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Prologue




The castle was going down, thanks
wholly to her birds. Queen Dante sat upon her horse and watched as
stone after stone crumbled to the ground. In a matter of moments,
not only were the walls to the fort destroyed, but the king inside
his castle was dead as well. Turning her mount, she headed back to
the encampment to ready herself for the long ride home. The birds
joined her not half an hour later, their large bodies covered in
dust and blood.

“You have done well, my
darlings.” They could understand her and she them, but no one else
could. She had made them what they were, and she would be the only
one to control them. “Have you fed well on his dying cattle? How
does it serve a man to have his food dying? His people, they were
fed no better, I saw.”

The birds—she had never named
them—told her that the people were headed west. In a few months,
maybe less, they would all be dead too. It bothered them when the
people suffered because of the king or queen of the castle. But it
was to be. Dante could not care for any more in her own
keep.

No one would attack her keep. If they
tried, she knew them to be too stupid or too drunk on their own
mead. She had her birds, all of them bigger than life, made large
by magic that she gave them. Looking at them as they landed around
her, forever keeping her safe, she wondered why she had not thought
of it sooner, when her king was still alive.

“I would have set you upon
him. You could have eaten him for your dinner. Though I suspect
that it would have given you a great deal of belly pains.” The hawk
told her that she was lucky that he had died the way he had. No one
would come for her if she had killed him. “Yes, that is very true.
But I suffered greatly when he was living. No children with me to
give me comfort in my olden age. Though they might have been just
like him, and that would have been too much to bear.”

She would never marry again. Love
wasn’t something that she searched for. Not that she didn’t have
someone to warm her bed on occasion, but it was nice to be able to
send them on their way when she was finished with them. Her heart
belonged to no one, and she would not take another man to her bed
by force. All would be well, and no one would threaten to come and
take over her home, she hoped. The birds’ as well.

The hawk used her beak to put delicate
things upon the backs of the others. There was aplenty this time.
Barrels and smoked meats. Pottery that they would use like it
wasn’t worth a king’s gold. They raided the castle each time they
conquered. Hawk was the best at getting in and out before they took
the places to the ground.

The eagle took off toward home. She
would let the people know that the queen was returning simply by
her showing up. They would have a feast this night. The food upon
her back would feed them for many days, and the barrels of spices
that had been hoarded in the lower levels of the king’s castle
would go a long way toward trading what they did not
grow.

The phoenix, by far the most deadly of
her birds, shed her feathers in anticipation of getting new ones.
After a battle she would become anew, each time getting stronger,
and her feathers, brilliant now, would be brighter still. She could
flame a fire so hot that stone would crumble under a man’s feet.
The ground would no longer hold a seed within its belly to produce
food, and she could kill a man with a single breath so that there
would be nothing left of his body.

Dante loaded the last of her things
onto the back of the owl. She might be small, she had always
thought, but she could carry more than her own weight. And she
would pick up her horse, used to flying through the sky like a bird
himself, and take him back to the castle. He would be fed and
groomed before Dante ever landed on the ground.

The vulture squawked at her, and she
turned to look at the two men there. They looked as if they might
have been about to kill her, but the sight of such large birds
threw them off their duty. In no time at all the vulture snapped
both of them up and ate them. A gruesome sight, but one that filled
her heart with joy too. She was safe again. The vulture took off
once she was loaded up.

“Well, my falcon, it is
just you and I left.” She told her that she was still armed. “Yes,
well, probably not too bad of an idea seeing that they nearly shot
us.”

The falcon laid her body to the
ground. She was the only one that was fitted with a seat, one that
Dante rode on. Scouring the area, Dante always made sure that she
left the places that she camped as neat and clean as she’d found
them. Sometimes in better shape. As she climbed onto the back of
her bird, she held her breath.

“I do hate the height. I
should have thought this through when I turned you into my
warriors.” Her laughter, should there have been someone around to
hear it, might have sounded insane. “Homeward, my love, and we
shall eat well tonight.”

She took no one with her on her
fights, except the birds. That was why, she believed, her people
were so loyal to her—she protected them. Fed them better than
herself and made sure that there was plenty for them to trade and
share for things that she did not provide for them.

The soil was rich and would give forth
a bounty like no other gardens. Flowers that were woven into pretty
things and traded. There was a smithy, as well as a doctor who
doubled as a dentist. They had even acquired a grave digger, who
doubled as a man who made markers.

A single merchant that came by, his
wagon filled when he arrived, would leave with the wagon near
empty. He would bring the latest news with him, and any posts that
he had been asked to bring to them. He would also, for a small
coin, take out posts for the next time he was in the keep of a
relative or friend.

And today there was such a missive,
but it was for her, from someone that she had hoped never to hear
from again. The king of the land—the only man that she answered to,
though it wasn’t with any kind of happiness on her part.

After the others were settled down and
the food that had been brought put into storage, she sat down and
wasn’t surprised that the falcon came to see her. The room that she
was in—the throne room, for lack of a better term—had no roof, and
six perches for the birds when they wished to see her. Otherwise
they sat upon the top of the castle turrets, watching for anything
that might befall them.

“I am to wed. The king of
the land, he has decided that my castle, Duncan Castle, is the best
there is, and he will marry me himself.” They asked about his
castle. “He says that it will be his son’s, which he has none as
yet. His last five wives only gave him daughters, from what I have
heard, and they did not last long afterwards.”

The falcon asked her what she would
do. Dante knew what would happen to her should he come here. He
would kill her. Being in her fortieth summer, she was much too old
to bear children now, and he would be better with a younger bride.
One that could birth him the sons that he wanted.

“He will kill me, we all
know that. And you six will kill him or be killed. I worry so much
for the people here too.” She thought of several plans and threw
them out. It was in her head that if she should die, then she would
do so on her own terms. “I will need a day to think on this. In the
meantime, he says that he will be here in the new year. That will
give us a month to provide for the people and make sure that they
are not harmed.”

To be continued in book two,
Hawk.


Chapter 1


Mercy was pissed, which if she thought
about it, was a normality for her. But today she thought she had a
good reason to be. The people that worked for her were not doing
what she wanted. Before she could go down to the floor and tear
into a few of them, Blaze joined her in her office.

“They say that it might
rain today.” Mercy sat down, waiting for Blaze to get to her point.
If she had one. “I was thinking that later today, while it’s
storming, we could go on a long flight. It’ll do us both, mostly
you, some good to get out and be yourself for a while.”

“We’re behind in
production, and you want to take to the skies like it’s nothing at
all.” Blaze smiled and nodded. “This is not the time, nor am I in
the mood, for you to be your sweet self. I’m mad.”

“You are forever mad,
Mercy. I think you should have picked a better name than Mercy,
because you certainly don’t seem to have much. Maybe you should
have picked Bullheaded. Or Asshole. That’s the favorite among the
ones that work for you.” Mercy asked her if that was true. “It is.
I’d not lie to you about this, even if I could. But you’re not only
too hard on yourself, but on everyone around you. Including us. And
you have been since the day our queen passed.”

“She was the only person
that I ever loved besides the other birds like me.” Blaze said that
she knew that. “I miss her every day. And it’s been eons since we
were changed, yet I hate it just the same as the day it
happened.”

“Because you have never
been free, Mercy. All you have done since then was to try and
figure out a way for you to make us coin...money. And you know that
we have more than enough to live out the rest of our days without a
need for any more. The bounty that was left for us was more than
ample, yet you still strive to make more.” That was true, but when
one told you that you would never die, it made a
person—her—terrified of being without a place to hide, food, and
something to do every boring day. “What would you do today if you
weren’t at work? And I want you to realize that today is Saturday,
when most of these people working for you would rather be home and
spending time with their families.”

“I don’t know. Working is
all I know how to do.” Blaze leaned back in her chair, as if she
had just come up with the formula for some ancient remedy. “What do
you propose I do, Blaze? I haven’t any idea what taking a day off
means. And you might be right about the people that work for me. My
turnover rate is higher this month.”

“Because it’s summer and
kids are home from school. People are taking vacations and working
at making time for their children. Not for their asshole of a boss
who makes them work overtime. Even though there is a great deal of
product ready to go out at a moment’s notice.”

Mercy flushed. She did have enough of
the little tin toys to go out. Lucky for her she’d had some of the
ones that she’d seen in stores ages ago, and when she saw a need
for them again. it was easy enough to start production on them
since she had some of the originals. With just a small change here
and there, she had a viable product to sell.

“Here is what I’m going to
do for you, Mercy. I’m going to book you a vacation and you will
take it. Without your cell phone, without any kind of computer or
tablet. And you will enjoy yourself.” Mercy opened her mouth to
protest. She was a grown woman, damn it. “You have to do this. If
you don’t, you’re going to be the most hated boss and friend that
has ever been made.”

When Blaze left her to tell her
employees they were going to close the plant for two weeks and that
they’d be paid for it, Mercy sat in her office trying to think why
she was going to do this. She knew that she’d been working too
hard, and that her stress level was through the roof. But the need
to have reserves, of everything, had followed her throughout her
entire human life.

Being changed into what she was hadn’t
been anything that she wanted. When the queen had told them of her
plan, she never mentioned that they’d be around forever. Nor did
she tell them that with their change, that they’d be able to be
both sizes of birds. The smaller one that could take flight
whenever they wanted. And the larger one that could be destructive
as well as keep them safe—the large predators that helped save an
entire kingdom.

Leaning back in her chair, she closed
her eyes. Mercy tried very hard not to remember the events of that
time, and today was no different. But her heart hurt for the woman
that had given her life so that they might have theirs. Not that
Mercy cared for her life, but she was going to make the most of it
for Dante. Exhaustion took her under in just a matter of
seconds.

The nap had done her a world of good,
and she was ready to face the rest of her day. Opening her
computer, she saw four messages from Blaze, as well as two from
Esme. Mercy opened Esmeralda’s first. She was always a good one to
have a laugh with.

I hear that you’re going
on a trip. Yay! I’d like to say that I want you to have fun, but we
both know that not only will you be worrying about your business,
but also looking for a new project to get going. I love you, Mercy,
so please, get laid. Have a one-night stand, and for all the love
in the world, try and rest. You’re beginning to look your
age.

With a happy face, Mercy signed
off.

After making sure that all her emails
were taken care of, she put in a note saying that she was going on
a vacation. It took her ten minutes of trying to decide if she
needed to do this when Blaze emailed her again.

Her plans were set. All she had to do
was go to the airport. There wasn’t any mention of where she was
going or what she was doing, but she figured that once she got it,
if it didn’t suit her, she’d just go where she wanted.

Mercy didn’t need to pack much in the
way of clothing—just something for show, as well as any kind of
personal items that she would need. Not having to buy clothing—or
for that matter, wash anything—had been given to them by Dante as
well. They each had the ability to wear whatever they wanted at any
time just by thinking about it.

The airport was crowded when she
arrived. Blaze had told her that she was leaving tonight and would
be able to enjoy her holiday in the morning. Mercy had no idea how
she thought that was going to work. She didn’t even want to go on
this thing. But there was a plane on the tarmac just for her to
use. Blaze, apparently, had gone all out for this thing.

The plane was much nicer than she had
remembered. They owned a fleet of planes that would deliver their
merchandise all over the world. Not only did Mercy produce tin toys
but Blaze designed clothing that was in all the big-name stores and
online.

Jude handled all the online orders for
both their businesses, which was very lucrative. Most of the sales
for both of their business was from that very way of buying. The
catalog that had been put there had special things that could only
be purchased online.

Piper worked with metals, making the
most incredible art with her own flame. Things that people who
wanted a handmade proclamation that they had money would hang on
their homes. Nothing she did was cheap.

Remi had a string of restaurants all
over the world. She didn’t work in any of them, but she could cook
a meal that would make even the best chef jealous. And after they
all approved of the meal, or gave their comments on it, she would
then perfect it and put it on the menu. Her restaurants were
featured in news writeups that gave her rave reviews.

Esme was an artist. That sounded so
lame for what she did. Not only did she work with paints and
canvas, but she had taken to making the finest jewelry that Mercy
had ever seen. In fact, Mercy thought, she was wearing a piece of
her work now. It was a pretty bracelet that had each of their birds
on it. And their eyes on the bracelet were the colors of the castle
they had been to with the Queen Dante and destroyed.

The plane took off on time and Mercy
was brought a glass of wine. She so loved the taste of the white
grapes that she’d bought herself a vineyard to make sure that the
one that she enjoyed most never went out of business. The people
that ran it were doing a good job, and sales for that were very
nice too.

Mercy wondered if she was headed to a
fat farm. Not that she’d need that—none of them could gain an ounce
except for being with child. Mercy knew that wouldn’t happen to
her. She wasn’t the type of person that men fawned all over. She
wasn’t very tolerant of men in general.

It wasn’t as if she felt like her life
was ruined by being what she was, but her life had been taken from
her—at least the one that she had wanted to live. As she’d been
born a falcon, she had thought that she’d live a full life—the one
before the magic had changed her—and then die.

Dante had told them of the king’s
decree that she wed him. Dante had also known that he was only
doing it to take her castle. They all figured that the wedding
night would be the last night alive for the queen of the castle,
for he would surely kill her for someone much younger to bear him a
boy child.

“Miss? The plane is about
to land. May I get you anything before we do?” She asked her where
they were. “I’m not supposed to tell you, but I’d dig out some
shorts if I were you. I think it’s in the mid-nineties
today.”

She’d sent her someplace hot? It would
be like Blaze to make the next stop on this trip someplace where it
was in the mid-nineties below zero. Getting up when the plane
touched down, Mercy went to one of the little windows and looked
out.

There wasn’t much to see but the
airport. There might have been palm trees, but it was moving by so
quickly that she didn’t have time to make it out. The plane she was
on came to a smooth stop when it got to its gate, and Mercy decided
that she’d know more about this trip if she would just get off the
damned plane.

Mercy had to catch herself from
snarling at everyone. Twice now she’d had to count to ten before
asking as politely as one could through clenched teeth where she
was. It was hot. As soon as she stepped off the plane it had
slapped her no less hard than a good punch to the mouth. But she
was here, and and it looked like she wasn’t ever going to enjoy
herself.

Hearing her name called over the
intercom, she looked around for a white courtesy phone. When she
finally located one, not only was it not working, but it had gum
all over the handle and now all over her hand. Christ, this was one
of the biggest mistakes she’d ever made.

Finally locating a phone that worked,
she wasn’t in a great mood. And no matter how many times she
counted to fifty, nothing was working to sooth her temper. The man
at the other end did not help his cause when he answered her return
call with laughter.

“Look buddy. I’ve had the
worse ten minutes anyone could endure. I’m supposed to be on a
fucking vacation, not running all over the airport looking for a
phone so you could blow me off by thinking this is some sort of
joke. What the fuck do you want?” He laughed again. “I don’t know
what you want, but as of his moment, I’m going to murder
you.”

“Blaze said that you’d not
be in the best of humor when I picked you up. I’m the man near the
limo that is waiting for you to come out so that we can be on this
adventure.” She asked him what the limo was for. “To convey a
person or persons from one point to the next. With all your smarts,
as I’ve been told you have, I’d think you’d know that
much.”

With a growl she hung up on the man.
Making her way to the front of the airport, she tried to cool her
temper, to no avail. Stomping across the room, noticing that people
were jumping out of her way, Mercy felt slightly sick to her
stomach. Her head was pounding as well. And when she saw the man
standing at a long white limo, it was all she could do to stand
upright. Stopping quickly did not help her, and Mercy knew that she
was going down.

~*~

Joel had never seen a woman go down
like that before. And had he not been there to catch her, he was
sure that she would have knocked her head on the stones around the
sidewalk, and then the people around her would have picked her body
clean of anything that she had.

Glancing over at her as she lay on the
gurney with a wet cool towel on her head, he wondered about her.
She was gorgeous, he could see that, and her vile temper that Blaze
had told him about didn’t seem to be all that bad. Of course, he’d
only spoken to her on the phone once. She might be worse than he’d
been told.

Joel stretched out his long legs and
laid his head back to rest. Working four jobs, all of them
part-time, was paying his and his daughter’s bills, but it wasn’t
giving them anything extra. But this gig was going to put them in
the black for the first time since his daughter was
born.

Having one full time job with
benefits, as well as a part-time one so he could use the extra
money for school trips for Miley, would be wonderful. And to be
able to afford bandages and the smelly stuff that he used on her
cuts would be just fine with him. Smiling, he thought of Miley just
this morning when she’d taken a tumble down the wet
stairs.

“I hurt myself again,
Daddy. And if you think that I’m going to let you paint me up with
that stuff, you can just forget it. It’s a cut. I’m fine. I’m
pretty sure that I’m not going to lose my leg over it.” He cocked
his brow at her. “And don’t do that. You know that it makes you
look like Grandda. And you said that he never had a lick of sense
to get in out of the rain.”

“Who the fuck are you?” He
looked at the young woman next to him. “Better yet, where the hell
am I? Did you kidnap me?”

“Yes, that’s why I
announced to anyone around that I was picking you up. Just to whisk
you away to the hospital.” She glared. “Ms. Dante, I have a
thirteen-year-old daughter. You could learn the glaring from her.
Now, you fainted. And I caught you before you did some real damage
or were left unattended. Didn’t you eat on the plane?”

“I didn’t know where I was
going, so no, I did not eat on the plane.” He asked her what one
had to do with the other. “Just go away and leave me alone. I’ve
had enough of this vacation shit. I’m going back home to work. It
was easier to deal with.”

“You can’t do that. Well, I
suppose you could, but I’d rather you didn’t. I have a lot
depending on this job for Blaze, and I sure could use the money.”
She told him that she’d give it to him. “No, that won’t work
either. I’m not a man that takes handouts. I have to work to earn
my keep.”

“But you’ll take it from
her for being a fucking pain in the ass to me?” He nodded and
grinned at her. “You are certifiable. Where am I?”

“It’s called the Island
Hospital, but most around here call it Death Valley. Once you check
in, mostly you never check out. Not that they’d kill you off, but
you, a woman that looks like she has money and more than likely
insurance, they’ll keep you until the insurance runs out or you
die. Test after test would be taken. They might even try and remove
something you need just to get some more money.”

“And you brought me here.”
He said that the ambulance had, and he figured that she’d rather be
here than at his home. “Yes, you’re right. But I want you to know
that I’m not a push over.”

“I know that. Blaze
described you well enough that I’d know you anywhere. Did you
really call the president of the United States and tell him to fuck
off when you were told that you couldn’t buy an army issued
Humvee?” She nodded like she would do it again if necessary. “I
guess you didn’t get your car.”

“On the contrary. He was
very accommodating when I pointed out that I will move all my
businesses to another country, and not pay the taxes that he was
imposing on me. I will pay them, but I won’t be cheated.” She stood
up, and he held her by the arms until she no longer swayed. “I have
to get something to eat. Where is the closest
restaurant?”

“Closed. Not that I’d
recommend you eat there anyway, but you didn’t ask where a clean
one was.” Mercy asked if he was serious. “Yes, my daughter, Miley,
she’s forever telling me I have to learn to fib better to
customers. I can’t do that and live with myself. She’s a good
kid.”

“I’m sure that she’s
wonderful. Where might I get something to eat that isn’t going to
have me ending up back here?” He thought of his home and the roast
he’d put on this morning in anticipation of the money coming in.
“Where is that head of yours?”

“I don’t think you’re going
to like it, but you are more than welcome to come to my house. My
little girl is there, and she can act as a chaperone for us if that
would bother you.” She tisked at him. “Or, I can take you to your
hotel, and you can try and convince them that you are a wealthy
person and demand a steak dinner. That might work, but I’d be
careful of spit in my food.”

“Your daughter is correct,
you do need to fib better. Or at the very least honey coat your
responses before you say them. Your house it is, then.” Joel was
still standing there when she moved out of the curtained area. “Are
you coming or not? Since I can’t drive, nor do I know where you
live, I need you to get your ass in gear and come on.”

Smiling, Joel followed. Miley was
going to have a shit fit when they turned up. He thought about
calling her to give her a heads up, but was afraid that she’d run
off. Not that she’d ever done that before, but he didn’t bring home
women either. Nearly skipping to the limo that was still there, he
opened the door for Mercy.

“What’s your name? I mean,
if you plan to kill me off or something—which I must warn you isn’t
going to happen—then I’d like to be able to tell the police who it
is that I had to murder to save my own life.” He told her that she
was very sure of herself. “Oh, you have no idea. None at
all.”

She looked around then back at him.
And her hair—Christ, her hair turned into feathers and ran down
along her back to her legs. Then, just as suddenly, she turned back
to her normal beautiful self. Joel had no idea how long he stood
there. His mouth, he knew was hanging open. Snapping it shut, he
got in on the other side of the limo.

Drive, his mind told him, and he
started the big car up. Laughter from the backseat, soft and sexy,
made his cock stretch and his mind dip into fantasies that he’d
never had before. Silky sheets, sweaty bodies, and loud and soft
moans. At the next light, he laid his head on the steering
wheel.

“Are you all right?” He
told her that he wasn’t. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out
with my shift. It’s just that I was trying to piss you off. What’s
wrong?”

“I...nothing. I’m going to
call my daughter and tell her we’re having company. Can you please
not do that hair thing around her?” Mercy said that she’d not. “My
name is Joel Oliver. My daughter is Miley Oliver. We’re not rich,
as you’ll see, and we don’t put on airs that we’re something that
we’re not. So, I’m asking—no, I’m telling you to behave yourself.
Or you’ll find yourself without a driver or dinner. All
right?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t say anything the rest of
the way to his house. He supposed he could have been nicer, but he
wasn’t going to have his little girl traumatized any more than she
already had been.

Joel thought about how his daughter
had come to him. When he’d been younger and much broker than he was
now, he had sold his sperm. It didn’t pay that well, but it was
enough for him to eat a good meal at a fast food restaurant, as
well as put gas in his car. He’d sold blood too, as he was a rare
type, and that had paid better but not great. Joel had been broke
since he’d been a child.

The children’s services of Oklahoma
had called him, telling him that his child had been in a car
accident, and asked if he was willing to come and get her. He
hadn’t any idea what they were talking about, and after an attorney
showed up on his doorstep, he realized that a woman had used his
donation and had Miley.

“The mother is...I don’t
know how to tell you this, sir, but the company that she got your
donation from was less than stellar. They should never have given—
But that isn’t important. The woman in question was very
intoxicated and ran a red light. It wasn’t the first time that
she’d done such a thing. But this time it ended tragically, for
both her and the little girl. We don’t normally do this sort of
thing, contact someone that has helped in this sort of situation,
but I don’t want to see this brilliant little girl go into the
system.” Right then, without any kind of knowledge about Miley, he
said that he’d take her. “Good. There will be money coming in from
the company that dealt with the woman, and that will come to you in
the form of a check monthly.”

He decided then to put the money in an
account for Miley to use for college. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t
have used the money—there were times when it was tempting as hell
to dip into it. But Joel only had to look into the face of his
daughter to know that the money would do more for her future than
for him to not have to walk to work a few times a week. He pushed
the button on the steering wheel to call his daughter. Joel loved
modern techs.

“Dad, you’re not going to
believe this. I have to write a report on ancient times. Like that
is going to help me when I get out of school. I can see it now—I’ll
be on a date and he’ll only want to talk about stuff that happened
well before either of us were even thought of, much less our
parents. Why are you calling me?” Laughing, he told her that they
were going to have a guest for dinner. “Oh really? A woman guest?
Should I change the sheets on your bed?”

“Miley Ann. My goodness,
the stuff that comes out of your mouth sometimes. No, you do not go
in my room again. The last time you tidied up, it took me a week to
find my shoes.” He laughed with her. “No, she’s the lady that I was
going to ride around all week. Be nice.”

“I’m always nice to
strangers. It’s you that I have to be snarky to.” The laughter from
the back had him realizing that Mercy could hear every word they
were saying. “But I will peel some potatoes and bake one
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