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Andrea Chouette is beautiful, sultry and aggressive. She also has a deep, dark

secret. It’s one she is willing to take to her grave.

Beel Halk works with his brothers to keep Banff peaceful and a lucrative place for
all to live. If there’s a problem, a Halk brother is on it. They protect their own. Strong
predatory instincts flow in Beel’s blood. No one harms what is his. The new little owl in
town is on his radar despite her independence, and he’s more than willing to tame her

wild side—as a matter of fact, he’s looking forward to it.

Andrea tries resisting Beel’s possessive nature despite being inescapably drawn to
his raw power and seductive ways. Revealing her secret, opening up and trusting
someone else to protect her and her sister when the past explodes in her face, is
something new for Andrea. But she must learn to give Beel what he wants, not only to

satisfy the burning need inside her, but to save her life.
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Chapter One

Beel Halk sat perched on his branch, ruffling his feathers when melting snow
continued raining down on him. Rock was in the tree facing him, not moving, as if he
were in another world, indifferent to the droplets of water slowly soaking him. Spring
was upon them, and with it, everything turned to soup. The fragrances were also ripe,
fresh and clean. Beel smelled the intoxicating scent of the females flying closer to them.
His brother Rock should smell them too, although if Beel didn’t know better he’d swear
Rock wasn’t paying attention to the Prudeaux nest. If Rock didn’t notice hot, unmated
females flying straight toward them, something was seriously wrong.

Ever since their oldest brother Heath mated and smelled head over tail feathers in
love all the time, it had been Rock and Beel chasing the hot and willing pieces of tail in
their parliament. But if Rock wasn’t in the mood today, Beel didn’t have a problem
enjoying both females on his own.

Andrea and Anna Prudeaux were new to Banff. Already Beel heard the squawking
about both females. Beel wasn’t one to put a lot of stock in the parliament grapevine.
But more than one male claimed the two females had raised their tail feathers already.
Beel had no problem waiting his turn. He did hope it was coming soon. The wind
shifted and he breathed in their sweet, enticing scents.

He wasn’t the type of male who fucked and squawked about it later. Puffing out his
feathers and strutting his stuff wasn’t Beel’s style. However, new females were worth
sniffing out. If he got lucky, great. If not, there were other willing females who would
flutter their feathers around him. Beel also reminded himself it was his duty to check
out any new owls flying into their parliament. The Halk nest was one of the prominent
nests in the parliament and it was logical to inspect each nest arriving in their territory.

When word traveled into the States that Banff was a prosperous community,
surrounded by ideal hunting ground and run predominantly by owls, every species
hurried to claim a bit of paradise. Especially when times were so hard everywhere.
Quite a few leopard litters were trying to make Banff their home, which wasn’t
something anyone in the parliament wanted. But as leopards continually prowled
around the neighborhood, ironically, so did quite a few new nests. Leopards weren’t
the only ones anxious for thriving land and good business opportunities. Beel didn’t
mind Banff growing if it meant new young, hot, single females were flying everywhere.

A drop of icy-cold water tapped him on the top of his head at the same time the two
females soared in front of him. On reflex, he poofed himself out, shaking off the chill
from more melting snow. He quit focusing on warming temperatures. Two female
Northern Hawk Owls quickly grew and took shape against the pale gray sky.
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Rock turned his head, giving the first indication since they’d perched in the trees
that he was still alive. Beel’s brother had turned into a brooding annoyance lately. He
didn’t have time to dwell on emotions Rock seemed unable to stifle. If he didn’t shape
up soon he’d start reeking of disgusting emotions. Although if Rock wanted to
humiliate himself and act like a werewolf or leopard —or worse yet, human —flaunting
his feelings for everyone to smell, that was his choice. Beel had better things to do with
his time, and two of them were flying his way at that moment.

The two females flew into the trees alongside the mountain. Beel watched them
gain altitude and soar in a large, lazy circle before descending again. These two would
start fights. Beel’s insides tightened, his sexual reaction to new, unmated females, a raw,
gut-clenching sensation. His dick hardened at the thought of seducing the two young,
temptuous Hawk Owls. They were gorgeous.

They spread their wings, showing off rich coloring of black and dark grays, which
faded into sensually warm brown feathers. Both females stretched above him, as if
showing off their slender bodies. Smooth, appealing curves made his tongue curl in his
mouth. He made a clucking sound in the back of his throat, more than willing to bow to
their erotic movements.

Beel had no problem letting either or both females know he watched. Not that he
thought for a moment they didn’t already know. He didn’t buy into all the idle
squawking, but sometimes gossip was based on truth. These two were definitely
showing off. They knew they were new blood in the Canadian Rockies and every male
would be tripping over his own feathers to get to them.

There were females out there who got off starting fights among males, especially
the younger males. They would shake their tail feathers, cluck their tongues and cause
feathers to go flying. More times than not, those females teased and tortured and that
was it.

Beel didn’t have time, or the desire, to mess with females who wouldn’t put out. He
would sniff these two out, learn which way they flew, and take it from there. Watching
both of them soar against the pale, cloudless sky stole his breath. Owls had much better
vision than any other species and, in their feathers, there was little they missed. The
females reached a good altitude but Beel didn’t miss the expressions on their faces. As
peaceful and relaxed as the slightly smaller female appeared, her sister —and they were
definitely hatched from the same nest by the coloring on their feathers —looked alert,
aggressive. At this distance, he couldn’t be positive, but Beel narrowed his gaze on the
slightly larger female’s face and swore he saw something else. He caught it in the tilt of
her head, the dilation of her eyes, and the way she held her wings a bit closer to her
body than her sister when they began their descent. Was it fear?

Interesting,.

When the females landed, choosing a tree not far from Rock’s, Beel left his branch
and moved in alongside his brother. He was ready for Rock to peck at him, shove him
away from his prime location and demand first dibs on the females. Beel puffed out his
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feathers, prepared to remind his younger brother who outranked whom. Rock jumped
to the branch above him, allowing Beel room on the sturdy center of the large tree.

That was fine with Beel. He turned his back on Rock and strutted the length of the
branch, now within a tree’s width from both females. Their scents were ripe,
intoxicating, and drew him to them as if it were their intention. He jumped around the
trunk, getting pelted with several large drops of freezing water, but this time didn’t
care. Easing onto the branch that extended closest to the tree where both females
watched him warily, Beel strutted closer to the edge.

He captured both their gazes and again saw the intense differences in their
personalities. Each female was so incredibly captivating. They watched him, their
round, gold eyes unblinking as they stood next to each other, neither one of them
moving. Beel smelled their curiosity, which was the emotion he focused on as he dared
move closer. There were other emotions, carefully guarded and wrapped around each
other so tightly it was difficult to tell which female felt what. Curiosity was the
strongest. He knew he smelled interest. There was hesitation, which Beel paid attention
to; not once had he mounted a female against her will. He also detected something
darker, something he didn’t too often smell on a female. It was definitely fear.

A common practice in Banff was to fly into the Canadian Rockies, located outside
the town, especially over the weekend. Unmated owls flew with each other, played and
fucked. These two might be new to the area but they weren't fledglings. The smell of
sex was in the air. He wouldn’t buy into them flying out here, intentionally landing in a
tree next to two unmated males, and not have some premeditated intention.

Owls were known for their honor, their strong loyalty and intelligence. Displaying
emotions as if they were loose feathers showed lack of honor and pride in their nest.
They were taught as fledglings how not to cry, laugh or show any other extreme
emotion, which would make fools of them. A decent owl thought rationally, weighed
out a situation, then flew into it aggressively and with certainty. Anything less would
make them as average as every other species on earth. Owls were definitely superior.

These two stood regally, their expressions impassive. Both soared above him long
enough to sniff out the trees and all owls in them. They landed next to his tree. Which
might mean there was interest. He picked up on their intelligence and saw by how they
stood tall, their heads held high, how they flew with honor. Andrea and Anna
Prudeaux knew exactly what went on out here among unmated owls. Maybe they
landed where they did because they wanted to fuck.

Damn! The thought almost made him lose his grip on the branch. He wrapped his
talons firmly around the bark, tilted his head at both females then clucked his tongue.

Nothing. The two females continued staring at him, their scent remaining the same,
their feathers not even ruffling against the mild breeze drifting around the mountains.
No change wasn’t always a bad thing. Possibly his stunning good looks had both of
them so captivated they were rendered speechless.
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Beel leapt onto the branch the two females shared. He ruffled his feathers, puffing
himself out as he inched closer to the smaller of the two. She turned her head, meeting
his gaze head-on. She tilted her head slightly and inhaled when the wind shifted and
blew in her face. Let her and her sister get a good whiff of him. Beel had nothing to hide
and knew his scent would only show he was one of the more honorable males out here.
Which didn’t mean he would turn down a good time on a tree branch.

He shifted his attention to the slightly larger female, huddled next to her sister, who
also pierced him with bright, gold eyes. They were so identical, he couldn’t imagine
them looking much different from each other in their flesh. And as beautiful as they
were perched on the branch, there was no way they could be sexier in their human
form.

A cry pierced the air and the two females shot their attention above them, as did
Beel. Mickey Redd and Jordan Donovan flew toward the females, their beaks parted
and claws spread open underneath them. It was as if the two morons viewed the
females as their next meal and planned to sweep them off the branch and take off with
them.

Beel bristled, ready to defend his territory. He landed on their branch first. That
gave him right of first refusal. The males flew closer, Mickey screeching loudly. If the
idiot thought he would intimidate Beel, he would soon learn otherwise.

The larger of the two females bristled. Beel shifted his attention and caught the
smaller of the two still watching him. She had beautiful eyes, and the way her feathers
overlapped each other against her lithe, slender body would have made him drool if he
could at the moment. He found it interesting where before he’d detected fear in the
larger female’s eyes, now the fear glowed in the smaller female’s gaze while the larger
female appeared ready to yank every feather out of the males without giving it a
thought.

Mickey flew closer, too close. Jordan was right next to him. Beel didn’t smell alcohol
on them but they might as well both have been drunk with their foolish antics. If they
thought flying damn near upside down, their beaks pointed at the ground, would
impress any female with half a brain, then both of them were bigger idiots than Beel
originally thought.

Mickey dove in close enough to force both females to jump out of his way. He
started to curve around the branches in order to come out on the other side of the tree
and rudely interrupt Beel’s chance to make a first impression. The larger of the females
spread her wings, screeching at him, then, with a move fast enough Beel didn’t catch it,
she attacked.

Feathers and blood flew everywhere and screams erupted, echoing off the
mountains. Beel jumped, instinct telling him to defend the females. Mickey had lost it.
Whatever his intention, the flight pattern was ridiculous. A fledgling wouldn’t try such
a stupid stunt.
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Whether Mickey would have pulled it off or not, no one would know. The female
grabbed him, leaping into the air with an impressive wingspan, and tore at him, her
screams continuing until it appeared she might seriously injure him.

Mickey managed his escape, although he flew lopsided, with Jordan in tow,
hovering just above him. Beel didn’t pay attention to them for long. He turned to stare
at the females, at the larger one with her feathers puffed and her wings still extended.
There was a wild, outraged look in her eyes. Her sister turned her large, gold eyes on
Beel, but her sister snapped at her, pecking her until the smaller one looked away.

Beel clucked his tongue, although making the sound softer, assuring them he
wouldn’t attack. He’d get cozy with their permission. But he’d be damned if one of
them turned out to be paranoid, or not into men, and take a peck out of him. Before the
smaller of the two could look at him again, the larger leapt around her, making the
branch shake when she grabbed it again, this time just a few feet from Beel.

There was something wild in her eyes. He'd sensed the fear on her before she
landed although he still didn’t smell any emotions coming from her. It was what he saw
in her eyes and it brought him pause. Beel straightened, holding his ground and
remaining quiet. She was a tall Northern Hawk Owl, the same breed of owl as him, but
he stood almost a head taller. Mickey and Jordan were idiots but it didn’t seem their
actions should have spooked her as much as it did. Granted, she and her sister weren’t
from around here and didn’t know the two males were a waste of feathers, but she
would know with her next breath that Beel was an honorable, respectable male.

Apparently the female didn’t breathe. Her scream wasn’t warning enough either.
As she opened her beak, releasing the deadly warning, she lunged at Beel, pecking him
in the face. Her connection was solid, and before Beel could leap out of her way, she’d
connected and took a chunk out of his face.

What the hell!

Pain pulsed in Beel’s face as he broke free from the frantic female. When she would
have dove at him for another attack, Beel puffed out his chest, spread his wings to their
full length, and a low, deadly warning hissed from his throat.

Her scent and expression on her face changed at the same time. The female
stumbled backward, crashing into her sister. Beel had never hurt a female in his life, let
alone bullied one. But the look on her face turned his stomach. A hard, primal instinct
surfaced that he seldom experienced. He didn’t get it. The side of his face throbbed in
serious agony, yet the urge to protect and prune this female’s feathers until she relaxed
surged through him with enough energy he couldn’t stop it.

Calm down, little female, Beel gurgled, keeping his tone low and soothing as he held
on to her frantic gaze. No matter what any other male might have done to you in the past, I
swear it won't happen to you again. Not with me, little bird.

10
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Chapter Two

“Why don’t you fly with me tonight?” Anna pulled her hair off her shoulders and
held it in a tousled mess at the top of her head. “Think I should wear my hair up?”

“I can’t believe you're going out alone.” Andrea sat perched on the hope chest at
the end of her bed and stared at her sister through the floor-length mirror attached to
the bedroom door.

“I wouldn’t be going out alone if you went with me.” Anna made a face then
disappeared farther into the bathroom. “It's an owl-run establishment. We'll have fun.
We can have a few drinks, dance together. Come on, Andrea. I swear the only time
you've left our nest since moving here is in your feathers.”

“A lot of good that did,” she mumbled.

Anna popped into the doorway, wagging her mascara at Andrea. “You said he was
cute.”

“Which only proves looks are deceiving.” Andrea straightened but kept her voice
relaxed. Letting Anna know her thoughts on the male who joined them on the branch
outside of Banff last weekend had been a mistake. At least she hadn’t squawked about
him since, although it had been hell keeping him out of her thoughts. The way he
reacted when she bit his face, aggressive then soothing. She shouldn’t be dwelling on
him.

Anna sighed loudly, her emotions actually starting to smell. When they were alone
it was easier to relax, although sometimes both of them opened up a bit too much. If
they were still fledglings the slightest sign of any feeling or emotion would have
resulted in their feathers being more than ruffled. Those were days best not to think
about.

“You're right.” Anna returned to the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror on
the medicine cabinet as she applied her makeup. “You usually are. You should stay
here. If you did go out you'd chase away any male who dared sniff within a wing’s
length of either of us. You'd ruin my fun.”

“And you're going to ruin your reputation before we're in Banff for more than a
week.” Andrea pulled her knees to her chest and hugged herself, staring at her toes.
Sometimes she’d swear her sister thought there was a deadline on when she needed to
find a mate.

“Those with honor will smell my integrity. They’re the only ones I want to fly with
anyway.” Anna appeared again, this time walking through Andrea’s room to the
hallway and across it to her bedroom. “I'm not lifting my tail for any male—yet,” she
called out. “But those who squawk that I do will show the true color of their feathers.”

11
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Andrea stood and flipped off the light switch Anna had left on. Anna didn’t throw
a fit about Andrea getting the bedroom with its own bathroom since Anna’s bedroom
was bigger with a large window.

She left her room, padding barefoot on the cool, hardwood floor, and paused in her
sister’s doorway. “Do you really think any male with honor will fly near a female if
they’ve heard she’s a slut?”

Anna didn’t spin around, instead, taking her time, she stared at Andrea. “I'm not a
slut,” she said under her breath.

“I know that.”
“Why did you say that?”
“I don’t want you acting like one.”

Anna stared at her a moment longer, her emotions in check, which they usually
were when she got mad. “I'm trying to fit in here, and you’d be smart to do the same.
The parliament here is huge, large enough to protect us.”

“The only ones who will protect us, is us,” Andrea reminded her, lowering her
voice as well. It wasn't the first nest they’d had in an apartment complex and she knew
how easily the walls could have ears. “Don’t ever forget that, Anna.”

“I want to forget every minute of our lives before flying here. I like Banff.” Anna’s
eyes flashed as streaks of gold suddenly dominated her gray orbs. “I want to wake up
and have all of those memories gone, forever. This is the perfect parliament for us.
You've said so yourself.”

“Our past will never leave us alone until he is dead.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Andrea stepped to the side when Anna marched out
of her bedroom, leaving Andrea in the hallway when she stalked into their dark living
room. Andrea flipped off Anna’s bedroom light and followed her sister.

“The memories will fade when he dies,” she promised.

Anna sat on the edge of the couch and slid her feet into her boots. “They will fade
when you start living again.”

Andrea almost told Anna she was living. For the first time in their lives Andrea was
more alive than she’d ever been. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a male
and dwelt on him afterward. Andrea had put his aggressive nature to memory, the
protective side of him and the gentle side. He couldn’t be as perfect as she imagined.

“I won’t stay out late.” Anna walked into Andrea’s arms.

The two embraced, hugging each other without saying anything else. There wasn’t
anything to say. Andrea stroked her sister’s hair, silently approving that she’d left it
down. When Anna pulled away, her eyes were once again a soft gray. She smelled clean
and fresh, and for a moment Andrea swore she also smelled happy.

Anna would never know how much Andrea envied her. It had been happiness
she’d smelled on her, which was such a good sign. It had been too long since Anna

12
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smelled happy. Their nest would know honor. They would live in peace and eventually
there would be mates. For Anna, that would be wonderful. Andrea cringed at the
thought, hugging herself and staring out the small window in their new kitchen.

She wanted a male, a tall, strong, honorable male who was sexy as hell and would
look at her as if she were the only female on earth. Andrea loved the idea of flying
alongside her mate, knowing every thought in his head while he knew her mind as
well. Everyone would squawk about them smelling the same, and they would know
each other’s hearts so well there would be no secrets.

This was her private fantasy. No one knew, not even Anna. Her sister believed
Andrea was dead inside, her heart cold and her feelings and emotions so suppressed
they’d dried up and disappeared. Anna would die if she learned how alive Andrea
really was on the inside. But they both needed coping mechanisms. Not many owls had
lived through what they’d endured. Not many would have survived. Andrea and Anna
made it by the tips of their feathers. Andrea’s coping mechanism was her fantasy world,
a place she escaped to when alone, and where she kept her perfect male.

Andrea didn’t give him a face. His physical appearance wasn’t as important as how
he acted and how he treated her. But she knew he was sexy. His good looks would
make her melt, and make every other female within miles envy her catch. He would
only sniff after her though. He wouldn’t even notice how other females privately
drooled over him. And it would be private because if Andrea ever caught them sniffing
at her male in the wrong way, she’d attack with beak and claw.

“What to do with yourself now?” Andrea didn’t like her fantasies turning violent.
There had been enough of that for a lifetime.

After wiping down the counters and taking a minute to glance at their clean,
orderly kitchen, Andrea strolled into the living room. She paused in the middle of it,
enjoying the silence. For a large, old apartment complex, the place was quiet. The wall
clock ticked with each second. It was after ten p.m. on a Friday night, the end of their
first week in Banff. The Halk nest owned this complex and, according to Shelly Halk,
the female who showed and rented the apartment to them, only owls lived in the
complex. At this hour, most of them would be getting ready for a late night flight or
they’d be putting fledglings to sleep.

Andrea couldn’t tell if there were fledglings in her future or not. Her fantasy never
went past spending time with her perfect male. “Although as much time as you spend
with him, you'd end up with more fledglings than you knew what to do with,” she
said, laughing.

It was a foreign sound, not only because there hadn’t been reason to laugh most of
her life, but also because owls didn’t let their emotions show. Laughing was definitely a
release of emotions. Which meant she was getting a bit too relaxed with her fantasy.

As much as she enjoyed the thought of being alone in their new nest, bonding with
the serene, clean and homey environment they’d already created after settling in here,
now Andrea couldn’t figure out what to do with herself. Human TV shows weren’t that
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entertaining. Flying with Anna hadn’t sounded fun. Anna didn't want Andrea
attacking the males when they tried getting themselves a piece of tail. Andrea knew her
sister could defend herself. And Andrea was a lot better than she used to be. It was still
incredibly difficult to stifle the instincts when they rushed forward like a gusher if she
feared someone might get too close.

“Enough!” Andrea wouldn’t stand here in silence and allow old memories that
needed to disappear ruin her evening.

On an impulse, she grabbed her keys and left the apartment, giving the place a
quick glance to make sure all lights were out, then triple checking the lock once she was
out in the hallway. When they’d moved in, she and Anna were given a tour of the
apartment building. The stairs led to the roof, and at night many owls used the roof as
departure ground for a night’s flight.

She wasn’t sure she wanted to fly, especially alone. But it sounded like a great place
to enjoy the crisp night air, breathe in the smells, and watch the town below in privacy.

Andrea remembered the layout of the roof from her tour of the complex. Their
application to live in the complex had been approved almost immediately. Which
hadn’t surprised Andrea. There wasn’t any history behind the Prudeaux nest name. It
had been their mother’s maiden name. Andrea and Anna probably wouldn’t be alive
today if they’d kept their sire’s name. Even with the name change, they’d been careful
to maintain a very low profile. As a result any owl who ran a check on them came up
with a blank page. No history was better than bad history.

She reached the top of the stairs and the door leading to the roof. Even if there were
other owls up there, brick walls with lockers built into them allowed for privacy. She
stared up at the metal door leading to the roof as a chill crept toward her. It hadn’t
crossed her mind to grab her coat. She wasn’t planning on changing into her feathers
though, which meant she might very well freeze.

She could return to her nest or stick it out. Andrea reached for the door handle
although still wavering with her decision. As many times as she’d drilled it into her
head how she wouldn’t allow herself to be scarred for life, she cringed when something
as trivial as opening a door and walking onto a roof scared the crap out of her. Anna
would never know how much she envied her sister’s ability to fly alone into the night,
knowing damn good and well how many owls would be around her.

“You can do this,” she whispered to herself, and grabbed the cold doorknob then
pushed the door open with enough force it banged against the wall outside.

Talk about making an introduction. Andrea jumped at the clanging sound and
reached for the doorknob as it slipped out of her hand, remembering one of the rules of
going to the roof was closing the door and keeping the heat from escaping. There were
tiny pebbles on the roof and her shoes crunched over them when she once again
gripped the cold handle and this time closed the door silently behind her.

A group of young owls hovered at the other end of the roof, all of them looking her
direction and sniffing the air before returning to their huddle. They spoke in soft
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monotones, but the energy riddling off them reached Andrea easily enough. She
instinctively walked the other way, sniffing the icy breeze for any other owls who might
not be so obvious.

There were the lockers. All of them were closed. There weren’t locks on any of them
and Andrea remembered being told that in all the years the Halks owned this
apartment complex, there had never been a problem with thievery. Andrea hadn’t
batted an eye at that bit of information. Owls didn’t take what didn’t belong to them. It
was dishonorable. A guilty conscience smelled almost as bad as death. She would
know. Owls prided themselves in honesty and straightforwardness. It was yet another
reason why they were one of the best species on earth.

If she stepped carefully, the pebbles under her shoes barely moved, allowing her to
tread quietly. The continual breeze kept shifting directions, which made it impossible to
hide her scent. Other than the far corner, the roof was quiet and unoccupied. Andrea
began to relax.

It was a perfect night. The black sky overhead was filled with bright stars. The cold
breeze smelled of the mountains with hints of the town filtering through it. Andrea
exhaled, reaching the end of the row of lockers. She stood against the brick wall,
keeping her back to it and enjoying the crisp, clear evening. With each breath she
relaxed further until she viewed the night as a means to soothe away all her fears and
haunted memories.

They were starting a new life in Banff. A year ago Anna never would have left
Andrea’s side, especially to go out to a club. That was progress. Standing on the roof of
a building by herself was progress too.

Andrea wouldn’t look at it that way. Not anymore. They wouldn’t live by claw and
beak any longer. She could relax. Damn it. She would relax. Maybe next time she’d go
out with Anna too. They were safe. He wouldn't fly into a parliament this size and
come after them.

Two owls landed on the ledge at the edge of the roof. In spite of her preaching to
herself how their new life started now, Andrea jumped and almost squealed at the
sound of the owls” noisy landing. Her heart thumped too loudly in her chest. She
pressed her back against the cold, hard brick wall and watched two males change into
their human form.

Then her heart stopped beating. Two males grew into their human form, their
feathers receding and flesh appearing. Lots of flesh. Andrea couldn’t catch her breath
and she couldn’t look away. They were tall, even for owls, their bodies glistening with
sweat after flying. Muscles took shape and bulged under taut, smooth flesh.

When she finally caught her breath and drank in the cold night air, something
familiar grabbed her attention. She knew that scent. But from where?

If the group of young owls were still on the roof, they ignored these two males. And
as soon as they changed and could speak, both immediately began talking. Their strong
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male scents continued filling her lungs. Strong, powerful and confident, and very much
at ease as they walked across the roof to the lockers.

“There’s something about her. I don’t know what it is but you can tell by her scent.”
The male ran his hand over his silver blond hair, messing it up worse than it was a
moment before.

“You're just trying to justify being attacked by a female,” the other one said, his
tone light.

They disappeared around the brick wall and there was the sound of lockers
opening and closing. Andrea should move. If she walked to the door and left the roof
right now it wouldn’t appear as if she watched them or paid attention to every little
detail about them.

Not that there was much that was little about either one of them.

“Think that if you want,” the male said from the other side of the wall. “I know
females. This one flirted as if she didn’t know how to do it.”

“What's wrong with that? Maybe she’s more honorable and, once again, all the
squawking gossips in this town were getting their feathers ruffled for nothing.”

“There are a lot of honorable females in this parliament. That doesn’t mean they
don’t know how to fly around a male.”

“She knew what she was doing. There wasn’t anything wrong with her. All I
smelled was a female who simply wasn’t interested in you.”

“T want to meet her sister.”

Andrea froze. Now if she hurried to the door they would know she’d been
listening. Although the males weren’t whispering and she had as much right to be on
this roof as they did. They were talking about Anna and her. It always helped knowing
what other owls truly thought, especially if they were in the same parliament.

“Why? So she can scratch the other side of your face too?” There was definite
humor in the male’s soft words.

The males appeared at the other end of the wall, this time dressed. Her view of
naked male perfection was gone, and it was just as well. Not that the view she had now
cooled her insides. One of them was definitely taller than the other, although the shorter
was quite muscular. Most male Northern Hawk Owls stood at least a few inches taller
than Andrea, yet the shorter one was just an inch at the most taller than her.

“She won't attack twice.” The taller of the two sounded very confident in himself.

Andrea stared at the male as he turned slowly in her direction. There was a dark
scratch underneath his right cheekbone.

“Yeah, well good luck with that.” The shorter male patted the taller one on the
shoulder then headed to the door leading to the stairs.

It shut behind him and Andrea stood in the darkness, no longer aware of the
beautiful night she’d relished moments before. All her attention was on the male who
slowly moved closer to her.
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“Are you going to come out of the shadows now?”
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Chapter Three

“Andrea Prudeaux.” Beel heard how hard she breathed and stopped trying to see
her face in the dark shadows where she hid. He dropped his attention to her breasts,
which were a lot easier to see. “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced.”

With every breath, her sweater constricted around full, round breasts. Her nipples
puckered in the cold night air. She wasn’t wearing a coat. Had she planned to go flying
by herself?

Earlier that night he’d finally had the chance to meet Anna Prudeaux when he and
Rock stopped in at Earl’s. With the continual concern of more leopards moving into the
area, Beel and his nest were taking turns keeping a close eye on all town activities. Their
parliament was strong and powerful, which was grabbing the attention of leopards and
werewolves from different parts of the country. Times were hard, and as word spread
life might be good in Banff, many were traveling into the mountains to see if they could
make a go of it living here.

They had stopped in at Earl’s to hear the latest gossip and have a beer. Earl was a
good owl and if there was anything to know in the town, he knew it. He never had a
problem allowing all species in his bar, which made the place ideal to hear what was
going on outside their parliament. Beel had just ordered his beer when he heard one of
the new single females was fluttering her wings in town.

Anna Prudeaux had an entourage around her. Beel had perched at the bar, within
earshot of the males who were all trying to impress the female. The first thing Beel
noticed about her was she didn’t appear stuck-up from all the attention she received.
Either she’d never known life any other way and was used to flying with males all

around her. Or all of this attention was very new to her and it had yet to make her
jaded.

The bar filled up fast, making it harder to see the young female. Rock moved
among the crowd, his solemn manner lately keeping him quiet and brooding. Beel
continued watching Anna. He wasn’t into playing parlor tricks. If the other males
wanted to puff their feathers and fight to impress her, they could wear themselves out
doing it. Beel was content to learn what there was to know about the female by
watching her.

Anna was friendly but not as flirtatious as he’d imagined a female would be if she
were lifting her tail feathers for any male who landed on her branch. It didn’t take long
to decide the squawking wasn’t true. At one point he caught her attention. She stared at
him with bright gray eyes, which looked almost innocent. He got the oddest sensation
she was experiencing some incredible event for the first time and was in awe with it
more than trying to manipulate it.
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Which was the exact opposite of Andrea Prudeaux, who hugged the shadows and
appeared to know precisely what she was doing. Andrea was as captivating as her
sister, yet from what he’d seen of her so far, he couldn’t picture her being in a bar while
every single male within miles stumbled over themselves for a moment of her attention.
More than likely they would run from her with their tail feathers between their legs as
she attacked each one of them.

“I'm Beel Halk,” he said, taking a step closer.
“I'm not interested in a formal introduction.”

Her large gray eyes swarmed with more emotion than Beel had ever seen on an
owl, male or female. He inhaled but didn’t pick up her scent, other than the usual
female smells of scented soap, shampoo and conditioner. He saw raw emotion burning
in her eyes but couldn’t smell it.

Interesting.

“Why is that?”

“Because I don’t wish to be acquainted.” Andrea stepped out of the shadows. She
held her head high and moved slowly, gracefully, as if she could float in her flesh.

Beel didn’t know why he wasn’t ready for her to leave. More than likely because
females didn’t usually give him the brush-off. He didn’t want to think that was the
reason though. Maybe he wanted to understand this female better since she was now
part of their parliament and living in his nest’s apartment complex.

“I think it would be a good idea if we were.” When he grabbed her arm, something
crackled in the air. If he didn’t know better, Beel would swear all those emotions
swarming inside her just zapped the hell out of him.

Andrea lowered her gaze, studying his hand clasping her forearm, before raising
her attention and staring him in the eye. “It would not be a good idea.” Her soft voice,
which was calm and relaxed, was still weighted with all the emotion he spotted in her
gaze.

“Now why is that?” He tightened his grip on her arm when she tried pulling away.

Andrea lifted her other hand. Beel moved as fast as she did, but he had the
advantage of size and strength. He barely noticed the change in her eyes before she
tried striking out. He grabbed her other arm seconds before she tried smacking the
opposite side of his face she’d attacked the night before.

“It sure isn’t because I'm worried about putting another mark on your face.” The
hostile look on her face faded and she relaxed in his grasp. “Let go of me, please.”

“See what you’ve done? Don’t you know you can’t challenge a male?” He held on
to both her arms and rubbed his thumb over her smooth, warm, soft skin at the end of
the sleeve of her sweater.

Andrea’s color faded. Suddenly she fought like a trapped bird. She twisted and
lunged into him then balked and struggled with all her strength until he released her.
Putting more speed into it than she needed, Andrea raced to the door, yanked it open
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and caused it to make a loud banging sound when it hit the wall behind it. Before he
reached the stairs, she’d already raced down the first flight.

“ Andrea!” he bellowed, in hot pursuit.

She maintained a flight ahead of him but Beel tore down the stairs, determined to
catch the hot little female. He didn’t think about what he’d do once he had her again,
but there was no way she’d take flight and disappear on him.

There was enough clamoring in the stairwell anyone just outside the doors to each
floor would think someone was plummeting to their death. Beel really didn’t care what
anyone else thought. But he would learn Andrea’s mind. Her fear was over-exaggerated
and her hostility too aggressive. He didn’t have a clue why. She was too strong and
willful to have been an abused bird.

Beel followed her scent, leaping around each break in the stairs then bounding
down the next flight. There was something so incredibly female about how she smelled,
yet all she showed was outrage. It amazed him how easy it was to see her anger yet
how hard it was to smell.

A door opened and banged shut. She’d left the stairs. He didn’t know which floor
she lived on but he wasn’t far behind her. At the next break in the stairs, he reached the
third floor. He yanked the door open and tore down the hall when he spotted Andrea.

“Andrea! Wait,” he said, restraining from yelling. The last thing he wanted was a
scene. Not to mention, something told him Andrea would run from him even faster if
she thought other owls were watching.

She struggled with her keys, noticeably shaking. Beel pulled himself up short.

“You're afraid of me,” he said calmly.

Her key was poised to insert into her lock and she froze. Then turning on him with
the key pointed at his chest, he suddenly got a whiff of the spicy anger she was no
longer able to control.

“I'm not afraid of anyone,” she informed him, her tone so cool and menacing it
chilled the hallway.

“Good. Then let’s start over.” He didn’t believe her, but knowing owls seldom
lied —and she didn’t smell like a lie—he accepted she believed that. Straightening, he
focused on her face, doing his best not to stare at her tousled hair or how her sweater
was now slightly twisted. “I'm Beel Halk. How are you doing, Andrea? I would like to
spend some time with you.”

Andrea didn’t move. She didn’t pull her gaze from his and she didn’t finger her
keys. He gave her the time she needed, staring into milky gray eyes that were large and
round with thick lashes bordering them. The spicy anger faded and once again her
emotions were very well masked.

“Interesting,” she breathed.

“Tell me something about you. Where was your nest before here?”

“All of that information is on my application your nest already approved.”
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“I'm not interested in references or what condition your nest was in when you left it
to fly here.”

Andrea tilted her head and puckered her lips. Her pale blonde hair had more
streaks of silver in it than Anna’s did, a sign of maturity. Andrea was the eldest of her
nest. That was where Beel quit comparing the two females though. Andrea was by far
prettier, her body much more of a distraction. Even with the harsh stares she gave him
and her incredible ability to suppress her emotions, she obviously felt very deeply.

“What are you interested in?”
Beel didn’t hesitate. “You.”

Something flashed in Andrea’s gaze. Beel saw it deep in her eyes when they glowed
for a moment. In a brief bit of time he saw through the blanket that covered all those
emotions. There was something raw, unleashed and desperately trying to find the
freedom Andrea kept very well cloaked from the world to see or smell. As it managed
to surface, although only for the briefest of moments, it created color in her cheeks.

Andrea flushed, her expression suddenly glowing when Beel told her he was
interested. He’d just made her feel good. That or the interest was mutual. Maybe both.

In the next moment, the cloak was secured in place, her gray eyes darkened and she
paled. “No,” she said sharply, slicing her hand through the air as if she could create a
divide he couldn’t pass in order to reach her.

This time Andrea’s hand didn’t shake and she slid her key into the lock, turned it
and opened her apartment door. Beel did a quick mental survey of everyone who lived
on the third floor. There were two mated owls, the ones closer to him older with all of
their fledglings long since out of the nest. The other mated owls were at the other end of
the hall. They didn’t have fledglings yet. Possibly both nests were home at this hour.
Beel wasn’t sure. Then there was Marcia Reed, who lived across the hall. He knew she
wasn’t at her nest because he’d seen her down at Earl’s. Beel’s nest was at the end of the

hall.

It would dishonor him and Andrea if anyone else heard their conversation. Beel
didn’t want to create a scene that would cause the parliament to start buzzing about the
new single females who’d moved in. There weren’t too many owls nearby although the
building was full of them. Beel wasn’t sure yet what ignited Andrea’s temper, or if there
was a long list that would set her off.

Regardless of her callous nature, Andrea held her head high. She wouldn’t do
anything to disrepute herself after just having moved into a new parliament. If it made
him a rogue to take advantage of that visible trait in her, then so be it. Beel didn’t want
to fight with Andrea. It was the last thing he wanted.

“I don’t want to end this conversation yet.”

Her hair fanned over her shoulder and fell to the middle of her slender back. It
looked thick, silky, and was combed so it shone against the light. He imagined it would
tumble over his fingers, smooth and soft as he played with it. It would be a while before
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he reached that stage with her though. When Andrea glanced over her shoulder as she
stepped into her nest, it was clear she meant to close the door in his face.

“Good hunting, Beel Halk,” she said, not meeting his gaze this time and walking
into her nest.

Beel placed his hand on her door when she went to close it. “There are times when
moving into a new parliament brings challenges.”

Andrea stopped in her tracks, her body stiffening. “Are you suggesting there’s
going to be trouble?” she whispered. Once again her gray eyes were riotous with
emotions impossible to smell on her.

“I'm suggesting that if there is, you might need help.”

For the first time since meeting Andrea, Beel saw her expression seriously relax. It
wasn't friendly and warm but instead burned with animosity. “I'm very capable of
taking care of my own nest,” she hissed.

“I know.” He’'d be smart to wish her good hunting and leave. She didn’t want him
around.

She was putting up a damn good show in making him believe she was not
interested. Something made him hold his ground though. Maybe it was the charge of
energy surging through him when he first touched her. It could have been how he’d
watched her pant in the shadows. There was also the mystery around so much passion
burning in her eyes he couldn’t smell.

“Every owl needs help once in a while.” He kept his voice low and gentle. If she
detected anything other than sincerity on him she would lash out without a second
thought. “Even you, my little owl.”

“I am not your owl.”

Beel smiled and was sure his grin wasn’t half as cold as the one she’d blessed him
with. “We’ll see,” he said, letting go but taking advantage of her stunned expression
and running his fingertips across her cheek before dropping his hand. “My nest is at the
end of the hall, number 310. This is my parliament and I can fix any problem.”

Andrea had as much honor as she did anger. No owl spit at another when they
showed sincere hospitality, which was what he offered at the moment. Andrea was a
smart female. She knew he offered more, but he’d caught her off guard. It was clear she
was a pro at warding off any male, although why she did was another mystery
surrounding her. Beel found it very interesting Andrea wasn’t as quick and smooth
when she was presented with sincere kindness.

“Now I'll wish you good hunting,” he said, running his thumb along her jaw before
stepping back.

Beel headed down the hall to his nest, not looking back. Andrea watched him. She
hadn’t shut her door and the back of his neck prickled, awareness making his skin itch.
Not only was she watching— Andrea was assessing him. He’d give it a day before
making his move.
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Chapter Four

Andrea sat at her kitchen table, nursing hot tea and listening to a sharp wind blow
outside. Anna would be asleep for a while, having stayed out late into the night and
coming home smelling of the outside and happiness. Her sister was so excited about
making friends and flying with them she didn’t notice how distracted Andrea was.

She had woken up on the couch when her sister entered the nest. Her sleep had
been filled with dreams of a tall, powerful owl who ignited a passion inside her she still
couldn’t extinguish. It gave him an advantage Andrea couldn’t allow him to have. Even
as she sat at their table, images of Beel controlled her thoughts.

Why wouldn’t he just go away when she made it clear she wasn’t interested?
And why couldn’t she be more like Anna and give in to her craving for a male?

“You know the answer to that one.” Andrea shoved her chair back, immediately
frustrated. There were days when she wanted to scream, craved releasing the emotions
she worried she wouldn’t be able to restrain much longer.

But she had to restrain them. There would never be an appropriate time to break
down and cry, or fly until she couldn’t stay in the air any longer, or attack and mutilate
something until all the rage was gone. Any of those actions might be discovered and
she couldn’t risk the attention.

Not after...

“Don’t even think about it.” She rinsed her mug in the sink and placed it in the
strainer. They were settled in their new nest and she needed to establish her position in
the parliament. “You need a job.”

As she opened her laptop and let it boot up, Andrea wasn’t able to stop the image
of Beel from appearing in her mind. He was tall, well built, although she remembered
his brother being more muscular. There were three Halk men in their nest. Information
about them was available in the local website for Banff. It hadn’t mentioned they were
owls of course. The site was run by humans. It was how she and Anna learned of the
parliament before flying here from Yellowknife in the Northwest Territory.

“And now that you're here put the past behind you.” She had to do just that. Not
just for her, but for Anna. Her sister had a right to have a happy life and put the terrors
of their past behind her. “Never let those emotions out for her,” she ordered herself,
and drank in a deep cleansing breath.

It was a breath filled with a masculine scent that sent shivers up her spine. For a
moment, the memories she ordered to disappear flooded her senses, making her panic.
If he had found them their lives would be over. No way would she let that happen.
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They’d come this far, made it from one parliament to the next. No one had asked
questions in over a year. But if he were here...

Andrea exhaled, straightened and stared at the front door. She wasn’t scared. She
wasn’t nervous. She wasn’t even upset. There wouldn’t be one little emotion picked up
in the air from her. There wasn’t guilt. None of this was her fault.

“You did the right thing,” she whispered, reminding herself after all this time that
flying had been the right thing to do.

Once again Andrea shoved unwanted memories from her head. This time she
sniffed the air carefully. There was a faint aroma of a male. But they were in a complex
with many nests living together. It would be inevitable she’d pick up on another owl’s
scent if someone walked down the hall.

Returning to her laptop, she typed in the website for Banff then found the link for
the local newspaper. There were ads for jobs listed and she started scanning them.

“Bookkeeper,” she mused. “I could do that.” The ad asked for experience but would
train the right person. It was a hardware store and she jotted down the address. Then
using MapQuest, she charted the distance from her nest. “Not far at all. Walking
distance.” Which was a good thing since it would be a while before they owned a car.

As much as she didn’t want to, Andrea opened a new page and typed in the
address for the Yellowknife newspaper. This was why her memories wouldn’t fade.
Part of keeping her nest safe meant staying a good flying distance from trouble. She had
to know if trouble came too close. It meant searching occasionally and making sure he
wasn’t picking up on their trail. Although a year had passed since their last encounter,
the only way more time would pass was if Andrea kept an alert eye open.

The Yellowknife newspaper’s website appeared in front of her. Andrea started
scanning articles. It was easy to spot the signs. Tracking someone also helped teach her
how not to be tracked. She found the small blurbs that listed who had been arrested.
None of the arrests sounded like anything he’d do. There weren’t any articles on
violence or charges reported against anyone concerning fighting or breaking and
entering. Maybe she and Anna had flown out of there spooked by a ghost.

He wasn’t a ghost though. His feathers were as real as hers. Andrea leaned back
against the couch and stared at the laptop on their coffee table. The moment she started
believing she was now as strong as he was, something would happen. Humility and
caution were best.

Andrea again caught the scent of a male. This time it smelled even stronger. And
familiar.

Beel Halk lived on this floor of the complex too. She would have to endure his scent
every time he walked up and down the hallway. Tilting her head, she listened,
struggling with her human eardrums as she tried to have the hearing she would have in
her feathers. There was no comparison. She didn’t hear anyone outside their nest.

Andrea headed down the hall to her bedroom, deciding to change clothes and find
the hardware store. The sooner she found a job the faster they could rebuild their
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savings. God forbid they had to fly again, but if he found them, they would disappear
in the night as they always had.

A solid knock on her front door damn near made her heart explode. Again the
unbearable rush of panic attacked with so much fury Andrea couldn’t move.

“Do not give him that power,” she said, grinding her teeth as she fought to
suppress her fear. It wasn’t him. He wouldn’t knock on her door as if he were an owl
with honor. But if the day came, Andrea wouldn’t let him smell her fear, not even for a
second. Turning, she held her head high and kept her pace relaxed as she went to the
door.

It wasn’t him. She knew before opening the door. Beel's overwhelming male scent
wrapped around her system, heating it until she swore a fever ignited deep in her
womb and spread, swelling inside her until she could barely breathe. As humiliating as
it would be to have another owl smell her fear, she also wouldn’t let anyone smell her
desire. No matter where they set up their nest, squawking was always the same. Get
close to anyone and owls would gossip as bad as any other species.

Her palm was damp as she reached for the door, but her emotions were in check.
All she smelled was Beel’s powerful, dominating and confident aroma. It grew tenfold
when she opened the door.

“May I help you?” she asked, keeping her tone smooth and calm, quiet as she
relaxed her facial expression and stared into his eyes.

His eyes looked too knowing for an owl his age. Andrea held her ground, focusing
on her slow breathing and showing no emotions or feelings whatsoever.

“I'm sure you could,” he said, barely moving his mouth while intense gray eyes
searched her face. Beel smelled as if he’d just showered and his pale blond hair was
damp, making the silver streaks she’d seen last night harder to see today. “May I enter
your nest?”

She would be dishonoring him to tell him no, especially since his nest owned the
building. Andrea didn’t mind showing him how his question aggravated her. Beel
raised one eyebrow and tilted his head slightly, waiting for her response.

“My sister still sleeps,” she said, grateful to come up with a valid and proper excuse
that got her out of being alone with him. Anna wouldn’t be waking up any time soon.
“Forgive me,” she added, nodding her head once in a gallant gesture. “But it wouldn't
be proper.”

Beel filled her doorway, his height and broad shoulders making it impossible to see
beyond him into the hallway. “Interesting,” he said, his expression impossible to read.

Andrea knew how to smell aggression on a male as easily as she smelled desire.
They were a nauseating aroma when combined. She hadn’t met a male yet who didn’t
start releasing a terrifying odor sooner or later. Many of them carried the scent on them
as if it were so much a part of their nature they were proud of it. As she focused on Beel,
there wasn’t an ounce of aggression on him.

“Interesting,” he mused, repeating himself.
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“You don’t respect our traditions?” If she pissed him off he would leave. The longer
he stood in her doorway the greater the chance another owl would see him there. It
would be one thing for him to greet new owls to the parliament, but he could have last
night. His reason for being here today wasn’t clear yet.

“I do,” he informed her. “I didn’t take your nest for being that rigid and old-
fashioned.”

“How do you take our nest?”

“As two females modern enough to go out without an escort and to live unmated
without their sire or mother.”

Andrea almost hissed. She tried fueling the anger she started feeling, although for
some reason, standing this close to Beel, with him watching her with an almost
compassionate look on his face, made it really difficult to ignite her anger into being
outraged.

Beel took a step toward her, entering her nest without her consent. She should
demand he leave, remind him he wasn’t invited. She and Anna weren’t old-fashioned.
Hell, they were probably one of the most progressive nests among all owls. That was
their business though and one she wouldn’t let become public knowledge.

“What is it, Andrea?” he whispered. Then he stroked her face as he had last night.
His fingers were warm, calloused, and his hand was very large. Beel was a male strong
enough to kill her yet spoke with a soft tone that belied that image.

“I don’t want you to be here.” It was all she could think to say. Her mind was
suddenly flooded with images of what he might be able to do with those hands.

“I think you do.” Beel moved closer.

“There is no way you have a clue what I'm thinking.” She stuck her chin out
defiantly.

“You're right. But I can see you're thinking a lot.”
“What do you see?”

He was close enough and tall enough it was impossible to see around him. Beel
didn’t take his penetrating gaze off her face. Somehow the door closed behind him, as if
he’d pushed it closed with his foot. Andrea couldn’t be sure. She barely managed to
swallow when he stretched his fingers under her jaw and tilted her head so their
mouths were a breath away from each other.

“I see a female who possibly feels deeper than any female I've ever met, yet for
some reason has mastered stifling those emotions so not a trace of those feelings smell
at all. I wonder why that is,” he said, and ran his index finger along the artery in her
neck as blood pumped through her faster than it should.

“I think you attack when you don’t want to,” he continued, stroking her flesh with
his fingertips. “Anyone gets too close and you strike out. What happens if I get too
close, Andrea?” he asked, moving in on her until her nipples pressed against his hard
chest. “You don’t want to attack me twice.”
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It didn’t sound like a threat. Beel was inside her head, voicing what he knew to be
her true nature. Andrea fought panic. He didn’t really know her mind. The male was
perceptive, intelligent. That was all. Rational thinking and logic always helped keep
emotions in check. They didn’t seem to be helping her much when it came to fighting
his touch though.

This couldn’t happen. Nothing could change. The moment she let her guard down
in the past he had appeared. He would intrude on the nest she and Anna had fought so
desperately to rebuild and he would destroy both of them. Beel had no idea what
trouble he could bring them. If she was anything, Andrea was an owl who learned from
her mistakes.

“No, you shouldn’t,” she began, telling herself to push him away. She placed her
hands on his chest but forgot to push when his mouth captured hers.

Beel eased into her mouth as easily as he’d climbed into her head. His tongue
stroked hers, exploring as he deepened the kiss. He pulled her closer, wrapping his
strong arms around her. One of his hands tangled in her hair and tugged. The sting in
her scalp zapped all rational thought out of her head. Andrea’s head fell back and he
feasted, kissing her as if she’d never been kissed before. He cupped her ass, drawing her
up against his hard, swollen cock. She was lost, falling and soaring at the same time,
drifting into a place she didn’t know, yet felt no fear.

It shouldn’t surprise her a male who smelled as confident and dominating as Beel
would be an incredible lover. He devoured her mouth as if he did it every day. He
wasn’t overbearing or too timid. Beel was the perfect male. He released a craving inside
her she’d successfully suppressed for far too long. Looking at his seduction in a new
light helped her understand her reaction to him. It was simply because she’d
suppressed everything, including her simple, normal physical needs. This wasn’t
anything to fear. Kissing him didn’t mean she was letting down her guard. She would
enjoy this moment and send him flying on his way.

After all, he was a Halk and they were the prominent nest in this parliament. This
was how normal unmated owls behaved. No one would pay more attention to her
because she kissed a male inside her nest. All she had to do was prevent it from going
further than this.

Even as the thought formulated in her brain, her body already resented it. Need
had blossomed inside her and wouldn’t easily be ignored.

Andrea wouldn’t risk leaving a trail of any kind, no matter how discreet. Now she
paid the consequences in the arms of a male who quite possibly was the most incredible
male she’d ever laid eyes on. The way he took control, ignoring her words when he
knew she didn’t mean them, and pulled from her emotions he claimed to already sense,
was too overwhelming.

Beel dipped inside her again, teasing her mouth with his tongue while his hand
stroked her rear end. His fingers inched closer to the source of her heat, but then
shifted, pressing against her tailbone as jolts of electricity charged up her spine.
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Everything inside her melted. It was as if he knew her body intimately already. He
knew how to touch her, how to kiss her, how to position her against him so their bodies
tit together perfectly.

When he left her mouth, Beel grabbed more of her hair, pulling so her head fell
back against his arm. He feasted on her neck, scraping his teeth over sensitive flesh,
then pressing his lips against her tormented flesh.

Andrea’s pussy swelled. A throbbing between her legs matched the hard pounding
of her heart. She felt how soaked she was, and when she gasped for air, tasted her
lustful craving in the air around them. It was mixed with his dark aroma, a rich,
intoxicating aroma filled with promises of how he would relieve the unbearable
pressure that was quickly spreading, consuming her.

“I had a feeling,” Beel whispered, his voice rough as he continued nipping at her
neck.

Andrea’s head swam in a pool of lust. “What?”

“You've walled up your emotions so tight. All it took was a little stimulating to
open you up to me.”

Andrea stiffened. Beel sensed it immediately and tightened his arms around her. He
raised his head but gripped her chin when she would have lowered hers.

“Don’t you dare go back into your mental nest, my little owl.” His voice was
rumbly, raspy from need.

“I'm not your owl,” she stressed, her voice barely audible. He had pulled her out
from behind the wall she’d used for so many years to protect herself and her nest.

“How many males do you kiss like that?” he asked.
“None.”

“Good. That makes you more my owl than anyone else’s.”
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Chapter Five

Beel opened the door to the hardware store and knocked snow off his boots. The
moist snow falling helped draw out all the dormant smells from winter. Normally it
didn’t matter. Today it would save questions. He left Andrea’s nest before she tried
telling him their kiss meant nothing to her. Although, if she had said that, he’d do
whatever it took to prove to her how much it did mean to her.

The way she’d melted against him, opening up and taking all he offered, had him
thinking she was one little starving female. He didn’t know her past but there were
definitely some dark moments in it. It would take some time to pull out of her why
there were so many emotions clouding her pretty eyes. Beel wasn’t worried. Especially
after that kiss. Andrea would open up to him and he would enjoy the hell out of the
process.

“What’s up with you?” Heath Halk, the eldest in their nest, glanced up from behind
the counter. When he took Shelly Preston as his mate, her nest gave her the hardware
store. Shelly was so proud of her store Beel could almost smell it on her.

Beel glanced around, not seeing Heath’s mate. “Not much. Your mate shackle you
to the store already?”

Heath scowled at Beel. “You're in too good of a mood. What female have you
disgraced this time?”

“You don’t know?”

Heath was known as the leader of their parliament even though he didn’t hold any
official title. Ever since their parents died, Heath had made the parliament his business.
Beel didn’t mind teasing his brother when there might be a bit of news in the air his
brother hadn’t sniffed out yet.

“Do I want to know?” Heath grumbled.

Beel didn’t mind smiling. “You worry too much,” he said, leaning against the
counter and glancing at the papers strewn in front of his brother. “What are you
doing?”

“Shelly is having a hard time managing all the books. I'm trying to help, but I admit
running a business like this isn’t my expertise.”

Beel shook his head. “Not mine either.”

There wasn’t anyone else in the store at that minute. Beel glanced out the large
storefront windows and watched the snow fall even harder. Most owls would be
staying in tonight.

“I've got a question for you.”
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Heath searched Beel’s face. The two brothers were hatched within minutes of each
other, which was common among owls. Any human might guess them twins but
neither had ever been accused of such. Beel never thought his older brother looked
much like him at all.

“What’s up?” Heath asked, looking away first and stacking the papers he’d spread
out over the counter.

“There are two females who've just moved in on the third floor,” Beel said,
lowering his voice to almost a whisper. No one would catch him asking questions about
Andrea’s nest.

“Yeah? And?”

“Where did they live before moving their nest here?”
“Why do you want to know?”

“I want to know.”

Heath studied him for a second and nodded. Beel wouldn’t have to explain himself
to his brother. If there was reason to share his time spent with Andrea later, he would
do it willingly. But not until after they’d flown together at least a time or two. Until
there was a relationship to announce, it wasn’t anyone’s business whose nest he spent
time with.

“Yellowknife, I think.”

Beel nodded. That was a good-sized town up in the Northwest Territory.
“Why do you want to know?” Heath asked again.

“You mind if I take a look at their rental application?”

“I guess not. Is there a problem?”

“There’s no problem,” Beel assured him.

“Good. You know where the files are kept.”

Beel nodded then looked around the store. Preston’s Hardware was often a primary
source to learn the latest gossip. Owned and run by owls, Heath’s mate grew up
working in the store. Her sire and mother wanted their daughter to be an honorable
mate for Heath and so gave the store to her when the two of them announced their
mating.

The door to the back office opened and Heath came around the counter. His mate
Shelly held the door open and Andrea followed her into the store. She wore a knit dress
with a high collar and thick, black stockings hugged her slender legs. Flat black boots
added to the ensemble. She looked hot as hell.

Beel shifted his attention to his brother when he joined Shelly, wrapping his arm
around her, and focused on Andrea.

“I take it you two had a nice visit,” Heath said quietly, although it was just them in
the store.

“We did. We really did.” Shelly’s content, relaxed nature was easy to smell.
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Unlike Andrea, whose emotions and reactions to anything around her were bound
tighter than ever.

“Good. Perfect,” Heath said, hugging his mate.
“I offered her the job.”

“What's going on?” Beel couldn’t remain silent any longer. He moved in on
Andrea, taking in her appearance and fighting to keep his interest at bay.

Andrea didn’t manage to keep her appearance as masked. She looked at Beel and
froze, her scent bordering on shocked. Heath narrowed his gaze on his brother.

Andrea’s scent changed almost too fast. She ignored Beel and turned a gracious
hand to Shelly. “Thank you, again.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow,” Shelly said.

“Yes. I'll be here.” Andrea nodded to Heath and walked out of the store, not giving
Beel another look.

“Wait a minute.” Beel ignored his brother’s wary look and hurried after Andrea.
“Beel!” Heath yelled behind him.

Beel didn’t respond but caught up with Andrea as a cold wind filled with heavy,
moist snowflakes wrapped around him.

“Why were you in there?” Andrea hissed, not looking at him but keeping her head
down as she started down the street toward the apartments.

“My nest owns that store.”

“Oh.” She kept walking.

“Beel!” Heath shouted behind him and ran to catch up.

Beel wouldn't ignore his older brother, especially when it was clear Heath planned
on protecting Andrea if he thought Beel was harassing her. And he wasn’t. But she
wouldn’t walk away from him when he acknowledged his nest. Beel grabbed Andrea’s
arm, stopping her on the sidewalk, and turned to face Heath when he caught up with

him. Shelly stood just outside the store, her arms wrapped around her as she watched
her mate.

Andrea stopped and didn’t fight Beel but stared at the ground, appearing more the
trapped animal than someone delayed with their schedule.

“I want to walk with you,” Beel said under his breath, hating how trapped her scent
smelled.

In the next moment her scent faded. Nothing. Beel kept staring at her, fighting the
urge to grab her chin and force her to look and acknowledge him.

“Is everything okay here?” Heath stopped when he reached both of them, barely
acknowledging two older owls who greeted him and Beel as they walked by.

“It's okay, Heath.” Beel stared at his brother but kept his grip on Andrea.

“I'll hear that from Andrea,” Heath said under his breath, although his expression
and tone sounded calm and nonthreatening.
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Andrea did look up then, her expression relaxed and her large gray eyes impossible
to read. All the emotions Beel had seen swimming around inside her before were gone.

“I'm fine,” she said.
“Do you want Beel escorting you to your nest?” Heath asked.

Andrea took a moment. Her gaze shifted from Heath to Beel and something flashed
in her gaze. It wasn’t regret and not quite fear but it wasn’t happy either.

“That’s fine.” Andrea answered as if she were being asked if she liked the snow or
not. There was no enthusiasm in her tone.

Beel wasn’t the only one who noticed.

“Escort her to her nest and return to the store.”

Beel had no problem telling his brother he’d come see him when he was ready.

“I mean it,” Heath said in a softer tone so no one around them would suspect there
was any kind of altercation going on.

Beel stiffened. Heath hadn’t ordered him around since they were fledglings. By
right, as the oldest in their nest, he held the most rank. Beel was only five minutes
younger. He didn’t answer to anyone.

In front of Andrea though, when already he felt it would take a lot of patience and
understanding to get through that damnable brick wall she had secured around every
feeling and emotion she had, Beel wouldn’t dishonor his own nest.

“Fine,” he said, barely moving his mouth. Once he returned to the store, he would
have a thing or two to say to his brother. Then, letting go of Andrea’s arm and placing
his hand in the middle of her back, he turned both of them from his brother. “Let’s get
you out of the snow,” he said.

Andrea walked alongside him, not saying a word as their boots crunched in the
snow building on the sidewalk. Humans were already out with all of their equipment,
determined to keep their town clean in spite of the snow tumbling to the earth. Beel
waited until they had a bit of privacy inside the complex before questioning her.

“Is there a reason why you didn’t want my nest knowing you have already met
me?” he asked when he opened the door to the stairwell.

“I'm a private female,” she said, and gripped the banister with her gloved hand as
she started up the stairs.

“I have no intention of dishonoring you.”
“Thank you.”

Beel fought mounting aggravation. He wanted to take Andrea in his arms, shake
her until she confessed her feelings. She either wanted him around or she didn’t. He
hadn’t been able to get their kiss out of his head since he’d left her. And it wasn’t a kiss
from a female who didn’t want anything to do with him.

“1 think we need to talk.”
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They reached the third floor and he opened the door to their hallway for her.
Andrea stepped out of the stairwell and stopped, clasping her hands in front of her as
she faced him.

“No, Beel,” she said with regret in her tone. “We don’t need to talk. Please, the best
thing to do is leave each other alone.”

“Like hell,” he hissed, and reached for her.

Andrea flinched. She ducked away from him, acting so different than the female
who’d lunged at him and cut his face the other night. Fortunately an owl’s accelerated
metabolism helped them heal quickly. Today it was a just a scratch. But her moment of
panic, or whatever emotion she experienced when he tried taking her in his arms faded.
The aggressive, defiant female he’d first met surfaced. Beel had never met a female so
mixed up with her feelings.

Owls prided themselves on not showing emotion. They flew with honor, and
displaying petty emotions for all to see was beneath them. Andrea didn’t dishonor
herself with a tirade of emotions, but Beel swore they swarmed around her more than
they did most females. He guessed it was because something distracted her thoughts,
haunting her, and the sooner he understood it, the better off both of them would be.

“You don’t want to leave me alone any more than I want to leave you alone,” he
said under his breath. This time, he took her arm, preventing her from walking away
from him, and pulled her to his nest, unlocking the door and taking her inside.

He’d guessed she wouldn’t make a scene. It mattered more to Andrea when no one
noticed her than it did him. Again, probably because she didn’t want to be noticed. He
guessed her reason was tied into the explanation for why there were so many hostile
emotions swimming around in her pretty eyes.

“Let go of me,” she squawked the moment his nest door closed behind the two of
them. Andrea attacked, hauling off with her free hand and aiming for his face.

Beel grabbed her wrist, pinning both of her arms at her side as he pushed her
against the wall and pressed his body into hers. Immediately his cock hardened
painfully. All of her efforts to push him away didn’t convince his body any more than it
did his mind that she didn’t want him.

When Andrea lifted her face to his, the expression she offered showed she knew as
much. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice cracking.

He let go of one wrist and raised his hand to her face, stroking her cheek with his
knuckles. “It's you,” he said simply. “Something about you, Andrea.”

“You like females who attack you repeatedly?”

Beel swore the corner of her mouth twitched, as if she fought a grin and tried to
remain serious and hold up her image of not being interested.

“If that female is you, I do,” he said, lowering his mouth to hers.

“We can’t do this,” she whispered, but opened to him when he kissed her.
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The soft moan she let out when he pressed his tongue between her lips damn near
made him come. Her dress was made out of soft wool and her breasts and round hips
underneath it created a package that drove him wild as he felt every inch of her against
him. The sensible, mature side of him demanded he be gentle, take his time and draw
this gorgeous creature out of her shell, show her how to fly once again, or maybe for the
first time. A more carnal side of him, however, craved every inch of her. He wanted to
know her curves, learn what it took to hear her moan again. He wanted to taste her,
make her come for him and relish in the look on her face when she did.

“Tell me why we can’t do this,” he whispered when he left her mouth and began
kissing her neck.

“It's not you,” she gasped, arching her neck and exposing it farther for him to
explore.

“There’s nothing wrong with you.” He let go of her other wrist and gripped her
hips, holding her body in place.

Every time she shifted, it added to the torture he seriously fought to endure. As
spooked as Andrea had looked for the briefest of seconds in the hallway, he didn’t want
to ruffle her feathers. He wanted to fuck her but needed her to accept what he sensed
she already knew. There was a connection that zapped to life the moment they first saw
each other. Even in his feathers he’d been compelled to come to her in spite of her
aggressive, heated nature. Someday he’d let her know this wasn’t his style. Females
were willing and compliant or he didn’t let his feathers get ruffled around them.

Heath might have seen Andrea panic but he sniffed the air out wrong. Beel would
take that up with his brother later. Beel would never dishonor their nest. Heath knew
this already but Beel didn’t have a problem reminding him. Andrea saw him in the
hardware store, probably a place she hadn’t expected to run into him, and her emotions
surged beyond her control. She didn’t panic around every male. Beel had seen her
speaking amiably with Heath.

He moved her high collar with his chin and nipped at her soft flesh underneath.
Her breath caught as every inch of her tightened. She wasn’t pushing him away. Far
from it. Her lust climaxed, thickening in the air and filling his lungs with a scent
sweeter than anything he’d ever breathed in.

“Do you know how incredible you are?”

Andrea made a choking sound in her throat. Her scent softened considerably. “Yes.
Ido.”

Beel raised his head, searching her face. She didn’t sound boastful. If anything,
although he couldn’t tell by her scent, she sounded resigned to the fact. “You're
beautiful, little owl.” And a mystery.

Her lips were moist, swollen and puckered. There was color in her cheeks and her
gray eyes were glazed with the lust he smelled on her as well as him. Their combined
scents were an intoxicating mix.

“You fly and walk with grace and honor.”
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Her mouth did curve this time, shaping into a sensual smile as her eyes glowed.
“Do you sing the praises of every female you fly after?”

He didn’t hesitate. “No. Any female I've taken in the past has been for mutual,
satisfying sex.”

“And you don’t want sex from me?” Her nipples were hardened beacons rubbing
against his chest.

Beel slid his hands along the curve of her hips, feeling her sharp intake of breath
when he rested his hands under her breasts.

“I want more than sex from you.” He lowered his mouth to hers again, taking his
time kissing her.

The raging need to bury himself deep inside her burned him alive. When he cupped
her breasts, fire swept through his veins. His brain fogged over from the lustful
cravings that were growing harder to restrain. He wasn’t sure holding back would
benefit either of them. Andrea was telling him no for some reason other than her desire
to be with him. If she wouldn’t share her hesitations but continue to suppress them as if
they didn’t exist, he would pull them out of her. She would be willing and eager when
he finally fucked her.

Beel squeezed her breasts while tilting his head and deepening their kiss. Andrea
opened to him, giving him all he demanded. When her hands brushed up his arms, the
fire inside him ignited, fueling his need for her even more. He teased her nipples
through her dress but needed more. Moving his hands down her body, he grabbed the
end of her dress and hiked it up, searching for flesh. The thick stockings she wore were
tight against her waist and her dress fit snugly. He wanted her out of those clothes.

Andrea cried out when he lifted her into his arms, as if he’d just snapped her out of
some trance. Immediately he sensed the change in her scent. Beel cradled her against his
chest, moving through his nest to his bedroom. His body was a walking time bomb,
ready to explode at one wrong move. Need spiked through him with a vengeance so
intense he felt the sparks race up his spine. The change threatened to come forward as
the carnal side of him took over his rational thought. All that mattered was making her
comfortable, removing all the clothing she wore and adoring her body until she relaxed
underneath him, primed and ripe for the taking.

And he would take her. He would adore her flesh and later her feathers. Just the
thought of marking her, creating new, unique scents both of them would carry with
pride, filled him with a greater need. It was a sensation new to him, one he hadn’t
thought he’d ever experience. Claiming one female hadn’t ever been high on his list.
Beel was content taking care of their parliament, ensuring all owls lived the honorable
lives they deserved and knowing none of them existed tormented or humiliated.

Beel moved down the hallway, aware of how tight his balls were, how swollen his
cock was as it stretched painfully inside his jeans. With every step, and Andrea in his
arms, he felt the weight of his need grow until he fought the urge to rip her clothes from
her body the moment she slid down him to the bed.
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“I need you undressed,” he said, explaining his actions when she sat at the edge of
his bed and he grabbed one boot then the other, sliding them off her feet.

He climbed over her, pushing her dress to her hips as he did and grabbed her
stockings at her waist.

“Beel,” she breathed, her hands on his shoulders. The heat from her touch scalded
his flesh through his clothes, fueling his need for her further.

“You have nothing to fear with me,” he murmured. “You're going to fly by my
side.”
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Chapter Six

Andrea stared into Beel’s dark gray eyes. Traces of gold laced his intense gaze. He
pierced her soul, seeing what no other owl had seen since her nightmares began. Even
through the torture, the abuse, her soul, her innermost feelings and emotions were
hidden from those who strived to pull them out of her. Andrea wouldn’t give him the
satisfaction of seeing her pain.

But Beel, a male she’d just met, saw inside to her rawest, most impure and
dishonorable thoughts, and swore to take care of her. She didn’t understand how he
saw what no other owl noticed. Even her sister believed Andrea was fine, ready to take
on their new lives and build a nest everyone would honor and respect.

She stared at his handsome face, the silver streaks in his hair adding to his regal and
captivating appearance. He was a Halk, and in this parliament, they were the most
honorable nest. Business owners and nest owners whom everyone in the community
respected. If there was a problem, they would be there, flying to the rescue.

Andrea closed her eyes, pain attacking her too fast to control. Beel’s hands were on
her. He murmured sweet words of adoration, but the pain ransacked her system. Flying
with Beel would draw attention. He was still out there, looking for both of them. If
Andrea could wipe the past out of her brain and free her and Anna from the nightmares
they both remembered, they would be safe. It was impossible to forget something that
continually tortured her every night. As long as she and Anna lived, he would fly after
them, hunting them until he found and killed them. He believed that would make him
free.

Only his death would free him. And Andrea was growing tired of flying all the
time, building a new nest only to have to flee from it. She wasn’t a fledgling anymore
and it was time to fight back.

But to drag Beel into her nightmare, give him what he believed he wanted, would
dishonor him. It wasn’t right. It was worse than unfair. It was how it had to be though.
Until her past was truly her past and no longer able to sneak into the night and destroy
all she had, Andrea couldn’t allow anyone into her life.

“Beel, no.”

His hands stilled but remained at her waist, branding her where he touched her.
“Andrea.” His voice was gruff, his eyes laced with gold.

“T can’t.” She scooted backward on the bed.

Beel moved in on her again. “Then tell me why.”
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She struggled with her dress that was now twisted around her waist. “I can’t.” She
wouldn’t dishonor him. Beel would hate her if she did. The pain from that would be
worse than what she endured now.

“Tell me why I can’t smell your emotions but can see them burning you alive
inside,” he whispered. “Explain why you're so hungry for me but turn down what I
offer.”

She shook her head, her hair streaming into her face. Andrea slapped it out of the
way as she climbed off his bed. “It isn’t you.” She couldn’t explain further.

“Like hell it’s not!” Beel flew off the bed, grabbing her and spinning her around so
she slapped his hard, solid chest. “If you trusted me you would explain what I'm
seeing, what I'm feeling, what you're scared to share with me.”

“Don’t do this.” She struggled but he held on tighter.

“I will do this.” Beel grabbed her arms, lifting her in the air so their faces were
inches from each other.

Anger spiked in the air, tickling her nose and making her eyes water as he
devoured her with a look so determined, so stubborn and commanding she stilled.

“You want me. Tell me you don’t and I'll release you.”

There wasn’t any way she would lie. Her humiliation ran deep enough, but he
asked her to dishonor herself on top of it. “Stop it!” she demanded.

“No. You're going to explain yourself to me now!”

There were hard lines in Beel’s face. He was an owl to reckon with, and Andrea

didn’t doubt for a moment he would take on any situation if it appeared or smelled
dishonorable to him and set it right. Which was exactly what he was doing with her.

“I'm not trying to hurt you,” she exclaimed, her frustration brewing into anger as
he kept her hanging in front of him.

She didn’t want to upset him. Maybe they hadn’t known each other long but
Andrea loved the idea of building something between them. She hadn’t dared dream of
what her perfect nest would be, knowing if she did try, it would come to something like
this. She hadn’t tried. Beel wouldn’t fly away from her. Knowing the effort he put
forward to know her, fly with her, broke her heart.

“Let me go, Beel.”

“I don’t think so.” He turned to the bed, ready to place her back where she was a
moment ago.

Andrea didn’t have the strength to ask him to stop twice.

“No!” She had to make him stop. If they had sex, bonded themselves to each other,

it would pull Beel into her nightmare with her. As much as it destroyed her, Andrea
found the strength to fly.

The moment Beel put her on the bed, Andrea sprang off it, pushing with her legs
and flying through the air. She tumbled to the ground, rolling to her side in her twisted
dress.
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“Andrea!” Beel was on top of her in seconds.

She scrambled forward, crawling on her hands and knees as her emotions peaked,
making her eyes burn. Not once had she cried over the destruction of her nest. She’d
refused to shed a single tear when she last looked at her mother. Nothing would cause
her to give in to the humiliation and allow her emotions to surface when her nest went
up in flames and smoke.

“Calm down.” His hands were on her, his voice soothing and quiet. “Talk to me,
my little owl.”

For years she’d maintained her honor, flying with determination and managing to
stay ahead of the devastation that continued pursuing her year after year. Yet, in a
matter of days, Beel had moved into her space, saw into her mind and was able to pull
on emotions no one else could touch.

He would not make her cry!

“There’s nothing to say,” she said, clenching her teeth together as sparks raced up
her spine. Damn him for making her feel.

“Bullshit! Or you wouldn’t be fighting me now.”

He lifted her off the ground, pulling her backward until he held her against his
strong, virile body. Andrea didn’t have a choice. If she stayed now, the dishonor that
would burn through her veins would give Beel a glimpse of the ugliness inside. Beel
had pushed her into a corner but she wouldn’t stay there.

Her spine zapped painfully as the change threatened to tighten her skin. Tears
streaked her face, blinding her. Andrea remembered that final night. The horror that
had been her life came to a head when the hatred exploded around her. Squawking and
accusations! Violence and dishonor! Scene after grotesque, ugly scene played in her
mind as she struck out, fighting with all the strength she had.

Beel yelled something. Andrea wasn’t sure what he said. She raced from his nest,
blinded from years of pain taking its toll on her. If anyone else was in the hallway, she
didn’t notice. When she was in her own nest, breathing hard and unable to focus or stop
the nightmares replaying themselves in her brain, over and over, collapsing on her own
bed offered little security. Her world was caving in around her and she no longer
possessed the strength to stop it.

o E H H X

Andrea closed her blinds in her bedroom after getting out of a hot bath. An
unsettling calm, the kind before a vicious storm, consumed her as she twisted the
wands and stared out the glass panes at the velvety black night outside.

“Are you hungry?” Anna called from the other end of their nest. “I have good
news!”

Her sister sounded happy and the smells coming from the kitchen should be
making her tummy rumble. She hadn’t eaten all day. There was news to share with
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Anna too. It seemed a lifetime ago but Andrea had a new job and would start in the
morning. If only she could feel the enthusiasm for it that she heard in her sister’s voice.

“I'll be there in a minute,” Andrea said, and dropped her robe to put on sweats.

Every inch of her body tingled. Wherever she touched herself as she pulled on a
baggy sweatshirt and slipped into comfortable sweats reminded her of Beel’s hands on
her. He'd destroyed her earlier today, pulled emotions out of her that never should
have seen the light of day. Andrea wouldn’t think of how his nest must have smelled
after she left.

“I know we have to be conservative with our money, but I had to pull some out
when I learned my good news.” Anna carried two plates to their small kitchen table.

Andrea paused in the kitchen doorway, staring at her sister as she beamed and
smelled strong with happiness.

“I got a job today over at Earl’s. He really is a nice owl,” she added, and placed a
plate on each side of the table. “I know you wanted to share your good news with me
but I heard about it while I was at the bar. You have a new job too.”

Andrea wanted to ask who told Anna but didn’t risk speaking.

“So when do you start working? I start Friday night. All new employees have to
take the late shifts. You have to build rank at Earl’s before you can have nights off to fly
with everyone.” Anna slid into her chair and picked up her fork. “These aren’t the best
steaks there are but I picked them up from a butcher Earl recommended. Did you know
leopards live in Banff too?” Anna looked up at Andrea when she walked around the
table. “What's wrong?”

Anna’s happiness almost smelled stronger than the steaks. Her face glowed and her
light gray eyes were bright as she followed Andrea with her gaze until Andrea sat
down facing her. It had been a long time since she’d seen Anna filled with so much
happiness. Her world was moving as it should, as it did for most normal owls. And
other than Andrea’s ordeal with Beel earlier that day, they had little to complain about.
It wouldn’t be the first time Andrea had walked through a parliament with shame. This
time though, she would bear her burden silently. Anna deserved freedom from their
past. If Andrea couldn’t provide it for herself, the least she could do was give it to her
sister.

“Nothing is wrong. I slept really soundly.”
“I know. I came home and you were out like a light.” Anna’s grin returned. “Eat.
We feast tonight, sister!” she said enthusiastically. “Our nest is settled and life is good.”

“Yes, life is good.” Andrea reached for her fork. It was nothing new to stifle her
feelings. All well-bred owls were taught to do that as young fledglings. Somehow, this
time it seemed an overwhelming task. She almost choked on her steak as she tried to
keep the pain from surfacing.

Except this time, it wasn’t her past that haunted her, but a tall, determined and
stubborn male whose scent seemed wrapped around her, a silent reminder of what she
could have had if her life were different.
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Chapter Seven

Beel followed Rock into Heath’s nest. The smell of fresh meat greeted them and
Rock hummed his approval.

“It's about time someone brought a good cook into this nest,” Rock called out.

Female laughter followed and Heath appeared from the hallway. “Wipe your feet.”
He pointed to the mat on the floor. “She won’t let you eat if you mess up her nest.”

“Memories of our nest,” Beel muttered.

Rock shot him a side glance, grinning and understanding. Their mother would tan
their feathers if they traipsed mud through her nest. Beel rubbed his boots on the floor
mat after Rock joined Heath in the living room. He’d been trying to look forward to this
invitation ever since Heath told them his mate was cooking a meal for all of them that
Friday night. It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do. Every available female would
be flying tonight and a good portion of them shaking their tail feathers for any male
who caught their attention. Beel didn’t feel like flying after females.

“You're both just in time.” Shelly stuck her head from around the corner, her face
flushed from standing over the hot oven and her happiness smelling as strong as the
food she was preparing. “Go ahead and sit. Heath, get them beers.”

“Tonight I wait on you two,” Heath grumbled.
Rock took one of the four chairs at the table. “Here, here,” he cheered, sounding
unusually amiable considering his brooding nature lately.

Beel figured one of them had to be brooding and tonight it was his turn. Since
Andrea was now officially an employee at Preston’s Hardware, he wouldn’t bring her
up. It was all he could do to stay away from her though.

Heath returned to the table, offering his brothers beers, then helped his mate serve
meat and vegetables.

“This looks great.” Beel smiled at Shelly, unwilling to let anyone suspect his
personal turmoil.

“Maybe it will be incentive for you two to find mates and quit torturing every
female in the parliament.” Shelly winked at Beel.

He offered a smile but knew it was strained. Glancing at Heath, he was relieved to
see his brother digging into his meat, unconcerned about the comment. Andrea hadn’t
given either of them cause to suspect anything.

They ate and enjoyed small talk, each of them offering what gossip had been
squawked around town. The food was incredible, and after a couple beers, Beel found
himself relaxing and enjoying his nest’s company.
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“I have to say that new female is making life a lot easier at the shop,” Shelly said
when she stood and began clearing dishes after they’d finished eating.

Beel looked up, aware of Heath giving him an appraising stare.
“She’s quite the unique owl,” she added, disappearing into the kitchen.

Beel grabbed his plate and followed Shelly into the kitchen, indifferent to the
focused looks both his brothers were giving him now.

“What's wrong with her?” he asked, setting his plate on the counter.

Shelly grabbed a dishtowel and wiped her hands. “There’s nothing wrong with her.
She’s an incredible bookkeeper, although I found it odd that she couldn’t produce
references.” Shelly looked up at him and beamed. “I went on a hunch though and I'm
glad I did. Andrea is a friendly, sweet owl. There’s just something...”

She hesitated as if searching for the right word.
“Haunting?” Beel suggested.

“Interesting,” Shelly mused as Heath appeared in the doorway. “I wouldn’t have
used that word but you're right. Something is bothering her.”

“I wonder who that might be,” Heath said dryly, not even trying to hide the smell
of his disapproval.

“Something was bothering her when she flew to our parliament,” Beel said easily.
“If I annoyed her further, I've been given no indication an apology is warranted. But
whatever it is, when I tried to pull it out of her, it bent her feathers all out of shape.”

“So, you have annoyed her.” Heath nodded as if he’d suspected this all along.

“It wasn’t my intention.” Just as it wasn’t his intention to share any details with his
nest.

“I might agree with Beel,” Shelly said, turning and touching Heath’s arm. “I'm not
saying he didn’t do something out of line, but there is something about Andrea. I can’t
quite sniff it out of her. In fact, you can’t pick up any scent off her. Her emotions are
hidden better than any owl I've ever met.”

“Interesting,” Heath mused, rubbing his chin. “But you trust her doing the books at
the store?”

“She’s completely honorable,” Beel snapped.
“Yes. I trust her,” Shelly said at the same time.

Heath shifted his attention from his mate to Beel. “Why do you find her haunting?
That is the word you used, right?”

Beel lifted a shoulder lazily. He wasn’t comfortable discussing Andrea.
“Speculating on the nature of an owl smells an awful lot like gossip.”

Heath shook his head. “I need to know if there is a situation here. If trouble could
be brought on the parliament.”

“I've met Anna, her sister,” Rock said as he stood behind Heath. “She’s open and
honest and will be an asset to Earl’s.”
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“Earl’s?” Heath questioned.

“I happened to be there when he hired the female. She was so excited she hugged
everyone before flying out of there.”

“How fortunate for you,” Heath mumbled.
Rock winked at Shelly when she smiled at him.

“Andrea isn’t trouble for our parliament.” Beel grabbed Heath’s attention. “And I
won't have you sniffing around her and spooking her when she’s trying to do a good
job at the shop.”

“Staking claim on this female?” Heath demanded.

Beel stared at his older brother. This conversation needed to end, but he wouldn’t
lie to his nest. “She isn’t interested in me,” he explained.

A cell phone rang in the other room and Rock turned in the doorway with Heath
following him into the living room.

“The two of you have spent time together,” Shelly said, returning to the sink and
clearing dishes. She didn’t make it a question.

Beel didn’t feel a need to respond. He brought the plates scattered around the
kitchen to her at the sink, willing to hear anything she might have to say about Andrea.

“Andrea is very good at keeping books,” Shelly continued, turning on the water
and holding her hand under it as she adjusted the temperature. “In just the few days
she’s been working for me, I feel more informed as to how the store’s doing than I have
in all the years I've been there.”

“If memory serves, you've worked at that store since you were a fledgling. That is
high praise. Maybe you should tell Andrea that.”

Shelly glanced at him, nodded, and returned to her task. “I might do that. I had
thought of putting her out on the floor, giving her a break from sitting in that small
back room and letting her wait on customers. When I suggested it though, the smell of
panic filled the room before she could stifle it. She actually blushed when she informed
me she didn’t feel she would be an asset to me there.”

“Interesting.”

“I think she’s hiding from someone.” Shelly took a pot from Beel and poured soap
and water into it. “I think someone has hurt her terribly and she’s flown from them and
is scared they might find her. It might explain why she refused your attention.”

Beel wouldn’t ask why she thought Andrea had refused his attention. More than
likely Shelly and Heath had discussed the matter. They’d seen him fly after Andrea
earlier that week when she left the store, the same day Andrea flew out of his nest,
going into a severe panic attack after melting in his arms and filling his nest with the
smell of her lust.

“What does that explain?” he asked.
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“Beel, you're a Halk. You have a high profile in this parliament. For a female to fly
by your side, every owl in Banff, if not farther, would hear about it. The squawking
would make quite a fuss for a while.”

Beel remembered when Heath first started flying after Shelly. Her family wasn’t
viewed as honorable. Most owls, including the older aunts and uncles related to their
nest, insisted Heath leave her alone. Because he was a Halk, he needed to find an
appropriate mate. Heath had ignored all of them and his nest with Shelly smelled of
happiness and love every time Beel came over.

“Interesting,” he mused, wondering if there would be any way to convince his sexy
little owl to give him another chance.

“We've got trouble.” Heath hurried into the kitchen, putting his hands on Shelly’s
shoulders and kissing her cheek. “We need to head down to Earl’s. He just called,
something’s going on.”

“What?” Shelly grabbed her towel and started drying her hands as she followed all
of them into the living room.

“All Earl said was an owl who isn’t from around these parts is stirring up trouble.
We won’t be gone long.”

“Supper was incredible,” Beel told Shelly as he headed to the door with his
brothers.

“Come eat and fly anytime.” Shelly made a face at them but smiled. She’d mated
with a Halk. She understood that meant they would take care of any problem that
might jeopardize their parliament.

“Let me grab my heavier sweater.” Beel hurried to the stairs after they left Heath’s
nest. If they ended up changing into their feathers to pursue a rogue owl, a different
change of clothes would be more appropriate than what he wore now. “That way I
won’t need a coat.”

“Good idea.” Rock reached the door to the stairs at the same time Beel did. “I'm
going to do the same.”

“I'll meet both of you outside,” Heath said behind them.

The three of them raced down the stairs. Beel left his brothers and turned to the
door leading to the third floor. He flew through it, his blood already pumping at the
thought of an altercation taking place among the owls that Earl couldn’t handle. Earl
was a Great Horned Ow], the largest of their kind. Very few messed with him.

Beel came up short, stopping fast enough so he didn’t stumble into Andrea, who
had her hand raised to knock at his nest. All thoughts of the bar drained out of his head.
He hadn’t seen her since she’d raced out of his nest, leaving her boots as a torturous
memory that she’d been there. Her long blonde hair fell neatly to the middle of her
back, and her black leggings and flat, short boots showed off her long, slender legs. She
wore a bright pink blouse and a wide black belt around her waist, giving a mouth-
watering view of how slender and well-rounded her figure was.
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Andrea lifted her gaze to his slowly, sucking in her lower lip and taking her time, as
if she now understood staring into his eyes revealed her soul to him.

“Andrea,” he breathed, reaching for her but pausing before he touched her.

She watched his hand but didn’t retreat. “Beel,” she began. “I...I need your help,”
she said, and the smell of panic he’d noticed on her for brief seconds flooded the
hallway.

Beel unlocked his apartment, placing his hand on her back and keeping her close as
they entered. He’d missed the hell out of her and they’d just met. But something was
wrong. She’d flown to him and he wouldn’t let her down. He told himself he would
treat any female the same if she came to him for help, and he would. But his heart
wouldn’t swell in his chest the way it did now as he ran his hand down her smooth,
long hair.

“What is it?” he asked, closing and locking his nest door. “I need to grab a sweater.
Follow me.” Beel started down his hallway and stopped, turning to see Andrea planted
in the middle of his living room, watching him warily. “I won’t touch you,” he
snapped, but hid the pain she was so easily able to inflict on him.

“I'm very sorry about the other day,” she offered, but didn't move from where she
stood. “I wish I hadn’t behaved that way.”

The timing here sucked. More than anything Beel wanted to sniff out the truth
behind her statement. Did she wish she had stayed and made love to him? Or did she
wish she wouldn’t have revealed so many emotions to him and had instead managed to
get away from him while keeping her cool?

Beel hesitated for only a moment. He turned to his bedroom. The parliament had to
come before his own needs and desires. Grabbing a heavy, hooded sweatshirt, Beel
hurried back down the hallway. Andrea remained in the middle of the living room, so
incredibly beautiful but appearing at the moment like a damaged bird.

“I'm sorry about the other day too.” He stroked the side of her face. “If you wish to
talk about this, I would very much like that. But right now I have to go. We have a
situation.”

The air crackled around him, worse than static electricity, as he stroked her smooth
skin. Andrea raised her hooded gaze to his and the intensity of emotions swarming in
her gaze stole his breath.

“Is the situation at Earl’s?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

He’d never seen her appear so defeated. The feisty female who’d attacked him, who
fought beak and claw to get away from him, stood before him now as if she’d been
beaten into humble submission. Beel’s blood boiled. He would kill whoever did this to
her. And if it was him —damn!

“Wait a minute,” he said, stiffening. “Your sister started working there tonight,
didn’t she?” Sudden understanding hit him when she nodded slowly. Andrea was here
on behalf of her nest, not for him. She needed his help because he was a Halk, because
her sister was in trouble. “What’s wrong?”
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“There is...” She faltered, almost staggered, then gathered some inner strength.
Andrea straightened, the worry etching her face fading as she stuffed the emotions she
didn’t want him to see behind some dark shroud. When she met his gaze, her gray eyes
were flat, blank, as if some part inside her died so she could say what needed to be said.
When she spoke again, there was no life in her voice. “There is someone after my nest. I
thought we’d flown far enough for him to lose our scent. I was mistaken. My sister’s life
is in danger.”

She shared this information with Beel as if it were some trivial item at work. It hurt
her so deeply to tell him the truth behind her pain that she sacrificed all feeling, all
emotion simply to utter the words. For a moment all he could do was stare at her, his

insides torn apart as he fought the urge to grab her and pull those emotions back out of
her.

Andrea didn’t want him in her life. He nodded, deciding he could also stuff
emotions as proudly as any owl. There was a difference between walking with honor
and not displaying every thought on the tip of the beak, and killing everything inside so
it became impossible to feel. It terrified him that a female as beautiful and enticing as
Andrea might have done the latter.

“Your sister will be fine,” he promised her. Then, pulling off the shirt he’d worn to
have dinner with his nest, he yanked his sweatshirt over his head as his phone rang.
Grabbing the hood and adjusting it behind his neck, Beel pulled his phone out of his
jeans pocket. “Yes,” he said, noting Heath’s number. “I'll be down in a second.”

“I'm going with you,” Andrea said after the call ended, her expression still flat.

“No. You're not. And no fit of yours is changing how it will be.” He pointed his
finger at her, ignoring the constriction around his heart when she simply stared, not
moving or reacting to his harsh tone. “I'll take care of this matter, and your sister. It’s
what I do.”

Andrea nodded. “You're a Halk. You take care of your parliament.”

“That’s right.” He headed toward the door.

Andrea didn’t move.

When he glanced behind him, she remained standing where she’d been since
entering his nest, her body and face as relaxed as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
“If I can’t go with you, may I stay here?”

His heart swelled and excitement flooded his system. Andrea would be in his nest
when he returned. As quickly as the glint of hope warmed his insides, he put a clamp
on it. Andrea wasn’t here to be with him. Whatever had her flying, stifling all feelings
and making her a female incapable of touching another, was closing in on her. It had
her terrified. She was here for his protection only.

“Who is at Earl’s?”

For a moment he thought she wouldn’t answer. Every inch of him tightened as he
fought the urge to fly at her, grab her as he had the other day and shake her until she
believed in what heart she still was able to feel with that he would never hurt her.
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Andrea’s eyes widened. Apparently he wasn’t as good at masking his emotions as
she was. He almost offered her assuring words. He wanted to pull her into his arms,
hug and kiss her and swear to her everything would be okay. Beel held his ground. He
watched her lower her gaze and stare at his floor as if there might be more than one
answer and she contemplated the best one to give him.

“My sire,” she whispered.
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Chapter Eight

Earl’s was in the middle of the block downtown, its purple awning helping it to
stand out from the other shops on either side. At the moment, hard-packed snow, lined
with zigzagged tire tracks, covered the street in front of the bar. There were a fair
amount of cars parked around the establishment, most of them lining the front of the
building. As night fell, so did temperatures, and everyone wanted as close to the door
as possible so they could hurry in out of the cold.

Earl didn’t discriminate. Werewolves, leopards and even humans frequented his
place. Although it was common knowledge to all that it was an owl establishment and
his kind controlled and monitored all activity inside.

Beel sat in the backseat of Heath’s black SUV and climbed out on Rock’s side after
they parked. His skin prickled as he crunched over the snow and headed to the bar’s
entrance.

Heath grabbed the door, pulling it open and leading the way inside. An unsettling
quiet attacked them. It was a Friday night. Music should be blaring. Pool balls should
be cracking against each other on the handful of pool tables at the back of the bar. There
should be a dull roar of people laughing, talking or arguing as the evening progressed.
The place was full yet quiet.

Beel searched the long bar, spotting Earl immediately. He headed toward the
incredibly tall, large bald man who barely had a scar on him yet was said he’d been in
more fights than any owl in Banff.

“He wants to take her with him.” Earl didn’t say hello or offer any other type of
greeting. Instead, he cut to the chase, as always. Very little ruffled the male’s tail
feathers, but tonight worry lines were etched deep in his forehead. “She’s an unmated
female,” he continued, justifying his actions to the three of them as he moved to the end
of the bar. “I won’t let her leave, especially when she smells terrified of him, without
your consent.”

“Why is the place so quiet?” Beel asked, meeting Earl at the end of the bar.

“Turn the fucking music on,” Earl bellowed, his deep baritone reverberating against
the long walls and high ceiling. Immediately an old rock and roll song started playing
and conversation picked up. “Come with me,” Earl said, not raising his voice over the
music.

Beel picked up on a handful of conversations as he walked in between his brothers
and followed the large owl into a back room behind the bar. There was speculation, the
different groups of owls and a handful of leopards rehashing what they’d witnessed
before the Halk nest showed up. Beel heard several key words that rang repeatedly in
his brain.

48



Feather Adored

Insane. Violent. And the repeated statement — Never seen an owl like him.

Earl opened a door and bright light flooded the dimly lit bar. Anna sat at a table
alone and jumped to her feet, covering her mouth to muffle a shriek as she stared with
wide, terrified gray eyes. She searched all of them and rested her attention on Beel.

“Is my sister okay?” she asked, her voice shaken.

Anna was a younger, more innocent version of Andrea. It was common in nests for
fledglings to often appear as twins. Anna and Andrea were as different as day from
night though. Where Andrea was doing her best to die inside so no one would see her
feelings, Anna trembled from the fear and anger that filled the room with their pungent
odors.

“Your sister is fine.” Beel hadn’t shared with his brothers about Andrea being at his
nest when he got there. His feelings were still too raw when it came to Andrea.

“Is she?” Anna searched his face. “Have you seen her? Do you know for sure?”

“It's okay,” he said, moving to the table and standing opposite of it from the young
female. “She’s safe where no one will find her.” That is if the impossible female didn’t
get her feathers ruffled and take off on him.

“Okay,” she said slowly.

“What do you want me to do with the male?” Earl asked.

Anna’s mouth opened and her skin went white as a sheet. “He’s still here?” she
whispered.

“He won’t leave without you,” Earl said.

“I don’t want to go with him.” Anna reached across the table and touched the back
of Beel’s hand. Her fingers were icy cold and trembled. “Please,” she begged. “I know

my sister cares about you,” she continued, her words coming out faster. “She trusts you,
so I do. He will kill us. That’s why we’re here.”

“Why would your sire want to kill you?” Beel asked.

“Her sire?” Heath and Earl said at the same time.

Anna collapsed in her chair, dropping her head into her hands and began sobbing.
“I'm dishonoring all of you and you're only here to help and protect your parliament,”
she wailed.

“Maybe I should send in a female.” Earl shuffled behind them, obviously disturbed
by Anna’s emotional outbreak.

It wasn't something most owls knew how to deal with, but Beel needed to
understand better so he could decide what to do. Heath’s silence and his remaining
behind Beel as Beel spoke with Anna proved he wouldn’t supersede Beel’s decisions in
this matter.

“Don’t send anyone else in and humiliate the female,” Beel said, remaining calm as
the smell of too many emotions cluttered the small room. “Bring her some water. I'll
talk to her.” Beel looked over his shoulder as Earl started to leave. “And make sure that
male doesn’t go anywhere.” He wouldn’t honor the monster who’d damaged Andrea as
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badly as he had by giving him a title. The waste of feathers didn’t deserve to be called
their sire.

“I have him in the storage room,” Earl said as he stood in the doorway, blocking the
view to the bar. The noise level had returned somewhat to normal, although there was a
noticeable smell of apprehension drifting into the room.

“I want to know what happened,” Heath demanded.

“The female just started tonight,” Earl informed him, keeping his voice low in spite
of the noise behind him. “I was training her when the male walked into the bar.”

Beel watched Anna suck in a breath, trying to regain her composure. Rock watched
Anna as well. His expression remained blank but Beel didn’t think his brother was too
impressed with the pretty, young, single female. She looked ready to fall apart.

“I didn’t pay any attention to him until I smelled her panic. The male marched right
up to her and tried grabbing her from across the bar.” Earl’s tone turned menacing. “I
don’t allow any fighting in my bar, but especially not between males and females,” he
growled, sounding repulsed. “The female shrieked and jumped behind me. Now I don’t
get in the middle of any nest’s issues,” he insisted, straightening and looking as if he
might split the doorway any minute as his large arms pressed against both sides. “But
when that male started telling this female how he’d had it with the two of them
disappearing on him and when he was through with them they would never fly again, I
told him I didn’t have that kind of squawking in my bar. That male turned an evil eye
on me.” Earl had a look about him that would terrify any species. He never smelled
aggressive and his expression always remained relaxed, but even in his calm, deep
baritone, the shrewd look he gave all of them in the room showed he meant business. “I
run a respectable bar and am honored in this parliament. It will stay that way,” he
hissed, making it sound like a threat. “But I don’t tolerate anyone dishonoring me.
That's when I locked that male up and called you.” Earl shook his head, relaxing
somewhat as he focused on Heath. “I'm here to tell you, there’s something wrong with
that male.”

“I'll go talk to him,” Heath decided. “Rock, you're with me.”

“I'll stay here with Anna,” Beel said. His brothers looked at him but Heath nodded
then turned to leave. “But I want to talk to that male too.”

“Are you sure my sister is safe?” Anna asked the moment they were alone.
“She’s at my nest,” he told her. “You can call her if you want.”

Anna looked noticeably relieved but shook her head. “We share a phone. I didn’t
think I'd need it while I was at work.”

Beel pulled out his cell phone. “Call her so you know she is safe.”

Anna still trembled when she accepted his phone and pushed the numbers to call
Andrea. Her blonde hair tumbled over her shoulder when she looked down as she
pressed his phone to her ear. There was none of the cocky arrogance in this female.
Anna was purely the docile, submissive female owl, and with her looks, would be the
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perfect mate for some lucky male. Beel wondered at his sanity. A week ago he would
have sworn a female just like Anna would be perfect for him.

The phone rang several times and, alone in the small room, Beel heard Andrea
when she answered.

“Andrea, it's me, Anna. I'm on Beel’s phone.”
“God. Are you okay?”

“No. I'm scared to death.”

“Don’t be. We're going to be fine.”

“Are you sure? Do we have to fly again?”

“I don’t want you worrying about anything. Stay with Beel. He will protect you
until you're with me. Promise me, okay?”

“I will. I'm scared he’s going to find you. He wants you worse than he does me.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone and for a moment Beel worried the
line had gone dead. Heath wouldn’t let the male go, but if for some reason he did, there
wasn’'t any way he’d find Andrea, that was, if she’d keep her cute ass safe and at his
nest.

“I know, Anna. He won't get me and he’s not going to hurt you.”

He found himself continuing to compare Anna to Andrea as he listened to the two
talk, and understanding around Andrea’s behavior became clear. As much as he
wanted to shake sense into Andrea since he’d met her, he found this female, who
struggled to maintain control, used her sister for her strength. If they were continually
flying away from an abusive sire, there was no way Anna would have made it without
Andrea.

“Andrea, what are we going to do?” Anna wailed as if she were still a fledgling.
The silence didn’t last on the other end as long this time. “Is Beel there with you?”
“Yes.”

“Put him on.”

Anna obediently handed the phone to Beel.

“Are you still at my nest?” he demanded when he put the phone to his ear.

“You honor my nest with your help. I wanted to say thank you.”

Beel rested his forehead in his hand and closed his eyes, knowing it took strength
on Andrea’s part to humble herself and show gratitude. “You're welcome. Stay at my
nest.”

“Your protection right now is greatly appreciated.”
He saw right through her. She wasn’t confirming she would stay anywhere.

“Andrea,” he hissed, and immediately smelled tension from Anna. Glancing up, he
fought to remain calm. He should have tied his hot-headed little owl to the bed.
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“I've never promised anything I couldn’t do,” she began, speaking slowly. “Just as
I've never committed an act that might lead to false pretenses.”

Again he heard what she was saying between her words. “We'll discuss this later.
Right now, you will stay at my nest or, believe me, I'll hunt you down. And I will find
you.” Beel didn’t make promises he wouldn’t keep either.

Andrea apparently realized this. “Fine,” she hissed, although she sounded as if she
had already made other plans and his promise interfered with them.

“What were you going to do?” he asked.
“It doesn’t matter. Have you seen him yet?”

Beel noticed Andrea didn’t refer to him as her sire. “Not yet. My nest is with him
right now. I'm with Anna.”

“She will feed on your strength.”
Anna straightened as if to prove her sister’s words.
Beel looked at her. “Anna is strong in her own right.”

The small smile she graced him with touched his heart. Anna was pure in all senses
and a strong, protective instinct lunged through him. “You have my word no one will
harm her.”

“I know. You're an honorable owl.”
“So are you, Andrea.”
She made a snorting sound. “You aren’t seeing things clearly, Beel.”

“Yes. I am seeing them very clearly now.” He didn’t care if Anna overheard this.
She was part of Andrea’s nest and he would make his intentions clear for both of them.
“The dishonor you’'ve weighted yourself down with is imaginary. You haven't done
anything wrong.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Your sire is alive.”

There was silence again. Beel kept the phone against his ear, hearing her soft
breathing and imagining her warring with the demons she refused to let go of inside
her. “I want you to make me a promise, Beel.”

“What is it?”

“Hold that male and don’t let him fly. When you can, send for me. I'm going to kill
him.”

Beel leaned back in his chair, running his fingers through his hair and ignoring the
attentive stare Anna gave him. She remained silent, as did Andrea on the other end. The

two of them had lived through some hell and they deserved closure. There was still a
lot Beel didn’t know though.

“Andrea,” he said, his voice a soothing whisper. “What did he do to you?”

The door opened and the sounds from the bar filled the small room. Heath and
Rock entered the room, closing the door. Heath moved around Beel, pausing at the end
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of the table and resting his hands on it. His expression and emotions were more
guarded than usual.

“Beel, we have a situation,” he said, shooting Anna a wary look.

Beel heard a click through the phone. “Andrea,” he demanded, but silence
followed. He all but slammed his phone on the table. “Damn it,” he hissed.

“Interesting.” Heath stared at him.

Beel barely managed to control his mounting frustration when he met his brother’s
focused stare. “What?”

“I'll speak with you outside.” Heath straightened and nodded to Rock. “Stay with
this female. We'll be back shortly.”

The cold night air didn’t do a lot to soothe the growing apprehension inside Beel as
he followed his brother outside. Heath stopped at the front of his SUV and stuffed his
hands in his pockets, taking a moment to look up and down the sidewalk and sniff the
air before determining they were alone and focusing on Beel.

“What do you know about these two females?” Heath asked.

“Not a lot.” Beel didn’t have a problem telling his brother all he knew about
Andrea. He saw trouble in Heath’s eyes and wanted to understand it. The more they
communicated the better he could protect Andrea’s nest. “I met Andrea a few days ago.
I've been pursuing her and she’s been resisting.”

Another time Heath might have given Beel shit for that comment. Heath’s somber
expression simply verified how serious this situation was.

“She hasn’t shared with you anything about herself personally?”

“There is trouble in her past.” Beel hesitated. He wouldn’t dishonor Andrea by
squawking to anyone about their time together. “Your mate spoke accurately.
Something is haunting her. I listened as Anna spoke to Andrea on the phone. They are
both convinced he’s here to kill them and they need our protection.”

Heath exhaled and lowered his gaze, staring at the ground. A car pulled into a stall
a few cars down. Both watched it park. Several young owls barely gave them a glance
as they headed to Earl’s.

“Jerome Chouette has apologized for disgracing Earl’s,” Heath began, focusing on
his boot as he scuffed it against the snow and gravel.

“Chouette?” Beel asked.
“Exactly.” There was concern in Heath’s eyes. “I wonder why the two females use a
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different name than their nest’s.
“Interesting.” Beel didn’t have a clue but he intended to find out.
“I'll take your response as meaning you didn’t know they’d changed their name.”
“Do we know they changed it?”
Heath stared at Beel. “You're going to find out.”
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When Beel didn’t respond, not seeing a need to comment on the obvious, Heath
continued.

“He admits his emotions burned out of control when he saw his fledgling behind
the bar. He hadn’t expected to see her but simply flew into town for a night’s rest and
went to Earl’s to relax.”

Beel listened, already suspecting he wouldn’t like what Heath had to say.

“When he saw Anna, all of the pain of his past surfaced and he lost control.
Apparently, when the two females were very young, Andrea killed their mother.”

“What?” Beel hissed, ready to deny it but holding his tongue. He didn’t have all the
facts and Andrea hadn’t shared anything with him other than repeating that being with
him would be a mistake. Was she trying to save his honor?

Heath looked troubled when he met Beel’s gaze. “I sense that you're developing
feelings for this female and agree an incredible amount of discretion is warranted in this
case.”

Beel walked away from his brother. If Andrea were responsible for murder, she
would be killed. Their way was simple. They didn’t have jails or juries and didn’t carry
out sentencing when an owl turned bad. For the most part, it didn’t happen. Honor and
integrity were engraved into their nature from birth. He’d never met an owl who would
commit such a horrendous crime. As tortured as Andrea was, and even with all the
warring emotions he saw in her eyes even when he didn’t smell them, he had a hard
time seeing her capable of killing another owl, especially her own mother. Andrea
wasn’t evil.

“I'm going to go talk to her,” Beel decided.

Heath grabbed Beel’s arm when he started across the parking lot. “Wait. I'm going
with you.”

“No. I will do this alone.”

“Beel.” Heath’s expression showed his concern. “I know you don’t want to believe
this is true. I have heard the male’s story and agree Andrea has a right to tell hers. But
you can’t hear her confession alone. To protect her, and to protect you, I will stand with
you as a witness. This is a serious accusation.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.” Beel ripped his arm from his brother’s grasp.
“Come if you wish. I'm going to her now.”
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Chapter Nine

Andrea heard the key turn in the lock and fought the bile rising in her throat. Her
sire was in Banff. There was no way the asshole would fly out of this town alive. She
had to remain cool. Beel wasn’t an idiot. He was far from it. He was so perfect it tore her
apart knowing she couldn’t have him. There was no way she’d dishonor his nest by
being with him.

The key in the lock turned and she jumped off his living room couch, instinctively
looking around the quiet nest. It might not be him. She shot a wary look at the kitchen.
There was a small window in there. If it wasn’t him, she needed an escape route.

As she stepped toward the kitchen, Beel’s strong, all-male scent wrapped around
her like a warm, comfortable blanket. She grabbed the doorway, immediately smelling
another male with him, and waited, braced to fly if she had to.

“Andrea,” Beel said, entering his nest and crossing the living room in a few long
paces. He was in her space in the next instant, dragging his fingers through her hair.
“Thank you for remaining here,” he said under his breath, his dark gray eyes looking
more troubled than usual. “You honor me, my little owl,” he whispered.

She nodded but stared past him as Heath, Beel’s nest mate, closed the front door
and locked it behind him. He too looked troubled although she didn’t smell anything
on either of them other than the faint smell of beer and cigarette smoke, which would
make sense if they’d been at that bar.

“Where is my sister?” she asked, pulling her pensive stare from Heath and focusing
on Beel. His usual warm gaze was gone.

“She’s at Earl’s for now,” Beel said then slipped his arm around her and guided her
to his couch. “We're going to sit and talk for a minute.”

“About what?” She was hesitant to move with Beel but his grip on her was firmer
than it looked. He brought her to the couch and sat with her facing her. Heath remained
at the door, silent, watching her with piercing gray eyes so much like Beel’s but harder,
sterner and colder than she’d remembered them being. Her heart began thumping in
her chest and she searched Beel’s relaxed expression. “What happened?”

Beel’s expression was unreadable as she searched his face. He swallowed, and for a
moment, she thought she saw pain in his eyes. It might have been her imagination. He
wasn’t acting the way he usually did around her and if it was because his brother stood
guarding the door to the nest, she worried his attention toward her hadn’t meant to him
what she thought it had. It was for the best though. She straightened, waiting for him to
speak. If he wasn’t willing to show the affection toward her that he displayed when
they were alone, all that meant was she’d made the right decision in not fucking him.

55



Lorie O’Clare

“My nest spoke with Jerome Chouette at Earl’s,” he began.

Just hearing his name uttered out loud gave Andrea the chills. It was imperative she
not break down in front of these two. They were the backbone of the entire parliament
in Banff. If she lost it in front of Beel’s nest, he would never see her again. Although a
moment ago she was praising herself for resisting him. Andrea shoved all thoughts out
of her head, staring at Beel and waiting for him to continue.

“Heath is here because he heard Jerome’s words. We're both going to hear your
story now.”

“My story?”
Beel nodded. “It’s time, Andrea,” he whispered. “Tell me what happened.”

She searched his face. He'd asked her before about her past. No one would ever
know that story. It was something she’d take to her grave. She and Anna had flown in
the night so many times, running from that monster. Meeting Beel though, recently her
thoughts were changing. It had crossed her mind to stand and fight. Her nest deserved
a life. That monster had robbed them of it at too young an age, but they should be able
to live like any other owl. And with Beel in her life.

She shoved the fantasies out of her head and stared at his somber expression.
“Anna and I won’t fly this time,” she whispered, hoping he understood that protecting
her, showing her his honor, did mean something to her.

Beel didn’t respond. His expression remained grave. “It’s very important that you
tell us what happened. We need to hear your story.”

“My story?” She studied him a moment then shot her attention to Heath, who
remained at the door, watching her with his expression more guarded than Beel’s.
“Wait a minute,” she said as a painful knot formed in her gut. “What did Anna say to
you?”

“Anna hasn’t said anything. She spoke to you on the phone and that calmed her.
Your sister is safe, Andrea. Please tell me what happened.”

There it was again. Pain. He looked at her with an imploring, strained gaze that
once again searched deep into her soul. She could feel him penetrating her, and she felt
his pain. Why would he feel pain?

“What do you know?”

Heath stepped forward. Beel held out his arm, his expression fierce, protective
when he shot his brother a warning look. “I'll handle this.” The darkness in his tone
was terrifying.

Andrea jumped up from the couch. “What is going on here?” she demanded.

Beel flew off the couch, grabbing her as Heath moved closer too. The two males
stared at each other, and the fierceness in their gazes scared her further. Beel turned his
back on his brother, his grip on her arms strong enough she couldn’t move.

“Andrea, tell us the truth and I'll protect you,” he whispered, and brushed his lips
over hers.
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“Would you do this over a female you've just met?” Heath demanded, his voice
growing louder as he spoke. “Stand aside, Beel. I'm ordering you.”

Beel turned to face his brother but pushed Andrea behind him. “This is my nest and
I have as much rights in this parliament as you do,” he hissed, sounding more
aggressive than she’d ever heard him sound. “You're going to remain quiet and hear
her side of this story or you're going to leave.”

“What?” Andrea pushed her way around Beel, slapping at him when he tried
keeping her from his brother. “Stop it,” she snapped, glaring at Beel. “What do you
mean, ‘my side of the story’?”

Heath didn’t say anything but instead watched her interaction with Beel.
“Interesting,” he muttered.

Beel picked her up and returned her to the couch, shoving her down and sitting
next to her. When she tried scoot