hands, making his muscular arms bulge. “Not that I have anything against orgies or anything.”

      She stood and smoothed down the front of her red dress. She walked across her office in her five-inch stiletto pumps and went right to Allan. “I’m excited about tonight’s show. Hot dudes stripping to sexy music never gets old.”

      “If you say so,” said Allan, stepping back as she walked past. He moved next to her then, walking side by side down the large hall. “They’re setting up now.”

      “Are they? This early?” she asked, surprised. Normally, she was sweating over whether the act of the evening was going to show on time. It was rare when the entertainment was early, let alone this early.

      Lisa entered the main section of the club, her attention going to the large stage. Several beefy males were on it, all missing their shirts, all with chiseled bodies. “I really love my job.”

      Allan laughed. “I bet you do. It has its perks.”

      Zalse, the man in charge of the talent slotted for the night, was on stage, looking right at home with the men there. His shirt was off too. He saw her and grinned before patting the arm of the man nearest him and hopping off the stage. Zalse came right for her and took her hands in his. “Lisa, absolutely stunning as always.”

      She’d met Zalse at the club a month ago and they’d hit it off well. He was extremely attractive, as were all the men who came to the club. The people who frequented the establishment took great care of their bodies.

      Allan eased up alongside them, crowding her, putting himself partially between her and Zalse. They reminded her of two peacocks posturing. The two shared a look before Zalse glanced at his men.

      “We’re going over the details for tonight. We think it’s going to be quite memorable.”

      “Awesome,” she said. “We’re expecting a huge turnout.”

      Zalse winked. “Just so long as you’ll be here.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of missing it. Lose your shirt in all the setup?” she teased, nudging Zalse. They’d become friends of sorts over the past month. He’d even taken her out to dinner twice. She wasn’t opposed to spending more time with him. He’d referred to their last dinner as a date. She’d been careful to avoid labeling it anything but agreed with him—it had been a date.

      The man was well over six feet of solid muscle. In a lot of ways, his height and build reminded her of Gardelle, her best friend’s uncle. Zalse also had a hint of an accent that she was sure was Eastern European. It served to remind her of Gardelle as well.

      The notable difference was, Zalse seemed interested in her sexually.

      Gardelle always appeared annoyed by her.

      Zalse drew her closer and Allan stepped away, giving her a moment with him. “How about we go to dinner together before everything gets into full swing here?”

      She grinned. “I’d love to, but I have a few errands to run.”

      He dipped his head and pressed his lips to her temple.

      “Your guys are causing quite the stir,” she said. “People are excited to see them perform later tonight.”

      He flashed a sexy smile. “When they learned how much people were willing to pay to see them take their clothes off, it was all I could do to keep them dressed.”

      She touched his bare chest. “I’m heading out for a bit. I’ve got to swing by my parents’ place to pick up something to help me sleep better. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in a month.”

      “Is everything all right?” he questioned.

      She nodded. “Crazy dreams lately. That’s all.”

      “Are they about me?” he asked, a suggestive note to his voice.

      Lisa patted his chest again but didn’t answer him. The man she kept dreaming of didn’t feel like Zalse. Maybe he was. The dreams had started getting intense right after she’d met him and began working at the club.

      “I could take you to your parents’ home if you’re not feeling well,” he offered.

      She shook her head. “Thanks, but you have your hands full here getting ready for tonight’s show.”

      He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “Hurry back.”

      She glanced at the stage to find Zalse’s men all glaring at her. She stiffened. “Are they not big fans of me or are they annoyed in general?”

      He squared his shoulders and looked in their direction. The men quickly averted their gazes. Zalse turned back to her. “I’ll escort you to your car.”

      “Thank you.”
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      Lisa walked into her childhood home and was instantly surrounded by the sound of classical music playing. That meant her father was home. He was the classical music lover in her family. Her mother tended to enjoy current pop music, which always drove her father nuts.

      He liked to say today’s music lacked sophistication and purpose. That it was void of substance. Unlike the classics. Music he’d made sure she’d learned to appreciate as a small child. He’d also instilled in her a love of classic literature as well as an appreciation for the arts. He’d hoped she’d follow in his footsteps and become a lawyer. She knew he’d secretly wanted her to take over his firm one day. But that wasn’t for her.

      Running a sex club was about as far from what he wanted for her as Lisa could get. It’s why she kept that part a secret and allowed her parents to think she was still at her old job, with a crappy boss who spent more time making passes at her than doing his work.

      If her father had found out some of the things her old boss had said and tried with her, he’d have skipped litigation and gone straight for the kill. He was protective like that. Her father was a sought-after attorney whose firm did exceptionally well for itself. He no longer put in the hours he had when she was younger. That meant they had more time to spend together. Lisa had gone through a rebellious stage in her late teens and early twenties and, in all honesty, had only recently begun to grow out of it. Since she was now pushing twenty-five, it was about damn time.

      Her mother was still active with large charities and loved the work she did. It was as if she felt the need to give back to the community as much as possible.

      Lisa had decided to flex her independent muscles and get a place of her own a few years back, but it wasn’t far from her parents’ home, which was nice. She’d stopped by to pick up a new supply of the herbal concoction her mother made for her. As far back as Lisa could remember, she’d been taking the concoction. It helped her sleep peacefully and kept away the strange dreams she’d suffered from since she was small.

      Though her childhood dreams never once involved the racy content some of her current dreams did.

      Lisa wasn’t sure exactly what was in the herbal mix, but it worked, so she didn’t question it. Her mother had only just made a batch of it a few days prior, but Lisa had accidentally knocked the glass jar into the sink upon getting home, breaking it, and spilling its contents everywhere.

      She followed the sound of the music and ended up just outside her father’s den. He stepped out, his trademark black hair cut close. The tiniest bit of white was sprinkled through his temples. His crisp blue gaze found her, and a smile formed on his face. “Sweetheart, your mother said you had a work trip and would be gone a week.”

      “Nope. Canceled,” she said, disliking the fact she was lying to him. She did have a trip planned for the week back when she was at her old job. But not now.

      He squeezed her tightly. “That boss of yours works you too hard. I could have a talk with him.”

      She laughed softly as she drew back and looked up at her father, who stood well over six feet tall. “Please don’t. Remember when you made my junior high principal so nervous that we could have wrung him out with how much he was sweating near you?”

      Her father grinned as if the memory was a fond one for him. “I do. He was wrong to allow that teacher to speak to you like she did.”

      “He knows he was wrong.” Lisa cringed at the memory of the teacher he was talking about. The woman seemed to think that girls who developed breasts early were tramps. Hussies who needed to wear huge, bulky sweaters that went up to their necks. The standard uniform shirt, which Lisa had been in, fit her appropriately, but the teacher had called her up in front of the class to make an example of her, telling the class she looked cheap and was seeking attention from the boys.

      Lisa had actually been doing her best to hide the fact she’d developed large breasts so early. She didn’t like the attention she’d gotten back then from the opposite sex and from girls her own age who had been jealous, and who had subscribed to the teacher’s mentality that big boobs meant she was sleazy.

      Bitches.

      Lisa’s father had heard about the incident and descended upon the school.

      At first, the principal had foolishly thought to comment on the rumors the other girls had started about Lisa’s reputation. It was then Lisa had seen her father go from mild-mannered, smart, and savvy to feral. She’d really thought he was going to rip the principal over the desk and kill him.

      She had a feeling the principal feared as much then as well. It would have explained the buckets of sweat coming from the tiny man. As if that wasn’t bad enough, when Lisa’s mother had heard about the incident, she’d also gone straight to the school. Lisa hadn’t been present for that discussion. All she knew was that not one more word was mentioned about her chest again at school.

      Which had been fine by her.

      She glanced around the large hall. “Is Mom home?”

      He shook his head. “She’s got a charity function out in San Francisco that she’s assisting with this weekend. I’m planning to fly out to spend time with her. I can stay home now. She’ll understand. I’m fairly sure she’ll be thrilled. She says I get under her feet at those types of things.”

      “Dad, you should go out. She likes to pretend you annoy her but she’s secretly happy you’re there. I’m good here.” Lisa stepped back from her father. She came up to his nose in heels, which was saying something since he was so tall. Her mother was tall as well. Strangely, beyond height, Lisa didn’t look anything like either of her parents. Both had jet-black hair and blue eyes. Lisa’s hair was just this side of being platinum blonde naturally, and her eyes were green.

      She wasn’t sure if she took after anyone else in the family, as her parents were all she had. They were only children, and both their parents had passed prior to Lisa’s birth.

      She nudged her father’s arm gently. The man was solid muscle, as had always been the case. He stayed fit and ate right, making him look much younger than his age. “I think I might hang here for the weekend, if that is okay with you.”

      He wrapped an arm around her. “Sweetheart, if it were up to your mother and me, you would have never moved out. We like you being here. Here is good. Here is safe.”

      “Safe?” she asked with a laugh. “Dad, my condo is safe.”

      He gave her a look that said he didn’t agree. “That is a matter we’re going to have to agree to disagree on.”

      She sighed. “Hey, did Mom happen to leave any of the ground-up weeds?”

      “Ground-up weeds?” he questioned. “You do know that isn’t legal in this state yet, right?”

      She grinned, getting her father’s humor. “Not that kind of weed. The herb and flower mix that helps me sleep and focus better.”

      His gaze darkened. “She made you enough to last well into next week. At least that’s what she told me. You’re out?”

      Lisa nodded. “Accidentally knocked the jar into the sink. Lost a bunch down the drain.”

      She refrained from telling him she’d done so about two minutes after walking in the door with the jar.

      Worry crossed his expression. “I’ll call and have her come home at once.”

      “Dad, don’t be silly,” said Lisa, giving him another hug in an attempt to calm him down. “I’ll be fine. I have a little bit left. I’ll make do until she gets home.”

      She didn’t have any left, but he clearly needed to hear the lie to keep from panicking.

      “You’re sure?” he asked. “It’s vitally important you never miss a day.”

      “I’m sure,” she lied with a straight face and then stepped back from him. “Now. How about I tell you all about the new guy I’ve gone to dinner with twice. It’s not serious yet. That should keep your mind good and occupied. You know, while you plot his demise and all.”

      He stiffened. “Who are you dating?”

      She laughed. “Come on, Dad. Let me fix you a drink and help you pack, and then I’ll tell you about him.”

      “Where did you meet him? What does he do for a living? Has he been convicted of any felonies? When do I get to meet him?”

      She groaned. “Never mind. Let’s just get you packed. You can’t handle talking about guys in my life.”

      “Guys? As in more than one?” He looked faint.

      She groaned. “Seriously, you do realize my friends are either married or engaged, right? I’m at that age.”

      He gulped. “You are not allowed to marry anyone until you’re at least fifty. Maybe sixty.”

      She snorted. “I’ll be sure to let Sabrina know you think she’s too young to be married.”

      Her father paused. “I still have yet to meet her husband. That all happened extremely fast. She was here, hanging out with you one day, and the next it seems like she was married, living abroad, and expecting a baby. I still can’t believe she eloped. I remember hearing the two of you talking about weddings when you were sixteen.”

      “Yes. You heard me say I didn’t want to get married—ever. I like to play the field.”

      Lisa thought for sure her father was going to pass out.

      He ran a hand through his dark hair and leaned against the wall. “Play the field? That means date around, right?”

      She grinned.

      “I changed my mind. Get married. Now. I’ll arrange someone suitable for you.”

      “Dad!” She snorted and gave him a shove. “Come on. Let’s get you packed and on the road.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Accipitridae Realm…

      Gardelle entered the castle, freshly bathed, and changed, having stopped off at the home he maintained within the bird realm. Oddly, he’d not dressed in attire typical of the realm. Instead, he’d put on a pair of jeans and a red button-up long-sleeved shirt. Items from the human realm and his time there. He’d put on his leather belt that had a spot for his sword, because he never went anywhere within the bird realm unarmed.

      His mind had drifted off to thoughts of Lisa while he’d been getting cleaned up. The urge to go back to the human realm and just peek in on her, to be sure all was well, had been all-consuming. He’d planned to do as much once he looked in on how the questioning of the captured vulture was going. He’d store the weapon in a secret spot he had near the portal, as he always did.

      He was barely three steps into the castle when he heard the sounds of women shouting. He grabbed for his sword and was about to charge in the direction of the disturbance when he spotted Nulsa and Rhios.

      Nulsa looked scared.

      Rhios appeared amused. He was a seasoned warrior who had also spent a fair amount of time living among humans, as he’d raised his fraternal twin children in the other realm. Now that his daughter, Shelby, was mated to Aeson, a prince, Rhios lived full-time in the bird realm and traveled back to the other to see his son, Shelton.

      Rhios, like Gardelle, did not look anywhere near his age. No bird shifter did. The males aged incredibly slowly. So much so that men who were hundreds of years old did not look more than twenty-five to thirty human years. Such was the case with Rhios.

      He held a hand up, halting Gardelle’s charge. “All is well.”

      Gardelle sheathed his sword.

      Nulsa paled more. “All is not well for the men in there. I think the women will geld them before this is done.”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Gardelle, as additional shouting sounded from down the corridor. “It sounds as if the women are under attack.”

      “They are the ones doing the attacking,” said Nulsa, swallowing hard. “They are quite small but very capable. Some are even heavy with children, and yet when they are angered they are spry and nimble. I have seen warriors with less skill.”

      Gardelle rubbed his temple. “I’m almost afraid to ask what set them all off this time.”

      Rhios grinned. “One of the wives found out about the prisoner being questioned, and the means by which he was being questioned.”

      Nulsa nodded. “And she got the other wives, they ganged up on their mates, and now I’m not sure who is being tortured. It might be the king for all I know. I tried to go and assist, but Rhios informed me that while it is our duty to protect the king, we do not protect him from his wife’s fury. That he is on his own then.”

      “Well, yes. That is true,” added Gardelle, hiding his laugh. The queen was human but, since she had mated to the king, she now had his longevity and aged at the same slow pace. Already she had given the king a set of triplet boys, with more babes on the way. The king and queen were well on their way to having eight boys, just as the king’s father had.

      It was good to see births happening within the kingdom once more. They had gone far too long with nearly no births to speak of. While the hawks’ birth rates were still merely a drop in the bucket, they were something, and something was better than nothing.

      Rhios chuckled. “Nulsa has spent a fair amount of time in the buttery, having at serving wenches who toss their skirts up for many, but he’s never had his heart on the line. Should he one day find that organ involved, he too will understand what is at play, right, Gardelle?”

      Gardelle pressed a smile to his face, knowing it pulled at the scar there, but he didn’t care. He’d never been in love. He’d bedded many women in his long life and had known pleasures of the flesh, but love had escaped him. Not all were blessed in such a way.

      He had been given the gift of raising his niece from the tender age of three and a half. He’d raised her as if she were his own daughter and loved her with all his heart. There were days that he still struggled with the knowledge she was a grown woman now, mated to Lazar and with children of her own on the way. To him, she would forever be a child.

      His thoughts drifted quickly to Lisa once more, and for the quickest of moments, Gardelle pictured her heavy with his child. He tensed as his heart began to race. It was so easy to picture the voluptuous beauty’s belly swollen with his children, as the males of his kind determined if multiples would be had, not the females. A deep-set longing for what he was imagining came over him.

      Stop thinking of your niece’s best friend in such a manner, he scolded himself, feeling like a dirty old man. Besides, she’s not your mate. It could never be.

      A loud male yelp echoed through the corridor, ripping Gardelle from his fantasy of Lisa being something more to him.

      “Was that the king?” asked Gardelle.

      “Not our concern,” replied Rhios with a wink. “And, yes, I believe that was the king.”

      Nulsa shuddered. “They are terrifying females when provoked.”

      Rhios laughed and cuffed the younger bird shifter on the back of the ear. “One day, Nulsa, you will understand a woman’s true wrath is far worse than even this. For when she denies you access to her bed, you find quickly that you’d much rather she just stab you and get it over with.”

      Gardelle chuckled. “Have you found someone special again?”

      Rhios’s laughter faded. “No.”

      Nulsa watched the men and he rubbed his ear. “How did you manage to have children if you weren’t with your true mate?”

      “It’s incredibly rare, but tales tell of it happening in the past,” said Gardelle.

      Rhios sighed and nodded. “Yes. But it did not just happen by chance. I believe she sought out help.”

      Gardelle’s interests were piqued. “How so?”

      Rhios cleared his throat. “Nulsa, go and check on the king. Be sure his wife and his sisters-in-law do not have him chained and gagged…again.”

      Nulsa paused. “Wouldn’t one of his sisters-in-law be your daughter?”

      Rhios nodded.

      “Then should you not go? They will be less inclined to turn their foul tempers upon you.”

      Gardelle and Rhios guffawed.

      Rhios shook his head. “You have much to learn, young one. Go. You barely look to be out of your teens. The women will be kinder to you. For they forget our true ages and will see a boy before them. Not a man—or should I say target.”

      Nulsa, who was over a hundred, looked very childlike at that moment. He gulped and then walked slowly down the hall as if heading towards his own funeral. When he was far enough away, Rhios stepped closer.

      “As more information regarding the vultures and their increased birth rate techniques comes to light, I find things lining up with my past,” said Rhios. “The woman I fell for, I believe she sought out assistance from the same humans who helped the vultures with their plight.”

      Gardelle tensed. “No. Truly?”

      Sighing, Rhios gave Gardelle a pensive look. “Yes. I know not how to tell the king. What if I am right? The woman I loved worked hand in hand with the enemy. She tricked me. She used me to…”

      “Did she love you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did you love her?” asked Gardelle.

      Rhios nodded. “As much as I could despite the fact she was not my mate.”

      “And this love bore a son and a daughter? Something many of us would give all to have?” Gardelle continued to watch his old friend carefully.

      Rhios lowered his head. “It did. And I would not change my children for all the world. They are my heart. As are my grandchildren. Though it would be nice if Shelton got off his arse, found his mate, and gave me more grandchildren to spoil. I am old. He needs to hurry before I am too old to enjoy them.”

      Gardelle snorted. “You have hundreds upon hundreds of years before you reach that point. You look no more than thirty human years.”

      “Yes, while that may be so, Shelton is in no hurry to tie himself to any one woman. It may very well be hundreds upon hundreds of years before he does,” stated Rhios with a serious expression on his face.

      “Mayhap you will happen upon your mate in the meantime and she will bless you with even more children,” offered Gardelle.

      A hopeful look came over Rhios. “One can dream.”

      “Yes. One can.” Gardelle instantly thought of Lisa once more.

      “Ouch, woman!” shouted Lazar as he appeared in the hallway, rubbing his backside. “I thought we talked about you spanking me in public, little mouse? That is bedroom play and not to take place in front of my peers.” He put his hands up to signal surrender. “Or you can spank me here and now. Whatever you wish. I do not like the way you are glaring at me. The babies in you make your temperament unpredictable.”

      “I’ll give you unpredictable!” shouted a familiar female voice from the other room. “If you don’t find me some ice cream this second, I’m going to do far worse than spank you!”

      Gardelle’s eyes widened. “I do not want to hear about my niece spanking her mate.”

      Rhios failed to hide his laughter. “I would not have guessed that quiet little Sabrina was into inflicting pain in the bedroom.”

      Gardelle shot his old friend a hard look. “Let us ask Shelby about her alone time with Aeson. Did they not meet in a club devoted to deviant sex acts?”

      Color drained from Rhios’s face. “Forget I said anything.”

      Lazar spotted Gardelle and hurried down the hall, rubbing his backside on the way. “Can you please talk some sense into your niece?”

      “What did you do this time?” asked Gardelle with a grin.

      “She might have happened upon me with Kabril as we politely asked the vulture for information,” said Lazar, failing to look innocent.

      “Ah. Politely. Did this polite encounter involve drawing and quartering?” asked Gardelle, only slightly joking. Kabril was known to be creative in his torturing of the enemy. At least he had been before he’d mated. His wife, Rayna, had softened him greatly—as a mate should.

      “Possibly.” Lazar winked.

      “And now Sabrina is unhappy with you and craving ice cream?” questioned Gardelle, finding more amusement with the situation than he should.

      “Yes. And not any ice cream that can be re-created here with ease. The kind that requires me to travel to the human realm and find creative ways to keep it frozen on the way back. Do not get me wrong, I love her with all my heart, and am beyond happy we are to be blessed with young ones, but there are days she scares the living hell out of me.”

      Gardelle and Rhios chuckled.

      “Were you able to find out what the vulture was going on about?” asked Gardelle.

      “No. The women came upon us before we got much from him.” He glanced back in the direction he’d come. “They believe they have a better way to get information from the man. Lark is with them. She was fine with torturing the prisoner. Keonae is a lucky man.”

      Rhios wiped a smile from his face. “Until he angers her. Then he will wish she did not have a violent side. Or do you forget how your sweet Sabrina is when angered? Was it not her I heard tale of taking a crossbow and eliminating falcon threats to you and her uncle not that long ago?”

      Lazar’s eyes widened. “Blessed Epopisdeus, Lark will murder Keonae.”

      Gardelle snorted. “And then some.”

      Just then, Sabrina appeared at the end of the hall, her hand on her swollen stomach, her dark brown eyes wide.

      Gardelle tensed. “Brina?”

      Lazar spun. “My love? The babes?”

      She shook her head and cupped her mouth, looking as if she was going to be sick.

      Lark rushed out quickly and grabbed Sabrina’s arm lightly, helping to steady her as she stared down the corridor at the men. “The guy started talking. He’s singing like a songbird now. Pun intended. Problem is what he’s saying.”

      Sabrina looked from her mate to Gardelle. “Uncle.”

      Gardelle and Lazar hurried down the corridor with Rhios close at their heels.

      Lazar swept Sabrina into his arms. “Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head, still looking as if she was about to be sick.

      Lark stood tall, her long blonde hair falling over her shoulders. “Lazar, the guy is mumbling something about Latravis.”

      “He’s working with my brother?” asked Lazar, stiffening. “I feared he was not as gone as we’d heard rumors of.”

      Lark shook her head. “No. The vulture guy wasn’t working with Latravis. From what he’s in there spilling to Shelby—who, I’d like to add, has the man’s balls in a vise grip—the vultures have been positioning themselves to make a move for Latravis and the throne. But in doing so, they gained a new target. And this target launched a new plan of attack.”

      Rhios sucked in a large breath. “My daughter has a man by the…”

      Lark glanced at him. “The minute she heard Sabrina’s name fall from the guy’s lips, she launched herself at him. Aeson is having a tough time getting her to release the guy’s junk.”

      “Junk?” asked Rhios.

      Gardelle looked to the man. “His cock.”

      “Ah. Wait. Shelby!” he yelled, hurrying towards the room the vulture was being held in. “You are not to touch a man in his…you know!”

      Lazar snarled. “He spoke my wife’s name? I will tear out his tongue.”

      Sabrina grabbed Lazar’s forearms. “Stop. Yes, he said my name, but it gets worse.”

      Lark stared between the men. “He had a photograph in his back pocket. It’s a picture of Sabrina and her friend.“

      Gardelle tensed. “The vulture party who attacked the portal were after Sabrina and they have a picture of her?”

      Sabrina teared up. “No.”

      “I’m confused,” confessed Gardelle. “I am told the prisoner has a picture of you and spoke your name. Did he and his men not want you? If they wish to make a play for Latravis, it makes sense they would try to gain access to you. Latravis has a soft spot for you and if anyone could draw him out, it would be you. Or putting you in danger.”

      Lazar snarled again.

      Sabrina pressed herself against him. “Stop it. They know I’m mated to Lazar now. They know that coming at me is the same as coming at the hawks because of how close Lazar and the king are. It’s not me they’re hunting.”

      Gardelle calmed slightly. “Good.”

      Lazar shrugged. “If they wish to hunt my brother and kill him, I am fine with that.”

      “Lazar,” scolded Sabrina. “I told you he’s not as far gone as you think. Their goal was Latravis. That changed.”

      Gardelle focused. “What are you saying, exactly?”

      “It’s Lisa. She’s in the picture with me. They’re after her. They’re like super fixated on her.”

      Gardelle lurched back, his entire body convulsing at the idea of Lisa being their target. For a moment, all he heard was the beating of his own heart. It took him several long seconds before he realized Lazar had hold of him and was shaking him.

      “Gain control of yourself!” shouted Lazar, his face close to Gardelle’s.

      Rhios was suddenly there as well, helping to hold Gardelle.

      Sabrina was in full-blown tears.

      Lark just looked stunned. “I didn’t know Sabrina’s friend was your mate.”

      “W-what?” asked Gardelle, lost as to why everyone was staring at him like they were and why he was being held by two men. “What are you talking about? Let go of me!”

      Rhios drew Gardelle’s attention to him. “Old friend, you just finished shouting that if the man dared to harm your mate, you would tear his head from his body and put it on a pike to warn others to stay clear of your woman.”

      “I did no such thing,” said Gardelle, his thoughts going back to Lisa. He looked to Lark. “He spoke of the other woman in the photo—of Lisa?”

      She nodded. “In depth. From the sounds of it, they have someone planted near her, in her life. A spy. The vulture said something that doesn’t make any sense. It’s about Lisa’s parents. He eluded that by harming Lisa, it will draw out both Lisa’s father and mother—two birds, one stone.”

      Sabrina cried harder. “Her mother is active with charities and her dad is a lawyer. Why in the world would the vultures want to draw them out? They must have Lisa and her parents confused with someone else.”

      “Do you think that will stop them if they get their hands on her? It won’t matter if they’re wrong,” said Lark, her voice hard. “They are monsters.”

      Sabrina wiped her cheeks but stayed close to Lazar.

      “Lark! Sabrina!” shouted Paige, Sachin’s mate, from just outside of the room where the prisoner was being held. “Keonae is gathering a team of men to go to the human realm. The bird-dickhead that is close to Sabrina’s friend isn’t any old vulture-dickhead. He’s apparently a captain with a reputation for being ruthless. The sicko has it in his head he can breed Lisa. Seems to think she’s mate material to a bird shifter.”

      Sabrina burst into tears once more.

      Lazar grabbed her and held her to him, his gaze moving to Gardelle. “Is Lisa your mate or not? If so, much of this makes sense.”

      Gardelle began to shake his head but stopped, his mind racing with thoughts of Lisa. With how hard it had been to deny the pull to her from the moment she’d turned eighteen. With how he’d not bedded another woman since she’d come into his life. And with how he still tried to find excuses to see her.

      His heart beat madly, and he would have fallen had Rhios not had a firm hold on him.

      Lark grunted. “From the looks of him, he’s just now figuring out for himself that she is, indeed, his mate.”

      Paige glanced the other way. “Oh crap. Shelby is doing her oracle thing again. At least she finally let go of the guy’s nuts.”

      Gardelle thrust Rhios back and ran down the hall. He skirted around Paige carefully and rushed into the room to find Shelby being held by Aeson. She looked up at Gardelle and clutched her mate’s hand. “Your chosen one is in grave danger. On this night, truths are revealed, enemies become allies, new alliances are formed, and lives forever change. All is not as it had seemed.”

      She swayed and then blinked.

      Aeson kissed her temple. “Do you require a drink of water?”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      Kabril stepped forth. “Gardelle, this friend to Sabrina. She is your mate?”

      Gardelle’s stomach clenched. “I-I don’t know. Mayhap. Probably.”

      Kabril offered a sympathetic look. “Does the idea of harm befalling her send you into a blind rage?”

      “Yes,” said Lazar and Rhios.

      Gardelle took two deep breaths, soaking in everything he’d learned. As reality settled over him, he gasped. “I left my mate in the human realm, unprotected, and now my enemy has her within their sights?”

      “We will assist you, old friend,” said Kabril. “Keonae readies an attack party. Go now and join them.”

      Gardelle spun and ran from the room. There was no way in hell he was going to wait for Keonae to get everyone ready to go. Lisa needed his help now.
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      Human Realm…

      Lisa stepped out of her sports car in the parking lot of the club. The area wasn’t as well-lit as she’d have liked. The problem was, most of the club’s clientele preferred it that way. Not long back, before she took over running it, a horrible crash had occurred in the parking lot. A truck driver had fallen asleep at the wheel and missed the curve. He’d slammed into a van full of people. From what she’d heard, all but the driver survived, which was a miracle.

      Rumor had it that the van full of people had been law enforcement officers. She’d asked the owner once about it all, but he’d merely winked at her and carried on with his day as if that answered everything.

      Glancing at her watch, Lisa groaned. She was later than she’d hoped she’d be. The club had opened thirty minutes ago. She’d wanted to be back earlier, but knew her employees could handle matters. Besides, the show wasn’t due to start just yet.

      The parking lot was packed full of cars. If it weren’t for her designated spot, she wouldn’t have a place to park at all. That was fine by her. It meant they had a full house. The owner would be pleased when he found out.

      She took a step in the direction of the club and someone yanked her backwards.

      She dropped her keys and slammed her fist into her attacker’s groin. He loosened his hold on her and she broke free, twisting fast. On instinct, she kicked as best she could in the tight red dress, only to have her leg caught by the man bent over before her.

      Lisa blinked, stunned at who was there. “Gardelle?”

      What on earth was her best friend’s uncle doing at the club? It seemed like the farthest thing from his scene as anything could get.

      He slid his hands up her leg, still holding it. The act caused heat to race through her. She steadied herself with one hand on his shoulder as he continued to hold her leg, his hands creeping up more and more. When his fingers skimmed the hemline of her short red dress, she dug her nails into his upper arm and stopped just shy of drawing blood.

      Gardelle’s dark brown gaze slid over her for what felt like an eternity but was more like seconds. If that.

      “Gardy?” His name fell from her lips as if they were lovers, rolling in the sheets, whispering sweet nothings to one another.

      Usually he jumped at the chance to protest the shortening of his name to Gardy. He didn’t comment. Instead, he continued to stare at her in a way that made her body heat more and more. Spontaneous combustion would happen if he kept going. The man’s smoldering good looks and bedroom eyes were something she was far from immune to. It had been that way for years.

      He released her leg with one hand but kept the other in place. That hand was on her inner thigh. He slid it up more.

      Lisa’s lips parted in disbelief.

      He blinked, and then released her leg as if it were her scalding him. He didn’t back away from her or put anything in the way of distance between them as he typically did.

      Perplexed, Lisa found herself reaching for his hand as if that was something they did often.

      It wasn’t.

      She took his hand in hers, noting the size difference at once.

      Gardelle had large hands. He had large everything. He was a big, powerful, hunky guy, who always acted like she was annoying him. He’d never before felt her inner thigh or looked at her the way he was now.

      As much as she thought she’d always wanted him to see her as a woman, not just as his niece’s friend, she had to admit that it was freaking her out. “Gardy, say something. Yell at me for calling you Gardy. Anything. Hey, be mad I hit you in the nuts. I’d like to say wow, those are some nuts you have there.”

      He quirked a brow.

      She grinned, unabashed. “What? Like you don’t already know you’re packing a whopper down there.”

      Something that resembled a grin appeared on his strong-featured face.

      “Why aren’t you yelling at me for saying something suggestive to you?” she asked. “You always yell.”

      He looked at her and took a deep breath before standing to his full height, which made her appear downright short in comparison. Worry filled his dark gaze, and he grabbed her again, this time pulling her against his dominant frame, holding her close.

      She tensed. “Gardelle? Is this a Freaky Friday thing? Did you body change with someone less uptight?”

      He touched her cheek with the back of his fingers, his gaze searching her face. “I thought I’d be too late. I tried your condo first. Then I went to your parents’ home. I found your scent was strong there. It was then I spotted your vehicle. I followed you here.”

      “Followed me here? Why were you at my place to start?” she asked, her entire body turning into a hot mess with his closeness. She wondered if she might actually burst into flames if he kept making contact with her.

      When he began to plant tiny kisses all over her forehead, she put her palms to his chest and wiggled free from his hold.

      Something was majorly wrong. She and Gardelle did not have a kissing relationship. Far from it. The man could barely stand her most of the time. He certainly didn’t hug her, kiss her, and follow her around.

      “You’re freaking me out,” she stressed. “Normally, you try to keep a three-foot radius from me.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do,” she said with a snort before a sinking feeling came over her. Gardelle would only seek her out to such an extreme if there was something serious happening. Since their only connection was his niece Sabrina, Lisa feared it had something to do with her. She launched herself at Gardelle, pressing her front to his. “Ohmygod, something happened to Sabrina, didn’t it? The babies?”

      He slid his arms around her waist and held her to him. “No. She’s fine, as are the babes.”

      Lisa exhaled, letting some of the tension seep from her body. She put her forehead to his steely chest. Sabrina was her best friend in all the world. The two were more like sisters than anything. She wouldn’t be okay if Sabrina or the babies she was carrying were in danger. Knowing they were okay was a huge relief. “Good.”

      He said nothing as he held her, letting her stay pressed to him. It felt right. Safe. As if she’d been made to fit against his body. The notion was silly, and she knew as much but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel it. Not to mention, Gardelle’s body shape reminded her of the man from her dreams. In fact, if she didn’t already know how totally insane it would be to dream about him in such a way, she’d have assumed Gardelle was the guy.

      She knew better. As much as she’d always found him to be hot, even she knew he was off limits.

      Lisa bunched his red shirt slightly in her hands, keeping her forehead to his chest. “Good. Nothing can happen to her. Okay?”

      “I know,” he whispered. “She is safe. It’s you I’m worried about.”

      That made her lift her head and stare up at his ruggedly handsome face. The lightest dusting of facial hair covered his hard jawline. He had a large scar on his face that only managed to make the guy sexier in her opinion. Everything about him screamed alpha male, and that right there was wet-panty inducing all by itself. “Me? Why are you worried about me?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be worried about you?” he countered as if that somehow cleared everything up nicely.

      “Uh, because you barely tolerate me.”

      “That isn’t true,” he said, his hard-to-place accent thickening.

      She licked her lower lip in an attempt to keep from laughing. “Sure. Okay. It’s not true. You totally care about me. Got it. I should stop touching you now, right? You generally don’t let me close to you.”

      Gardelle continued to stare at her with a strange expression on his handsome face. He also kept his arms around her waist, effectively securing her against him. She wasn’t moving until he deemed it acceptable, and she knew as much. He was that strong. “I do care about you.”

      His manly smell washed over her, and her knees felt weak. The man always did that to her. She took a deep breath, only serving to give herself an even better whiff of his scent.

      He was in a deep red shirt and a pair of jeans that hugged him in all the right places. His long dark hair was fastened hastily at the base of his neck. He looked good enough to lick, and boy did she ever want to let her tongue slide over every inch of him.

      The restraint she exercised in not licking him was amazing. Every hormone in her body was on high alert. Ready and willing to sacrifice itself should the opportunity arise.

      “Lisa, if I was to tell you that you needed to come away with me and not ask any questions, would you do it?”

      If she didn’t already know that her personality was too much for the man, and that he only spoke to her because of her friendship with his niece, she’d have thought it looked as if he were struggling with the need to kiss her.

      That was absurd.

      Gardelle didn’t see her in that light.

      She thought harder on his question, and the way he’d shown up in the parking lot out of the blue with a crazy story of having looked for her at her condo and her parents’ place. “You haven’t been drinking, have you?”

      “No. I’ve not been drinking,” he said, his arms still locked around her waist.

      She wiggled, trying to put distance between them. It was more for her own sexual sanity than anything else. There was no way in hell she could continue to have her body pressed to his and not start to grind against the man. Already she could feel every muscle, every chiseled section of him. As she wiggled more, she felt something that took her breath away.

      His erection.

      It was long, thick, and hard, pressed against his jeans and her abdomen. Her nipples picked then to respond, hardening to diamond-like points, more than liking the fact he was close. A torrent of cream flooded the apex of her thighs and she ground against his body slowly before trying to step out of his embrace.

      Gardelle’s nostrils flared. He jerked her to him again with such force that a grunt fell free from her.

      Her breasts smashed against his chest and air whooshed out of her lungs. Her right leg had a mind of its own and actually had the nerve to lift, making her already short dress ride higher. Her knee rubbed against Gardelle’s thigh, and he slipped a hand down and under her ass, keeping her leg where it was.

      “Whoa,” she whispered, unable to form anything close to a real thought beyond how hard and hung the guy was. She’d had better moments and wasn’t exactly proud of her reaction to him, but it was what it was. Besides, the man had the body of a god. It was hardly her fault if her hormones noticed.

      She’d have been worried about them if they didn’t.

      Gardelle kept one hand under her backside and brought the other up to touch her hair. She’d not bothered to straighten it, but had left her hair curly, something she rarely did. He toyed with a ringlet and dipped his head, blatantly smelling her hair.

      Weird.

      Everything about him being there was entering nutty territory.
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      After several deep breaths, Lisa collected her thoughts enough to speak. “What are you doing?”

      He splayed his hand under her butt. “I’m not sure.”

      The smallest of laughs came from her. “Way to instill confidence.”

      He slid his hand from her hair to her neck. He cupped her head, tilting it back more as he stared at her lips.

      “Are you going to kiss me?” she asked, her voice sounding weak and high-pitched.

      “More than likely,” he returned, raw determination on his face.

      She gulped.

      He rubbed his body against hers and continued to fixate on her mouth. “When I learned what they were doing, I panicked. I thought they had you. I thought I’d get here too late.”

      She wasn’t sure what the hell the man was talking about. That was nothing out of the ordinary. Gardelle was different from most men she knew. With that said, this was strange, even for him. “Huh?”

      “You smell incredible.”

      She blinked up at him. “Um, thanks?”

      He put his face into her hair and inhaled again, growling slightly, the sound turning her on more. His lips met her ear and he planted tiny kisses there, placing them along her neck and then her jaw. He got to her lips and stopped just shy of kissing them. Instead, he remained there, unmoving.

      Lisa fought the urge to turn into the kiss. Gardelle was important to her, despite the fact she wasn’t to him…despite his bizarre behavior. She didn’t want to risk chasing him off for good. Or worse yet, incur the wrath of her bestie. Sabrina was always lecturing Lisa on how dangerous it was to be so wanton and wild. So sexually demanding of different men. If Sabrina found out Lisa was close to demanding a whole lot more from Gardelle, she’d flip her lid and lose her shit.

      Dramatics would ensue.

      That was never good.

      Gardelle eased his lips over the corner of her mouth and Lisa’s willpower wavered.

      It was weak.

      Dammit.

      “Gardy?”

      He licked her lower lip—and Lisa shot out of his embrace, putting a good two feet between them. She knew her expression more than likely made her look like a mad woman. She couldn’t help it. She was too stunned to bother masking her reactions.

      He reached for her and she dodged his grasp, instead bending and retrieving her car keys from the ground.

      She stood, keeping her distance from Gardelle. “Don’t take offense to this. You’re a really strange guy. But you’re acting even stranger. I didn’t know that was possible. Something is really different here and it’s kind of wigging me out.”

      He licked his lips. “I suppose to you, I seem different.”

      “Seem? Uh, try are different. Very different,” she returned, watching him carefully, wondering if he really had been drinking. He seemed sober. Then again, she’d never seen him shit-faced, so she really wouldn’t know the difference.

      He glanced upwards, appearing nervous. He reached for her. “Lisa, come. I need to get you somewhere safe. Somewhere that isn’t out in the open or close to a portal.”

      She pointed at him. “All of what you just said is weird. Have you listened to yourself? If you’re having a mental breakdown, please tell me.”

      His lips quirked upwards. “My mental faculties are intact.”

      “Oh good. Wait. If you’re not the crazy one, am I?”

      “That subject has come up more than once,” he said, a teasing note to his deep voice.

      “Gardy, is this a playful side I’m seeing?” she asked, easing closer to him. “If so, I like it.”

      “Lisa, come with me.”

      She sashayed past him. “I’m already late getting back. You want to come with me and have your mind blown, Gardy?”

      He glanced at the club. His brows drew together pensively. “What is this place? A bar?”

      “It serves drinks,” she said, doing her best to refrain from laughing. She was telling the truth. The club did serve drinks. She’d just left off the sex part. “The rest of what happens in there is probably too much for your delicate disposition.”

      He eased closer to her and sniffed the air, his attention on the club. “I smell sex.”

      “Smell sex?” she echoed. “You have a really good nose.”

      His eyes widened. “There are people in the bar having intercourse?”

      Putting her hands on his shoulders, she locked gazes with him. “Because I have a soft spot for you, I’ll warn you away from really joining me inside. You cannot handle it. And I never bring a man with me to work. I guess I have met a guy through work that I’m interested in, but I’m not sure that counts.”

      “Work?” He looked around the parking lot. “This is not your place of employment. And what is this about meeting a man here who interests you?”

      She tugged at her lower lip. “About that. See, um, I might have fibbed a bit at our last dinner. I left my other job and I’ve been running this place for a little while now. Before you lecture me, I love it.”

      “And what of the man?”

      She stiffened. “See, he’s a nice guy. We’re not exactly dating or anything, but we’ve been spending more time together. I like him.”

      Gardelle’s jaw set. “I want to meet him.”

      “No. You don’t.” She was not about to let Gardelle near Zalse. There was no way she could explain Gardelle to him.

      “Yes. I do.” He took hold of her elbow and ushered her towards the entrance. Lisa barely had time to protest before Gardelle had the door open and her inside.

      Allan wasn’t at the entrance. Neither was any of the other security. That was odd.

      Very odd.

      Lisa pulled out her keycard and swiped it, granting her access to the club itself, rather than just the lobby.

      Gardelle opened the thick security door and froze, his other hand still on her elbow. “This is a sex club?”

      “Yes.” She gazed up at him, unsure she wanted to see disappointment in his eyes. He wore that expression a lot around her.

      There was nothing to indicate he was disappointed. He looked determined.

      Strange.

      He eased her through the doorway and into the main section of the club. It was dimly lit to maintain a certain atmosphere, and packed. It didn’t matter that the club had only been open around thirty minutes. Things were in full swing—pun intended.

      There were a fair number of sofas placed about the main area, all custom made for the club, each industrial in looks but totally functional for either sitting and conversing or partaking in sex acts. They were all currently occupied. One held a man and woman, the woman bent over as the man kissed his way over her ass while he stroked himself. Another had a man sitting with his legs spread and two women on their knees before him, each going at his cock. Another had the same scene but with a woman on the sofa and two men on their knees.

      None of it shocked Lisa.

      She was open about sex and accepting of most everything.

      Some patrons were dressed in black leather. Others were in latex of assorted colors. Some wore sexy undergarments. A few people wore only what they’d been born in.

      Gardelle took her hand in his and tugged lightly, drawing her attention. “You seem comfortable here.”

      The way he said it wasn’t a compliment. It was accusatory.

      She didn’t reply. She was an adult and owed no one an explanation on her life choices. Holding her head high, she offered a challenging look and forced a casual shrug.

      Gardelle’s expression softened somewhat. “I have no wish to argue with you.”

      “Good, because I have no wish to be argued with,” she answered, keeping her hand in his.

      A woman moaned loudly near them, and Lisa turned to find the woman riding a man. When she realized Gardelle was also watching it unfold, she leaned against him, nudging him lightly. “You okay with all of this?”

      She didn’t want him to make a scene. If he wasn’t fine with it all, she’d get him out of the club quickly.

      He nodded to the woman riding the man. “I will be if you do that to me.”

      Positive she’d heard him wrong, she tipped her head, her gaze centered on him. “Gardy?”

      He flashed a sexy smile, and she nearly knocked him down and went at him then and there. “Yes?”

      “Nothing. I thought you said something that you couldn’t have possibly said.”

      He took her hand and eased it over his erection. “Oh, I said it.”

      She swallowed loudly as sweat beaded between her breasts.

      He grinned and then nodded in the direction of a man who had a woman flat on her back as he kissed his way over her naked form. The man then buried his head between the woman’s legs and she cried out in ecstasy. “Or that. That works too. I find I am very open to whatever you want.”

      All Lisa could do was stare blankly at the man she thought she knew. Clearly, he was a stranger to her. The Gardelle she knew would have never said that.

      Just then, a woman walked by in nothing more than nipple rings and a thin gold chain. A tall man was holding the end of the chain. The man’s gaze raked over Lisa and he came to a stop in front of them. “You’re the new manager here?”

      She nodded.

      Gardelle puffed out his chest and pushed the man back some with his body.

      The man smirked, his attention on Gardelle. “Trade you for the night. Mine for yours. Trust me when I say, mine is worth it. She’s trained very well. She’ll do whatever you want, won’t you, sugar?”

      The woman looked eager and was just shy of drooling as she stared at Gardelle. The way she raked her gaze over Gardelle said she found him mouth-watering.

      It was hard for Lisa to keep her jealousy in check. Thoughts of clawing the woman’s eyes out filled Lisa’s head. She wasn’t one who had random outbursts of possessiveness. The sensation was different and unsettling. It was also intense.

      Gardelle eased Lisa behind him as he stared at the other man. “Continue to look upon my woman, and I will break every bone in your body.”

      “Your woman?” asked Lisa from behind him, realizing Gardelle was talking about her. “When did this happen?”

      Gardelle glanced back at her, his gaze so piercing that for a moment it made her think of a hawk zeroing in on its prey.

      Lisa bent her head in a submissive manner, and then nearly kicked herself for giving in so quickly. She was hardly a shrinking violet.

      Pleased with what he saw, Gardelle turned back to the man. “A man should not offer his woman to another. She should be cherished. She is sacred. A gift. Not something to be traded or bartered.”

      The woman with the chained nipples lifted her hand unobtrusively. “It’s okay. I like it. During the week, I’m technically his boss. When we’re out on the weekends, he’s in charge of me. He’s in control. It’s a shift in the power dynamics that works for us.”

      Lisa hid her smile, enjoying seeing people who were unrestricted with their sexuality.

      Gardelle shook his head. “It matters not who is in charge of what. If a man loves a woman, he does not permit another to touch her. Ever.”

      The woman snorted. “Oh, we’re not in love. We’re just lovers. You know, we have sex together, but we’re not in a real relationship or anything. Mutual kink interests. It’s not serious beyond that. Nothing like what you and your woman have. It’s clear you love her.”

      Lisa was about to speak up to correct the woman but Gardelle drew her around to the front of him and embraced her. He then tilted her chin upwards and placed a kiss on the tip of her nose.

      “Yes. I do,” he said plain as day.

      The woman seemed pleased with his response. “And so you know, a lot of couples here do love each other, and they do share themselves with others. To each his own.”

      Gardelle glanced around the club. “That is not done where I am from. When we find the woman for us, she is the only one we ever touch again. And we are the only one she ever touches as well. There is no need for another when we are with our soul mate.”

      The woman in the chains teared up. “That is beautiful. Where are you from? Sounds like Romania.”

      “Romania?” asked Gardelle. “This is a place that does not share its women either?”

      Lisa groaned. Was he for real?

      The woman looked to Lisa. “You are one lucky lady. You landed the big one.”

      “Yeah, um, lucky,” Lisa supplied, still in shock over most of what had happened since she’d gotten back to the club. Someone could have knocked her over with a feather if they tried.

      The other couple headed off, the guy in the lead, the woman looking pleased as punch to be following along. Lisa waited until they were out of earshot before pushing Gardelle back from her by placing two fingers against his forehead and shoving lightly.

      “You do not love me. And don’t go making decisions for me about who I do and don’t sleep with,” she snapped.

      “You want me to call them back? Do you want me to bed her and the man to do so to you?” he asked, something off in his voice.

      She thought on it. The idea of Gardelle touching the woman sexually made Lisa’s teeth grit. Thoughts of clawing out eyes returned tenfold. “No.”

      “No you do not want to bed him or no, you do not want me to bed her?” he asked.

      Lisa knew she could lie and tell him she didn’t care who he slept with. Doing so would help her save face and keep what dignity she had left. The words wouldn’t come so she went with the truth. “No. I don’t want to sleep with him. And I don’t want you to screw her either.”

      “Good. So you know, if you’d have said yes, I’d have still forbidden it.”

      “You’re not my boss,” she stressed, unsure she believed herself.

      A self-assured smile touched his lips. “If you say so.”

      She huffed.

      He laughed.

      “Yuck it up and I’ll flash you my boobs. That should shut you up.”

      His gaze locked on her chest. “Yes. Please. Shut me up.”

      She almost snorted but held it in, somehow.

      Reaching out, he came just shy of making contact with her right breast. Instead, he curled his fingers and held his hand there.

      Lisa surprised herself by grabbing for his hand and drawing it to her breast. He cupped it. The act was impressive because she had a bigger-than-average chest. Never before had a man touching her breast been able to cup it with one hand. He did. Gardelle’s hands were that big.

      His breath caught, and he stepped close to her, their bodies pressed together once more. He kneaded her breast through her dress, paying particular attention to her hardened nipple. He pinched it nonchalantly, and she gasped, rubbing against him like a cat.

      He put his lips to her ear. “I have no wish for everyone here to see what is mine. Is there somewhere we can be alone?”
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      Lisa didn’t bother to get into it again with Gardelle over the “mine” thing. She was too horny to care what he wanted to call her. As wrong as she knew it was, she couldn’t seem to stop herself as she led Gardelle through the main part of the club, weaving around various sofas full of people. She turned down one of the long hallways and went to the second door to the end. It was a private room, one of eight that were kept for the wealthiest of club members, the owner, and Lisa, should she ever want to use one.

      This was the first time she’d wanted to take the owner up on his offer.

      She swiped her card and opened the door. The room had a large king-size bed with black satin sheets, blood-red walls, various chairs, and a fainting sofa, not to mention sex toys hanging on the wall looking like art.

      She dragged Gardelle into the room and came to her senses. What was she thinking? Did she really think she could have sex with Gardelle and there be no repercussions?

      That was insane.

      She pushed the door shut behind him and rounded on him. “Okay, why are you really here tonight and what is with the touchy-feely stuff?”

      He grabbed her and bent, capturing her lips with his own.

      The kiss caught her off-guard and she stumbled in her heels.

      Gardelle caught and righted her before kissing her again.

      The second Gardelle’s tongue entered her mouth, Lisa melted against him. Her tongue greeted his and she found herself going to her tiptoes to grant him better access to her mouth. She wasn’t sure what was happening between them or why he was kissing her. All she knew was it felt right.

      More than right.

      And she’d wanted it to happen for years.

      Beyond that, she wanted more. Far more.

      He backed her against the wall but didn’t stop his sensual assault on her mouth. He growled, and the sound was so feral, so demanding, that it made her panties moisten. Suddenly, his hands were in her hair and his hard, chiseled body was pressing against her.

      Lisa panted and fumbled with his shirt, wanting to touch him all over, his kiss deepening. As it did, the smallest of niggles tugged at the back of her mind. She ignored it and continued trying to touch him everywhere she could.

      He lifted her as if she weighed nothing and began to walk in the direction of the bed, his mouth still on hers.

      Lisa paid little mind to what was happening around her. Her only focus was Gardelle.

      He set her down gently and cupped her face, breaking their kiss. “I thought I would be too late, ta’konima.”

      She had no idea what he’d just called her. All she knew was hearing him speak another language was hot. “You kissed me.”

      The edge of his mouth drew upwards.

      Puzzled, she regarded him with a curious expression. “Why did you kiss me? You don’t even like me. You kind of hate me.”

      “Hate you?” He shook his head. “The last thing I feel for you is hate, Lisa.”

      She simply stared up at him, at a loss for words. He had a funny way of showing his non-hate of her all these years.

      He sighed. “I need you to trust me.”

      “This is all really weird. You show up out of the blue, grab me, freak me out, then you look like you’re going to yell at me for working here right before you kiss me and start rubbing all over me.” She put her hands up. “I’d rather not ride this roller coaster with you. I need to get back to work. Do you want me to find someone to show you around the club? You, um, will no doubt find a lot of women willing to be with you here.”

      He caught her wrist as she tried to leave the room. “I don’t want any other woman. I want you to listen to me and come with me. I just want you.”

      Raw need was reflected back at her. Boldly, she traced a hand down his chest, over his abs and to the top of his jeans. She wasn’t sure if her goal was to get him to back down and go or not. Unable to think clearly with his closeness, she did what felt right, wondering if or when he’d tell her to stop.

      He eased a finger over her cheek and then ran his thumb over her lower lip. “I came to protect you, not to do this…I mean, yes, I want to…but—”

      He kissed her again, lifted her and turned with her, walking her over to the fainting sofa. Around it were various sex toys, all mounted. There were other pieces of furniture in the room as well, like the rest of the rooms. Each could be used in a different way to enhance one’s sexual experience.

      Gardelle stepped back from the side of the sofa and wiped his hands over his face. “Get her to safety. Do not fuck her.”

      She put her hand up. “Oh, can I vote?”

      “What?”

      She grinned. “You were telling yourself to get me out of here to safety or something. Not to fuck me. I wanted a vote.”

      His lips twitched as if he were trying to keep from laughing. “And which would you pick?”

      She opened her mouth to respond, closed it, and thought on it all harder. This was totally out of character for the man. It was downright bizarre. And if this got back to Sabrina, she’d be upset with Lisa, blaming her for being too wild, too wanton. Seducing her best friend’s uncle was against the friend code.

      As much as she wanted Gardelle sexually, there were far too many strings attached. In the end, she’d be the one who was hurt when he regretted what happened and her best friend in all the world looked at her with disappointment in her eyes.

      “My vote is for you to go,” she said, her voice small at first until she found her courage. “This isn’t your type of place. I’m not your type of woman. I don’t know if this is a midlife thing for you or what. Though you do not look anywhere near old enough to be having a midlife crisis. Regardless, I can’t be what you want or who you have it with. I love Sabrina. She’s like family to me. She’d be furious with me over this, and let’s be honest, when you come out of whatever weird-ass phase you’re going through, you’ll be mad at me too. It’s what you do. You get mad at me.”

      Gardelle went to his knees before her and took her hands in his. “I didn’t understand who you were to me. I thought I was broken. That something was off with me. I didn’t trust myself with you. My reaction to you was too raw, too feral.”

      Lisa ran her thumb over his scruffy jawline and stopped at the scar on his face.

      Gardelle flinched. “You don’t want me, do you? Not really. Because of the way I look?”

      Lisa couldn’t help but laugh at how absurd he was being. Was he serious? He was the sexiest man she’d ever seen in her life.

      He looked hurt.

      She leaned and kissed his scar. She then slid her tongue down it and bit at his lower lip lightly. “Mmm, I’ve been waiting years to do that.”

      His lips found hers and the next thing she knew, Gardelle had taken control of the situation. His tongue was in her mouth once more and his hands were easing the bottom of her dress upwards.

      She ate at his mouth, moaning as his hands went higher. When he reached her hips, he gasped in her mouth.

      “You have no panties on,” he said, his lips against hers.

      “I do too.”

      He ran his hands over her backside more. “No. You do not.”

      Lisa stood, turned, and boldly yanked the bottom of her dress up and over her backside. The act left her standing with her butt basically at Gardelle’s eye level since he was on his knees. She glanced over her shoulder and peered down at him. “See. I have on panties.”

      He slipped his index finger under the string that she was counting as panties. He grinned. “I stand corrected.”

      She winked.

      Gardelle kissed her bare ass cheek and then shocked her by easing the string aside and pressing his face between the cheeks of her ass.

      She yelped and tried to get away, shocked that his head was there.

      He held firm to her and chuckled, forcing her to bend over before him.

      She put her palms on the top of the sofa and stood there, feeling sexy and totally turned on. There was a level of vulnerability that came along with the position as well.

      He licked his way to her pussy and then held his face there, inhaling loudly. He did a long lick of her cunt and moaned into her flesh.

      Pleasure moved through her and she gasped, hitting her hands on the sofa. She felt as if she was about to explode into a million pieces. “Gardelle!”

      He pushed a finger into her and Lisa ground her hips, wanting more, but fearful of what would happen when it was all said and done. He added a second finger and her knees felt weak. He kissed the backs of her thighs as he eased his fingers in and out of her. When he moved to rubbing her clit, Lisa lost all touch with reality. Pure bliss washed over her, and she shook as her orgasm struck full-force.

      She knew Gardelle was standing. Vaguely, she heard him unzipping his jeans. When she felt something hot, hard, and thick pressing against her soaked core, she pressed back onto him, knowing it was his cock. Deep down, she knew she shouldn’t be doing it, but she was past the point of no return. She was fully committed to the act that was about to take place. She just hoped he was as well.

      He shoved his cock into her slowly and she was thankful for that. She’d never had anything the size of him in her before. He was massive. He kept going, filling her past the brink of comfort, bordering on too much.

      “Gardelle.”

      He grunted and gasped as he sheathed himself fully in her. “Lisa.”

      She’d never been so full in her life. An orgasm danced just out of reach. Never before had she nearly come simply from insertion. She reached out and touched the wall behind the sofa, needing something to help ground herself.

      As Gardelle began to move in and out of her, she found herself moaning like she was some sort of expert porn star. She’d always found the noises in porn to be over the top. Now that it was Gardelle in her, pounding steadily, she got it. There was no way she could remain silent.

      His pace increased, as did her panting and cries of pleasure.

      “Do you accept me—all of me—from now until the end of time?” he asked, his voice a low rumble, his hips like a piston on overdrive, his accent deeper than usual.

      She could scarcely think beyond how good it all felt. “There. Right there.”

      “Lisa, do you accept me?” he asked, ramming hard into her and holding there, his lips near her ear as he bent over her more. “All of me from now until the end of time?”

      What was he going on about?

      He wanted her to think at a time like this?

      “Do you?” he demanded.

      “Y-yes. I accept you,” she said, grinding on him, wanting more.

      Gardelle seized hold of her hips and went at her like a depraved man. As he did, the air around her seemed to thicken with static energy. Stray strands of her hair lifted on their own as he kept going, kept fucking her from behind. She was about to comment on the pressure building around her in the air when the urge to speak came over her.

      “Do you accept me?” she asked, unsure where the words had come from or why she’d said them.

      “Yes, ta’konima. A thousand times over. Yes,” he managed between thrusts.

      Lisa swayed and would have fallen if Gardelle wouldn’t have wrapped an arm around her waist as he took her. It felt as if something was there, tying her to Gardelle with invisible string.

      He moved just right, and a wave of pleasure crashed over her once more, making her cry out loudly. He rammed into her and stilled, his cock twitching. She could feel him releasing in her and that only served to excite her more.

      Her breathing was irregular, her body was spent, and her mind was nothing but mush. The man had reduced her to a breathless pile of hormones.

      She really hoped he did it again.

      He didn’t pull out. Gardelle eased his hands around her and then up to her covered breasts. Yanking on the top of her dress, he caused her breasts to spill out. He then took one in each hand and began to move in her once more. She knew he’d come. The proof of his orgasm was currently starting to leak out of her. She wasn’t sure how in the hell he was still hard.

      The man was a machine.

      He moved at a slower pace, as if savoring every thrust. It was easy to see he’d taken the edge off his need by coming and showed no signs of stopping.

      She put a hand over his on her left breast and bent her head, her body still thrumming with pleasure. Lisa closed her eyes and the second she did, she was assailed with visions. The first ones were of her dreams. The dreams of the mystery man making love to her.

      The realization that the mystery man felt identical to Gardelle in her body made her gasp. She fumbled with her free hand behind her, yanking his shirt up as best she could and feeling his side.

      The moment her fingers traced over a large scar there, she understood without a shadow of a doubt that Gardelle had been the man she’d been dreaming of.

      “Gardy?”

      He pounded into her harder.
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      Additional visions came at her faster than she could sort. It was all too much, and she grabbed her head, crying out in pain.

      Several minutes went by before she realized Gardelle was no longer in her, bending her over and fucking her doggie style. He was on the sofa, sitting, with her on his lap as he cradled her head to his chest. He was saying something to her in a language she didn’t understand. It was comforting nonetheless.

      The visions kept coming, finally slowing enough for her to actually begin to make sense of what she was seeing—kind of. After all, it was hard to make sense of seeing men with wings in her mind.

      Lots of men with wings and swords.

      And all of them were going at Gardelle in what looked like the parking lot of the club.

      She screamed and opened her eyes to find herself staring into Gardelle’s dark brown gaze.

      Worry knit his brow. “I was too rough. I should have taken my time with you. I should have romanced you and spent hours upon hours pleasing you before I even entered you. I should have—”

      She pressed a finger to his lips, silencing him. Her head throbbed and another flash of men with wings filled her mind. She shook her head, wanting it to end. “It hurts.”

      Gardelle teared up. “Forgive me. I never meant to hurt you. All I have ever wanted was to keep you safe from harm.”

      “What?” she asked, focusing as best she could. “Hurt me? You didn’t hurt me. That felt fucking awesome.”

      “Lisa?”

      She rubbed her temples. “Ouch. My head. It hurts. I saw you before. In my dreams. Then I saw the twin girls. And now the men with wings. Like I’m dreaming while awake.”

      Gardelle tensed and caught the sides of her face gently. “Lisa, calm down and tell me what it is you speak of. What dreams? What twins? And what of men with wings?”

      Fear came over her at his frantic reaction. “Am I going crazy? Gardy?”

      He kissed her lips tenderly. “You saw something in your mind? Something about us?”

      She nodded. “I dreamed of a stranger, but he’s you. I didn’t know it was you to start with. I couldn’t remember your face when I woke up. Just your body. And the scar on your side, among others.”

      He kissed her again, soothing her more. “You dreamt of me but didn’t realize as much at the time?”

      Surprised he’d managed to get all of that out of what she’d said, she inclined her head. “Yes.”

      “Were these dreams sexual in nature?” he asked.

      She blushed, unsure why. He’d been buried balls deep in her minutes ago. “Yes. Some. Not all. Some you’re there with me with our little girls.”

      His eyes widened. “Little girls? Would they be the twins you spoke of?”

      “Y-yes,” she said, waiting for him to cut and run at her crazy talk.

      He didn’t budge. He did kiss her again though. “And what of men with wings, Lisa? Did you dream of me with wings, perhaps?”

      “You? With wings? What? No,” she said, rubbing her temples more, concentrating on what she’d seen. “Other men. They all had black wings with silver bits and they had swords. Gardelle, they were attacking you.”

      He merely watched her.

      She thought harder on it all. “Ohmygod, they were attacking you to get me!”

      He kissed her again and held her to him. “Lisa, take a deep breath. All is well. You are safe in my arms. You have told me we are to be blessed with children one day. And you are mine now in every sense of the word. Any who try to take you from me would meet my wrath.”

      She nodded and then thought about what he’d said. “Huh? You sound crazier than me, and I just talked about guys with wings and swords. I should be winning the crazy rat race by a landslide, buddy. Back off my breakdown.”

      As Lisa realized her dress was wrapped around her waist, leaving her breasts and lower half exposed, she sat up on Gardelle and tugged at it. She only just managed to get it over her swollen breasts when Gardelle grabbed her legs and arranged her exactly right on his lap so that she was full-on straddling him, her moist core against his distended flesh.

      He reached between them and tweaked her swollen bud. “I have something to tell you.”

      She squirmed on his hand. It felt really good.

      He teased her more, taking her close to culmination once again. He then took hold of his cock and lined it up with her pussy. “Lisa.”

      She locked gazes with him, her body in a state of burning need. “Yes?”

      “You are not crazy,” he said, easing into her. “Men with wings are real. And you are mine. My mate.”

      “What?”

      He thrust upwards fully, stealing all rational thought from her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and went for his mouth with hers. The kiss was out of this world; so was riding him. She clung to him as he lifted her hips, controlling the pace in which she rode him. Vaguely, she became aware that Gardelle was still fully dressed.

      Continuing to kiss his mouth, she tugged at his shirt, pulling it up and over his head. She cast it aside and stared at his bare upper body. Her jaw dropped.

      Gardelle stopped moving her on him. “Lisa?”

      It was real?

      She traced her hands over the hard planes of his chest in total awe. “I dreamt this. I dreamt you with me. How?”

      He pushed up slowly and lazily into her. “My people believe that everything is fated. And sometimes, fate can be changed, but you have to open your mind to it all. Some of my people have the gift of foresight. The ability to tap into what we call the Oracle. They are granted glimpses of the past, present, and future.”

      Lisa touched the puckered scar on his side. It didn’t look as old as the others. “This is recent.”

      He caught her wrist. “Lisa, it’s painfully clear to me that you aren’t paying attention to what I’m saying.”

      She moved her hips, swiveling them just right to cause flashes of pleasure to move through her. She moved faster on him and he countered her. Within seconds, she’d hit her zenith again. He wasn’t far behind.

      He stilled and roared, holding her down on his lap as he came in her.

      She grinned and kissed his lips. “Mmm. That was great. What do you say I chain you to the wall and have my way with you? There are paddles here. Fun!”

      He chuckled. “There is no need to chain me. You may have your way with me all you want.”

      He released her wrist and she touched the scar on his side again.

      As she made contact with it, flashes of Gardelle filled her head. He was shirtless and tumbling in the air towards the ground at a rapid rate. There was a sword rammed through his side. Above that, he had wings. Honest-to-God wings. The second he struck the ground, the vision vanished, and she opened her eyes.

      Gardelle gasped, touching just below her left eye. “There are flecks of gold in your eyes now. They weren’t there before.”

      “What do you mean?” She eased off him and he helped her stand. It took a moment for her to get her dress pulled down and sorted. Her thong stuck to her, slick with their combined juices.

      Gardelle tucked his cock into his jeans and stood, grabbing for the wall as he did. “My legs are shaking.”

      She waited for him to show signs of regretting what happened between them.

      He turned and went for his discarded shirt. As he did, Lisa caught sight of his back. When she spotted another puckered scar there, lining up perfectly with the one in front, thoughts of him falling through the air, skewered on a sword, came flooding back.

      She cupped her mouth and shook her head. “It’s real?”

      Gardelle retrieved his shirt but didn’t put it on. He came for her and drew her into a hug.

      “Gardy, people don’t have wings, right?” she asked, expecting him to laugh and reassure her it was just her imagination running wild. That no one had wings or swords.

      He wrapped his arms around her tighter.

      As she buried her head against his chest, something rustled, and then the sound of flapping filled the air. Confused, she looked up at him—and then past him.

      There, behind him, were huge brown wings, spreading out wide in each direction, taking up a huge portion of the room.

      “Holy fucking shit!”

      Gardelle tsked. “Really?”

      She stared at his wings and then him. The man wanted her to watch her choice of words when he’d just revealed he had frigging wings? Maybe he was the crazy one after all. Another thought occurred to her. “Are you an angel? Did I just bone an angel? Oh shit. That’s a one-way ticket to hell. I’m not sure any amount of Hail Marys will help.”

      He groaned. “No. I’m not an angel.”

      “Hey, it was a legit question,” she returned, her gaze locked on his wings. “Holy bird-boy. Those are legit fucking wings.”

      He flapped them, and she yelped, stiffening in his arms, making him chuckle. “Lisa, you’re safe. I would never hurt you.”

      “You’re not from Eastern Europe, are you?” she asked, already guessing the answer.

      “No. I’m not.”

      “Are you from outer space?” She kept her arms pinned between herself and his chest, afraid she’d bump his wings without meaning to.

      Gardelle touched her chin lightly. “You think I’m an alien? Like the movie I saw you and Sabrina watching once? The ones with the little green men? Do I look like a little green man to you?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. I’m kind of in shock here. You have wings. Huge fucking wings.”

      He flapped them again. This time she held it together and didn’t scream. He then wrapped his wings around her, encasing them both. That made her squeak.

      He laughed softly. “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

      “This is a lot to take in,” she confessed, reaching up hesitantly. She came just shy of making contact with his wings. “Will I hurt you if I touch them?”

      “No,” he said, his voice wavering. “I’m told its incredibly erotic to have one’s mate stroke their wings.”

      “Mate?” she asked as she touched his wings. They felt exactly like a bird’s wings.

      Gardelle’s neck strained and he reached down and grabbed her ass. “Keep touching them like that and I will be buried in you again.”

      She continued to stroke them. “What is a mate, and what are you if you’re not an angel or an alien?”

      “A mate is the other half of what makes someone whole,” he said. “Someone made just for you. Your other part. Who fate selected for you to spend eternity with. For us, it’s similar to what you humans know as man and wife, but with no ability to end things and a far greater bond.”

      “Us humans?” Lisa stopped moving. “That implies you aren’t human. So you’re not a science experiment gone wrong…or right, depending on the end goal?”

      He grinned. “You have an interesting mind. And no. I’m not the result of a science experiment. I was born this way. I’m not of this realm. Neither are Sabrina or Lazar. It’s why you’ve not been able to see her since she was beget with child. Travel puts a strain on her and the babes she carries. It’s best that she remain within Accipitridae until the little ones are born. Then she will be able to travel here.”

      “Accip-tra-what?” she echoed, still encircled in his wings.

      “It’s the name of my home realm. The bird realm. It’s composed of various kingdoms. Each belonging to a different type of bird shifter. I am of the Hawks. Lazar is of the Falcons.”

      Lisa had a thousand questions, but none came to the forefront of her mind. Mostly they swirled around in her head, moving a million miles a minute. When she finally settled on one, it wasn’t the one she was expecting. “How can I be fated for you when I’m human, not one of you?”

      “There are a few of my kind who have human mates. The women all reside in the bird realm now. And I swear to you that I saw gold flecks in your eyes only moments ago. They are gone now, but I know what I saw. It makes me question just how human you are.”

      Lisa wiggled free from his hold and he opened his wings, letting her step back. She did and soaked in the sight of him. Everything about him screamed warrior. How had she missed that before?

      Her gaze went to the top of his undone jeans. “Holy shit! I had sex with a bird man!”

      “Lisa.”

      She backed up more, feeling overwhelmed.

      “You fear me now?” he asked, his face forlorn. “I would never harm you.”
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      Gardelle bent his head, unable to see the fear in his mate’s eyes. He’d lost control and claimed her without first explaining who and what he was. She was his wife now in the eyes of his people. There was no undoing it. Not that he wanted to. What he did want was to no longer see fear in her gaze.

      But he couldn’t blame her.

      It was a lot for anyone to accept.

      His nerves were still on edge. The entire time he’d flown to her from his realm, after hearing of the vultures’ plan for her, he’d thought the worst. That the vultures had found her and were torturing her. That he’d find her broken or dead or, gods forbid, both. When he’d not found her at her condo, the panic had built to the point it controlled his every action. By the time he’d reached her childhood home he was beside himself, positive he’d find the worst.

      He’d caught her scent there and it was heavy, indicating she’d only just been there. It was then he’d caught sight of her sports car speeding along the narrow road on the side of the mountain. He’d taken flight, following her. When she’d pulled off into the large, darkened parking lot, he’d landed and just barely gotten his shirt on before he was rushing to her, grabbing her.

      The strike she’d delivered to his groin had been well deserved and still throbbed. Though the pain of the hit hurt far less than her outright rejection of him. It hurt less than hearing her say she believed he hated her. He didn’t. Far from it.

      How could she not see what she did to him?

      Lazar saw it.

      He knew how much Lisa twisted his heart and mind. Yet the woman who consumed his every thought believed he only barely tolerated her.

      She was so close to him, wearing a barely there, skin-tight red dress and killer heels, with her long blonde hair hanging down in ringlets. She looked amazing. Then again, she always did. And he knew what it felt like to be in her now. He knew what her skin tasted like. Knew the look upon her face when she orgasmed. He could never go back to the way things had been between them. No. He couldn’t accept that.

      He wouldn’t.

      He took a deep breath. “Lisa, I need you to hear me.”

      “Gardelle—”

      “No. Let me say this,” he whispered.

      She eased up closer to him, which was a good sign. “Okay.”

      “Sabrina has wanted to tell you the truth of all of this for months now. Basically, since she found out about it all,” he said.

      “Wait. She didn’t know she had wings?” asked Lisa, her expression making him smile.

      “She doesn’t have wings. Not many females of our kind do. Sabrina is no exception.”

      “Does Lazar have wings?” she grilled.

      He nodded.

      “Can I see them and touch them?”

      His jaw set. “You most certainly cannot touch them! Did you hear me tell you it’s erotic to have… Why are you smiling like that?”

      She winked. “Knew that one would get you going. Figured the mood needed to be lightened. And making a joke about stroking another guy seemed perfect and very me.”

      He let out a long breath. “Does that mean you believe that I’d never harm you?”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” she said, stepping even closer to him. “You have brown wings. Which bird shifters have black ones? Well, not all black. They look a bit silver-ish on the underside.”

      “Vultures.” He drew his wings into himself, and Lisa touched her stomach with one hand and her mouth with the other. He realized too late that he should have warned her about the fact his wings vanished into him. He put a hand out to her and stopped, fearful he’d scare her more.

      She lunged for his hand and then tugged, yanking him to her and turning him. She ran her hands all over his back. “Where did they go?”

      He fought the urge to laugh. “Away for now.”

      “That is so freaky,” she said with a snort. She stepped away from him. “And cool. Hold up. In the parking lot, when you grabbed me. Had you just flown to me or did you drive? I didn’t see your car, but the parking lot is packed.”

      “I flew. I was in my realm and learned of a plot against you by my enemies. I left at once and sought you out,” he said, turning to face her once more. “I was so scared that I’d be too late. That the vultures would have you.”

      She came right for him, her hands finding his torso.

      He liked that she wanted to touch him. He wanted to touch her too. Actually, he wanted to lick his way over her entire body and then sink into her again. He’d never felt anything like being in her. Taking in her scent, he fought the urge to hike her dress and drive home once more.

      “Why would these vulture dudes plot against me? I’m nobody,” she said.

      “You’re my mate,” he stated clearly so there could be no confusion. “They had hopes to take you for themselves.”

      “You said a mate is like a spouse,” she offered, her voice low.

      “I did.” He slipped an arm around her waist and jerked her to him. “And you are not like a spouse to me. You are my spouse. My wife.”

      A snort broke free from her.

      He’d have taken offense, but he knew it was all overwhelming on the best of days. “Lisa, I claimed you. When we were joining, I said the binding words. You accepted me. Therefore, you accepted my claim. You agreed to take me as your husband, as your mate.”

      She gasped. “That was what that was?”

      “Yes.”

      Her gaze smoldered. “Gardy, your proposal could use some work. So could your big reveals. Anything else earth-shattering you want to share?”

      He bit the inside of his cheek as he waged an inner war on how much, if anything more, he should offer. She appeared angry enough with him for now. He knew her temper well enough to know he didn’t want to provoke it. “Hmm. Nothing comes to mind.”

      She stared blankly at him. “Dude, you’re shit at lying.”

      “Fine. The vulture captive we have said they have someone planted close to you, watching you—someone powerful who wants to breed you.” The second the words left him, he wanted them back.

      Lisa stumbled and slapped his hand away as he tried to steady her. “Breed me? Like breed me, breed me?”

      “Is there another version of that?” he asked without thought.

      “Gardelle!”

      He flinched. “Yes?”

      She pointed at him. “I’ll rip any other guy’s wings off if he comes near me. You’re the only bird dude who gets to touch me like that.”

      “Bird dude?” he asked, fighting a grin. He liked hearing she only wanted him and no other.

      She paled. “Sabrina is going to kill me for having sex with you. We can’t tell her. Ever.”

      He waited for her to take a breath before he bothered speaking. “Lisa, she was there when I realized who you are to me. She understands what being mates means. Lazar is her mate. They share a pull to one another. They balance each other. And they cannot deny their feelings for one another. He would die to protect her and his offspring, as a man should. As I would do for you.”

      “Hold on. Die for me?” She pointed at him. “There will be no heroics. Got it? I already saw what you look like with a sword rammed through you as you spiraled out of the sky. I don’t need you doing anything stupid on my account. Not with all the men coming this way.”

      Gardelle tensed. She’d had a vision of when he’d been injured in battle months ago? “What do you mean by all the men coming this way?”

      She shrugged. “All the guys with vulture wings. They were converging on you here. I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      He eased her closer to him, noting that her eyes had flecks of gold in them once again. The color wasn’t one found in human eyes. But it was one found in the bird realm.

      He took a deep breath in again, catching the faintest hint of something he’d never noticed on her before—shifter.

      Not just any kind either.

      Eagle.

      No. That couldn’t be. Could it?

      “Lisa, we need to go now.”

      Voices sounded from the other side of the door.

      “No way is she in here. Lisa never uses the rooms. She doesn’t have sex with anyone,” said a male with a deep voice. “You’d better not let her hear you saying you saw her go in here. That woman will never let you hear the end of it.”

      Lisa turned as the door opened—and a man Gardelle knew well filled the doorway. The man was a vulture shifter he’d faced on the battlefield more than once in his long life.

      He snarled and charged him, only to have Lisa plant herself in his path.

      “Stop it!” she shouted.

      Gardelle stared down at her. “Woman, he is the enemy! Step aside.”

      “He is Allan!” she shot back. “And he’s my friend. He works here. He’s not the enemy.”

      Ignoring her protest, Gardelle moved her out of the way and went at the shifter male full-force. Allan countered the blows, and it took Gardelle a second to realize the other man wasn’t fighting back. He was simply trying to avoid being hit.

      He stopped. “Why is it you do not fight?”

      Allan stared at him and then Lisa. He shut the door to the room, closing himself in with them. Something no sane enemy would do.

      Gardelle crossed his arms over his chest. He stared at the vulture shifter. “Speak.”

      Lisa huffed and went right for Allan. “Are you hurt?”

      Allan touched Lisa’s arm lightly, infuriating Gardelle. “I’m fine.”

      “Take your hand from her.”

      Allan eyed him. “Calm down. The music is loud enough that the others might not have heard us arguing. Keep shouting and they will. Trust me when I say you and I can’t stand against all the vultures here tonight.”

      “There are more vultures here?” asked Gardelle.

      Allan nodded. “Yes.”

      Lisa blinked several times.

      Gardelle put his hand out to her and drew her close. “Ta’konima, all will be will. I will not permit any to harm you.”

      “Your love? Gardelle?” asked Allan.

      Gardelle nodded. “I claimed her.”

      Lisa rubbed her temples and hissed. When she looked up at Gardelle, her eyes were totally gold. “Ouch. So many. They’re closing in on the club. Some are already here. More are coming. It’s a trap, but not for you. For another.”

      “Lisa?” asked Gardelle, worry lancing through him.

      Allan let out a long breath. “Lisa, did you stop taking the herbal mixture your mother makes you?”

      She lifted her head and peered at him through partially closed eyes. “How did you know?”

      Allan stared past her at Gardelle. “Her mother is a healer. The mixture hides Lisa’s scent and blocks her seer abilities. Her parents have been making her take it since she was three and it became very obvious she possessed the gift of clear sight. She has a direct connection to the Oracle.”

      “Why is it her parents hid with her here?” demanded Gardelle. “The eagles are as the hawks—their birthrate slowed to nearly nonexistent for centuries. They would celebrate having a child, a daughter. No whispers spoke of a child born to them in recent years.”

      “Recent?” asked Lisa, still holding her head. “I’m almost twenty-five.”

      “Yes. Recent,” he returned.

      Allan went to the door and peeked out. He looked back. “He’s right, Lisa. To us, you seem very, very young. We have been alive a long time. More years than you would be comfortable hearing about.”

      She lay her head against Gardelle’s chest. “Allan, you’re like Gardy?”

      “Gardy?” mocked Allan.

      Gardelle flipped him off.
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      Allan closed the door quickly and spun around to face Gardelle. “The club is full of my kind. They’ve been planning something big for weeks. They kept me out of the loop. I think their trust in me is shaken. I only just found out the truth tonight.”

      “Why warn me of this?” asked Gardelle, skeptical of the man’s intent.

      “Because I want Lisa safe as much as you do,” confessed the vulture shifter. He looked to Lisa. “I reached out to your father. I got his voicemail. I can only hope he gets the message and comes in time. Zalse’s plan will leave you hurt or dead. He thinks to breed you against your will if need be. I can’t let that happen. I owe Brimlah my life. The least I can do is protect his daughter.”

      “Brimlah?” Gardelle tensed at the name of one of the most notorious generals in vulture history. There was no way the man could be Lisa’s father. She smelled of eagle shifter, not vulture. And Gardelle would have smelled vultures in the vicinity. He smelled none. In fact, he didn’t even smell Allan as he should.

      Something was amiss.

      Lisa moved to the center of the room. “Hold up, are you talking about my dad? His name is just Brim. Not Brimlah. And you can’t reach him because he’s on a flight to California right now to see my mom. And what do you mean, Zalse’s plan will hurt me? And breed me? Eww. Who says that? He would never hurt me. He was nothing but nice to me on our dates.”

      “Dates?” demanded Gardelle. “You went on a date with the enemy?”

      Allan groaned. “She did. When I learned, I was less than pleased.”

      “Did you sleep with him?” Gardelle stared at his mate, wanting an answer.

      The response he got made his cock want to tuck and run. His mate glared at him with a crazed expression. “And if I did?”

      He squared his shoulders, ready to tell her exactly what he thought of her sleeping with Zalse, when Allan jumped up and down behind Lisa’s back, shaking his head as if warning Gardelle to shut up and not speak. Gardelle kept his mouth closed.

      Allan exhaled, appearing relieved.

      Lisa continued to glare holes into Gardelle. She put a hand to her hip. “I’m waiting for an answer. Because who I sleep with is not your concern.”

      “Actually, it is,” said Allan.

      Gardelle rolled his eyes. “I thought you wanted me to be quiet and say no more?”

      “Well I did but then I remembered her temper,” Allan added. “You clearly know her. Her temper is notorious. Want her pissed at you for being protective like a mate should be?”

      “Good point,” said Gardelle, earning him another scorching stare from Lisa.

      He tried a partial grin.

      It didn’t work.

      “My love, have I told you how beautiful you are?” he asked.

      She groaned. “Oh please.”

      Gardelle winked.

      She faced Allan. “How do you know my dad? Does my dad know bird dudes are real?”

      Allan offered a sympathetic expression. “Lisa, I’ve known your father for hundreds of years. There was a time I followed him blindly into battle. When we both believed what we’d been taught. That our kind should rule the world. Rule all realms. But he started to change around fifty years ago.”

      “Your kind? Meaning my dad is like you guys?” Lisa shook her head and stepped back into Gardelle’s embrace.

      He hugged her.

      Allan continued, “Yes. He’s like me. He and your mother had finally gotten with child. They were thrilled. They’d tried for centuries. He stepped away from his position as general to watch over her, wanting to be sure she and the babe she carried were safe.”

      Lisa tensed.

      Gardelle rubbed her arms and kissed the back of her head.

      “The people we answer to weren’t happy with him stepping down from his duties. They forced him back into service. While he was away, your mother lost the babe. It devastated them both. She sank into a dark head space. She remained that way for decades. And then one day, nearly twenty-five years ago, Brimlah and I arrived at a village our army had ransacked. It was already engulfed in flames. The other men, our soldiers, were doing unspeakable things. Brimlah ordered them to go,” Allan said, before glancing at the floor. “They did. What was left in their wake was an entire eagle village destroyed. We thought our men had killed every resident. But when Brimlah heard the faint cries of a baby, he ran in the direction of the sound.”

      Gardelle squeezed Lisa tighter.

      “We found a dying older woman, a healer, holding a small baby girl to her, trying to keep her safe,” confessed Allan. “Brimlah and I tried to assist the woman. We tried to save her. Brimlah may have been a feared general, but he did not earn that title by harming women or children. It was clear the woman could not be saved. She told us that the child’s mother was a seer of their village. That her father died standing against the other soldiers. And that word had only just reached the village that her older twin brothers had perished in battle as well. That she had no kin to speak of. No one to care for her. No one to love her. No one to protect her.”

      Gardelle’s chest tightened.

      Allan stared at Lisa. “You were so tiny. So small. The second Brimlah took you from the dying woman’s arms, you stopped crying. You went right to sleep as if you trusted him fully.”

      Lisa froze.

      “I suggested we take you to the nearest eagle village that was left untouched by the fighting and leave you there to be with your own kind,” said Allan. He sighed. “We tried. But you screamed and cried each time Brimlah tried to separate from you. Each time, it broke something in him. Something in us both. Finally, we just took you with us and left. He returned home to his mate with you in hand, fearful she would reject you because you were not of her body, of her kind. She didn’t. She looked at you and began to cry. She then told Brimlah that they had to run with you. That our kind could not be permitted to know of your existence. That they must leave the home realm.”

      “And they found a way to hide what she is from everyone?” asked Gardelle.

      Allan swallowed hard. “Brimlah’s mate is an expert healer. She knew of ways, of herbs that would hide who and what Lisa was. Herbs that would hide her scent and that would keep her from showing traits of a seer. It’s how they’ve hidden from others of our kind too. I’m here, watching over Lisa for her mother. Her father doesn’t know about this place or the fact she works here. He’d lose his mind and burn the place to the ground. No matter what you think of us, Gardelle, Brimlah sees her as his daughter and he loves her greatly.”

      Gardelle wrapped his arms around Lisa tighter. She was strangely quiet. He had to assume it was all a lot for her to take in. It would be for anyone. “Lisa?”

      “My parents aren’t my real parents? They’re bird people?”

      Allan sighed. “They love you with all they have, Lisa. So much that they walked away from the only life they ever knew, from powerful people who would rather see them dead than to abandon the greater mission, all to keep you safe. And they have always been good to you. They’ve given you everything. They’ve protected you.”

      Had Gardelle not seen it for himself, and known that Lisa had been cared for as a child, he’d have thought it a lie. Never had he known vultures to be anything close to nurturing or loving.

      The door to the room opened quickly. Gardelle exhaled when he saw it was Lazar.

      Lazar took one look at Allan and made a move to attack.

      It was Gardelle blocking the strike this time. “No. He is on our side.”

      Lazar strained against Gardelle’s hold. “He is one of them! He is of the Vultures!”

      “Trust me, I know. I’m struggling with it all too, but I can tell you that he seems to really care for Lisa’s well-being,” supplied Gardelle. “There is more.”

      Lazar sniffed the air. “I smell eagle shifter. And it’s coming from Lisa!”

      “That would be the more,” said Gardelle.

      Shaking his head in disbelief, Lazar looked to Gardelle. “No. We’d have smelled that on her before now.”

      “Long story,” said Lisa. “Apparently, my mom and dad, who aren’t my biological parents by the way, cooked up something to make me seem less like a parakeet and more like a person.”

      “A parakeet?” Gardelle lifted a brow, and then saw the glint of mischief in his mate’s eye. “You are trouble.”

      “Of the worst kind,” she said with a wink. “Feel bad for claiming me now?”

      Lazar grabbed Gardelle’s upper arms. “You did it? You claimed her? She is your mate?”

      “Yes, yes, and yes,” said Gardelle, unable to hide his excitement. “She is my wife. She is mine.”

      “Yeah, we’re going to have a long talk about that whole ‘mine’ thing, Gardy,” pressed Lisa, giving him a hard glower.

      Lazar snorted and clasped Gardelle’s shoulder. “Congratulations, old friend. And I’m sorry. She is the mate most likely to castrate someone in their sleep.”

      Gardelle laughed. “That she is.”

      Lisa stared at Lazar. “You can turn into a falcon?”

      “I can,” said Lazar. “You’re taking this news better than I thought you would.”

      “I’m fifty-fifty on having lost my mind,” returned Lisa. “On a good note, if this is a delusion, it’s full of hot guys. Not to mention Gardelle is hung like a frigging horse.”

      Gardelle groaned and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Lisa, my love, we can probably keep that to ourselves.”

      “Pfft. I’m planning to shout it from the rooftops. So should you. That is something to be very proud of,” she said, making Gardelle’s cheeks flame pink.

      He groaned again.

      It was official.

      Warriors did blush.

      “Hold on,” said Lisa. “Lazar, why are you here? If you even think of looking at another woman in this club, I’ll rip your eyes out and give them to Sabrina as a gift right after I hand her your balls in a jar.”

      Lazar put his hands up, appearing scared of the threat. “We tracked Gardelle here. I was voted as the one to come in and retrieve him. They thought he’d be less likely to kill me since I’m mated to his niece. I also walked in holding my hands up like this.” The man put his hands to the sides of his head, much like he had horse blinders on. “I saw nothing I was not supposed to.”

      Gardelle sighed. “My niece is mated to a moron.”

      “We?” Lisa pressed up alongside Gardelle. “Who all is with you?”

      “Gardelle’s friends and family,” he returned, nodding to Gardelle. “We came to help protect his mate—you.”

      Lisa beamed. “You came to a sex club for me? You do care!”

      Lazar glanced around the room, his gaze widening. “Why are you here? And why is it one of the waitresses knew Aeson by name?”

      “Aeson?” asked Lisa.

      Gardelle stared at his friend. “They’re all here?”

      Lazar nodded. “All the mated males are outside. Aeson made it as far as the door with me but when a waitress said his name, he panicked and rushed out. He’s very afraid of his mate. I’d judge him, but mine can shoot an apple off someone’s head with an arrow. I have a healthy fear of her wrath.” He stopped and sniffed the air. “The smell of vulture is growing rapidly. How many are here and why am I only now smelling them?”

      Allan paled. “A lot are here. More are headed this way. You didn’t smell them at first because of me. Every night I burn some of the same flower and herb mix Lisa’s mother gives her. It screws with our ability to scent another of our kind. I didn’t want more shifters showing up for Lisa. Zalse is enough. And he has been planning this for weeks. His men wish to mate, even by force. They had been grabbing human women at random but that is time consuming. The idea came to him to lure the females to one spot. When he realized human women are drawn to our kind, he knew the perfect way to get them to come.”

      Lisa sucked in a big breath. “Ohmygod, he put together a hot-guy stripper show, knowing it would draw a ton of women. This place is packed tonight. This show has been all the talk around these parts.”

      Allan nodded. “I found out tonight what he had planned. He also intends to kill the human males here. He and the others will take all the women with them. Zalse wants Lisa for himself. He somehow caught the scent of shifter on her from the start. He knows she’s mate material to our kind. What he wasn’t counting on was Lisa’s actual mate showing up and claiming her. He’s not going to be happy when he finds out. He knows she’s Brimlah’s daughter. I don’t know how he knows, but he does. And he’s got an axe to grind with Brimlah for defecting. Zalse wants Lisa for himself but he’ll kill her to prove a point.”

      Gardelle’s breath caught, and he yanked Lisa against him, his gaze whipping to Lazar. “Take her and get her to Sabrina. To safety. I will weed out the enemy.”

      Lisa twisted in his arms. “I’m not leaving you. I already saw you falling out of the sky with a sword through you. No way am I letting anything else happen to you.”

      “Lisa?” asked Lazar. “You were not there when Gardelle was run through.”

      Lisa looked slightly green. “So it really, really happened? I didn’t just imagine it in my head?”

      Gardelle gave Lazar a hard look. “Stop helping.”

      Allan went to the door and glanced out. “Hurry. We’ll sneak her out of the club the back way.”
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      Lisa had to tug on Gardelle as he ushered her through the back door of the club. If he kept going at the pace he was, he’d tear her arm out of its socket. He was that strong. “Gently.”

      He twisted fast and lifted her, hurrying her out and into the parking lot. He set her on her feet. “Lisa, go with Lazar. He will take you to Sabrina.”

      “I made myself very clear when I said I’m not leaving you,” she returned, her hands going to her hips.

      “Your woman looks pissed. Sexy, but pissed,” said a deep voice from behind her.

      “Keonae,” said Gardelle sternly.

      Lisa spun to find several men there. She didn’t know any of them. They were all incredibly good-looking. “This is pretty much my every sexual fantasy come true. All this hotness in one place.”

      Lazar snorted. “They are all very mated.”

      “Hey, I’m not,” said a hunk on the end of the row of men. The man glanced at Gardelle. “You found her. Good.”

      “He also claimed her,” said Lazar.

      The man on the end grinned. “Good. Very good.”

      “Thank you, Rhios,” said Gardelle.

      The men all looked at Allan as he came out of the back door of the club. “Okay, Zalse is in there thinking everything is going according to plan. Thankfully, you and Lazar weren’t seen.”

      The men all drew swords and pointed them at Allan.

      Lisa groaned. “I need to get him a nametag that says, ‘formerly known as the bad guy.’”

      The men glanced at Gardelle.

      He nodded. “Allan is on our side.”

      The men murmured amongst themselves, all seeming surprised.

      A man in the center shook his head. “What is the world coming to? I have a best friend who is a falcon shifter, a human wife, and now we’re working with a vulture. Next, I’m going to find out Keonae is into ballet.”

      A man with a scar like Gardelle’s gave the guy a sideways look. “Little brother, it would be very easy to break you.”

      “That wasn’t a ‘no’ to being into ballet,” said Rossi.

      Lazar groaned. “Rossi, try not to antagonize your brother. You know how he is.”

      Rossi grinned. “I do. It’s why I do it.”

      “Asshole,” said Keonae.

      A sports car she knew well sped into the parking lot. It came to a grinding halt, and the next thing she knew, her father was there. He took one look at the men around her and snarled, coming at her fast. He planted himself between her and the rest of the men.

      In the next breath, Lazar and the others all went at her father as if they planned to attack him. Lisa rushed around her dad, pushing between the men, throwing her arms out. “Stop!”

      They all stared at her.

      Gardelle and Allan moved up alongside her.

      “Be calm, everyone,” said Gardelle, taking her hand in his.

      Rossi pointed at her father. “You do realize who that is, right?”

      Lisa nodded. “He’s my dad, who is supposed to be on a flight to see my mom.”

      “Dad?” asked Rossi.

      Her father came for her, glaring at Gardelle as he did. “Take your hand off my daughter.”

      Lisa put her arms out to block her father from getting to Gardelle. “Dad, stop.”

      “He’s not what he appears to be,” said her father, his focus moving to the men behind her. “None of them are.”

      “General,” said Allan. “If I may. They came to protect Lisa.”

      Her dad picked then to put his hand out to her. She glanced at Gardelle and he winked, letting her go to her father. She did.

      “Lisa, how is it you know Gardelle and the others?” asked her father as he drew her into a hug.

      She looked up at her father. “He’s Sabrina’s uncle and my—”

      “This is your best friend’s uncle?” asked her father, the color gone from his face. For a moment, she thought he might actually be sick. “I let you go to his home? I let you spend the night there with your friend? He could have killed you so many different times.”

      “Killed me?” she asked with a laugh that bordered on hysterical. “Gardelle? I mean, I’m sure I’ve annoyed him enough over the years to make him want to strangle me, but kill me? Seems a bit extreme. Don’t you think?”

      “Lisa, you don’t realize what he’s capable of,” said her father.

      “But you do?” She crossed her arms under her breasts and stared between the men. “Dad, I’ve had a very enlightening evening so far. Let’s talk about birds, shall we? Specifically, vultures, hawks, eagles and parakeets.”

      “Parakeets?” asked Rossi.

      Her father flinched and then stiffened, his attention going to the club. “Why are you here? This is a club that is for deviant pleasures.”

      “Um, hey, wow, Gardelle and the others? Never met them,” she said, attempting to change the topic. “Am I related to any humming birds?”

      Gardelle snorted. “Nice try. I bet he’ll like the idea of you working here even less than me.”

      “You work here?” Her father’s gaze narrowed. “Gardelle better have developed a sense of humor in the last hundred-plus years. He better be joking. I never knew him to be funny. This better be him turning over a new leaf.”

      Lisa put her hands up. “Hundred-plus years? How old are you guys?”

      “Really fucking old,” said Keonae. “Someone want to tell me what the plan is? Are we getting Gardelle’s mate out of here or what?”

      “His mate?” asked her father. “Seriously, this better be a fucking joke!”

      “Nope,” said Rossi, grinning from ear to ear. “Gardelle claimed your daughter. Sucks for him with the whole vulture thing.”

      Keonae reached out and cuffed Rossi behind the ear. “My mate is of the Vultures.”

      “Ouch. I know. That sucks too, but I like Lark,” said Rossi. “I’m sure the new chick will grow on me.”

      “New chick?” Lisa rounded on Rossi. “I’m going to ram my heel into your groin.”

      He smiled wider. “Yep. I like her. Her dad, not so much.”

      Allan pulled everyone’s focus to him. “Brimlah, Zalse has at least twenty men within the club and more coming. They plan to seize the human women. And he intends to breed Lisa himself. That or kill her. He knows she’s your daughter. I don’t know how, but he does, and he hates you.”

      Lisa’s father hugged her to him and then released her. “Gardelle, I know we’ve had our differences, but I need for you to get my daughter out of here. Keep her safe for me. Please. I have to deal with Zalse once and for all.”

      “Now, Brimlah, is that any way to treat an old friend,” said Zalse from the roof of the club.

      Lisa couldn’t hide her shock at seeing Zalse standing up there with huge black wings expanded out behind him. All the dancer guys he’d brought with him to perform in the show were there as well. Each of them had wings too.

      She didn’t need to be told there were more of them then there were of the good guys. It was painfully clear.

      Her father pushed before her. “Zalse, this is between you and I. Lisa has nothing to do with our longstanding issues.”

      “When I finally found you, I saw you with her. At first, I thought that you were bedding her. Look at her. It’s easy to think you’d select her to be with,” said Zalse, putting his hand out to the man nearest him.

      The guy handed him a long sword.

      Zalse spun it around looking like he was an expert swordsman. He pointed the sword down at her father as he continued to remain on the roof of the club. “But then I saw your woman with her. I heard Lisa call you dad. I knew she wasn’t of the Vultures. At first I assumed she was a human that the two of you adopted. When I caught scent of eagle shifter on her, I knew then what you’d done. You’d stolen her from her people. From the village we raided twenty-five years ago.”

      “The village you slaughtered,” corrected her father. “You butchered women, Zalse. And you would have killed Lisa as well had you found her.”

      Zalse shrugged, not bothering to deny the charges. “The eagle women meant nothing to me. I didn’t understand then that we could force breed them. The scientists here, in the human realm, helped to uncover that truth.”

      Lisa stiffened.

      Gardelle moved up alongside her father, standing shoulder to shoulder with him. “You come near my mate and I’ll gift Brimlah your head.”

      Zalse faltered in his step, giving away the tiniest hint of surprise at Gardelle’s words. “Mate?”

      Keonae stared up at the vultures. “You are so fucked.”

      “There are more of us than you,” Zalse said, a sick smile coming to his face.

      Lisa wondered how it was she’d ever found him handsome. Then again, he’d not looked like a crazed maniac when she’d been around him. He was also missing wings then. Funny how the wings seemed insignificant next to the demeanor. Everything about him standing on the roof screamed evil villain. A far cry from the man she’d begun to fall for.

      Gardelle glanced back at her. “Go with Lazar.”

      Lisa didn’t want to leave him or her father, but reason told her that she was a distraction they didn’t need. With a heavy heart, she nodded. “Be careful.”

      He winked.

      As Lisa turned to go to Lazar the visions she’d been hit with showing Gardelle being attacked in the parking lot tugged at the back of her mind. They’d shown this—the vultures ganging up on Gardelle.

      “The others are here,” she said without really thinking on it.

      A mass of men landed around the club parking lot, effectively surrounding them all.

      Rossi laughed as if it were the funniest thing he’d seen lately. “Fun! I call first dibs.”

      “Dumbass,” said Keonae. “Aeson, are you good?”

      Aeson nodded, holding his sword. “I spoil for a fight as well.”

      Allan yanked off his shirt and Lisa knew it was so he could let his wings emerge should the need arise.

      The sound of flapping filled the air a moment before a lot of blond men landed close to Keonae and Rossi. When no one in the good guy group made a move to attack them, she realized the newcomers were on their side.

      They also leveled the playing field.

      Two of the blonds looked exactly alike. They saw her father and drew their swords.

      “Bastard!” yelled one as he ran at her father.

      His twin charged as well. “Murderer!”

      Gardelle, Lazar, and Keonae moved into their path, blocking them.

      Lisa tried to pull her dad back but he didn’t budge. “Dad!”

      The twins looked in her direction and froze.

      The one who had first went at her father dropped his sword, his mouth agape.

      His twin shared his stunned expression.

      Keonae waved a hand in front of their faces. “Great. Someone broke the eagle twins.”

      “Rydel, do you see what I see?” asked one.

      The other nodded. “I do, Alok. She looks exactly as mother did.”

      Lisa looked behind her, wondering who they were talking about. Rhios was standing behind her. He offered a slight smile. She turned back to face the blond twins. “Are you talking about me?”

      They blinked and then both nodded at once.

      Keonae pointed to Aeson. “If we start acting like that, Rossi better kill us. There will be no doing identical things. I draw the line there.”

      “Captain,” said another of the blond men who had only just arrived. “What are your orders?”

      Rydel lifted a hand. “Leave Brimlah and his right-hand man alone for now. Protect the girl.”

      Gardelle put his hand to Lisa and she went to him. He drew her close. “They told me of their mother who was killed when their village was burned to the ground. They spoke of a baby. A sister.”

      Her father stiffened. “I was told you were both dead. That the baby had no family, no clan to speak of.”

      “She’s our…?” questioned Alok.

      Another of the blond men near him spoke, “She looks exactly like your mother did. I would say there is little chance that she is not related to you.”

      Rydel’s jaw set. “Brimlah, we will settle this later. For now, tell me what is happening here.”

      Keonae pointed at the roof of the club and then around at the vultures circling them. “Bad guys want to do undesirable things. We need to kill them. Up for some fun?”

      Zalse laughed. “Even with the help of the eagles, there are not enough of you to defeat us. We will do what we came her to do on this evening. We will take what we want.”

      “How did you manage to hide this level of craziness from me?” Lisa demanded as she stared up at him. “I thought you were a nice guy. I actually liked you.”

      Gardelle growled.

      She squeezed his hand. “What? I did. I’m not going to lie because you up and decided to claim me.”

      “You claimed her?” asked Alok, clutching his sword tighter. “Our baby sister is your mate?”

      Lisa put her hands up. “Let’s not kill my husband. I’m saving that for myself. Focus on the bad guys. Oh, Allan is not a bad guy. Neither is my dad. So no one stick them with anything. Got it?”

      Rossi beamed with self-approval. “I really like her.”

      Zalse lifted his sword high in the air. His men all seemed to converge on Lisa and the others at once. The next she knew, Gardelle had his body over hers and mass chaos broke out.
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      Gardelle kept himself over his mate, protecting her from the onslaught occurring around them. He caught site of one of the eagle shifters closing in on him. The man had an extra sword. He threw it and Gardelle lifted a hand, coming up at the right moment to catch the sword.

      He spun, keeping himself between Lisa and the enemy. He rammed a vulture through the stomach and then kicked him off the end of the sword. Another vulture managed to break through the ranks and just miss touching Lisa. He swung and lodged the sword deep into the assailant’s chest.

      An explosion of rage poured through Gardelle and he shut off, going into the battle mindset fully. He was so focused on the task at hand that he didn’t notice Lisa easing away from him. When he realized she was several body lengths from him it was too late.

      Zalse descended from above, plucking Lisa from her position and whisking her upwards at an accelerated rate.

      With a roar, Gardelle abandoned the sword still stuck in the man on the ground, expanded his wings and took flight. He raced after Zalse as the vulture flew higher and higher with Lisa in his arms. A fear the likes of which Gardelle had never known came over him, driving him onward, helping to increase his speed.

      Gardelle watched in stunned horror as Lisa kneed Zalse. While he was all for his mate protecting herself, she was hundreds of feet in the air. As feared, the blow to Zalse’s groin caused the vulture to lose his hold on Lisa.

      She fell from the man’s arms and began to freefall.

      Gardelle locked onto her visually and flew in her direction, his arms outstretched. Something massive slammed into him, knocking him off target. He tumbled with the mass and then gained his balance only to realize the object was Zalse.

      The man pulled a dagger from his waist and tried to stab Gardelle. With the swipe of his arm, Gardelle knocked the dagger free from Zalse’s hand. It fell away, spiraling downwards towards the ground.

      So was Lisa.

      Gardelle tried to break free from the battle with Zalse but the vulture slashed out with a taloned hand, sinking them deep into Gardelle’s side. He felt no pain. His only worry was his mate. When the realization came over him that she’d have struck the earth already, Gardelle lost his ability to think like a rational man.

      He attacked Zalse head on, punching the man in the face repeatedly. When the vulture shifter fell backwards, out of Gardelle’s grasp, Gardelle went at him again, artfully flapping his wings to support his position and balance. Wrapping his hands around Zalse’s throat, Gardelle permitted the fury he felt to consume him. He let it course through his veins as if it were his life’s blood. As if his hate was all that was keeping him going.

      In many ways, it was.

      It was all he had left.

      He’d spent so long denying who Lisa was to him. When he finally saw her for who she was to him and acted on the feelings he had for her, she was ripped from the world.

      Gardelle squeezed Zalse’s neck harder before letting his own talons free from the tips of his fingers. They sliced cleanly through the enemy’s tender and vulnerable throat. With another roar, Gardelle thrust the man away, watching as the vulture fell limply towards the ground at a rapid rate of speed.

      Zalse hit the ground with a sickening thud and Gardelle retracted his talons.

      Gardelle spun in midair and closed his eyes tight, unable to look down and see his woman broken and gone. He’d failed her. He’d allowed harm to befall her. Sorrow filled him, and he began to pull his wings into himself, knowing he’d plummet to the ground as well. He also knew he was at a height that meant he’d not survive the impact.

      “Dad, stop hugging me and go help my husband!”

      Gardelle’s eyes snapped open and he looked down to see Lisa being held lovingly in Brimlah’s arms. The vulture shifter’s wings were out fully as he touched down, keeping Lisa in his arms.

      Lisa wiggled to get down. “Dad, Zalse cut him! Help Gardelle!”

      “Daughter, Zalse is no longer a threat to Gardelle or anyone,” said her father.

      Gardelle flew in their direction.

      Lisa looked up at him and relief shone on her beautiful face. Gardelle also noticed the huge, fat tears that were dripping down her cheeks. She broke free from her father’s hold, landed upright even in the heels and put her arms up to Gardelle.

      He snatched her from the ground and lifted her high into the air, hugging her to him tenderly. It took him a moment to realize he was trembling. So was she.

      She touched the spot Zalse had clawed him. “You’re bleeding!”

      “I’m fine,” said Gardelle, flying far from the fighting. He landed with her and then kept hugging her tightly.

      She pushed on his chest. “You’re not fine.”

      He cupped her face. “You’re safe and you’re mine. That means I am fine.”

      “Gardy?”

      He showered her face in kisses. “I love you.”

      She moved into his embrace once more. “I love you, too. But we’re still having a long talk about the whole ‘mine’ thing.”

      Nodding, he kissed her again and this time she kissed him back. His body reacted and in seconds his cock was hard and wanting.

      Lisa smiled against his lips as she pressed her body to his. “Told ya that you’re hung like a horse.”

      Chuckling, Gardelle kissed her once more.

      “Uh, do we let the former bad guy kill Gardelle or not?” asked Rossi, sounding very close. “I’m confused. I know we’re not supposed to attack Brimlah, but does that mean we let him attack one of us?”

      Gardelle broke the kiss with Lisa and found Rossi, Rhios, and Allan on Brimlah’s back, pinning the man to the ground. “What are you doing?”

      Allan glanced down at Brimlah. “He might have overheard his daughter talking about the size of your manhood.”

      Inaudible threats came from the bottom of the pile of men.

      Gardelle didn’t need to hear them fully to know Brimlah was pissed. He kissed Lisa’s forehead and then stepped in the direction of the pile up. “Free him.”

      Rossi stared up at Gardelle. “Bad idea. He’s strong.”

      “And the cat is out of the sack about what you’ve done with his daughter,” said Aeson from the sidelines.

      Lisa bent near her father. “Dad, stop. We have a lot to talk about and this isn’t helping matters any.”

      Gardelle noticed Alok and Rydel easing up slowly in Lisa’s direction. Alok gave Rydel a tiny shove only to have Rydel shake his head and back up. When he realized the twins were fighting over who was going to talk to Lisa, Gardelle laughed.

      Lisa stared at him. “This is not funny, Gardy.”

      “From where I am standing it is. After all, two feared eagle warriors are currently afraid to approach you.”

      Lisa turned slightly and stood fully. She then stared down at her father on the bottom of the pile of men. “Am I their sister?”

      “Yes,” said Allan, answering for Brimlah. “The longer the herbal mix is out of your system the more you begin to smell of the eagles. It’s easy for us to scent you are related to them.”

      Rossi took a big breath in and smiled. “Can’t wait until her scent changes when she’s pregnant. That should keep family dinners fun.”

      “We have to dine with the vulture?” asked Aeson, looking less than pleased. “I will but know I won’t be pleased.”

      Lisa sighed. “You’re all very good-looking but very weird men.”

      Keonae grinned. “Thanks. We’ve got some big time clean up to do here.”

      Alok and Rydel neared slowly. “Our men will see to this and keep the humans within the establishment from wandering out.”

      Rossi got off Brimlah. “Anyone tell the twins that their sister was in a sex club with Gardelle?”

      Lazar had to leap on Brimlah to keep him pinned down. “Rossi.”

      Rossi shrugged. “What?”

      Alok and Rydel locked onto Gardelle and anger lit in their eyes.

      Lisa pointed at them. “Do it. I dare you.”

      They glanced between one another.

      Alok let out a long breath. “She even sounds like mother did when she’d scold us.”

      Rydel teared up. “Yes. She does.”

      Gardelle put his arm around his mate. “Let her father stand.”

      Alok snarled. “He’s not her father!”

      Gardelle kept hold of Lisa. “He is the only father she has ever known, and he loves her greatly. She loves him too. If you want a future with her, accept that fact now. I will not have my wife upset over her father and her brothers fighting.”

      Lisa leaned against him. “Thanks. This doesn’t make me yours though. Got it.”

      He winked. “If you say so.”

      She offered a semi-stern look that was adorable. “I want to see Sabrina.”

      Lazar stood slowly. “She wishes to see you too. Shelby had another prediction before we left to find Gardelle.”

      Lisa looked at Gardelle. “Shelby?”

      “My daughter,” said Rhios.

      “And my mate,” added Aeson.

      “What did she see?” asked Gardelle, worried for his mate.

      Lazar cleared his throat. “It might be best for us to discuss this in private.”

      “Oh just say it,” said Lisa.

      “She seems to think you’ll be blessed with twin girls before the year is out,” said Lazar hesitantly.

      Brimlah shouted more and bucked Rossi and Allan off him. He stood and pointed at Gardelle.

      “Dad.” Lisa put her hands on her hips.

      Brimlah’s breathing was hard but he stayed in place.

      “Brother, I can’t believe I’m about to suggest this, but we should stand with Brimlah to kill Gardelle,” said Alok.

      Rydel’s nostrils flared. “We cannot kill him, brother. He’s mated to our sister and evidently the father of the children she now carries. But we can maim him.”

      “I’ll help,” said Brimlah.

      Gardelle laughed.

      Rossi grinned. “How is married life going for you, Gardy?”

      “Asshole.”
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