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A View to a Kill

Prologue

Earth - Three Years Ago...

Sachin soared high in the air, satisfied after a night of hard sex with three human
women. They practically threw themselves at him, as most women in this realm did.
They were an itch he liked very much to scratch, even against the orders of his king and
best friend, Kabril.

Kabril warned of the dangers of entering the human realm too much. There was a
time in human history that his kind, the Buteos Regalis, and others like them were
thought of as mythical creatures who would steal away with livestock and small children.
The stories were absurd. A cow was too heavy to fly with and why should he bother
himself with something like that when he had only to return to the castle to a feast,
already prepared. And what purpose would Sachin have with a child? They were noisy, at
least from what he remembered. Accipitridae, the realm he called home, had not had a
child born to it for hundreds of cycles. No one was sure as to why but whispers of a
prophecy involving the king spread like wildfire. He had to laugh at the idea of the king
settling down to be with only one woman.

Sachin couldn’t fathom giving up his wicked ways to tether himself to one female
for all his life. Eternity was a long time to sleep with the same woman. He shuddered at
the thought.

Sachin dipped lower in his flight over the semi-wooded lands on his way to the
nearest portal to Accipitridae.

“No!” The cry pierced the night. It was off in the distance but Sachin’s supernatural
hearing offered him the ability to pick up on it. He scanned the area, trying to locate the
source. A blast from a gun, a weapon the humans seemed to favor, went off. Another
scream followed. Sachin zeroed in on the location and launched into a dive. He would
worry later about humans seeing him in partially shifted form. He was part hawk, part
man and they would never understand.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” a voice came from the distance.
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Sachin neared the spot of the disturbance and spotted a middle-aged man with a rifle
in his hands, stalking something or someone. The man pushed greasy strands of hair from
his face as he stared around, his eyes crazed. His nose was bulbous and nearly as red as
his bloodshot eyes.

“Where are you, you little bitch?” the man spat.

The tiniest of whimpers caught Sachin’s attention. He landed silently, several feet
behind the man—the stench of alcohol and evil evident. It curled Sachin’s stomach. He
drew his wings back into himself, shifting into his full human form. He stepped softly,
making no sound as he advanced on the drunkard.

A gasp caught Sachin’s attention, pulling it to the right. He spotted a figure, huddled
in the fetal position. Upon closer inspection, Sachin realized the figure was female and
covered in blood. The fierce need to protect her at all costs consumed him. He channeled
the rage he felt at the thought of the female having been harmed towards the armed man.
Killing him would be a sweet victory.

The man was walking in the other direction, unable to see the female’s hiding spot.
Sachin motioned to her and then put a finger to his lips to indicate the need for silence.
She nodded, shaking so much her teeth chattered.

Sachin bent his head, narrowing his silver gaze. He stepped closer and touched the
man’s shoulder. He spun, firing the weapon as he did. Using his forearm, Sachin knocked
the barrel of the gun away and the shot went wide. The man stared up at him, his eyes
wide with fear.

“Who— Where did you come from?”

A tingle of satisfaction at instilling fear in him ran through Sachin. “You dared to
touch the woman?”

“Woman?” The man’s lips curled into a sinister smile. “Paige ain’t no woman.”

“She’s my woman,” Sachin said.

Stunned by his own claim, Sachin blinked, giving the man time to point the rifle at

him. He fired and the shot struck Sachin in the shoulder, creating a large, gaping hole.
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White-hot pain radiated through him. He knocked the man away, sending him hurtling
into the air. The man hit a tree and slid to the ground where he lay motionless.

Sachin twisted, his gaze snapping to the female still huddled near a tree. He cupped
the wound on his shoulder with one hand. His immortality afforded him the ability to heal
rapidly. Even so, the spray from the shells had done considerable damage. The healers in
his realm would need to cleanse the wound before it could be allowed to fully heal over.

The woman near the tree needed his help now. Her brown eyes held shock and her
shaking was worse. Sachin approached and she cried out, trying to make herself smaller.

He stilled and looked down at himself. Blood dripped freely from his right arm and
he cursed himself for not thinking to shield her mind from seeing the events unfolding.
Wiping his hand on his pants, he thought back to his landing when his wings had been
full. Had she seen him?

“D-don’t...don’t...hurt me,” she stammered.

The idea sickened him. “I mean you no harm.”

Moonlight streaked through the treetops, casting its soft rays over her hair. If his
judgment was correct, she had auburn hair. Her skin was pale, creamy and currently
marred with the start of bruises. He wanted to revive the man and kill him again for
daring to harm her.

Calming himself, Sachin took a step forward and bent, going to one knee. There was
so much blood on her. Sachin wasn’t sure how she was alive. “Where are you hurt?”

“Not my blood,” she said, her voice low. Their gazes collided and his chest
tightened. She was breathtaking, even in her current state of disarray. “My mother.”

“What about her?” Sachin reached out tentatively, worried she’d scream or pull
away. She didn’t, and he began to check her over for signs of injury. Aside from the
bruises, he found none.

She scrambled to him, tossing her arms around his waist, nearly causing him to lose
his balance. “It’s her blood. He... Hank killed her.”

Her pain sliced through Sachin. He stroked her hair and held her close, sensing how

very young she was. His guess was that she was in her late teens. She clung to him,
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sobbing openly. Never one who was known for comforting women, Sachin was at a loss
as to what to do. He did what felt natural. He kissed the top of her head, ignoring the
biting pain and the limited use of his right arm. She weighed practically nothing.

He held her until her crying stopped and she fell silent. The steady, rhythmic sound
of her breathing indicated she was asleep. It was for the best. He allowed his wings to
form and lifted her high into the air, already knowing where he would take her—the
ranch near the portal. The one run by an older woman who took in troubled teens.

He flew, covering the distance in record time. Upon landing, he quickly shifted into
human form and carried the young female to the front door. He tapped it with his foot and
waited. A woman he’d seen often enough when flying overhead opened the door. Sachin
expected her to question why a man she did not know was holding an unconscious
woman on her doorstep. She didn’t.

She offered a soft smile and stepped back, opening the door wide. “You can lay her
on the sofa.”

Sachin did.

“How bad is she hurt?”

Confused, Sachin stared at the older woman, wondering why she was so composed.
“The blood is not hers. It is her mother’s.”

“Is Tandy dead?” the woman asked.

Unsure, he shrugged. “I know not who Tandy is.”

“Tandy is Paige’s mother.” The woman bent near the sofa. “This here is Paige. She
helps me tend the horses on her summer breaks.” She stood. “Where are my manners?
I’m Sarah in case you forgot.”

Forgot?

Sarah smiled. “I met you when | was a little girl. You swooped out of the sky and
plucked me out of the ravine 1’d fallen into. You told me | was dreaming and that you

weren’t real. Either I’m dreaming again, or you’re real.”
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Sachin glanced around nervously. He wanted only to have the young female cared
for and to be gone from the human realm. Already too much had happened. He would
have a lot of explaining to do when he returned to his realm.

Sarah waved a hand in the air. “Your secret is safe with me. | didn’t tell anyone
about the bird-man when | was little. I’m sure the hell not going to start now.”

“You will watch over her?” He stared at Paige, not wanting to leave her, but he’d
already exposed himself too much to the humans.

“I’ll call the police and the doctor. What about Hank?”

“Hank?”

Sarah nodded. “Her mother’s boyfriend. The man 1I’m sure is responsible for this.”

“He is dead.” Sachin wasn’t a hundred percent sure because he’d not taken the time
to verify the man was dead but it would be difficult to survive being thrown into a tree by
a supernatural.

“By your hand?” Sarah held no accusation in her voice.

“Yes.”

A faint nod came from her. “Good.”
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Chapter One

Earth...

“Paige?”

Paige glanced at Sarah and waved, letting the woman know she was fine. The look
on Sarah’s face was one of concern. She didn’t want to worry Sarah. “He’ll come.”

“I’m sure he would if he could, Paige, but maybe he’s tied up with something.”

Sarah was right. Sachin led a busy life, always stopping by for a few days and then
disappearing for weeks, sometimes months. It was hard to believe it had been three years
since she’d first met him. Her memories of that night were fuzzy and that was most likely
for the best. She knew Sachin was the one who’d gotten her help after her mother’s death.
Her dreams were becoming more vivid, revealing more and more of the events of that
dark night. Fantasy seemed to blend with reality, making her dream of Sachin with huge
brown wings.

“Want to come in for some supper?” Sarah asked. “Sachin knows where the front
door is. If he shows, he’ll join us.”

Paige clutched the amber pendant he’d given her on his last visit. It warmed in her
palm as it always did when she thought of him. “He’ll come.”

Sarah’s eyes crinkled with mirth. *“You’re a stubborn one, aren’t you? Come in if it
gets too chilly.”

“I will. 1 promise.”

Sarah was so good to her, taking her in when Paige had no place else to go. She’d
become a surrogate grandmother of sorts, giving Paige a guiding hand, something she’d
never had in her life before. When her mother had been alive, she’d spent her time
drinking and doing drugs with her endless line of boyfriends, not mothering Paige. The
last few years had opened Paige’s eyes to what a family could be like and she was

eternally grateful for Sarah’s unconditional love and trust.

10 www.samhainpublishing.com




A View to a Kill

The front door closed, taking with it the light from the living room. Paige sat in the
dark, sneaking peeks towards the sky, certain the man she’d come to love would indeed
sweep down and whisk her away.

Stop living in a fairy tale.

The pendant heated more, making it hard to hold comfortably.

“There you are,” Sachin said, walking around the corner of the house.

Paige looked for signs of a car but like always, she found none. He certainly had odd
ways of arriving. None of that mattered. He was here and that was what was important.
She stood, suddenly embarrassed by how dressed up she was. Normally, when Sachin
came for a visit, he helped her tend to the horses and they laughed, talking about
everything and nothing at all. She had something different in mind tonight. It was her
twenty-first birthday and she wanted to celebrate. Sarah had prepared a birthday feast and
Paige wanted to head into town shortly after, hopefully with Sachin by her side.

She was on break from school and lonely. It wasn’t as if she was terribly social so it
was hard for her to make and keep friends. Sachin was the exception to the rule. He was
outgoing enough for the both of them. He did tend to shy away from places that were too
crowded but she couldn’t blame him there. Crowds bothered her as well.

He smiled and dimples formed on his cheeks. A cleft chin and eyes so silver they
were like liquid mercury made for a striking man. It didn’t hurt he had a body that could
rival a bodybuilder’s. The dark gray, V-neck shirt he wore gave her a glimpse of his
tawny chest. It was hairless and smooth. She knew from seeing him work around the
ranch without a shirt on. She also knew he had the start of black hair just below his navel
and that she would give anything for the chance to lick her way down his body. On the
verge of drooling, she averted her gaze.

Sachin came to a stop just before her and put his hand over hers, prying it loose from
the pendant. “You rang, my lady?”

His playful, knight-of-the-Round-Table banter always lightened her mood. It was
easy to picture him with a sword in his hand, fighting some epic battle. A soft sigh

slipped past her lips and she blushed.
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Sachin bent, putting his face close to hers. “Is Sarah awaiting us?”

She stared up at him, fawning over him. When she realized, she stopped and tossed
her shoulders back, hoping to salvage some piece of her dignity along the way. “She is. |
think she gave up hope you’d make it in tonight.”

He lifted his hand and touched her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned into his
palm. “I promised | would come. Did | not?”

Skimming her hand over his forearm, Paige nodded and stopped when her fingers
brushed over shallow cuts. She grabbed his arm and turned it to get a better view. It
looked as if he’d been clawed. “Sachin, what happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Uh-huh, try another one, buddy. It looks like someone tried to take your arm off.”

He stiffened. “Nonsense. It was,” he seemed to fumble for the right words, “a result
of a night of passion. The woman | just left was rather rambunctious.”

Woman?

Paige tossed his hand away from her face and backed away. “We should go in. Sarah
has dinner waiting.”

“Paige?” He took her hand in his. “You’re angry. Why?”

“No reason. I’'m fine.”

As Paige brushed past him, Sachin cringed. Why had he said he’d been with a
woman when he hadn’t? He’d been caught detaining a traitor, one who’d tried to
infiltrate the castle and kill the king. The man had nearly succeeded in removing Sachin’s
arm. Thankfully, Sachin was the more skilled of the two and killed the man before he
could finish what he’d started.

He’d had to wait a few hours to ensure the wound was mostly healed over before
flying to be with Paige. Telling her the truth wasn’t an option but the lie he’d chosen
caused her pain. She cared for him a great deal. More than a woman should for a man she
called a friend. He didn’t mind. He cared for her as well. Much more than a warrior from

another realm should for a human female.
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Paige disappeared into the house and Sarah appeared on the front porch, her look
pensive. “I told you not to build her up if your heart wasn’t in it.”

“Sarah, nothing can come of my feelings for Paige.”

“Who says?” She posed a question he asked himself often as of late.

Prophecies telling of Kabril needing to take a mate seemed to be everywhere. The
pressure for Kabril and other healthy young males of their race to figure out a solution to
the lack-of-children issue was great. Sachin would never help bring a child to his people
by bedding a human. No one had ever heard of a successful mating between a human and
a member of his race. He ought to know. He’d asked around enough. His guards were
beginning to whisper behind his back about his obsession with this realm.

Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. “You planning on standing out there all night
or are you going to come in, be a man and face the girl I know owns that rugged heart of
yours?”

Letting out a long breath, Sachin chuckled. “You are a wise woman. My people
would cherish one such as yourself.”

Sarah winked. “Well, I’m lovable like that. Come on in, boy.”

“Boy?” he echoed. “I’m older than you think.”

She grinned. “I know. Now, get on in there and eat. And while you’re at it, tell that
young lady in there that you were just being a horse’s ass. Beg her to forgive you.”

He’d never begged for a thing in his long life but knew in that moment he would if it
meant he’d be back in Paige’s good graces. “Lead the way.”

Sarah headed in and Sachin followed. The chill in the room had little to do with
temperature and everything to do with Paige’s mood. She cast him a look that froze his
soul. He bowed his head and took a seat at the table. “This looks delicious, Sarah.”

Paige stood quickly, causing her chair to make a scraping sound. “I, umm, forgot
something.”

“Paige?” Sarah called after her.

Sachin began spooning mashed potatoes, a food he’d found he very much enjoyed

while in the human realm, onto his plate. Paige returned from the kitchen, carrying a
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plate. The devil was in her eyes and Sachin knew he wasn’t going to like whatever she
had planned. He also knew he deserved whatever it was.

“Here.” A sugary sweet smile claimed her face. “I know how much you love roasted
chicken. I saved you some.”

His stomach twisted. While hawks from Earth ate an array of foods they could catch,
Sachin and his people did not eat birds of any kind. It was cannibalistic in their eyes. The
smell of the chicken made his stomach protest. He turned his head away and clutched his
thigh. “I’m...fine. I’m not that hungry.”

Sarah took the plate from Paige, giving her a scolding look in the process. Paige
blinked innocently. “Oh, that’s right, you don’t like chicken. Sorry. I forgot.”

The smell of the chicken gradually cleared out of the dining room, leaving the scent
of roast in its place. Paige returned to her seat, her gaze still icy. She pushed the food on
her plate around before stabbing a cherry tomato so hard her fork clanked against the
plate. The urge to cross his legs was great. Paige was most likely picturing her fork
stabbing sensitive areas of him.

His gaze met hers and she nodded, as if reading his thoughts. His throat went dry.
Taking hold of his water, he glanced down the table at Sarah, who looked amused by
what was going on.

Sachin gulped his water. Wiping his mouth, he tried to come up with something
profound to say that would make it all better. What came from his mouth wasn’t what he
had in mind. “I’m a horse’s ass.”

Paige set her fork down. “Go on.”

She wanted more?

He’d just referred to himself as the ass end of a livestock and she wanted more? If
Kabril could see him now, he would never hear the end of it.

“I lied.”

“About?” Paige demanded.
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“I was not with another woman.” He could do this. He was head of the guards. A
fierce warrior. So why was it he wanted to crawl, begging the auburn-haired beauty
before him for forgiveness.

“Why would you being with another woman matter to me?” Paige picked her fork up
again, holding it like a weapon.

Sarah rolled her eyes and snorted.

Paige ignored her.

Sachin cleared his throat and continued on. “I lied because I’m unsure how to handle
how | feel for you.” There. He’d said it.

“On that note, I’ll let the two of you be,” Sarah said. “I need to call Sheriff Bailey
back anyways. He wants to come out in the morning and talk to us about those vandals
we had here last week.” She left the room, leaving Sachin to face Paige alone.

He hoped for leniency but knew his temperamental seductress would give him no
such leeway. “And how do | make you feel, Sachin?”

“Like I can’t breathe without you near,” he confessed.

Paige was silent for what felt like forever, before standing and coming around to his
side of the table. He reached out and eased the fork from her hand, unsure if she’d
attempt to unman him with it.

She touched the scratches on his forearm. “How did you really get these?”

He wanted to tell her the truth but she wasn’t ready yet. “Would you believe me if |
said they were not from a woman and that | cannot tell you at this time exactly how |
received them?”

He anticipated a battle.

“Yes,” she whispered, bending and planting a kiss on his arm.

“Paige, | know it’s customary for one to receive gifts on their birthday. | have
something I...”

She pressed her fingers to his lips. “Shh. I want something you can’t give me,

Sachin. | want you.”
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His heart pounded madly, thumping so hard he feared it would leap from his chest.
“You don’t mean what I think you mean.” He hoped she did.

A slow sweep of her lashes and curve of her lips made his cock jerk to life. She ran
her fingers over his jaw and he nipped at them. He caught one and sucked on it gently,
holding her gaze with his own.

Paige’s lips puckered and she fell into his arms, her breath hissing out. Sachin
dragged her to his chest, his heart still pounding and his cock aching for relief. “Paige.”

“l can’t breathe,” she said, clinging to him.

“Neither can 1.” He did the only thing he could think to do. He kissed her. Her lips
parted and her tongue greeted his. Sachin knew he was lost to her, that he would never
feel something so intense for another.

Paige drew back, touching her swollen lower lip. “Sarah could walk in and find us.”

He took her hands in his and kissed her neck. “Mmmhmm.”

“Sachin,” she scolded as she giggled. “Let’s go for a walk.”

“Or,” he narrowed his eyes, “we could race to a secluded spot out behind that big
oak tree and see who can undress the fastest.”

Much to his surprise, Paige grinned. “Ready. Set. Go!”

Sachin smiled down at the beauty below him, still shocked to see her smooth, pale
skin exposed to him. Never did he think Paige would surrender to his desires. He’d hoped
and prayed but thought it all to be in vain. He’d known her for a little over three cycles
and had longed to touch her, always holding back because of their age difference. Now,
she was a woman according to her culture and able to make her own decisions.
Thankfully, they included him, though Sachin could not fathom why. He didn’t deserve
something as precious as Paige. Her trust. Her love.

Love.

16 www.samhainpublishing.com




A View to a Kill

Such an interesting emotion. One he had not understood until she came into his dull
existence. Before her, he was content with village whores and quick tumbles with Earth
females. Paige changed his perceptions of women. She made him feel something for the
first time in a long time.

When he’d met her, she’d been broken, bruised and in shock. To this very day she
held next to no memories of the night her mother had been murdered by her mother’s
live-in boyfriend. It was for the best. Had Paige recalled the night’s events she would
know just how close she came to death before Sachin swept down from the sky, killed the
man who threatened her and then cradled Paige to his chest as he flew high in the air,
taking her to safety. He held his secrets of being part man, part bird from her and didn’t
relish the idea of telling her the truth. He knew she suffered from night terrors but he
couldn’t reveal the facts—that he wasn’t human.

She bit at her lower lip. He spent many a day dreaming of how soft her lips were, the
bottom one fuller than the top, and how easily they molded to meet his. Too often he had
to leave her when he wasn’t ready. The wars ravishing his realm had increased to the
point it was harder than ever to slip away undetected for even a few hours, let alone days.
The enemy seemed to be camped outside their gates, waiting for the right time to strike.
They’d become organized. Where before they were small pockets of resistance, they were
fast becoming an army to contend with. A true threat.

Even with the knowledge of the state of affairs in his home realm, Sachin couldn’t
seem to stay away from Paige. Her soft laugh and tender looks haunted him sweetly, even
from a distance.

Will I ever be ready to leave her?

The answer was simple. No. He would never be ready to say goodbye to Paige but
the choice wasn’t his to make. Humans weren’t part of his world. They were looked
down upon, thought of as nothing more than vile creatures that lacked the ability to
shape-shift into a bird of prey. Though they did have much in the way of technologies,

they used them in the wrong manner—self-destruction on their part was imminent.
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Their realm was polluted, riddled with disease and overpopulated. Still, even with all
the negatives, Sachin couldn’t stop traveling through the portals that brought him to
Paige. When he’d first seen her in the woods, her auburn hair reflecting the moonlight
and her big brown eyes wide as she tried to huddle against a tree for protection, he’d lost
a piece of himself to her. Things had ended well for Paige. Sarah had welcomed her into
her home and the two bonded instantly.

Sarah was middle-aged, with no children of her own and a horse ranch in need of
some tender love and care. Paige fit well with Sarah, becoming a surrogate child for her.
In the process they had become an odd sort of family with Sachin as well. He couldn’t
stay away. The need to check on Paige was almost all consuming.

He’d been coming to Paige’s ranch for months now, stealing visits and kisses from
her, never once conveying the extent of his feelings or what he truly was—a Buteos
Regalis—a man with the ability to shift into a hawk. He wasn’t human. Didn’t even hail
from her realm, yet she had become the flame and he the moth. Duty called and he had no
choice but to part ways, forcing him to savor every moment with her.

“Sachin,” she whispered beneath him, arching her back, exposing her neck to him.
He showered it with Kkisses as he ground his hips against hers, his cock hard and pressed
to her abdomen. Their clothes and boots lay discarded haphazardly on the grass
surrounding them. When Paige had whispered “yes” to wanting to lie with him, Sachin
had been left fighting the urge to partially shift forms—something legends spoke of
happening when one merged with their life mate.

She is human. She cannot possibly be my life mate.

Kissing her earlobe, Sachin inhaled, committing the scent of her arousal to memory.
She was young, only twenty-one cycles old. Far too young for his nearly four hundred
cycles.

His morning prayer sessions were no longer spent asking the bird gods for guidance,
they were now spent begging them to break the pull the human below him had over him.
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He bent, capturing one of her tiny pink nipples between his teeth. He tugged gently
and she melted under his touch. His eyes rolled backwards as he licked her pebble-like
peak. His cock jerked, threatening to come before he wanted to.

She was innocent to the ways of a man and Sachin knew he had to prepare her to
receive him. Paige writhed under him as he continued his sensual assault on her nipple.
He licked, positive she tasted of berries. Her skin was cool to the touch and yet his palms
felt as if they were ablaze. He would surely burn alive before he even entered her. He’d
never heard of a fellow shifter spontaneously combusting during sex, but there was a first
time for everything. He’d also never thought he’d be so taken with a human female that
he’d risk his position among his people just to be near her.

Sachin rolled her nipple in his mouth and smiled. She groaned, fisting her hands into
his shoulder-length hair and tugging firmly. The excitement of the act raced straight to
his groin. He wanted to burrow into her tender flesh but hesitated, unwilling to risk
harming her.

“Sachin, please.”

“Mmm, ta’konima,” he said, his voice low as he moved to her other breast, giving it
equal attention.

“l can’t take anymore. Please.”

He Kissed his way down her flat belly to the swell of her abdomen. Another dusting
of freckles lay there and he licked each and every one. It looked as if someone sprinkled
cinnamon on her pale skin. “You can and you will.”

Her brown eyes widened as he forced her legs open wide. Red curls adorned her
mound, thick and slick with cream. Already she was wet for him and he had yet to touch
her sex.

So moist.

The sound of the horses in the stables nearby reminded Sachin they were exposed to
anyone who may wander past. He didn’t think Sarah would happen upon them and if she
did, Sachin suspected the woman would simply smile and walk away. She seemed to

push Sachin to accept his feelings for Paige even when he refused to believe he had any.
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I am weak. He caressed her. And she is my weakness.

So beautiful, so angelic and blissfully unaware of what truly touched her. More than
a man. A monster in the eyes of her people.

Sachin took in a deep breath and almost lost control of himself. Never had he
smelled anything more seductive than the scent of her arousal. Paige squirmed, pushing
her sex towards his face. He laughed and buried his mouth into her slit. He had found
heaven. Her rosy clit glistened, covered in her creamy wetness. A low moan of approval
escaped him. Paige cried out, jerking under his touch as he alternated licks and sucks on
her swollen bud.

Her fingernails dug into his shoulders briefly before her thighs clamped to the sides
of his head. Sachin felt whole, like he’d finally found a piece of himself he’d not known
was missing.

Inserting a finger into her tight sheath, he stared up, never seeing anything as erotic
as Paige looking down at him. Her eyes held lust and her mouth was pert—thoroughly
kissed. He eased a second finger into her, this time meeting resistance. If he dared to push
farther, he’d break her virginal barrier and claim her for his own for all time.

She is human. She cannot be claimed.

The thoughts niggled at the back of his mind but the way her pussy closed around his
fingers drew his thoughts to Paige. He had to be in her. He pushed his finger through the
resistance and she stilled. Sensing her pain, Sachin dipped his head, licking her and
inserting his tongue in place of his fingers. Paige moved her hips, slightly at first before
increasing the pace. He rubbed her clit as he licked her. She tightened around his tongue
and pulsed, her orgasm taking hold of her.

Cream coated his tongue and a pinching at the base of his spine warned he was near
a partial shift. Sachin tried to calm himself but the sight of her quivering pussy, all wet
from his labor was too much. He moved upwards, his wings uncurling from between his
shoulder blades, and he used his body to cover hers, hoping she wouldn’t notice. She

closed her eyes as her orgasm continued to move over her.
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He lined the head of his cock with her entrance and thrust in, no longer able to wait.
Paige cried out, grasping his upper arms, her eyes still closed tight and his name on her
lips.

“Paige Rapp, do you accept me—all of me from now until the end of time?”

Writhing under him, she nodded, her eyes still shut.

He needed to hear her say it. Something deep and primitive within him demanded
she recognize his words.

She moaned.

“Do you...accept me...” it was hard to talk when all he wanted to do was take
pleasure from her, *...all of me from now until the end of time?”

“Yes, Sachin. Yes!”

He pumped feverously. She had been made to fit him, of that he was sure. Fearful
Paige would open her eyes and see him for what he truly was, Sachin planted kisses on
her eyelids as he continued to move in and out of her. He lost hold of what little control
he had and rooted himself deep within her, coming in waves. Each time seed sprung forth
from his body and into hers, he felt as if he were sharing his soul with her. Sachin’s
magik rose up around them. Additional feathers formed on his lower back signaling he
was on the verge of a full shift. Static energy surrounded them but Sachin was unsure
why. All he knew was that it felt as if strings were wrapping from his heart to hers—
binding them.

Paige put her legs around his waist, panting and holding tight to him. The second her
foot bumped one of his long, feathered wings, Sachin knew he had to end the moment.
He pulled out, still dripping seed, the proof of her innocence smeared on his shaft. He
took flight, leaving his clothing and Paige behind. He waited until he was far from her to
look back, his eyesight preternatural. Paige was sitting up, staring around, looking
confused and hurt. As much as Sachin wanted to fly back and comfort her, he could not.
Humans weren’t to know of his kind. He’d been wrong for finding pleasure in her and

this was his punishment.
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Chapter Two

Accipitridae Realm - One Year Later...

Sachin spun, bringing his sword up and meeting his opponent head-on. The clank of
metal meeting metal vibrated through him but he held strong. Centuries of battles and
training left him conditioned for almost anything. His skills and his body were honed, as
were any warrior worth his weight in gold. His senses spiked and the smells of battle
moved over him. His opponent held fear.

As it should be.

He twisted once more, meeting another attack and thrusting away danger. It was
almost too easy. Where was the challenge in it all? Deep, steady breaths were all Sachin
drew in. His opponent’s breaths were choppy, shallow and as ill-timed as the man’s
swings. Fatigue was the main cause. This man should have posed a greater threat than he
did. In Sachin’s current state of mind, nothing was as dangerous as he was.

Crossing his feet, Sachin’s opponent committed a cardinal sin in fighting. It would
have been too easy to toss the man off balance and put a finish to it all. The burning not
only in his muscles but deep in his chest refused to allow Sachin to end the session so
soon. His mind was still reeling with the need to focus on anything other than what
currently robbed him of sleep. He should have been sluggish, dead on his feet. He was
anything but. He’d become a caged beast, in search of diversions allowing him to unleash
his rage. They were fewer than he wished so he took to creating them.

His opponent, a guard under his command, dropped his sword and slumped his
shoulders, looking defeated. “My lord, your mood is foul and your strength great. | wish
not to test my life by training further with you on this morn.”

The guard’s honesty was refreshing but not what Sachin wanted to hear. Normally it
was he who was the bearer of sobering news. Since his mood had indeed soured over the

last several moons, he was not sought after for his wise words. If anything, his best friend
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and king of Accipitridae, Kabril, often jested that seeking guidance from an injured boar
would prove more appealing than he. Sachin could hardly argue the point for he would
rather be in the company of a boar as well, instead of himself.

Sachin’s sleep had been fitful at best as of late and the overwhelming need to leave
the Accipitridae Realm all but consumed him. His brotherly love for Kabril and Kabril’s
mate, Rayna, kept him from doing what he normally did when the need to visit Earth
struck—take off without question, heading to a realm he should not enjoy as much as he
did. His place was alongside his king, not frolicking about in a realm full of people who
lacked wings. Full of humans. Full of her.

He shook his head, desperate to keep his thoughts free of her. He had important
matters to attend to here. There was no room for anything beyond his sworn duties to his
king and queen. No space for somber reflections of past deeds he could not change.

Rayna’s belly was swollen with Kabril’s child and she’d taken sick on more than one
occasion. She and the babe were fine, according to doctors, but the news did nothing to
lessen the need to stay on, assure the couple remained safe in the face of war. Their child
marked the dawning of a new day for his people. For too long they’d been without the
laughter of children or the pitter-patter of tiny feet scurrying about the halls of the castle.
Centuries had gone by with no unions producing offspring. The longevity of their race of
bird shifters meant they were, for lack of a better word, immortal, but even with that trait,
wars throughout the realm had dwindled their numbers. The coming child was a sign
from the Epopisdeus that hope lived. The bird gods were feared and worshiped by his
people. This show of faith on their behalf was what was needed to lift spirits.

I shall ensure their gift is protected.

The Falco Peregrinus were the Buteos Regalis’s sworn enemies. Talk of a Falco
attack had been circulating for some time. They had tried and almost succeeded in killing
Rayna once before. Had one of the Falco’s own not defected, refusing to see harm come
to Rayna, she would have died. Now wasn’t a time to waver in his duties. Sachin had to

be vigilant.
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“My lord?” the guard asked, looking hopeful Sachin would end training early for the
day.

Taking pity on the man, Sachin nodded. “We are done here. Good fight.”

“Good fight.” The guard bowed, touching Sachin’s shoulders and lowering his gaze,
as was the custom between warrior allies, and then scurried off in the other direction.

Sachin turned to walk away and found Rayna standing in the entrance to the castle.
Her hand rested on her swollen belly and her blue eyes held mischief. She smiled, her
long hair blowing in the slight breeze. A rosy glow overtook her. “Beating up on
everyone already and it’s not even breakfast time.” She grinned. “Remind me not to
bother you until lunch.”

“My lady.” He inclined his head and attempted to go past her.

Rayna caught his arm and halted his movement. He could break her hold with
virtually no effort but respected her too much to dare. “Sachin, don’t my lady me. I’'m
Rayna to you and you know it.”

An exasperated breath fell free from his lips. “Very well, Rayna.”

She gave him a cross look. “Are you planning to continue scaring your guards to the
point they don’t want to be near you or are you going to tell me what’s eating at you?”

Glancing around to assure himself they were alone, Sachin sighed and ran a hand
over the back of his neck. Several kinks had settled there a couple of moons prior and at
the rate Sachin was going, they would become permanent. “There is naught amiss,
my...erm...Rayna.” She was from Earth and while she now dressed the part of queen,
she refused to be bound by titles. She also continued to think of them as close friends
rather than that of a head guard and his queen. Kabril seemed to encourage the behavior.
It was pure madness around the castle anymore.

Sachin had always assumed when Kabril finally took a mate he would keep her far
from him—especially considering Sachin’s lust for Earth women. Kabril did the
opposite. He encouraged Rayna to seek Sachin out. All had remained platonic.

Rayna kept her hand on him. “Sachin, Kabril’s worried about you. So am I.”

“I am fine.” It was an untruth but one he was willing to stand by.
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She pursed her lips. “I never took you for a liar, Sachin. I guess I’ll have to pull my
weight, huh?”

Confused, he simply stared at her. Even though he spent a good deal of time in the
human realm, he found there were some sayings Rayna used that he was unaware of their
actual meaning. Pulling her weight was one of them. She had indeed increased in size
since her arrival but that was due to the fact she was heavy with child. Did she think she
could throw herself at him and perhaps sit on him until he conceded his days had grown
dark and his mood sour? Even she was not large enough to pose any threat to him.

“Sachin, you are to take one week’s leave, effective immediately.” Her eyes twinkled
as she continued to rub her distended belly. “And you must take the time off on Earth.”

He baulked. “Rayna, you cannot think | would leave you and Kabril undefended
when—"

She motioned to the hundreds upon hundreds of guards heading back to their homes.
“They don’t count? And I’ve seen my husband fight. He’s a force to be reckoned with
when he’s pissed. So, unless you want to ignore your queen’s orders, you should really
get going.” Rayna spun on her heels and left him to stare dumbfounded in her wake.

A hearty laugh drew his attention and he found Kabril walking towards him. Kabril’s
golden gaze locked firmly on Sachin. “From the look on your face, my wife not only
found you but she did as she threatened to do—order you to take leave.”

“Kabril, she cannot force me to—”"

Putting his hand up, Kabril silenced him. “Ah, but she can and she did. After all, she
is queen. Is she not?”

Sachin exhaled deeply. “Yes.”

“Go, Sachin. Take the time you need on Earth to do whatever it is you do that helps
you find peace. We will be here when you return.”

Defeated, Sachin held his tongue and stormed towards his chamber. Sconces lit the
narrow hall. He had chosen to take the back way to his room, the servants’ corridor, in

hope of avoiding any of his men. His foul temperament would only leave him
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challenging them to another round of sparring. He was up for it, though he doubted if
they were.

Soft moans and murmurs caught Sachin’s attention. He paused just outside of the
buttery. He peeked into the slightly ajar door and watched a serving wench pulling her
skirts high as Lazar, a defector from the Falco Peregrinus, undid his breeches. Sachin
was taken aback to see Lazar with the woman for she was below the salt in every way
possible. A lowbred whore. Public displays of affection were fine so long as the person
you chose to be with wasn’t of a lower standing.

Sachin watched as Lazar cupped the back of the wench’s neck, whispering sweet
nothings to her as he readied her for the taking. His own cock grew hard at the sight and
he made no qualms about fisting himself through his trews.

Sachin held little worry about being stumbled upon. His race, the Buteos Regalis,
were not only fierce warriors but well known for their prowess. Public displays of
affection were not frowned upon but rather they were encouraged.

The wench tossed her head back, sending long waves of golden tresses in every
direction. She cried out and writhed beneath Lazar’s nimble fingers. Sachin had tumbled
with the wench several times, many years ago, before she began accepting coin for her
services—before he met Paige. And while the wench wasn’t lacking in the wants of a
man, she did little to sate his need. Still, anything was better than nothing.

He rubbed his clothed cock, enjoying the part of voyeur more than he should. Each
time the wench attempted to kiss Lazar on the mouth, the man turned his head away.
Sachin understood why. It was a means to avoid intimacy. Something he himself was
prone to doing. There had been only one woman he’d kissed passionately while sinking
deep into her and there would never be another. He would use other women for his baser
needs but keep his heart out of the mix.

Rubbing the flesh standing in stark relief in his trews, Sachin watched as Lazar
brought the whore to peak with nothing more than his fingers. The woman bucked
against Lazar’s hand and begged for more. Nodding, Lazar lifted her and repositioned her

so she was facing away from him. Lazar’s gaze met Sachin’s over the whore’s head. A
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tiny smile tugged at the man’s lips and he yanked the wench’s skirts higher, before
slapping her ass cheek. The resounding thud echoed through the area, exciting Sachin. He
unlaced his trews and took hold of himself.

Lazar spanked the whore again and rubbed the area. “You have been naughty,
tempting a man so,” Lazar said, repeating his actions. “You should be punished.”

The whore wiggled, her ass cheeks reddened. “Oh, yes. Punish me. Punish me!”

Lazar dipped his fingers into the whore’s quim and used her juices to coat his cock.
He lifted a brow in question in Sachin’s direction and motioned to the whore’s ass.
Sachin knew it was a silent invite to join in the fun. He considered it but stood his
ground, deciding instead to spit on his palm, adding his own form of lubrication as he
fondled his shaft.

Lazar delivered another set of soft blows to the woman’s backside and she squealed
with delight, pressing herself back towards him. Lazar whispered, “Patience.”

Sachin’s balls began to tighten and he knew he was on the verge of coming. He
imaged it was he who was sliding into a wet sheath instead of Lazar and his wench.
Sachin pictured red hair and skin dusted with freckles. He could almost feel Paige
wrapped around his cock, her body tight, yet accepting. He continued to stroke himself as
the sounds of sex surrounded him.

Lazar pounded his body into the serving wench’s relentlessly. Sachin wasn’t sure
how the woman could take such roughness but she seemed to relish it, screaming out for
more.

Lazar smiled. It was unkind, and a flash of hate moved through his eyes as he fucked
the woman. For Sachin it was like looking in a mirror. He too wore that look when he
needed to see to his manly needs. Only with Paige it had been different. After her, he
hated himself for being weak and needing to find release in someone else.

Lazar stopped taking the wench from behind and spun her around to face him. He
held her chin as she spat at him, talking about how he was nothing more than a dirty

falcon that no women of hawk descent wanted to touch. She looked excited by the words,
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as if the knowledge somehow gave her power over him. She tossed her legs over Lazar’s
shoulders, allowing the man to go deeper with his thrusts.

Sachin stroked himself, feeling the man’s hate of the woman he was with but
understanding the need to feel like a man regardless the price.

“Fuck me harder, you dirty beast,” the wench said, biting at Lazar’s hand.

Lazar slapped her face lightly and narrowed his gaze on her. “Bite me and | will
deny you the chance to come again, wench.”

“No,” she cried, reaching between their bodies in an attempt to grasp Lazar’s cock.
Lazar thrust her hand away and pummeled her body with his own. Sachin matched his
strokes, fisting himself, nearing release.

Lazar ripped the wench’s bodice open, causing her large breasts to spill out. They
were not the prettiest breasts he’d ever seen but they did help to push Sachin nearer to
peak. He watched as her nipples hardened in the cool air. Biting at his lower lip, Sachin
pictured Paige in his mind. It was her face he saw in place of the whore’s, her body and
in his thoughts, it was he who was giving her pleasure. He moaned as his balls drew up
tight and his cock twitched. He came, jetting his seed onto the floor.

Pulling free of the wench, Lazar came too, allowing his seed to splash over the
whore’s thighs. She hissed at him and tried to strike him. “I didn’t come again. |—”

Lazar stared down at her before shifting his haunted gaze towards Sachin. “Your
turn.”

Sachin shook his head. “I am done and have no need for the likes of her.”

A genuine smile came over Lazar. “As am |. Off with you.” He yanked her skirts
down and swatted her backside.

She huffed and shrieked away, her gaze coming to Sachin. “M-my lord, I-1 did not—
Sachin waved his hand dismissively. “Be gone.”

She nodded before rushing off in the other direction, muttering curses under her
breath.
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Lazar tucked his cock back into his trews and Sachin did the same. Sachin looked at
the floor and the side of the table and laughed. “The cook will have our heads for messing
up her kitchen.”

“Then we best be off.” Lazar pulled two gold coins from the leather purse on his belt
and tossed them onto the table. “For her time.”

Sachin shook his head. “She was only worth one.”

“l know,” Lazar said, heading out of the room. He stopped just outside of the
kitchen. “Do you think there are any women left in the world worth more?”

Sachin thought of Paige. He smiled and let out a long breath. “I am positive there are
women worth more than we could ever hope to give them.”

Lazar stared silently at him before speaking. “Mayhap you should find and hold tight
to one should you ever cross her path. I know | would.”

“Such insight from one so...”

Grinning, Lazar adjusted his covered cock. “Hungry for a commitment-free fuck?”

“Your words.”

Lazar watched him closely. “Rumors of you bedding Earth women and going
through lines of them to get your fill are high with the guards. Are they true?”

At one point in his life the rumors had been true. After Paige, no human woman
could come close to what she made him feel. *“You cannot believe everything you hear.”

“Really?”

It was obvious Sachin wasn’t successful in his lies. He exhaled and scratched at his
inner arm. “I have been ordered to take leave...on Earth. Care to join me?”

“Ordered?” Lazar pressed, merriment twinkling in the man’s eyes. “By whom?”

“The queen.”

Lazar snorted. “By all means, | would not wish to miss this, but alas, Kabril has
asked me to prep him for a possible peace negotiation with the Falcos.”

“Peace?”

Lazar looked as though he thought the chances of obtaining peace were as slim as

Sachin believed them to be. “Yes.”
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“Best of luck. They aren’t to be trusted, but I suppose you know that.” Sachin
pivoted and made his way through the kitchen, in a rush to simply make it to his
chambers. He walked into low-hanging herbs put there to dry and cursed silently as he
backed into another table. One of the kitchen cooks appeared and gave him a cross look
before waving a wooden spoon at him. He flashed an innocent smile in the older
woman’s direction and she shook her head.

“I’ve known you since you were but a babe, Sachin.” She shook her spoon at him.
“You were still on your mother’s tit. You are nothing if not a troublemaker. | can guess
the smell of sex in the air is from you and one of the castle whores.”

“No. Not I.” He blushed from his toes to his ears and glanced back to find Lazar was
long gone. The last thing he wanted was someone mentioning him being on his mother’s
tit in front of his men. “I am innocent, sweet maiden.”

“I’ll sweet maiden you.” She threw the spoon at him and he laughed, stumbling on
his way out of the kitchen. For such a fearsome warrior, he seemed to be having trouble
staying on his feet.

Rayna was right. He needed to take leave and get away from it all but the knowledge
didn’t make going any easier. He’d spent nearly four hundred cycles protecting Kabril.
To leave him in his most vulnerable time seemed wrong. Still, a direct order, by his
queen, had been issued. Sachin had no choice but to accept.

He kicked the heavy wooden door of his chamber open so hard and so fast, it
splintered down the center before slamming into a tiny side table. An open saucer filled
with oil and a floating wick crashed to the floor, its contents coating the broken door and
table. Kabril would remind him of his temper when he saw the damage. Not that Kabril
hadn’t been known to break a door or two in his four hundred cycles.

Sachin wiped the sweat from his brow and fixed his gaze on the side table. There, a
piece of leather was threaded through a lone amber crystal. It shimmered as the light from
the window shone in, causing various patterns to appear on his chamber-room walls.
There was a time Sachin was never found without the leather tied around his neck. Guilt

had caused him to finally remove the item that reminded him of Paige. He had given her
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a matching one in the beginning of their friendship and she’d done something similar
with hers, threading a black cord through it. The crystals were magikally charged,
allowing the wearer’s thoughts to be amplified. When Sachin was still wearing his, he
would sense Paige’s need to see him and he would go to her. She’d stopped wanting him
near after he’d left her a year ago, in the grass, alone and vulnerable.

I wonder if she still wears hers.

Closing his eyes, he tried and failed to push thoughts of Paige from his head. He’d
made himself a promise to stay away from her. She was an addiction, one he couldn’t
seem to shake. As Rayna’s order to go to Earth filtered through Sachin’s mind, the need
to go to her was great.

A warrior he may be but he’d tasted defeat the day he’d lost his heart to Paige.

Looking in on her couldn’t harm anything. He just needed to be sure she was well.
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Chapter Three

Earth

Paige double-checked the horse’s bandage and rubbed his upper leg. The injury had
been slight and the horse was expected to make a full recovery. It, like many of the
people who passed through the ranch, had come to her broken—abused. “You’re a good
boy, huh? That’s right. A good boy.”

The horse turned its head towards her and seemed to understand her concern. It had
survived neglect from its previous owner and had been brought to her barely able to
support its own weight. That had been a little over a year ago. With much love and care,
it was well on its way to being whole again. It did have a tendency to be rambunctious
and had ended up hurting itself in the process. They went out of their way to safeguard
the ranch, in hopes it would prevent injuries to the horses but domesticated horses were
notoriously accident-prone. This one was no exception He was young and finally free of
abuse. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to enjoy his time to the fullest.

The early summer air was drier than normal and she wondered if another drought
would hit the area. The ranch had made it through the year prior, when just about
everything in the surrounding area had dried up. Their income came mostly from
boarding animals and the onsite animal hospital. Sarah was a veterinarian. Paige was in
her second year of school to be a veterinary assistant.

Smiling, she stood and patted the horse’s back. “Go ahead. Let’s see how it’s holding

7

up.

The horse walked away and she kept a close eye on the wrapped leg. Even though
Paige knew the horse would be fine, she couldn’t help but worry. His mood had been
surly as of late and his temperament unpredictable, reminding her of somebody she once
knew.

“Firecracker looks to be doing well,” a deep, familiar voice came from behind her.
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Think of the devil and he shall appear.

Turning, Paige found a six-foot—five-inch wall of toned muscle sitting on the top rail
of the wooden fence. He hadn’t been there a moment ago. The man’s black goatee
matched his shoulder-length hair and his thick eyelashes, drawing attention to his silver
eyes. It wasn’t a color one found naturally and there was a time Paige wouldn’t have
questioned him on the fact. That time had long since passed. Even with all the questions
she had for the man before her, there was still no denying the fact he took her breath
away. She’d heard it said before—Ilooking that good should be outlawed. She tended to
agree. She also thought she’d never see him again. His return wasn’t exactly welcomed.
It confused her.

“Sachin?”

He smiled. “Paige, it’s been far too long.”

His body was a model of perfection. He ran his hands over his jean-clad thighs and
tipped his head, offering a sheepish smile. It was a smile that used to make her melt, but
his appearing and disappearing act had long since worn on her. The last time had been the
final straw. He’d had the nerve to run out on her the minute he’d finished having sex with
her. She’d even gone as far as to hunt for him but it was as if he never existed. There had
been no paper trail, no record of any kind of him.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

The smile slid from his face. “Ah, | see you are upset with me.”

“And why shouldn’t | be?”

He had no response. Not that she really expected him to be able to make a legitimate
case. He did what so many men did, he ran after he’d gotten what he’d wanted.

Was he back in hopes of more?

Paige glanced away, needing a moment to soak in the knowledge he was indeed
before her, in the flesh. There were many things she’d wanted to say to him for so long.
So many things she should tell him but none of fell from her lips. A silent curse was all
she could muster before collecting her thoughts once more. She set her sights on the

horse. “This isn’t the same Firecracker you remember. He passed away.”
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“Really?” Sachin asked, as his gaze swept over the horse. “He looks almost
identical.”

“l know.” A half smile tugged at her lips and she fought it. “It’s why | named him
Firecracker Redux. He’s a pistol who survived horrible abuse. You should have seen the
conditions they had him living in, Sachin. Rusted, barbed-wire fencing, a metal shelter
with a broken door and his food was moldy and infested with worms. Don’t even get me
started on the physical abuse.”

Why was she talking to him so calmly when all she really wanted to do was Kick,
scream, throw a fit at how he’d abandoned her and the secrets he’d obviously kept from
her. She’d practiced what she’d say or do if she were to ever come face-to-face with
Sachin again. All of it went out the window the moment she stared into his silver gaze.
Something deep inside her chest tugged, feeling as if invisible strings connected them.

“Like his predecessor,” Sachin offered, his voice thick.

She nodded, her heart in her throat and an array of emotions washing over her. She
tried to convince herself it was because of his concern for an animal she’d loved but she
knew that was only part of the reason she was close to crying. He was back and deep
down Paige knew that was all she’d ever really wanted. But she couldn’t take him toying
with her feelings again. There was no way she could let him beneath the shield she’d
built, the one that had finally allowed her to stop crying herself to sleep at night—the one
that would let her start to live again.

“Then it’s a fitting name for a fine horse,” he offered evenly.

Firecracker nudged her, urging her to move towards Sachin. The first Firecracker, an
equally black stallion with a similar wild streak, had always seemed to take to the
mysterious rogue, no matter how many times Sachin vanished for months on end,
chipping away at her hardened heart in the process. Its namesake seemed just as
enamored with Sachin.

Sachin hopped down from the fence and dusted off his backside. Oh God, how she

wanted to be the one touching him but it wasn’t to be. Paige had once thought Sachin
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might have feelings for her that extended beyond a roll in the hay. He couldn’t care about
her and vanish.

“Paige.” He put his hand out and stroked the top of Firecracker’s head. “Are you
going to talk to me or are you planning on giving me menacing stares the entire time I’'m
here?”

“And how long is it that you are here for, Sachin? 1’d like to know since I'm
planning on the latter of the two.” Annoyed with her behavior, Paige took hold of
Firecracker’s reins and tried to lead him from the exercise area. Sachin blocked her path
and the horse seemed bound and determined to stand his ground as well.

Men. They were all traitors and coconspirators.

Sachin laughed, as if he’d read her thoughts.

“How long do you want me here?” His sliver gaze slid over her slowly, heating her
body along the way.

Paige swallowed down the lump in her throat, fighting to maintain control. For some
reason, whenever Sachin was near, she responded to his very presence. No other man had
made her react so and she seriously doubted any ever would. It made it damn hard to get
over Sachin’s disappearing acts, his secrets and in the end his use of her, and move
forward but she was determined to do just that. Her heart wasn’t a toy and he’d played
with it enough. Besides, it was no longer just her that she had to worry about—she’d
moved on and another man’s happiness was now intertwined with hers. She had
questions for Sachin but they would have to wait until she could prepare herself to deal
with him.

“You should go,” she heard herself say, unsure where the courage to form the words
came from.

He ignored her.

“Sachin.”

Leaning down, he put his lips dangerously close to hers. Kissing him would be so

easy. He’d branded her with the taste of his kisses long ago, imprinting them on her. Her
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lips tingled with remembered pleasures. To give in to him would be so easy. A sweet
surrender.

He inched his fingers up her sides, partially under her shirt and Paige did the same to
him, needing skin-to-skin contact. Her body was starved for him and if she were forced to
admit it, so was she. Each press of his fingers into her flesh caused another torrent of
cream to form between her legs. Needing someone this bad wasn’t normal. She should be
furious at him for his betrayal and for so many other reasons but her mind was awash
with nothing but feelings of the moment.

“Paige!”

Sachin stiffened at the sound of the male voice. Last he knew Paige and Sarah lived
alone on the ranch, rehabilitating horses. They’d stopped taking in troubled teens several
years back. The only hired hand they’d had was a young boy, around the age of fifteen or
sixteen. Surely not old enough to have a voice as deep as the one he’d just heard. He
waited for any sign from Paige as to who the man was but got his answer soon enough.

A tall man appeared from around the side of the barn, carrying a basket with him. He
wore a cowboy hat and looked to fit the part perfectly—a country boy—a human country
boy. Something Sachin could never be. He would forever be a warrior from another
realm.

He’d thought she was a passing thing, a phase he needed to go through on his path of
life. How wrong he’d been. She was so much more. An obsession. A gift the gods would
not grant him.

The man with the basket approached slowly, his eyes full of questions but his facial
expression agreeable. There was something familiar about the man but Sachin couldn’t
place him. “Who do we have here?”

Paige pushed her long auburn hair behind her ear and shuffled her feet, a sure sign

she was nervous. “Umm, Bailey, this is an old friend of mine, Sachin.”
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Bailey? He knew that name from somewhere. At some point Paige had mentioned it
to him. As if reading his mind, Paige glanced towards him. “Bailey is the sheriff here. He
helped me when | had those problems with vandals last year.”

| bet he did.

Sachin barely kept hold of his temper as he watched Bailey bend and plant a kiss on
the corner of Paige’s mouth. “Mmm, baby, | didn’t know you had company today or |
wouldn’t have—"

Baby?

“He just stopped by and is leaving.” She gave Sachin a daring look.

“Nonsense, | brought enough food for an army. You know how my momma is. She
heard | wanted to bring lunch out to you and she insisted on coming over to my house to
prepare it.” Bailey laughed and the sound grated on Sachin’s nerves. “She kept mumbling
something about how bad my cooking is.” Bailey glanced at Sachin. “Care to join us for
lunch?”

He’d much rather rip the man’s head from his shoulders but Sachin kept that bit to
himself and nodded. “Thank you. I’d be honored.”

Paige gawked at him, her mouth open wide. “What?”

Sachin grinned. “The man made me an offer | could not refuse.”

Her gaze shifted towards the main house and Sachin wondered what it was Paige
was concerned about. He put his hand out. “Here, | can take that basket to the house.”

“No,” Paige said quickly. She took a moment, adjusting her shirt and rubbing her
palms on her thighs before locking gazes with him. “I’ll get it, Sachin. Really. Sarah’s
resting and | don’t want to wake her.”

Interrogating prisoners was one of Sachin’s specialties. He had a sixth sense for a lie.
His skills were not needed to know Paige wished desperately to keep him from the main
house. But why? He’d never harmed her, at least not physically.

Mayhap | have twisted her heart and her trust of me by rushing off in the night.

He knew Paige had led a hard life, one that left her first being fostered by the woman

who had owned the ranch and then eventually adopted by her. Trust was something she
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didn’t offer freely and a part of him knew she might not be willing to accept him back
into her life. No amount of foresight helped to ease the pain of seeing her in another
man’s arms.

Bailey gave her a little swat on the backside and Sachin was reminded of seeing
Lazar with the whore several days prior. His thoughts shifted and images of Paige
surrendering herself to Bailey plagued him. Hot rage tore through him and he made a
move to go at Bailey.

Oh God, Sachin’s going to kill him. It will be bad enough if Sarah wakes and
realizes he’s here. She’ll tie me down and force me to marry him. Just keep him away
from the house and away from Bailey, then everything should be fine.

Hearing Paige’s thoughts in his head made Sachin stop dead in his tracks. He stared
at her long and hard, sure it had been a play of the mind. A trick of some sort. Tipping his
head, he waited to hear more but none came.

Paige handed the basket to Bailey. “Will you take this up? I’ll be there in just a
second. | want to get Firecracker Redux back to the stables. Sachin can help me.”

Bailey cast a worried glance in Sachin’s direction before reluctantly taking the
basket from Paige’s outstretched hand. “Sure thing.” He bent and kissed her again, taking
his life into his own hands.

Sachin fought the urge to kill the man and remained motionless. Once Bailey was far
from view, Paige turned to Sachin, her expression anything but kind. “You lay one hand
on him and | will skin you alive. Understand?”

He bit back a laugh. He’d been privy to many skinning alives and knew Paige lacked
the knowledge or the stomach for the act but her threat was admirable. “Yes. |
understand.”

“Good.” She walked towards the horse. “Now, help me lead him back to the stables.”

He fell into step next to her. They made their way into the back stables and he
assisted in corralling the horse. When he looked, he found Paige sliding the barn door
shut and then focusing on him.

“Why did you leave?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
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Because | had to.

“I did not come here to cause you pain, Paige.”

She lifted her chin. “Then why did you come? Why now after all of these months?”

Because | missed you.

“If you truly wish for me to leave,” he sighed, “I will.”

He thought for a minute she would say yes. She didn’t. Putting her hand to her
mouth, she stifled a tiny cry as her shoulders slumped. It broke his heart to see her weep
and before he knew it, he had Paige held tight to him, her face buried against his chest. It
felt good to hold her again. Too long had gone by without the feel of her.

Each sob cracked the hardness surrounding his heart. He hated knowing he’d done
this to her. He’d upset her. Planting a tiny kiss upon her head, he tried to will her to be
happy again, to forgive him.

Paige pushed on his chest and shook her head, wiping her tear-stained cheeks. “No. |
will not cry over you again. I’m done with that. I’m done with,” her gaze met his, “you. |
have to talk to you about something important. I have questions for you about what
happened the night we met. But not now. Not when Bailey is around.”

“I could remove him from the equation,” Sachin offered.

She stared up at him. “I agreed to marry him. He’s part of my life now, Sachin.”

A harder blow an enemy had never delivered. He tried to draw air in but found he
couldn’t. He staggered backwards, bumping into a wooden support beam. “You’re to be
married?”

“Yes.”

How could she move on without me? How could she give herself to another man?

Paige cleared her throat and forced her shoulders back, looking proud. “It wasn’t
easy, Sachin. It took me months to give up on you...on us. | have a life started now and
it’s a good one. | won’t let you waltz in, cause turmoil and then vanish.”

He blinked. She’d answered his unspoken questions. But how? Legends of old spoke

of the ability for mated pairs of his race to be able to communicate with nothing more
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than thoughts. Kabril never mentioned such a thing occurring with Rayna. It had to just
be a coincidence.

She took several steps away from him, adjusting herself along the way. “Where are
you staying?”

Close to you.

He regarded her with caution for she looked much like she was about to take flight.
As if that were even possible. “In the area. Why?”” he said coolly.

“Is there a number | can reach you at?” Her gaze drifted towards the barn door.
“Please don’t leave town until I’ve had a chance to—"

“You two coming?” Bailey asked, opening the door.

Paige forced a smile to her face. “I am. Sachin just remembered he has another
appointment. He won’t be able to join us for lunch. Maybe another time.”

Allowing her to think he’d leave for now was best. He nodded and left Paige in the
stables with Bailey. The minute Sachin was around the side of the structure he removed
his clothing quickly and shoved it behind a barrel. A sharp pinching, followed closely by
a feeling of freedom swept over him as he shifted forms, into that of a hawk. He selected
the smallest size he could, which was still considerably bigger than the hawks that
frequented the human realm. He took flight and circled the stables, watching as Paige and
Bailey emerged from within. He hovered high in the air, ever mindful of where they were

and what they were doing.

* Xk *

Paige tried and failed to shake the feeling she was being watched. She sat on the
deck of the main house, picking at the food Bailey’s mother had prepared.

“You feeling all right?” Bailey asked.

“I’m fine. Why?”

“You’ve hardly said more than a few words and | don’t think you’ve heard a word
I’ve said.”

She set her fork down. “I heard you.”
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He gave her an amused look. “Oh, really? Then where did | suggest we take our
honeymoon?”

She gulped. Okay, maybe she hadn’t been listening to him. “Someplace romantic?”
she asked, hopeful she could skate on such a thin answer.

Bailey snickered. “If your feet are getting cold, I could warm them for you.” The
innuendo wasn’t lost on her. “I have to get back to work but later tonight I could warm
you up real nice.”

“Tonight is date night.” She winked. “You’re not trying to get out of having to take
me out on the town, are you?”

A mock gasp came from him. “I would never.”

“Right.”

He blushed. “Didn’t hurt to try to get out of dancing, right?”

“No.” She giggled. “I guess it didn’t, but you’re still meeting me for date night. Like
it or not. And, Bailey, what if we waited a little while to get married.”

He began to toy with his paper plate. “Are you telling me you want out of this?”

“No, I’m just trying to avoid rushing into anything. I’d like some more time.”

“If it’s time you need, Paige, it’s time you’ll have.” He kissed the back of her hand.
“l want you to be happy.”

She wanted to be happy too but Paige knew Bailey wasn’t the man who could make
that happen. It pained her to know in the end he would be hurt if she dared to give in to
the pull Sachin seemed to have over her.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

She took his hand and rubbed it over her cheek. “You’re a good man, Bailey. Too
good for me.”

Bailey slid around to her side of the table and pressed his lips to her cheek. The feel
of him so close normally made her crave his affection. Not now. No, now she couldn’t
resist glancing towards an oversized oak tree that sat near the deck. Something was
watching her, or someone.

Sachin.
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If what she suspected was true, he very well could be near and she would be none the
wiser. Paige held tight to her emotions, unwilling to let on about her fears and suspicions.
Bailey would never understand. He’d think she was crazy and he could try to harm the
people she cared most about.

Bailey leaned in, his mouth greeting hers. He wasn’t the man she wanted to spend
her life with but he was the only one who was reliable. The next best thing. She gave in
and pressed her lips to his. Closing her eyes, Paige opened her mouth as Bailey swept his
tongue in. He moaned and she tipped her head.

He inched closer and Paige squirmed, adjusting to get comfortable.

The sound of a bird screeching jarred her from their kiss just in time for a massive
amount of bird poop to land on Bailey’s head.

“Ahh.” He shot up and off the blanket, his eyes to the sky. “What the hell?”

Paige grabbed a handful of napkins and lifted them. “Here.” She looked up, positive
she was not only being watched but that whatever was there, was now very pleased with
itself. “That must have been some bird.”

Bailey finished wiping himself and tossed the napkins aside. “I think | pissed off the
bird people.”

She froze. “W-what?”

He laughed. “You know, the bird people. I’m sure you’ve heard the townspeople go
on and on about the legends surrounding the area.”

She wasn’t born and bred there, but rather an outsider who tried to stay out of the
mix. “No. What rumors?”

“That half men, half birds guard this area, watching over it and protecting it from
evil.” He gave a lighthearted snort. “And shitting on the local sheriff.”

Paige paled, her heart pounding. Flashes of a man with wings filled her mind. They
mixed with images of her mother and her mother’s boyfriend. She covered her mouth as
scenes from that horrible night crashed into her mind, making her remember things better
left forgotten. She could vaguely remember Sachin being there. He’d helped her to safety,

that much she remembered. Small glimpses of him descending from the night sky, long
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brown wings extended before curling into him and disappearing, filled her mind. Paige
shook her head.

It’s not true. It can’t be. I’ve lost my mind. That’s it. I’m going crazy.

But what if she wasn’t? She had to know. Could the legends be true, and if they
were, was Sachin one of these half men, half birds? If he was, the repercussions would be
massive, affecting not only her but the person she loved most in this world. She fumbled
through the basket and found wet wipes. She held the package out to Bailey who took
two. “Tell me more about the local legends.”

Bailey sat and proceeded to finish cleaning himself. “I can’t believe Sarah hasn’t told
you all about them. Her father was a big believer.” He pointed towards the mountains.
“He used to tell everyone they came from up there. That they flew over his ranch often
and that they were warriors of good. Hell, I even remember stories about her father going
down on his knees, in the middle of his field to give thanks to them for protecting his
baby girl.”

Paige let out a nervous chuckle. “And what do you think? Do you believe men can
change into birds?”

Bailey’s cell phone rang, interrupting their talk. He groaned as he glanced at the
caller ID. “It’s the station. | have to take this.”

“l understand.” And she did. More than she wanted to. She didn’t need Bailey to
confirm what she was fast suspecting to be true. Sachin was no mere mortal man. Any
doubts she had could be addressed by looking no further than her home.

Glancing up, she spotted an oversized hawk perched on a branch near the edge of the
house. She tilted her head and lifted a hand to shield her face from direct sun. A familiar
set of silver eyes stared back at her from the high branch. Air swooshed out of her lungs
as she clutched the side of the table. Every suspicion she’d ever had about Sachin rushed
over her.

“No.”

The bird nodded its head as if answering her.

She shook so hard the table moved. “I’m officially insane.”
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No. You are not.
“Sachin?” she asked, staring up at the bird, sure she’d heard Sachin’s voice in her
head.
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Chapter Four

Paige leaned against the jukebox. The hairs on the back of her neck rose and she
twisted enough to see across the crowded bar. A set of silver eyes stared back at her. The
feel of his caresses only hours before left Paige drawing in a deep breath, trying to calm
her nerves. He was too much. Too intense, and the way he watched her like she was a
meal to be feasted upon nearly did her in.

She scanned the bar for signs of Bailey. He still wasn’t there. She was foolish for
thinking she could lead a normal life with Sachin’s return.

In the back of her mind she’d known Sachin would come for her, that he wasn’t a
man to take no for an answer. For some reason Paige had thought she might be able to
convince him to go, to just let her live in peace.

There is no peace from our kind of bond, ta’konima.

Reaching up, she tried to block his voice from intruding in her mind. It was official,
she was going insane, imagining the man she loved speaking in her head.

I too denied my ability to hear you, he said, his mouth never moving. | was wrong.
So are you.

Paige swallowed hard and rubbed her arms. This isn’t happening. It’s not real. I’'m
having another nightmare.

Sachin shook his head. No. This is not a nightmare, Paige.

“Sachin?” A soft moan came out as she tried and failed to deny he was
communicating with her telepathically.

You should rejoice. A bad-boy grin spread over his face. It means you are indeed
sane.

Yes. She shivered. But what does that mean you are, Sachin, because | don’t think

you’re human.
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There was a slip in his step but he recovered quickly, walking towards her. The
crowd seemed to part as if by magik, allowing him to pass through them untouched.

Great. He’s not only more than a man, he’s some kind of god.

I’m no god, ta’konima.

Says you.

A rich, deep laugh echoed in her head, signaling he was in control of the situation,
not her.

As it should be.

She leveled her gaze on him, allowing it to harden. “No more,” she mouthed.

Not enough, ta’konima. You are mine and I will not stand idly by and allow you to
marry another. You will pick me.

“Or else?” she asked, her voice low.

There is no or else, Paige. You will pick me. | merely stated a fact.

She rolled her eyes and a smile curved her mouth. He came to a stop in front of her.

Paige knew she should be afraid of him on some level but she wasn’t. She’d never
trusted anyone more in her life. “Fancy meeting you here.”

He winked. “I was in the neighborhood.”

“Just flyin® through?” she asked, the need to make light of what she’d suspected
surfacing.

Sachin put his large hands on her hips and they nearly touched around her waist. He
gave a gentle squeeze before jerking her against the expanse of his chest. Air whooshed
from her lungs and he laughed, clearly amused by his actions. “My apologies. There are
times | forget my own strength.”

“Yeah, right,” she teased.

The music changed, the beat slowing. Sachin swayed their bodies to the rhythm. He
ground his pelvis against her and she hissed at the feel of his erection, thick, long and
even bigger than she remembered. She should push him away. She was with Bailey now.

Instead, she clung tighter to him. It made no sense, but nothing about Sachin ever did.
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Paige wasn’t sure how long they danced, their bodies pressed close together. Sachin
led her from the dance floor, towards the front door. He pushed it open with ease and the
cool night air bit at her skin. With as hot as he made her feel, the air was much needed.

Sachin dragged her around the corner of the bar and pressed her against the exterior
wall. It was cold and her body felt feverish in comparison. She grunted and grabbed hold
of his shirt collar. Her breath quickened as he bent, devouring her mouth. This was wrong
but felt right for so many reasons. Stopping wasn’t an option. It didn’t matter that they
were in public and anyone could walk past and see. That only added to the thrill.

With some careful maneuvering, Sachin had her lifted off the ground with her legs
wrapped around his waist in record time. The hard press of his cock reminded Paige what
was at stake. To give in to him again could be her undoing. She barely survived him
leaving before. She wouldn’t make it if he did it again.

I won’t leave you, ta’konima.

He surged forward, rubbing himself against her mound. A moan escaped her lips and
Paige knew the man before her held her captive with desire.

Sachin inched his tongue around her mouth. His hand dipped into her blouse and he
cupped a breast, kneading it with one hand while he yanked her miniskirt up with the
other.

“You are not wearing panties,” he said, breaking their kiss momentarily.

“l know.”

He stiffened. “Did you plan on being with your sheriff tonight, Paige?” The malice
in his voice was evident.

A piece of her wanted to lie and tell him that she did intend to be with someone else
just to spite him, but she couldn’t. Truth be told, deep down she knew it was Sachin she’d
be with.

He didn’t wait for her answer. He shoved his body hard against hers as he lifted her
skirt above her hips. A feral smile eased over his mouth but he continued to kiss her. He

ran a finger along her cleft and dipped it into her pussy.
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Tipping her head back, Paige felt her body contract around his finger. She knew she
was wet, drenched even. He made her this way. He added a second finger and ripped at
her blouse. Buttons popped off and then he broke her bra open. An excited cry echoed in
the air around them and it took Paige a second to realize she was the one who made the
noise.

She shoved her hands down, going straight for the front of his pants. Sachin
chuckled into her mouth, his kisses so erotic they pushed her near her peak. Liquid
warmth oozed from her.

Freeing his cock, she bit at his lower lip and he growled, making her tingle. She
stroked his velvety-smooth shaft. There were so many things she needed to talk about
with him but nothing seemed important enough to stop the carnal passion flaring between
them.

He lifted her higher and speared her on the end of his cock. She cried out, digging
her fingernails into his shoulders. He thrusts were long and deep. His lower abdomen
rubbed against her clit just right, sending waves of pleasure through her. Her inner thighs
tightened and Paige knew she was on the verge of coming.

Clenching her teeth, she rode him hard and fast. His movements were strong and
powerful, pushing her into the wall to the point she thought for sure something would
break.

Her climax struck and she writhed against him, holding him tight. “S-Sachin.”

The sound of his name falling from Paige’s lips was heaven. Sachin put his palms
against the building and fucked her with all he had. She took everything he offered,
crying out again as another orgasm went through her. The walls of her pussy grasped his
cock, pulling him nearer to finishing. Sachin bit at his inner cheek, grounding himself,
needing to prolong the pleasure as much as possible.

The scent of her arousal drove him mad. He barely kept hold of his pending shift,

channeling the energy instead into pumping in and out of Paige. Animalistic grunts and
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growls came from them and Sachin could smell blood. He knew Paige had scratched him
open and he was proud of his mate’s fierceness.

Reaching down, he used his fingers to massage her clit. She screamed his name and
slammed her head back into the wall repeatedly. It was then Sachin was sure he’d passed
on his immortal strength and healing to her. A human would have damaged themselves.
Paige was unharmed.

“Ohmygod,” she panted. “There. There.”

“Tell me what you want.” His voice was harsh but it was only due to his strain to
keep from coming.

“l want you.” Her brown gaze locked on him. “Only you.”

Her slit held firm to him, seeming to pull him back into her womb, hungry for his
seed. Sachin’s balls tightened and he let out a battle cry as he allowed his release to
finally come to fruition.

Paige swiveled her hips on him and clenched her pussy, milking his cock thoroughly.
She smiled, her cheeks flushed and her eyes lust filled. “Mmm, that was...nice.”

“Nice?” He arched a brow in question.

She giggled and planted a chaste kiss on his lips. “Perfect?”

He shook his head, wanting more from her.

“The best I’ve ever had?”

Sachin grinned. “Getting closer.”

She wiggled, their combined juices leaked from their joined bodies. “Tell me what
you want to hear.”

“That you love me,” he confessed.

Her lips met his and the kiss caused him to harden once more. When she drew back,
her gaze was dark. “Sachin, I’ve loved you from the day | met you. It’s you who doesn’t
love me.”

He rooted himself deep within her and cupped her neck with one hand. “Do not
presume to know how I feel, Paige. | confessed my feelings for you when we first joined

all those months ago.”
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She appeared puzzled. “No, you didn’t.”

Tugging on her jaw with his thumb, Sachin forced her mouth open and slid his
tongue around it. “Mmm, yes, | did. I called you ta’konima... It means, my love.”

She bit his tongue, staying just this side of painful. It drove him onward, making him
burn with a need to find bliss in her again. She was his ball of flames. Wild. Untamed.
His Firecracker.

Spearing into her, Sachin lost control, taking her harder than he should have.
Stopping himself wasn’t an option and Paige countered each movement with grace. She
held onto him, kissing his mouth, neck, shoulder—whatever she could. His mind numbed
to all but the feel of her cunt around his shaft. Another orgasm crashed through him just
as Paige hit the brink as well. She trembled against him, kissing him softly as she cried in
his arms.

Fearful he’d harmed her, Sachin withdrew. “Paige?”

“I'm fine.” She cried harder. “I just can’t believe you’re really here. That you’re
back. | keep thinking I’ll close my eyes and you’ll be gone.” She stared at him. “That
you’ll simply fly away.”

Fly.

The word had been dropped more than once since his return. He wondered how
much Paige really knew about him. Did she regain her memories of the night her mother
died? Did she remember seeing him toss the enemy into a tree without remorse and with
superhuman strength? Did she view him as a monster?

Paige shook her head and caressed his lower lip with her finger. “Not a monster,
Sachin. And no, my memory of that night is still broken. | remember bits and pieces but
you’ve helped me connect the dots.” She exhaled and put her forehead to his chest. “You
saved my life. You protected me.”

“l was too late to save your mother. I’m sorry. | should have been faster. | should
have...”

“Shhh.” She put the tips of her fingers to his mouth. “You saved me. Why?”
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He opened his mouth to answer her and was interrupted when someone cleared their
throat. He sniffed the air and recognized the sheriff’s scent. Sachin locked gazes with
Paige. “I’m sorry. This was not how | wanted things to end between you and your...” he
almost said human but refrained, “...sheriff. But trust me when | say it will end.”

“What?” Paige’s eyes widened as she glanced over the top of Sachin’s shoulder. She
drew in a sharp breath and pushed at him, trying to get down. “Oh, God. I... Bailey. This
isn’t... Bailey.”

Sachin refused to let Paige down. He kept her pinned to the wall already knowing the
sheriff had seen them in the act of coupling. There was no shame in taking one’s mate. It
mattered not that the sheriff had asked Paige to marry him. She was his and he would not
share.

“Sachin, let me down.”

“He will not forgive you for this,” he whispered. “Let him walk away, Paige.”

“No. | have to talk to him. | have to make this right.” She covered her mouth with
her hand. “I cheated on him. Why?” She smacked Sachin across the face.

Ignoring the sting, Sachin stared down at her. “You can blame me if you wish but the
truth is, we were created for one another, Paige. Your body recognizes mine and craves
mine as mine does yours.”

Paige looked past him. “Sachin, he’s gone. Bailey’s gone and | didn’t get to talk to
him.”

Content, he set her down. She kicked him in the shin. Much to his surprise, it hurt.
He blinked. “Paige?”

She kicked him again, this time in the knee and he staggered. He barely managed to
get his cock back into his pants before Paige was trying to do it again. He caught her leg
and held it gently.

“No more.”

“You,” she growled, “are an overbearing, bossy, know-it-all jerk!”

He grinned. “Thank you.”
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A few rather well-placed slaps later and Paige seemed to be under control. She
smoothed her hair back and cast him an uneasy look. “You should have let me talk to
him.”

“And you shouldn’t have agreed to be with another man,” he said without remorse.
She baulked. “What? Was | supposed to wait around forever, hoping you’d show up,
when you vanished without a trace?”

He hadn’t really thought of it like that but even so, yes. He flashed a wicked smile at
her, knowing it would set her temper off again. “Yes. You were.”

“000.” She stomped on his foot. “You...you...horse’s ass!”

He snickered.

When she didn’t laugh but rather looked to be on the verge of tears, he sobered.
“Paige.”

A lone tear fell down her cheek. “You stripped me of my innocence and you left me,
alone, thinking 1I’d done something wrong. That 1’d somehow displeased you.” She ran a
hand through her thick hair and stared upwards at the night sky. “Why, Sachin?”

He took hold of her arms and tried to coax her into wrapping them around his waist.
She resisted. “Ta’konima, you’ve never displeased me. You were too much for me. Too
glorious to be with that I couldn’t hide it anymore.”

Confused, Paige looked at him, needing answers to old questions. “Couldn’t hide
what?”

“What | am.”

“And, what exactly are you?” she asked, her voice as shaky as her legs felt.

“More than a man, Paige, but | believe you know this to be true. I think,” he pressed
his palm to her chest, “your heart told you so long ago.”

He was right but that was beside the point. She needed to hear from his lips what he
was. “Sachin, please.”

“Not now. Soon. | promise.”
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A sinking feeling centered in the pit of her stomach. She gave up everything she’d
worked so hard to build with Bailey for Sachin to continue with his same old game. What
was she thinking?

She pressed against him. “I have to go. | need space. Time to think.”

His lips formed a thin line. “Time to go to him?”

“He deserves an explanation.”

“And what will you tell him? Will you tell him that you offered yourself to me,
practically begging me to take your innocence? That the minute | came back into your
life, you surrendered to me, allowing me to fuck you against a wall, in public for all to
see?”

“I wish you would have stayed gone!” Beyond hurt by Sachin’s words, Paige blinked
back tears and shoved him as hard as she could. She suspected he moved back on his own
because she was nowhere near strong enough to move him.

She walked away as fast as her heels would take her, refusing to look at him.
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Chapter Five

Paige went to the door thinking the knocking in the middle of the night was from
Sachin. When she opened it to find Bailey standing there, her heart sank. He looked tired,
his eyes were red and his hair was a mess.

“Can | come in?”

Sarah was a light sleeper and Paige didn’t want to wake her. She grabbed a blanket
from the edge of the chair and wrapped it around herself like a shawl. “I’ll come out.”

Bailey stepped back, letting her pass.

The cold porch stung her bare feet. “I tried to call you.”

“l know. | wasn’t ready to talk just yet.”

She eyed him closely. “But you are now?”

Nodding, he sat on the railing of the porch. “How much do you know about this guy,
Paige?”

Fear slammed through her. “Why? Did something happen to him?”

“l didn’t shoot him if that’s what you’re asking. | thought about it.” Bailey let out a
low whistle. “A lot. But, I didn’t. I also didn’t find any records of him existing.”

“You ran a check on him?” she asked, unable to believe her ears.

Bailey shrugged nonchalantly. “Someone has to watch out for you, Paige.” He
appeared nervous. “There is something | found though, some talk around town, involving
your mysterious lover,” he said the word with venom. “He’s been seen in the area before,
around the time of your mother’s death.”

She grabbed hold of the edge of the railing to keep from falling as Bailey’s unvoiced
accusations struck her head-on. “Sachin had nothing to do with Hank murdering my
mother.”

“But did he have something to do with Hank’s death?”
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She wanted to lie eloquently but Bailey knew her too well. She kept her eyes cast
downward. “No.”

“Paige, you can tell me. Was it self-defense?”

She couldn’t answer him. To do so would lead to too many questions for Sachin, and
Paige knew he couldn’t answer them. Not to Bailey’s satisfaction.

He grabbed her wrist. “Talk to me. I deserve an answer.”

“Are we still talking about the same question?” she asked, jerking her wrist free from
his grasp. “I never meant to hurt you, Bailey.”

“But you did.”

“Paige?” Sachin stepped forth from the shadows.

Bailey’s hand went to his sidearm and Paige’s eyes widened. Sachin appeared
amused by it all. He waved a hand in the air. “You will leave here and never remember
meeting me. You will move on from Paige, find someone else to care for and be happy
she has found her soul mate.”

Paige stared between the two men and then burst into a fit of laughter. She clutched
her stomach. “Oh, no way will that ever work.”

Bailey walked past her, looking dazed. He headed straight for his car and never
glanced back.

She turned to face Sachin with her mouth wide. He pressed her jaw shut and laughed.
“I am a man of many talents, wife.”

“Wife?” She rubbed her temples. “You’re also a man who has a lot of explaining to
do.”

“1d like to show you something first.” Yanking his shirt over his head, he took her
breath away.

“Sachin, I’ve seen all of you already. It’s what got me into trouble to start with.”

“Close your eyes.”

She obeyed and heard a flapping noise.

“Open them.”
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A wave of dizziness swept through Paige as she stared at the man she loved, his
wings spread wide. “You’re a...oh my,” she said before swaying.

Sachin was suddenly there, pulling her to his chest. “Are you well?”

“You’re a bird man.” Paige tried to think of something profound to offer but came up
empty. “Whoa.”

Sachin’s nervous chuckle seemed to set her at ease but she wasn’t sure why. It did
remind her of the man she’d come to love, helping to tone down the very real fact that he
was more than met the eye.

She reached out to touch one of his wings but stopped just shy of making contact.
“Will I hurt you?”

His silver gaze lit with amusement. “No, but you will run the risk of making me want
to be buried deep within you.” He licked his lower lip. “When a Buteos Regalis male has
his wings caressed by his female...his mate...they tell me it is extremely erotic. | would
not know—yet.”

Paige jerked her hand back and Sachin laughed long and loud. “What? 1’ve seen how
insatiable you are when not getting your wings stroked.” She blushed. “That sounded
dirty, didn’t it?”

He stiffened and stared up at the night sky. “Paige,” his voice was low, “go into the
house and do not come out, regardless what you hear.”

Fear slammed through her. “What’s wrong?” She looked up too, trying to see
whatever threat he obviously did but found none.

“Go!” Sachin shoved her towards the door. “I did not think | would be followed. If
they find you, they will use you against me and...”

He didn’t need to finish his sentence. Paige understood that whatever Sachin was
afraid of would not be something she’d want to tangle with. Nodding, she turned and

rushed into the house. She glanced back to find Sachin gone.

Sachin took flight, the smell of his enemies surrounding him. He knew there was a

risk of drawing attention to the farm by frequenting it but he’d been doing it for so many
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years he’d grown careless. He’d been foolish to believe he could actually leave the war
behind and take leave.

The battle cry of the Falcos filled the night air and Sachin cursed himself for being
unarmed. A flash of silver reflected in the moonlight as one of his enemies dove at him,
their blade extended before them. He dodged the strike, only just.

Another Falco attacked, this one from his right. Sachin struck out, slamming his fist
into the man’s face. Yet another came at him and soon Sachin found himself grossly
outnumbered and unarmed.

He locked gazes with a man he’d met in battle before. He was a general for the
Falcos and notorious for his cruelty to the women of Sachin’s race. The idea of the
bastard getting to Paige in any way gave Sachin the boost he needed to fight on.

Something sharp pierced his side and he glanced down to find the end of a sword
stuck straight through him. Time seemed to slow as the sounds of gunfire surrounded
him. The enemy lurched back, one by one, and Sachin cupped his side, cutting his hands
on the blade as he tumbled towards the ground. He struck the ground hard, driving the
sword through his body more, impaling himself fully.

Paige screamed and appeared above him with a rifle in her hand. Sarah was there as
well, equally as armed. Sarah touched Paige’s shoulder. “Calm yourself or you’re of no
use to him. We can handle this.”

Sachin reached for Sarah. “Not...safe. If they find...either of you...they’ll...”

Sarah gave him a stern, mothering look. “If I shot you in the head, could you get up
and attack me?”

Puzzled, he shook his head. A wound such as that to the head would be fatal even for
a shifter such as himself. “No.”

She grinned. “Then rest assured, boy, they won’t be bothering us again. When my
girl and I aim, we aim to Kill, not to maim. What’s the sense of that? Now, let’s get you
onto your side. Paige, get my medical bag.”
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Paige ran off towards the house and Sarah touched Sachin’s cheek tenderly. “We’ll
get you fixed up and then you’ll take her far from here. You’ll take her home with you
and start a family.”

He did a long blink for his acknowledgement, liking her plan for their future.

Sarah tipped her head. “And you’ll be sure to bring her and any grandbabies | get
from the two of you to visit me often. Understood?”

He laughed and instantly regretted it as pain shot through him. “Yes, ma’am.” As he

stared up at Sarah, he knew everything would indeed be all right.
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Epilogue

Sachin wrapped his arms around his wife and held her close to him. It was hard to
believe even after close to a year together that she was well and truly his. Her stomach
was swollen with a life their love had created. She was due soon, at least according to the
healers. He hoped to have a son or sons as was the case with Kabril. The king’s triplets
were pushing one and kept him on his toes. Each time Paige and Sachin saw the boys,
they found themselves both excited and nervous about the coming birth of their child.

Often Kabril was left exhausted and Sachin wondered if he had the energy to deal
with any little ones, let alone three. Still, the idea that his love for Paige had resulted in
something so precious and sacred to his people made any doubts he had ease away.

Paige put her hands over his and leaned against him. “I still can’t get over how
beautiful it is here.”

She’d lived among his people, in his realm, for almost a year and hearing she still
found beauty in it pleased him deeply. It had been difficult for her to get used to the loss
of certain things she’d enjoyed greatly on Earth but she’d found other things to occupy
her time. Paige was prized among his people for her healing skills with not only their
animals but their shifted forms as well. She spent afternoons aiding the castle healers.

She twisted in his arms, her stomach forcing him back slightly. Wisely, he didn’t
comment on it but rather cupped her face and planted a kiss upon her lips. “I have to
leave with Lazar soon. Promise to stay out of trouble while I’m gone.”

She smiled. “Have | thanked you yet for offering to bring Sarah here for the birth of
our baby?”

“Yes, but,” he wagged his brows, “I can think of other things you can do to show
how grateful you are.”

Paige gave him a light shove and laughed. “I can’t see my toes. We aren’t doing

anything.”
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“Nothing?” He stuck out his bottom lip.

She cast a scolding look in his direction. “You’re insatiable.”

“I know,” he said proudly. “You wouldn’t have me any other way.”

“You’re right but...” Paige bent quickly, grabbing her stomach and crying out in
pain.

Sachin caught hold of her arms. “Paige?”

“Baby. Now.”

“What? No. Not now. We’re not ready yet. | haven’t finished assembling the nursery
and Sarah is not here yet. And...”

Seizing hold of his hand, Paige clawed it as she glared up at him. “Sachin!”

He took a deep breath but it did nothing to calm him. “Yes?”

“It’s time. Get Rayna.”

“But...”

She looked down as water gushed down her inner thighs. Sachin blinked, staring at
his wife and knowing she was in pain. He took a tiny step back and the room began to

spin.

“Sachin.”

Sachin lifted his head and stared around, unsure how it was he came to be in the
hallway. Kabril stood over him with a mug of ale in his hand. “What happened?”

Kabril grinned. *“Your wife went into labor and you, my trusted advisor and head of
my guards, passed out cold.”

Sachin pushed to his feet and rushed his chamber-room door. His heart felt as if it
were lodged in his throat as he entered the room. Rayna backed away from the edge of
the bed and Paige came into view. Her cheeks were rosy and her auburn hair was tousled.
In her arms lay two tiny bundles. They were motionless and silent. Panic welled in him

and his gaze snapped to Rayna. “They’re well?”
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She winked. “They’re fine. Mommy is a bit tired though.”

He went to Paige’s side and bent, kissing the top of her head. He stared down at the
babies. “My sons are so tiny.”

Paige snorted. “Uh, you try squeezing them out, and for your information, we have
daughters.”

Daughters? He leaned forward and uncovered the child on the right. Sure enough, it
lacked the equipment necessary to be his son. The temperature of the room seemed to
spike and he locked gazes with his wife. “We have baby girls?”

She bit her lower lip and nodded. It was clear to see she was trying not to laugh at
him. “I can’t wait until they’re old enough to date. | want to see the look on their faces
when you...”

“Date?” Sachin swayed, suddenly feeling sick to his stomach. “No. It will not
happen. Absolutely, positively not.”

Rayna laughed. “You win.”

A sly smile spread over Paige’s face. “Do | know my man or what?” She glanced at
Sachin. “Honey, if you feel faint you should...”

The room seemed to spin and the next thing Sachin knew, Kabril was by his side,
laughing from the gut.
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When a nosy reporter reunites with a werewolf in tycoon’s clothing, sparks fly and
passions ignite. The burning question is who’s taming who?

The Wolf’s Heart
© 2007 Jenna Leigh

Investigative Reporter Elaine Westerbrook is determined to find the answers to the
questions that haunt her. Plagued all her life by dreams of creatures that can’t possibly
exist, she’ll do anything to get the information she needs, up to and including reigniting a
fire with the deliciously mysterious Marcus Bei—a fire she thought extinguished long
ago.

Marcus Bei fought tooth and claw to be an Alpha in the corporate world but it’s
nothing compared to being Alpha of his pack. It’s lonely at the top as the Lupin of the
Arizona werewolf pack, but that’s the price he’ll pay to keep his pack safe from his father
and others like him. So when childhood sweetheart Elaine walks back into his life, his
first instinct is to shove her right back out again. But Marcus can’t find the strength to
push away the very thing his other half has been waiting for so long—his mate.

Together, Marcus and Elaine search for the truth and find out if they have a future in
spite of a past threatening to tear them apart. Will Elaine run when she discovers what

Marcus really is, or will she accept The Wolf’s Heart?

Enjoy the following excerpt for The Wolf’s Heart:

As they pulled up, he took in the exterior of her house. It was made of adobe, like a
lot of the homes in the area, not too big, not too small. Cozy and comfortable looking.
The small cactus garden out front showed she was ecologically conscious, not that he’d
ever doubted it. A gravel walk, neatly raked and free of weeds, led up to the small front
porch that contained a swing at one end and more deciduous plants clustered around the
door and the posts. All in all, it was warmly welcoming. The feeling lasted until they

reached the front porch where something caused his hackles to rise, literally.



He shoved the growl down, unwilling to show her his other side before he was sure
he could trust her with the truth. “What is that?”” He knew he snarled, but couldn’t help
himself. He was very aware that his driver, Mick, leaned against the hood of the limo
while he waited. Marcus knew this would go straight back to his people, embellished
with all the bells and whistles.

Lainie, alarmed by his thunderous expression whirled to see what he pointed at, and
laughed when she spied the object of his disdain. “Oh Marcus, it’s just Fluffy!”

Fluffy was a huge orange cat, and apparently he knew what Marcus was, because he
gave the man a smug smile when Lainie picked him up and cuddled him. “Hi there, baby.
How have you been?” she cooed while the cat purred and rubbed his head on her jaw.

Marcus showed the cat his teeth. This only served to make the cat purr louder and
mew at Lainie.

“Aw, he missed me. Isn’t he sweet? Do you want to pet him?”

“No!” He stepped back. “That is, I’m allergic to them. Does he have to come inside
with us?”

“Who said you get to come in?”” She smirked.

“I did. I never took you for a...” he barely repressed a shudder, “...cat person.”

“Think about it, they’re independent, they don’t whine constantly, you can leave
them alone all day and not come home to messes on the rug. They’re the perfect pet for
someone on the go.” Lainie put the cat in the swing and brushed stray hairs off her suit.
“Dogs are too needy, like babies.” She frowned and looked toward the driver who’d
snorted with suppressed laughter.

“Dogs are loyal,” Marcus informed her, rather, yes, he’d admit it, doggedly.

“So are cats, to a certain extent.”

“Ha! They aren’t loyal, they’re users.” Marcus curled his lip at the cat.

Lainie stepped into the crossfire, interrupting the staring contest. “Before you whip
out the pistols at dawn, let me clue you in, he isn’t mine.”

“Oh?” Marcus tried not to look too happy about that. He must have failed because

she laughed, a sweet, melodic sound that both soothed and aroused him.



“He’s the neighbor’s cat. She lets me borrow him at the end of the day for a little
cuddling time. He’s always happy to oblige me too. Aren’t you, Fluffy?” She leaned
down and gave the cat a kiss.

Marcus gagged. If she only knew what those animals got up to when they groomed
themselves, she wouldn’t be so quick to—. He broke off guiltily when he recalled that he
could actually do that too, in his other form. Not that he did, of course, never.

“Come on in.” She went to put the key in the lock and stopped when it opened under
her hand.

Marcus shoved her behind him so fast she didn’t even have time to blink. The porch
creaked and he knew Mick was there. He didn’t get those muscles from driving the limo;
he was one of Marcus’s bodyguards. Not that Marcus needed them, but he had to keep up
appearances. A show of strength kept the wolves at bay, in his case, literally.

“Mick?”

“Yeah, boss?” Mick’s tone was respectful, but not subservient. In the public eye,
they had to be careful. Nobody needed to know his employees would walk through fire
for him. Boss had been decided on, instead of my liege, my king or my lord. That would
attract too much notice, not a good thing for the fur wearers. PETA would never
understand.

“Go around back.” The driver immediately loped around the house, his speed just
shy of too fast. Marcus could smell Lainie’s anger and indignation without even looking
at her. “You stand right here until I tell you it’s safe,” he ordered before pushing the door
open with his foot.

“I will not.”

“Do it.” His tone made her straighten and open her mouth. He turned his head and
glared, cowing her into sullen submission.

She folded her arms and stepped over to the swing. “Fine, I’m sure Fluffy will
protect me.”

“Yeah, if someone runs out, throw the little fucker in his face.” With that, he entered
the house and instantly smelled the invader. A soft scraping noise alerted him to someone

else’s presence and he ran in the direction it had come from, hoping for a fight. It would



relieve the pressure. Anger wasn’t a good emotion for his kind; it caused all sorts of
physiological changes.

When he let his negative emotions, like anger and jealousy, gain control, he became
more wolf-like in both looks and nature. If he got his hands on the person responsible for
breaking into Lainie’s home, biting him would be only the beginning.

He careened around the corner, entering the tiny kitchen at full speed. He and the
chauffeur collided and crashed to the floor in a heap. “Goddamnit.” Marcus winced when
the full weight of the larger man pinned him to the floor.

“Sorry, boss.” Mick was still young and made mistakes. Luckily, Marcus forgave
easily. If his father had still been in power, that wouldn’t have been the case at all. The
old man liked to punish, and being a smart man, he had various torments he liked to
employ. The memory of howls and screams still echoed in Marcus’s head at night.

He refused to be that sort of Lupin. He didn’t think it made him better to have the
pack beaten into submission. He preferred to lead by example. It had worked for the past
five years. He had no reason to believe it wouldn’t continue to do so. “It’s fine, Mick.
He’s long gone anyway.” If he’d been paying attention before, he would have realized
that; some big bad wolf he turned out to be.

“Do | need to leave you two alone?” Lainie stood in the doorway with the cat in her
arms. “I think he’s gone. If he wasn’t before, you scared him away with all that noise you
made.”

Mick stood and pulled Marcus up so fast his feet left the floor. Like he said, young,
but the boy ate his damn veggies. He was strong as an ox. He looked like a choirboy,
with his light blond hair and blue eyes, but looks were deceiving because this “boy”
could and would tear you apart if ordered to.

“Yeah.” Marcus brushed off his suit, ignoring her comment. “I know.”

“I’'m calling the police.” Her voice quavered ever so slightly, belying the calm
expression on her face.

“I wouldn’t.” He put his hand out, but the hissing cat stopped him in mid-reach.

“Why?” Her question made him rack his brains for a logical reason.



“Because, | think I know who did it.” He was actually one hundred percent sure who
it was, or at least who ordered it.

“Who?”

Instead of answering her directly, he glared at the cat. “Put him out, will you? He
gives me the willies staring at me like that.”

“God, you’re such a goober.” But she put the cat outside, then folded her arms,
obviously waiting for his answer.

“How long have you been investigating Caulder?” He silenced Mick with a look.
The other man closed his mouth with an audible snap and waited.

“About a month or so, | guess.” She tapped her nails on her chin. “Are you saying he
did this?”

“l know he did it, or he had it done. This is probably only the beginning.”

“But, nothing was touched. It doesn’t look like anyone was even here. What if | just
left the door unlocked?” She was second-guessing herself; he knew it as well as she did.

“Lainie, please stop kidding yourself.” He put his hand up. “Why don’t we take a
look around and make sure everything is like it should be?”

“Fine.” She took a deep breath.

“Mick?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Watch the doors.” The other man got into position. “Lead the way, darlin’. 1 want
the grand tour.” His easy smile hid the churning emotions inside him. Possessiveness and
rage were at the forefront but all of these were coated in a haze of fear for her safety. He
didn’t like it, and neither did the wolf residing inside him. To feel it for a woman he’d
thought of as his own for so long made it even worse.

She walked ahead of him into her bedroom and her soft cry of distress had him
racing to find out what was wrong. He stopped in the doorway and stared at the
destruction. The mattress and bedding were off the frame, both ripped almost to shreds.
But what made the rage grow bright red was the fact that all her underthings had been

pulled out of the drawers and strewn about the room, some in pieces.



One pair of particularly sexy black thongs hung from the blade of the ceiling fan. He
sighed with regret. He’d have liked to see her in those. It wasn’t to be because they were
ripped and dangling by one strap. The fan, turned on when Lainie threw the switch, began
to whir. The underwear flew from their perch and landed on Marcus’s shoulder.

“Well, shit,” she began, embarrassment pinkening her cheeks. “Give me those. Did

you smell... That’s so gross. They are clean, you know.”



An immortal soldier defies the ancient Gods he serves and puts his existence and the
world at risk when he saves the life of the mortal woman he swore to kill.

Immortal Protector
© 2007 Ursula Bauer

Gideon Sinclair, an immortal, shape-shifting soldier, defies the ancient gods he
serves, risking his existence and the future of the mortal world, when he saves the life of
the woman he was sworn to kill: Dr. Megan Carter. For centuries he’s fought for justice
and balance in the eternal struggle between good and evil. Gideon challenges destiny and
the forces aligning against her, but when Meg becomes more than a mission, will he be
able to accept the healing love she offers or will their enemies and the demons of his past
be their undoing?

Meg’s accidental contact with an artifact sacred to the Goddess Isis thrusts her into
the midst of a centuries old battle between two rival gods, and makes her the target of a
crazed magician bent on unlocking the secrets of immortality. With nowhere to turn and
no one to trust, she puts her life in the hands of the lethal, enigmatic Gideon, and is drawn
into his dark world. She can’t resist the passionate desire he stirs, but will she pay the

ultimate price when she falls for a man who no longer has a heart?

Enjoy the following excerpt for Immortal Protector:

Meg was out of the car and moving, any thoughts of her own safety gone from her
mind. Gideon started to come round as she ran up her walk. The demon moved slower, as
if in pain. She trampled the pansies and pulled the sword from the marigolds. The
creature took note of her, snorted, and kept walking towards the immortal.

Gideon got to his knees, saw the demon coming down with a vicious swing, and
lurched to the side. He rolled into the spill and came up on his feet just in time to sidestep
another strike. This close Meg could see the other wounds. His shirt was sliced in a few

spots, and blood poured freely. His cheekbone was bruised, and he was favoring his right

leg.



The blade felt incredibly light in her hands. Her heart rammed hard against her ribs.
She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. But she managed. She put one foot in front of
the other, and reached him just before the demon.

“Run. Meg. Run,” he ground out between clenched teeth. He grabbed the sword from
her and lunged.

Meg stepped clear and started to back away as the two engaged in a series of traded
strikes. The demon pivoted on the last salvo, changed gears, and made a run towards her.
Before it could connect, Gideon leapt in between them, blade gripped with both hands,
poised up in a defensive position. The creature’s sword connected, and Gideon’s sword
severed the curved blade in two. A brilliant burst of light accompanied the sheering of
steel, and the demon lurched back with an ungodly hiss.

Gideon pressed his advantage, taking a series of offensive strikes that connected
more than they missed. He fought the creature back into the little house and disappeared
around the corner of the vestibule. Meg knew she should go back to the car, every part of
her sane mind told her to run away, but instead, she ran into the house, following her
immortal. She didn’t know the rules, didn’t know the physiology of an immortal, but
Gideon was a mess. She dearly hoped immortals couldn’t be killed. But if they couldn’t,
why would he have so many weapons?

She hit her living room and froze in her tracks. Red blood and yellow gore covered
her walls. Ash littered her furniture. What was left of it, at least. Her books were out of
the built-in shelves and scattered in piles. Everything remotely breakable was in pieces.
Even the floorboards fell victim. They were torn down to the joists in several spots.
Gideon and the creature fought in her kitchen. She moved fully into the room and saw
them as they traded blows. The demon had some kind of dagger now, but it was no match
for Gideon’s superior weapon.

Meg worried a creature like that would fight dirtier, have more tricks. And she
worried about Gideon. He was hurt, bad, and showing signs of fatigue. Meg swallowed
the panic threatening to consume her and walked into her kitchen. Her kitchen, her house,

her immortal soldier. He needed an advantage. He needed help. He needed her.



She was a mortal, but she wasn’t an idiot. However mythical the creature in her
kitchen, it still had the same rise and fall of the thoracic region, demonstrating it still had
to breathe. The first thing they taught in emergency responder class was to clear the
airway. No airway, everything else was a wash. The exposed nasal passage presented an
excellent point of entry. As calmly as she might grab a mug from the bakers rack near the
south facing window and pour herself morning coffee, she pulled the fire extinguisher
from the wall holder, moved into position, and opened up on the face of the demon.

The white foam shot out in a single stream and she angled it towards the wide nose
holes. It was sucking wind already from the fight and couldn’t stop from inhaling the
chemical antidote for fire. The foam was designed to expand on contact and that’s exactly
what it did. The demon’s features seized, it grabbed for its throat and lurched back,
coughing and choking. It banged into her stove and pushed it through the dry wall.
Gideon used the momentary diversion and drove his sword through its exposed flank. As
he pulled back his blade, a brilliant white light flared through the kitchen, its epicenter
the demon’s rapidly disintegrating body. Then, a second later, everything returned to
normal. All that remained was the destruction and a scattering of dark gray ash.

Gideon lowered his sword and it vanished. He staggered back hard into her
refrigerator, braced his hands on his knees and slid to the floor. He looked up at her, a
mixture of confusion, and something she couldn’t quite identify in his eyes. Then his
visage shifted. His lips formed a hard frown, and his burning coal black eyes pinned her
with an incendiary glare. “I told you to...wait...in...the...car.”

“Save the thanks.” She found herself finally able to breathe now that he was safe.
Now that they were safe. “I don’t know much about immortals, but I’m willing to bet you
could use a few Band-Aids right now. I’ll be right back with my med kit.”

* Xk *

Gideon wiped the sweat and blood from his forehead. His lungs burned from
breathing in all the ash and from the taxing battle. He couldn’t seem to get enough air. He
briefly considered moving and started to push up to a standing position, but his body

screamed in pain, so he decided instead to sit and wait for the doc. He was pissed at her



for risking her pretty little neck, and he was damned impressed that she’d wade into battle
with demons without a second thought. She was a red-headed Valkyrie, and a genius.
Spraying the Keeper in the face with the extinguisher gave Gideon the edge he’d
desperately needed to turn the battle. Even without the sword, the Keeper was an ass
kicker. Only one thing bothered him. The Keeper shouldn’t have died. Not from a flank
wound.

Gideon had skewered the thing to help immobilize it, choosing the sweet spot: the
nexus points of nerves that clustered on either flank of a demon. The thing’s hands
blocked the neck, preventing beheading, but a shot to the sweet spot would result in
momentary paralysis, giving him a chance to fell a killing blow. Except the strike
finished the thing as effectively as beheading. It made no sense. And things that made no
sense bothered him.

He heard Meg’s approach as she muttered curses to herself. She carried a little black
bag, like something a country doctor might have. She scowled at him and knelt by his
side.

“Take your jacket off, and your shirt.”

He smiled and shrugged out of his leathers. “What ever you say, Doc.”

“Don’t get too excited. This is a professional visit, not a social call.”

The T-shirt was shredded and useless to him, so he pulled the tatters from his body.
Meg might think this was a professional visit, but, judging by the way her pupils dilated
and she licked her lips with that delicate pink tongue, he’d bet she was enjoying the view
anyway. He felt a sharp stab of masculine pride. The doc liked him. He started grinning
like an idiot, even though he felt like hell. “I have a small kit in the jacket pocket. | heal
fast. That will help me heal faster if it’s applied to the wounds.”

Wordlessly, she grabbed the jacket, removed the small, hard-shelled kit and opened
it up. “Which one?”

“The cobalt-blue bottle.”

She opened it and sniffed, then wrinkled her nose. “It smells like raw sewage.
What’s it made of?”

“This and that.”



“Let’s start with some cleaning. We can use this later.” She sealed it up, opened her
own bag, and set up shop.

Gideon watched as she ripped the seal off a small plastic tray, dropped in several
gauze pads, and filled the tray with saline. Her movements were smooth, practiced,
economical. He found himself both dreading and longing for her touch.

“This may hurt.” Much to his disappointment, she donned a pair of latex gloves. “I
want to clean the wound on your head first.”

She repositioned, leaning over him so she could better assess the wound. It gave him
a spectacular view of her breasts and brought her body so close she ignited him with a
slow, dangerous flame. She touched his forehead lightly, and her lips formed a slight,
delectable pout. “The blood flow appears to have stopped. Amazing.”

If he straightened just a bit, moved an inch or so to the right, he could capture those
juicy lips and kiss away any frowns. “You have no idea.”

She changed gears and moved back on her heels so she could give his chest and
abdomen a better look. Her hand feathered across his bare skin and he shivered at her
touch.

The corners of her lips tilted up. “You’re ticklish?”

“What can | say, Doc. You have the touch.”

She colored slightly and turned away, keeping her eyes solidly focused on his naked
torso. He had to suppress the urge to grab her and roll her beneath him. He had a vivid
image of how she would look, how she would feel. He felt himself start to harden and
pushed away the tantalizing thoughts of her soft body, pliable and hot beneath his own.
She’d taste sweet as cotton candy, melt in the mouth sweet. He knew it. He craved it.
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All Korey O’Caha wants in his immortal life is to keep evil at bay, protect the
witches he was destined to teach and to bed as many women as possible. He doesn’t want
love but he didn’t plan on Gigi. Her very presence calls all he vowed sacred in life into
question. She quickly becomes his reason for existing but can she ever fully accept him
and who he is—a seven hundred year old immortal druid sorcerer? Will the secrets she’s
hiding be his undoing?

Gigi, the daughter of a great god, could not stand idly by and allow innocent druid
children to be slaughtered. She intervened, placing them under her protection. In the end
she was imprisoned in a place where time moved differently than here on earth. That was
almost seven hundred years ago. Once freed, she ran as far from the old country as she
could. Never did she expect to find ties to the land, let alone a man who stirs her blood
the way Korey does.

As shadows from the past resurface, bringing news of an uprising, truth and passion

ignite, leaving Gigi at the mercy of Korey.

Enjoy the following excerpt for Goddess of the Grove:

Korey rubbed his jawline as tension threatened to make it lock. “I willnae calm
down.”

Coyle made another attempt to come towards him and Korey’s power prickled,
warning he wasn’t safe to be near. “Dammit, cousin, do you wish to bring the gods to
Gigi’s doorstep?”

“No.” What he wanted to do was toss Gigi over his shoulder and run for the hills
with her, never allowing anyone to harm her. The moment her precious Parth dropped his
spell, Gigi went about her business as if nothing had happened. Korey was impressed



with how easily she’d learned to hide who she truly was from everyone but was hurt she
chose to do so with him.

You hide from her.

He balked at his inner voice for daring to point out the irony in the situation. He’d
spent years pining after a woman he thought wouldn’t understand who and what he was
only to find she more than knew of their kind.

“If you do nae calm yerself, cousin, I will be forced to knock you out with my
power. | do nae think you wish to be unconscious if the dark sorcerer returns.” Coyle
went to his office door and peeked out. “Gigi still acts as if nothing occurred. Can you
believe she’s the woman who saved our village? How did we nae recognize her?”

“What?” He gawked at his cousin in disbelief.

Coyle centered an amused look on him. “You do nae remember?” A sly grin spread
over Coyle’s face. “Och, Korey, how can you forget the first woman you ever gave
flowers to?”

He opened his mouth to protest but stopped the minute he thought back to his
childhood. Seven hundred plus years ago there had been a woman—a beautiful one at
that—who stormed into his village, blanketing them in her power. He had weak
memories of exactly what she looked like but knew enough to know she was
breathtaking.

Korey’s mind drifted to Parth’s behavior when asking Gigi what was so special
about the little boy who had given her the flowers.

Had I known giving you flowers would win yer hand in marriage, |1 would have done
so myself.

Suddenly, it felt as if he’d been struck in the midriff. Korey went forward, putting his
hands on his knees and breathing hard. Coyle clapped him on the back of the neck,
chuckling slightly. “’Tis a bitch when the love bug nae only bites you in the arse, but
does so without you knowing the lil” bastard was there to begin with.”

Korey rubbed his stomach and shook his head. “Gigi cannae be the...Coyle, she...it

would mean she’s my...”



Coyle drew upon his power and in a split second was holding a bucket before
Korey’s face. “Here, cousin. I’ve no wish to see you throw up on my office floor.”

Pushing the bucket away, Korey narrowed his gaze on Coyle. “How can you joke at
a time like this? | just found out the love of my immortally long life was tortured on
account of us and is in danger still. Nae only that but she isnae in any hurry to fess up
to—"

Coyle tapped Korey’s head. “Nae to interrupt your tangent but you do realize you
admitted to loving her, right?”

“I did no such...” He paused and then pulled the bucket back towards his face. “Och.
"Tis a horrible bug indeed.”

His cousin’s laughter grated on his nerves but Korey held his tongue, too worried
about the goddess who graced their presence.

“Breathe.” Coyle rubbed Korey’s shoulder. “That’s it. In and out. Are you better
now? You know, | felt the verra same way when | realized Deri was my mate. | felt as
though someone had run me down and then backed over me for good measure. ‘Tis
common, | expect, for us to fall hard when we finally do get around to falling.”

The door to the office opened and Gigi entered. She took one look at Korey and
arched a brow. “Drink too much again?”

He couldn’t help but smile. “Aye, something like that.”
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