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  Author Note


  I wrote this story based off my life experience. My father recently passed away from Parkinson’s and Dementia. It was pretty horrific and I wanted to write a book with that kind of incurable disease. Because of the type of story, I started this illness at its very beginning stages. Most people with these neurological disorders do not show severe signs right away, so it can be difficult to diagnose. My father had Parkinson’s for ten years before he truly showed the worst of the symptoms. It’s a bit of a switch from my first book where the female lead was bedridden, but I believe there is a hefty amount of description to pull you into the story.


  Likewise, the male lead will have some healing to do this time around. He is struggling with PTSD and I feel his story is equally profound and moving.


  For those of you who have these disorders and struggles, please take caution. I have put a full list of content warnings on my website. I understand these books deal with sensitive topics. I’ve done my best to handle them with care.


  For all my readers who are on this journey with me, thank you for continuing with my Monsters of Medela books.
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  To the women out there who are giving life the middle finger and embracing who you are, I salute you. Keep being a bad ass. You deserve healing and peace for all that you give to yourself and those around you.
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  Chapter 1


  “Miriam has rejected another caladrius,” Luna mentioned to her mate as they shared their breakfast.


  Angelus set down the fig he was about to place inside his beak. The moderate breeze disheveled his pure white feathers, as he angled his head in her direction. “That’s the seventh one in six months,” he telepathed.


  “I know.” Luna pushed her crumbly goat cheese around on her plate. “She’s yet to complete the mating ritual. I’m concerned for the caladrius caregivers, and for her.”


  Luna felt so dejected. Miriam was difficult, and that was being complimentary. It was as if she was attempting to thwart the caladrius’ healing so she didn’t have to leave. It was peculiar. Most people wanted to return home after receiving their cure. Unless the human was mated to one of the monsters on Cantamen, they generally were in a rush to restart their lives in Salvation.


  Miriam had yet to even give the mating ritual a try. Why could she be stalling? Surely a gladiator-champion must want to reclaim her former glory. Could her perception be wrong? Luna wasn’t familiar with gladiator politics, or their games. As an ambassador of Salvation and Cantamen, she had little interaction with that part of the city. Most gladiator cases were handled by their own healers. This was the first time one had come to their shores.


  Luna wished she could help, but Miriam wouldn’t even let her near her haven. Every time Luna attempted to approach the gladiator-champion, a series of throwing stars were launched from within.


  Angelus reached across the table and grasped her hand. “We’ll keep trying to guide her to the caladrius that will connect with her on the healing level that she needs.”


  Luna pressed her lips together; uncertain they would succeed. Miriam’s brain was deteriorating from a neurological disorder caused by repeated head injuries. They might have to come to terms with the fact that Miriam was truly incurable.


  “Her condition causes mood swings and violent outbursts. The caladrius aren’t equipped to handle that type of emotional onslaught,” Luna considered, but her heart wasn’t in this case. She had all but given up on Miriam.


  “Not true.” Her mate delivered a gentle admonishment. “There are a few that are up for the challenge.”


  “Who?”


  As the words left her mouth, a beat of wings interrupted their discussion. From the tufts of clouds descended one of the caladrius’ Rex Ales. There were twelve caladrius who were older than the others; more seasoned, with greater magic. They helped to manage the caladrius monsters, and the island’s rehabilitation system. If anyone knew how to solve Miriam’s problems, it would be one of the Rex Ales.


  Leander landed on their balcony. As he approached, he folded his ivory and gold tipped wings. Unlike Angelus, he wore no cloth around his waist. He was all natural; feathers, flesh, and talons. He strolled forward and greeted them both with wide-range telepathy. “Luna. High Regulus.”


  “Greetings to you, Leander. What brings you to our dwelling?” Angelus returned the welcome, using the same telepathic technique so that Luna could hear their conversation.


  It was intriguing to watch them communicate without moving their mouths. Both Leander and Angelus had white bird heads with golden beaks. Their beaks limited their pronunciation of words; instead, they were gifted with telepathic and empathic capabilities. Although language could be exchanged mind-to-mind, the caladrius could not read the thoughts of others. It was a jarring experience for most mortals, but Luna had always communicated with her soul-bonded mate in this way. By now, she was used to it.


  Leander shuffled on his enormous four-clawed feet and stated, “Xander has left Miriam’s service and was quite adamant that she could not be cured.”


  Luna watched as her mate negotiated with Leander. He gestured to her with his hand as they continued to mind-speak. “My mate and I were discussing Miriam’s particular needs. Luna is under the impression that the caladrius are not equipped to handle this difficult case.”


  Oh, he was good. Angelus was High Regulus for a reason. The sly tilt of his bird head, and steady demeanor was a subtle challenge. It was one that Leander would not ignore.


  Right on cue, the Rex Ales blurted, “Preposterous! The caladrius males sent to her thus far have been too young and eager. If she is going to be difficult, then she requires a different approach. I will go.”


  “You?” Angelus questioned, but there was a clear taunt in his voice.


  “Of course,” Leander snapped, “Who else would answer the call after so many have failed? She will be dealt with by one of the Rex Ales. I’ll have her cured, and back on that Khaos forsaken land mass, within the week.”


  “If anyone can assist her, it is you, my friend,” Angelus commented with deceptive equanimity.


  Leander’s feathers ruffled and he let out a light caw. “I am not going to help her. I will get rid of her by doing my job. This nonsense of discarding caladrius caregivers will end today. She can’t bully me into getting her way. I’ll notify both of you when she is cured.”


  With a crow of determination, Leander spread his wings and took off into the sky. His enormous form darkened their balcony before he flew off into the distance.


  Luna stared at her mate with her mouth open in shock. “You absolutely manipulated him.”


  Angelus laughed, but it came out as a strange breathy twitter. She heard the snicker in her mind and the glint in his eyes exposed his roguish mood. “When dealing with difficult women, it is often prudent to send in someone that cannot be bent to anyone’s demands. They will suit each other, and I bet Miriam returns to her gladiator obligations with a smile on her face.”


  “You are tricky. Is this how you won my heart?” Luna teased.


  His features turned serious. “If I recall correctly, you gave it to me without much fuss.”


  “Oh, yes,” she remembered, and a gleam of mischief saturated her words. “It was you who required convincing. It’s a good thing I’m persistent.”


  Angelus rose and rounded the table. He placed one clawed hand on the back of her chair and one on the table. He leaned in so that his beak was a mere whisper above her lips. “It’s a good thing I enjoy being pursued.”


  “Is that what we’re calling it?” Luna raised her chin and her mouth brushed the curve of her mate’s beak.


  He opened his mouth and swept his long, thick tongue up the column of her throat. All other thoughts were irrelevant for several heart beats. Angelus leaned away and said, “I love you.”


  “I love you, too,” she murmured. “I trust your judgment on this. You know the caladrius best.”


  He straightened and stared at the horizon. “There is a chance I could be wrong, but Leander is one of the original caladrius birds. Even if they do not find common ground, he can cure her.”


  Luna gasped and rose to her feet. “I thought the phoenixes were the only immortal species.”


  Angelus lowered his voice as he bespoke, “A few caladrius are so strong that even death cannot claim them.”
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  Leander soared above the haven where Miriam was residing. After her recent rejection of the latest caladrius caregiver, she had been sent here until a solution could be determined.


  The peachy stone structure peeked from behind the identical colored rose bushes. Flower patches bloomed in heterogeneous shapes and colors in between an intricate hedge garden. Beyond the grassy plain that made up the perimeter of the sanctuary, a steep hill inclined to an emerald-green thicket. It was cozy, and so at odds with Miriam’s rumored personality.


  Miriam was familiar to him through the many complaints delivered by the caladrius community. It was his responsibility, as one of the Rex Ales, to ensure the wellbeing and safety of the caladrius. As part of the managing body of the caladrius, Leander believed the responsibility to cure Miriam now fell to him.


  She had been on the island for six months without a successful mating. Seven caladrius caregivers had answered the call to heal her, but she refused to give them a chance. They had staved off her disease when they were able to get close enough. The rest of the time, she made their lives miserable. That was saying something, since the caladrius tended to be even tempered. Their sole devotion was to their charges. If they left without giving their cure, then Miriam must be truly terrifying.


  Leander landed in front of the limestone staircase. The birds on the domed roof took flight and scattered into the nearby shrubs. A flurry of feathers blew in the wind and veiled his vision. He shooed them aside and ascended the stairs.


  Tucking his wings, he prepared for what lay inside. It might have been comical, a monster, cautious of a mortal woman with no magic, and being treated for illness. Miriam was dangerous, even in her weakened state.


  The lavender curtains screening the entry drifted open on a torrent of wind. The gathering of grey clouds portended the coming of a storm.


  He brushed aside the diaphanous drapes and stepped into the haven.


  “Miriam?” He announced his presence through a wide telepathic field. There was no use frightening her, or causing surprise. She’d jump like a wild cat and behead him for the audacity. Why she was allowed to keep her weapons was beyond his comprehension. She was rumored to swing first, asked questions never.


  “They’ve sent one of the Rex Ales to deal with me, have they?” Her deep, hypnotizing voice crooned to his left. She showed no inclination that speaking into her mind was bothersome.


  Brave and daring; those were the epitaphs he would apply to Miriam. She was proud and confident, two things he respected, even if they were the obstacles barring her from relieving her illness.


  Leander turned and noted that she was perched on one of the ledges overlooking the meadow. Unlike the other mortals, Miriam was dressed in thin pants that molded to her muscular physique. A black wrap covered her breasts, but the rest of her torso was exposed. Over her arms were tattoos of the Medelan symbols for air and water. Their geometrical shapes wound up to her shoulders, where they tapered to the center of her sternum. On each bicep was a band that had slits for thin throwing knives. She was a fearsome masterpiece, and yet, his caladrius vision detected her ailment. The black patches he perceived with his magic were an obvious indicator that she wasn’t as unperturbed as she appeared. Menacing and armed she may be, but her body betrayed its somber composition.


  Her fingers trembled, and the muscles in her arms bunched. Leander could not overlook how she concentrated on the grip of the sword. Her jaw was clenched, and her brows bowed until wrinkles formed. It was impressive how she hid her struggle behind the nonchalant tone of her voice, and the fierceness of her features.


  It was not a far stretch to believe she was the champion of her species. She was a warrior of the first caliber, and it would be the height of stupidity to approach this meeting in a cavalier manner. Although she did not show interest in him, Leander’s animalistic instincts alerted him that Miriam was observing him in the same way he was examining her.


  She caressed the metal of her sword with reverence. It appeared as if she had all the time in the world. It was deceptive, and Leander had to remain attentive as he surveyed his charge. She may look, and smell, weak because of her illness, but there was no doubt that this mortal was a predator waiting to strike.


  Leander had no way to discern if she was attractive or not. His previous mate had been avian. Mortals were peculiar. Their shapes and personalities were so far from a caladrius, that he didn’t usually bother to examine them. With Miriam, however, he found himself taking stock of her appearance.


  She was tall, even folded in her sitting position. Her form was substantial, yet healthy. Compared to the mortals he’d glimpsed at from a distance, she was a powerful presence. Her weird, smooth hide was the color of ripe acorns. It stretched over her taut muscles, defining her as brutish and feral.


  Miriam’s hair was styled in a curly, brunette coif that was laced with brighter, syrupy highlights. The strands had been bunched like an exotic bird crest, and pinned so that it ran down the middle of her head. The sides of her head had been shaved, and tattooed with wings on her naked skin. She looked like a female caladrius, plumed and fierce to attract a worthy mate


  Her eyes were large and the color of molten amber. They angled upward like a cat, adding to her mystery and strength. She was a myriad of earthen tones, as rugged and intriguing as the terrain they matched.


  Miriam glanced in his direction. Her look was assessing and predatory. How often did he give that same tilt of the head and gleaming intensity right before he swooped down on his prey?


  Leander crossed his arms and widened his stance. The caladrius may be designed to heal, but it did not mean they were meek.


  The preliminary pretension had gone on long enough. It was time to get to the point and usher Miriam out the door. The sooner she was healed, the faster she’d be off the island and back where she belonged.


  “You have rejected another caregiver. It’s as if you do not wish to be healed,” Leander delivered his phrase with equanimity, but the challenge was clear.


  “I have my reasons for not accepting the cure,” she expressed.


  Leander cocked his head and an acute twitch disturbed his feathers. “Then why are you here? You waste valuable time and resources when you select a caladrius and then discard him, as if he were no more than a garment you grew tired of.”


  She tried to clench her fist around the sword, but it slipped from her grasp. A foul curse burst from between her lips as she scrambled out of the way. Years of combat training saved her from having an injured leg. Miriam snarled at the offending sword, as if it were solely at fault for her being disrupted from her perch.


  “I can’t go back. The arena masters won’t let me fight until I’ve fixed this nonsense. I’m a hazard to the other contestants, and a liability during the games. I’ve been signed and sealed over to you lot for my cure. Not my problem if your caladrius healers can’t get the job done.”


  Leander leaned his shoulder against a column and crossed his arms. “Seven caladrius males have connected with you. There should be no issue with receiving a cure. If they’ve cooed, they are devoted to you. Yet you refuse to mate, and receive the remedial fluids that will dissolve this illness. The facts are not adding up. What’s the deal, Miriam?”


  She shook her arms as if they pained her and glared. “The caladrius caregivers are too kind. I’m not impressed with their fussing and preening. It’s nauseating. I am a champion, yet they treat me like I’m a delicate baby.”


  “Doesn’t explain why you won’t complete the ritual.”


  “How am I supposed to bond with a creature that simpers and dotes on me, instead of motivating me to get better? I don’t trust them. It seems fake.”


  Leander’s feathers bristled at her tone. “They are there to help you, not cater to your ego.”


  Miriam raised her chin and stated, “Fate favors those who seek their own paths. I’ve learned to fight for everything I want. Find me a caladrius that will inspire me to receive the cure, and I’ll do it.”


  A calculated path wended through Leander’s mind at her words.


  “I might have a caladrius that can fulfill these requirements,” Leander cast it out as a mild suggestion, but he already had her hooked. There was a subtle perk of her features at his words.


  Miriam did not so much as flick her gaze as she waited for him to impress her. The silence was as much of a dare as her words. She wanted him to impress her; to hand over control and bow to her needs. That would never happen.


  Leander shoved off the pillar and flexed his claws. “The caladrius are birds-of-prey. We hunt, we observe, and we hanker for prey. Is that what you are looking for, Miriam? A beast that will prowl and roar at you?”


  “It would improve matters. At least I’d understand that behavior,” she muttered with a noncommittal response.


  Leander crossed the room and hovered an inch from her irritated stance. He dragged a talon down her cheek and crooned into her mind. “Then I have the perfect candidate for you.”


  “Oh?” She faked her disinterest well. “Who might that be?”


  He tipped her chin up with the point of his claw. Leaning in to hover over her pursed mouth, he let his beak come dangerously close. “Me.”
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  Why was she so aroused by this asshole?


  Miriam didn’t dare move. Not because she was afraid to be skewered by Leander’s wicked talon, but for the inconvenient swelling of her nether region. Her thighs rubbed together in a tingling mess of desire, and it was all she could do to mask it. She was on the precipice of losing control, and it was slipping with every word this crazy bird was uttering.


  She didn’t stray from Leander’s intense golden, bird-of-prey eyes. She was a gladiator, and warriors didn’t flinch in the face of danger. Death had dared to take her down more times than she could count, but she had never succumbed to its call. A massive caladrius with a bad attitude would not be the one to cause her to break.


  Miriam had been undefeated in the gladiator arena, until her sickness forced her to seek a cure on this speck of the world egg. She hated it. Hated the whole unfortunate side effect of being mortal. None of it compared to her profound stubbornness in refusing help. She’d been on her own since she was orphaned at fourteen, relying on her own strength to survive. There was no outcome where she envisioned another creature rescuing her from the perils of her life. Heroes didn’t exist. Only champions, and they achieved greatness alone.


  Even now, her mind clawed at her to tear this beast, and herself, to shreds. For no reason, other than to satisfy the rage that swamped her from the unfairness of her neurological disorder. She had an incurable disease that plagued her brain. The most important organ in her body, and she was rotting because of it.


  Most people who arrived on the island concentrated on healing. Miriam, however, spent her days strategizing about island politics, escape routes, and exploiting its weaknesses. She was prepared for anything, even an unexpected visit from a Rex Ales.


  Miriam had been on this Khaos forsaken island for six months. She had made it her mission to be informed. A gladiator scouted her enemies and trained to best them all. It had been her priority to sniff out the scariest beasts on Cantamen, research them, and then spend every waking hour devising a way to survive an engagement with them.


  When Leander swaggered into her haven with a mind to bend her will, Miriam had been ready. He was one of the twelve leaders of the caladrius species, but that’s where her knowledge of his character ended. She had to play this right to find out what she was dealing with, or Leander would have the upper hand. That was something she would never allow.


  Leander’s double eyelids blinked over his golden eyes. It was strange not to have any inkling as to his emotions. There was silence on his bird face and inside her head. It was disconcerting, and yet unfathomable as it may seem, she was enthralled. They were in a battle of wills, and Miriam would not give in first. She’d spent days planning the logistics of what she would do if the leaders of Cantamen tried to kick her out.


  There was nowhere to go. Her home, her life, was solely dependent on the arena and its masters. If she left this island without a cure, the arena masters wouldn’t let her fight. Worst case scenario, they’d lock her up where she couldn’t cause trouble. Best case, she’d be placed in an elite house as a private guard. She doubted it would be the latter, since they’d claim she was defective and incapable of doing her duty because of her disorder.


  There was a third, and purely selfish reason she refused to leave. She hated to admit it, but the peace she nurtured here was intoxicating. Instead of a floppy cot with smelly bodies crammed into dank barracks, she had a haven of silken blankets and plush pillows. The mattress was divine. The air, fresh. She was free. There was sunshine and flowers. A world where no one tried to stab her while she slept. No one blamed her for their misfortunes. The food was delicious and she didn’t have to fear it was poisoned. The clothes were soft and airy. It was luxury at its finest, and she was loath to leave paradise now that she had a taste of it.


  Who would want to go back to blood and pain, when they could have this instead?


  This cranky birdman was derailing all her plans.


  “Well,” he dropped his talon from under her chin, and his grumpy voice filled her mind. The telepathy had been disturbing at first, but she had gotten over the shock. “It seems you don’t object to the idea. That’s a start. Pack your bags. We leave for my dwelling.”


  That’s when she snubbed, “I don’t think so.”


  “What?” Leander grunted into her thoughts.


  “I said,” Miriam repeated herself with scathing measure. “I. Don’t. Think. So.”


  His feathers rose and jostled with his agitation. Enormous wings expanded. A flutter of stray feathers drifted on the subtle breeze and fell around them, as if to dramatize the challenge. From outside, the atmosphere rumbled with distant thunder.


  “You would do well to cooperate. I am not one of those simpering caladrius males you rejected. I have no qualm with carrying you out of this haven if necessary. You’ll come, or I’ll drag you out of here,” he warned.


  Again. Why was this asshole so arousing?


  “Try it.” She resisted as she bent her knees for a fight.


  He did. Charging from his position, he swiped his hooked talons toward her middle. Miriam rolled out of the way and landed in a crouch. Leander squawked, and flapped his impressive white wings. He launched into the air and hovered with predatory intent.


  Miriam tumbled toward her sword as Leander dove. His bird-of-prey eyes were unblinking, as his sharp beak aimed for her head like a lance. Feathers and claws came for her as a chilling caw blasted through the air. She angled the blade to impale him on his descent, but Leander banked. Instead, he targeted her spine.


  Spinning on the balls of her feet, she swerved out of the way, but not before he clipped the wrap around her breasts. The fabric ripped and fluttered to the ground. Her small breasts bounced as they were freed. Her nipples perked at the exposure to the elements. Headless of her display, Miriam yanked a skinny throwing knife from the sheath cuffed on her arm and poised for battle.


  “Cease this, female!” Leander telepathed on a shriek.


  “Never!” She snarled, and raised her right arm for an uppercut of her sword.


  As she swung to slice her opponent, Miriam’s fingers spasmed and she dropped her weapons to the ground. The right hand twitched and flapped against her will. She gripped her wrist with such force her entire arm vibrated from her ailment. The momentary distraction gave Leander the advantage and he swooped.


  Miriam couldn’t keep track of her thoughts. They scattered and scrambled until there was nothing left but a blank slab of mental landscape. She couldn’t remember her own name, let alone how she got to this infernal place. Peripherally, she recalled that the illness was the cause. It was gone as soon as she caught hold of the thought. Unable to bring herself into focus, she snarled and went on the defense instead.


  “Who are you?” She hollered as terror infused every part of her being. “What’s going on?”


  The bird monster ignored her, and hauled her into the air. She screamed and kicked to free herself.


  “You’ll fall and die.”


  “Better to end my life on the ground than wind up in your belly!”


  He scoffed and chuckled in her head. How was he doing that? “Your sour personality would give me indigestion.”


  “Where am I? How do you even exist?”


  The birdman glanced down at her and a heavy sigh escaped his lips. “You require healing. I will take you to my dwelling, and hopefully your faculties will return.”


  Miriam snarled, and clawed at the talons gripping her middle. “My faculties, as you put them, are just fine! I’m not the one abducting a helpless woman.”


  “You are hardly a damsel in distress, Miriam. Do us both a favor? Close your mouth, stop squirming, and enjoy the flight.”


  Was her name Miriam? She supposed it was if he used it.


  She glimpsed the ground from her vantage point, which was getting farther away, and self-preservation wiggled into the stupor. Her obedience was precarious at best, and she felt it slipping with every flap of the birdman’s wings.


  “Let me go,” Miriam murmured, weak and without conscious engagement of her own self-preservation.


  “No,” was his stubborn response. “You’re mine now.”


  A caw escaped from his beak, and she was dragged through the air like limp prey. Her eyes began to droop against her will. She was descending into a world beyond mortal comprehension. As the chasm of darkness engulfed her, Miriam was vaguely aware of a soft voice whispering for her to hold on.
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  Chapter 2


  A torturous beat between Miriam’s eyes forced her to blink into wakefulness. At first, the world was blurred and inarticulate. It was like she had been dunked under water. Yawning popped her ears as she processed the strange place where she lay. Rubbing at her eyes, she squinted at the strange, shadowy silhouettes above her head.


  Rain beat upon a glass ceiling, as stormy winds gusted through a mysterious forest. Ghoulish-shaped boughs swayed in the darkness. Clouds obscured the moon and stars. Lightning slashed against the sky, and Miriam hoped it would not catch any of the nearby trees.


  She moaned in agony from the headache, and lurched into a sitting position. Her ebony curls flopped over her shoulders as she wobbled and cringed. It took a few minutes of staring at her lap, before Miriam felt stable enough to scan the rest of the room.


  The dull orange of candlelight provided enough illumination to identify her surroundings. Miriam observed the wooden walls and floors, built around several tree trunks. The house had large, square windows that would give sufficient light during the day. Candles encased in intricate metal lantern holders confirmed her earlier interpretation of the current glow.


  In the far corner was a bath made of smooth, gray stone. The contours gave the basin a rustic and rocky look, as if it were cut from the mountains and placed inside the dwelling. It was large enough to fit ten mortal bodies. A sink with a pump was to the left. Miriam turned her attention to the opposite side of the room and noted a few closed doors.


  A crack of thunder shook her from her investigation. Miriam shivered against the cold breeze and realized the area was open to the forest. Vertigo gripped her when she tried to peer over the ledge to determine how high she was from the ground. Vision unfocused, she scooted away and repositioned so that her head hung between her propped knees. Breathing through the nausea, with prickles over her skin, Miriam tried to regain her composure.


  Her head pounded harder. Thunder exploded again. A spray of rain caused chills over her flesh.


  Alarmed by the elements, Miriam flicked her gaze to the corner, in hope of discovering a more secure place. A spacious wooden staircase far across the room led to another floor. Inside one of the tree’s enormous trunks was another passage. The treehouse was bare of furniture and comfort. It was clinical, organized, and meticulous in its solidarity.


  Recalling how she was transported from her haven was a bit murky. There were snippets of her battling an opponent, the point where her hands shook, and then the impression of being hoisted into the air. Any other details were an unclear web of plots that could be reality or fantasy. With her condition, it was difficult to distinguish between truth or lie. She hallucinated so often, she didn’t trust her own eyes.


  “You’re awake,” a voice rattled in her mind.


  “Who is there?” She didn’t know why she spoke aloud. If it was one of her episodes, then the male in her head didn’t exist.


  Luckily, the voice had an answer that jogged her memory. She wasn’t hallucinating. This was real. Miriam wasn’t sure that realization was any better than her suppositions.


  “Leander. Your—” he paused here as if words eluded him. “Caregiver,” he forced out. It sounded like he had to yank the word from his throat, and in the process, it scoured his tongue.


  “Leander,” she repeated, as useful knowledge filled in the mental gaps. “The Rex Ales?”


  “The very one. Your mind is almost black with ailment. I will assist you with this.”


  Miriam was certain that was code for ‘you have no choice’, and she didn’t like that tone one bit. “Touch me, and I’ll tear your arm off and beat you with it,” she snarled, and reached for her sword, but it wasn’t in the scabbard attached to her belt. None of her weapons were present. She panicked, “Where’s my sword?”


  “Not here. I won’t be going through another round of ‘kill the caladrius’ with you. Once was enough,” Leander grumbled, but she still had no visual on his location.


  Baffled by the events that were being relayed to her, Miriam questioned, “What do you mean? I don’t even know how I got here.”


  There was another grumble, and then, “I will be healing you, Miriam. You are in no condition to argue. Accept it with grace, or we will have problems. You are not leaving this dwelling until you are fit enough to return to Salvation.”


  “Fuck you!” She shouted, and scrambled into a crouch. Head pounding or not, she wouldn’t allow herself to be vulnerable in the nest of a predator. She had survived worse. Death might sound its unholy knell, but it would find her a ferocious and unwilling participant should it come for her.


  “That’s the end goal here.” He gloated.


  He was an asshole.


  As the thought passed through her mind, she started to recollect the scene at the haven. Leander was a foul beast, and apparently, she’d been bird-napped by him. Magic healing sperm be damned. She’d rather suffer than deal with his rotten attitude.


  She was going to show him why she was champion every week in the arena. “Where are you? Show yourself!”


  “Look up,” he directed.


  Miriam raised her gaze and there was her monster, crouched on a thick bough. Lightning flashed and cut through the shadows surrounding his figure. She screamed at the Rex Ales’ still and predatory form. His enormous wings were tucked, claws gripping the circumference of the branch. Motionless, he studied her with his eerie golden, bird-of-prey eyes. His beak was a yellow, curved feature that was pointed to deadly precision. Not a white feather ruffled, nor could she hear his breathing. Unlike the other caladrius, he wore no clothing. Feathers everywhere, even over the skin flap under his armpits. A thick cluster of down veiled his masculinity.


  The tapping of the rain against the glass ceiling added to the nightmare before her. Thunder cracked as he clicked his beak in the air. Behind her, the wind blasted and disheveled his white feathers.


  “Why are you up there?” Her voice wobbled with trepidation. It was a feeling she wasn’t accustomed to. If he was going to swoop down and devour her, then she wanted to be prepared.


  No movement or blinking, just, “All the better to watch you.”


  She gulped. His voice felt like it was everywhere. It tingled along her flesh and nestled into her bones. It saturated her mind.


  Not willing to show the effect he had on her, Miriam demanded, “I want to go back to my haven.”


  “No.”


  She tried another approach. “I want a different caladrius.”


  “No.”


  Miriam growled as her fearlessness returned. “It’s my choice! I can decide how I’m healed, where I’m healed, and with whom!”


  A deep rumble was projected as he said, «You were given all those privileges and did not receive your treatment. This is the way things will go now. I will heal you; you will accept it. Once you are cured, you will return to Salvation.»


  “Are you going to force me?” She accused, and scuttled toward the only exit guaranteed to give her an escape. She’d fall, but it was better than the alternative.


  Leander’s caw filled the room, and his feathers rose with his outraged display. His enormous wings shot straight out and he fidgeted on the branch where he was perched. Miriam prepared for him to launch out of the tree and gobble her up. He wasn’t like the other caladrius. They were serene and tender. There was no cajoling with Leander. This bird was terrifying.


  Seemingly insulted by her allegation, he asserted, “I may be a monster, but I have never intentionally harmed a mortal seeking a cure. Despite what your kind has done to me and my people, your wellbeing and safety are my priority. I volunteered to provide you with relief from your ailment. If I truly hated you, I’d simply eat your sorry excuse for a mortal being and toss the remaining carcass into the sea.”


  His horrifying words immobilized her. Tears pricked her eyes, and she hated it. He’d make good on that promise. She knew it. It was reassuring he wouldn’t violate her, but the fact that he’d kill her wasn’t much of a comfort either.


  Refusing to retract her statement, Miriam asked, “What am I supposed to believe, when you say I have no choice? There’s no way to receive a cure from a caladrius, unless it’s through the mating ritual.”


  “I repeat,” he punctuated, “I will not harm you, nor will I force myself upon you. It’s up to you whether you want to leave this island with, or without, a full recovery.”


  Defiant, she sassed, “Not a single caladrius has been successful thus far. What makes you different?”


  “I am not like the others,” he indicated, as if it were obvious; hackles raised, and his claws glinting with promise.


  Miriam snorted in derision, “How so?”


  “For starters, I am the same age as most of the youngling’s grandparents,” he communicated.


  Miriam cocked her head at that tidbit and inquired, “You’re one of the original caladrius birds, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” he spat his words out like they were foul. “I loathe the Prime Witch for transforming me into this creature. It wasn’t enough that my mate and nestling were murdered by your kind, now I must save your life. You accuse me of imposing horrifying actions upon your person, but you have no idea what I’ve endured; how humiliating it is for me to perform this task. Yet, I will do it, because it is my duty and because you require the cure that only I can provide.”


  Miriam had the good grace to feel regret. “I’m so sorry. No one should be required to perform this kind of act if they had been as betrayed as you were. The ritual is clearly going to be unpleasant for both of us. If you wish to return me to Salvation, I will understand. It was a long shot treating my disorder. I’d rather die a warrior’s death than make anyone suffer.”


  Leander cocked his head and shuffled his feet. He gentled his tone. “Do you mean that?”


  Indignant, she replied, “Of course! Why do you think I rejected all those caladrius caregivers?”


  “The minds of mortals are confounding and irrelevant to me.”


  Miriam braced herself against his scorn. “It’s true that I do not like to be simpered over and pampered. It makes me uncomfortable. The real reason I rejected the other caladrius, is because I can’t get past using them for my own benefit. I know what that’s like and I won’t do it to another person. It doesn’t appear like the caladrius get anything out of this partnership.”


  Leander tucked in his wings. “You are very difficult, but you have honor. I respect that.”


  “Thank you. I really am sorry about your family and what you went through. Why did the Prime Witch change you? Wouldn’t it have been better to avenge those who did you wrong, and leave the birds as they were?”


  He grumbled, “That ridiculous creature wanted to help. She is originally from another island called Libra. It is not far from here. You can get to it by boat within a couple of weeks. She was weary from traveling the world and stopped here to rest. In that time, our nests were being raided, our people slaughtered, and the island was in wreckage from mortal greed. The Prime Witch drove the mortals from our shores and healed the land. In an effort to save us from extinction, she used her magic to transform all the mystical species on Cantamen.”


  “Seems like an odd way to deal with the problem.”


  Leander cast a clawed hand out and encompassed the area. “We could not cure every disease and some wounds were too great. Mortals believed that if they ingested the female glands it would solve their impossible ailments. The glands did increase most of their survival rates, which is why they invaded our lands and slaughtered our species.”


  “But why a mating ritual? That is a pretty specific technique when you could use a touch instead,” Miriam probed, genuinely interested in how the caladrius birds evolved. She was also a little horrified at what occurred with their magic.


  The rain, and a dull flicker of lightning added to the mystery, the intensity of the moment. Leander’s voice was but a mimic to the frightening ambiance. In his quiet, penetrating manner, he explained, “The hormones in our bodies that trigger the call to heal are similar to those that encourage us to mate. We cannot always tell the difference. When seeking a mate, a male’s base instincts revolve around providing and protecting. When healing our charges, it also releases the hormones that cause us to provide and protect. As birds, the males matured through mating. It was why females were so important to our species. They held the key to unlocking our fullest potential. Do you see now? The responses get wrapped up into one package, and it is why the bonds for both caregiver and charge are so strong.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” Miriam couldn’t believe that, in trying to make things better, the Prime Witch had made it so much worse. Why were good intentions always the catalyst to disaster?


  Leander snarled, “It burns in my gut to this day. Instead of seeking revenge for my mate and nestling, I’m constantly worried I’ll have to heal the very species that killed them. I sought my own form of rebellion and have remained in solitude to avoid mortals at all costs. Those that I interact with are healthy and so there is no danger of my instincts being influenced.”


  Miriam rubbed at her aching head. “I get that.”


  Leander scoffed, “No, you don’t. The Prime Witch’s soul and bones are entombed in this island. We are shackled to her magic and wishes. It is painful to deny the call to heal. Most caladrius go insane from it. I endured that compulsion to keep the memories of my family alive within me.”


  Miriam had no response beyond, “Wow, the Prime Witch did a number on you all.”


  “It only happened with the caladrius. The phoenixes and sphynxes did not have the same problem when they were converted.” Bitterness filled each word as he rattled them around in her head.


  “Now I really don’t want the cure,” Miriam insisted, “It’s even worse hearing the history behind it.”


  Leander glanced down to his claws and clicked them together. He was solemn. The rain seemed to let up, as if both weather and beast were in sync with their moods. “This tale has a bright spot. The younger generation realized that with each healing they became stronger. The coo triggers whether they will be meant to cure a mortal or not. It showed us that we have choices in this too.”


  Miriam considered his words. “No wonder the Prime Witch stayed behind. What a mess she made. Is there truly no way around the mating ritual?”


  He shook his head no and further clarified, “The uncomplicated answer to your question, is that the mating ritual is a more pleasant way to deliver the remedy. The other method is excruciating. The cure is almost worse than the disease if we try to extract it with force. Before we were transformed, mortals often died from our treatments. As much as it pains me to admit it, the current system is a kinder way to administer the cure.”


  “This gets worse by the minute,” Miriam muttered.


  The bark cracked under the pressure of Leander’s grip. His words reverted to their strict, unbudging delivery, “Do you understand now? This is transactional. We will mate, you will be cured, and we both go on with our lives. Don’t try to muddle our relationship. I am your caregiver and you are my charge.”


  “I understand. Everyone is trying to thwart the inevitable instead of just accepting how things work. If I had to contend with all the components the caladrius deal with, I’d go crazy.” At the end of her thought she suddenly found it imperative she know, “Why did you choose to cure me if this is so disgusting to you?”


  Leander twitched his wings and his golden eyes glowed with otherworldly, pearlescent light. “To get rid of you,” he stated, “You are a problem. I want you gone. With each rejected caregiver, the morale of my people is affected. The island signals to more of us that you are in danger. At some point, the strongest of our kind would be called to heal. This union was inevitable. I merely decided to accept it on my own terms. Receive the cure, Miriam, and leave.”


  That was unflattering. “You could try to be nicer about it.”


  “Why?” His wings shrugged as if they were as baffled as the voice he projected. “I explained what this is between us, and what it means to me.”


  “What about a female? Can’t they heal?” If she had a choice in gender, Miriam would gladly pick a female if it meant avoiding the mating ritual.


  “The female caladrius are zealously protected. We keep our females out of the healing coves as much as possible.”


  She couldn’t catch a break. “I am no threat to them.”


  Leander twittered in annoyance. “They


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Next Up


  Iason 
and 
Hermione’s 
Story


  Iason is having a really bad day. Charges are dying, female caladrius’ are missing, the island of Cantamen is in chaos, and then an injured human falls from the sky. He’s never cooed in his entire thirty-three years of life. Yet when the tiniest, most beautiful woman lands in his lap, he sings as if his soul is trying to escape his body. Wrecked to his core, he must find a way to save the mortal, discover how she arrived on Cantamen, and defend the island in the process. Can one guardian take on this task? Maybe not. But with the help of a sweet, but psycho mortal, the task might not be as impossible as he believes.


  



  Tropes include: She’s sweet but a psycho, Flirty plus size male lead, Light stalking, fated mates, A mystery to solve, Hurt/Comfort, Healing Seminal Fluids, and Autistic and ADHD rep.
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