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Chapter One
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Epello screeched, his hawk side taking over as he swooped low. His wings flared wide and his talons extended as he landed on an aged wooden fence post, as silent as the pink-and-gold dusk settling around him. His keen eyes narrowed, focusing on the barn ahead with its opened doors. 

Though he was tempted to shift into an owl and fly inside like he belonged there, he didn’t want to draw more attention than what he already had. Not that he’d mind the kind of attentiveness the woman—Harper Brooks—inside lavished on her animal friends.

He’d first noticed her some days ago while he’d ridden the thermals high above the property, his hawk eyes picking out every detail of the land below with effortless precision. The sagging fences, the weathered farmhouse, the woman on her knees in the far paddock.

Even from that height he could see the trap. The rabbit. The blood on her hands from fighting the rusted metal open.

He’d circled lower.

She hadn’t stopped. Not once. Not even when the trap bit back.

He’d been watching her ever since.

Even in his present form, he understood every word she spoke. The invisible talk-stone embedded in his brow translated effortlessly.

Right now she was crooning to an injured, wild rabbit. Though its whiskers trembled, it wasn’t from fear. It was from delight as she stroked its gray-brown coat. Even its back leg, which had been broken by a trap, looked to be healing fast.

Epello cocked his head to one side, listening.

“You’ll be free to go soon, little one. Back to your habitat where you belong.” Harper sighed softly as she placed the rabbit back into its hutch. “I only wish I was as free to make my own decisions.” 

Epello’s powerful hawk eyes traced her movements, noting the simplicity of her mint-green cotton dress, her dusty bare feet, and the wild tumble of her inky black hair that spilled from the same colored cloth tied around her head. 

She was radiantly natural and didn’t need finery. Even from where he roosted outside, he felt a pull, something that was so compelling he had to fight his instincts to become human and get to know her on a whole different level.

A big, stocky horse inside the barn snorted, as though in warning, before the rumble of a car engine broke the quietness. He turned his head toward the stately, gleaming gray sedan that approached along the dusty road, heading toward the crumbling, double-storied farmhouse where Harper had been staying the last four nights.

He should know. He’d shifted into owl and perched on a large bough just outside her bedroom window, watching as she slept.

Guilt pricked his conscience. He was turning into a stalker, yet a part of him sensed she needed him, needed someone to guard and look out for her. A part of him also perceived she was aware of him.

That she wouldn’t be half as receptive toward him if she knew he was really a human—no, not even that—an alien with shape shifter abilities, wasn’t something he wanted to dwell on. 

Despite his abilities, she was unattainable, his deep yearning for her about as unrealistic as a fish wanting to swim in the desert. She was a human. He’d always be an alien.

The sedan’s engine turned off before its doors opened. A woman, polished and coiffed to perfection, climbed out of the passenger seat and stood in her heeled shoes, glancing around with a disdainful sniff. An older gentleman in a dark suit, likely her husband by the way he smiled at her with familiar fondness, stepped around the car toward her.

The woman accepted his proffered arm before she looked up at him and said in a cool voice, “She’ll be in the barn with all her beasts.” 

“Now, now, Katrina, be kind,” he said, his voice soothing. “It’s admirable that she doesn’t have a mean bone in her body.”

“I’m not denying that, Mack,” she replied, “but look at this place! She’s in the middle of nowhere, with not even a friend to have coffee with!”

“She’s not entirely alone, Katrina. The Patterson’s next door keep an eye on things.” 

“They’re neighbors, and the caretakers of this property, they’re not friends! I worry about her out here with just her animals to keep her company. Yes, she’s kindhearted, but we both know that won’t pay her bills!”

Mack clucked his tongue. “She has our jewelry empire for that.”

Katrina stiffened, her body about as yielding as the post Epello perched on. Her triple gold hoops glinted under the last rays of the dying sun, her thick gold bangles clanking together as she lifted an arm to pat her already perfectly styled, highlighted brown hair. “She doesn’t want a bar of that and you know it!”

He harrumphed, then nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “As our only child she doesn’t have much choice in the matter. Not if she wants to continue having food on the table and clothes on her back.”

“Pfft. As much as I agree we both know she’d go without food if it meant feeding her adopted...friends. As for clothes, she’d happily go to thrift shops to fill her closet, she couldn’t care less about fashion...or jewelry.”

If Epello had arms, he’d have crossed them by now. Instead his wings beat the air, creating angry currents that drew the eyes of Harper’s parents.

Katrina scowled. “Let me guess, another one of our daughter’s projects.”

Mack shook his head. “I imagine so. The bird is rather magnificent, though.”

Epello preened just a little.

Katrina shuddered as they continued walking toward the barn. “It’s probably riddled with lice and Lord knows what other diseases.”

Epello parted his beak, his indignant screech bringing Harper out from the barn.

She blinked at seeing her parents, but otherwise kept her face carefully neutral. “Mom. Dad. What’s going on? I mean, I wasn’t expecting you.”

Her father clucked his tongue. “Just like we didn’t expect your holiday to be spent out here at your grandmother’s old house.”

Katrina nodded. “You could have gone anywhere, Harper. The Swiss Alps. The Greek Islands—“

“I’m happier here, Mom. You should know that by now.” She looked between them. “You both should.”

Mack nodded. “You always did take after your Gran.”

Katrina sighed heavily. “We know you loved her, Harper, but I’m sure even she’d understand it’s time to move on. Sell the house and land, and invest some time and effort into Brooks Jewelry. That is your true heritage darling, not this,” she threw out a manicured hand, her diamond rings flashing, “grubby, rundown cesspit.”

Harper gaped. “This cesspit is where my dad—your husband—was raised.”

Katrina put a placating hand on Mack’s shoulder. “And he managed to turn his life around for the better.” Her voice dropped an octave, her startling blue eyes locked on Harper’s honey brown gaze. “We only want what’s best for you.”

“Mom, this is what’s best for me! It’s my happy place.” She frowned a little. “Why are you here?”

Epello leaned a little closer, his raptor instincts on high alert.  

It was her dad who answered. “Sweetheart, you’ve heard the reports about the gangs in the city. One of them has been terrorizing this area, taking advantage of how quiet and isolated it is, and helping themselves to whatever isn’t theirs.” He shook his head. “They’re not nice people. And you being out here alone, we worry for your safety.”

Despite her parents being holier-than-thou snobs, Epello was glad he’d been keeping watch and would continue doing so. If anyone dared to touch a hair on her head, they’d learn the hard way never to do it again.

Harper’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’ll be fine. I’ll lock up tonight before I go to bed, I promise.” She glanced toward the darkening road, her hand unconsciously moving to her throat.

A brown-and-white goat trotted out of the barn, bleating loudly. “Maaa. Maaa.” It took one look at Katrina, then ran forward and head-butted her bony hip.

Harper grabbed the goat around the neck. “Gemma, no!”

Epello might have laughed if he’d been in human form. Good girl, Gemma.

Harper struggled holding the animal. She looked up. “Sorry Mom, Gemma’s still young and learning her manners, though it’s natural for a goat to—“

“Stop, please Harper.” Katrina raised an imperious hand. “I don’t need to hear excuses for your...silly animals.”

“They’re not silly, Mom.”

Epello screeched and flapped his wings hard. He couldn’t agree more!

Katrina twisted around, glaring at him, despite the fact night had taken over from day and he’d be barely visible to her weak, human eyes. “I’m guessing that’s another one of your pets—“

“Actually, no. That hawk is one of the wildlife that abounds around here. He’s been hanging around a lot lately. Almost as much as an owl and—“

“Enough,” Katrina rudely interrupted. She stepped back, her heels clicking like sharp-ended blades on the packed-down gravel. “Just make sure you clean yourself up, get a haircut and manicure before your holiday ends.”

“Of course, Mom. It wouldn’t do to look like a hippie at work.”

Mack sighed. “We love you, sweetheart, we really do, but we wouldn’t sell anything if we looked unkempt, with our nails ragged and torn. In our business—“

“Appearance is everything,” Harper interjected, not quite rolling her eyes. “Yes, I know. Don’t worry, I know the drill. I’ll be groomed within an inch of my life when I’m back at work.”

Epello watched Harper as she watched her parents leave, their duty done. They climbed into their fancy car, its headlights flicking on as its engine rumbled. The sedan turned sharply, gravel crunching under its tires and its headlights momentarily blazing like molten fire in Epello’s eyes.

His feathers rippled in sharp agitation, relaxing only when the sleek car disappeared down the long, dusty road, its taillights blinking out around a corner.

Crickets filled the night air as Harper stood silent and staring after her departed parents for a good few minutes, her shoulders barely softening. No doubt the weight of being their only child, one who didn’t conform to their ideal daughter, weighed her down.

She sighed softly before she finally turned around, shooing Gemma back into the barn before closing and locking its hefty door. “See you all in the morning,” she sang out.

She’d taken three or four steps toward the farmhouse, when the low growl of another engine rolled in from the opposite direction.

The vehicle, a dented, mud-splattered jeep, sped down the driveway. Harper froze in place even as it lurched to a stop between her and the farmhouse, its headlights illuminating her like the star act, before the jeep’s engine coughed and fell silent.

Run, he willed her silently. But it was already too late.

All four doors opened and harsh voices split the still night air, male and confident, the kind that reeked of arrogance and danger.

Five of them.

They moved with the easy boldness of predators, circling her like they already owned the ground she stood on.

A growl vibrated in Epello’s chest, though in his hawk form it came out as a low, strangled screech. His talons bit into the frayed, rotting wood beneath him. Every primal instinct screamed at him to dive and tear into them, to rip them away from her before they could take another step closer.

But no bird of prey could stop the five human males from their objective.

And if he revealed his true alien form to them—one that would put the fear of God into their veins—he’d bring more danger than he stopped. The moment his enemies, the Dronians, caught wind of his location, they’d descend, not just on him, but on her. 

Harper, the one human who’d consumed his every thought. A woman who’d gotten into his blood.

He forced himself to stay still, his wings half-spread and his raptor eyes fixed on the men ahead.

They were laughing now, the sound sharp against the night. One reached for Harper’s arm, and she flinched back, her fear as visible to him as the shimmer of moonlight on her dark hair.

His vision tunneled. He mightn’t scare them as a bird, but there were other Earth animals that would terrify them far more. These men would then learn what it meant to threaten someone under his protection.

Epello crouched lower, the line between restraint and violence thinning to nothing as his heart hammered and another instinct, older and darker, rose to the surface.

Tiger.

Silent. Deadly. Efficient.

The change rippled through him like liquid heat, and he welcomed the pain of shifting on dry land as his bones reshaped, feathers melting into dense, striped fur. His talons became paws tipped with retractable claws. When he hit the ground, it was without a sound, the earth shuddering only faintly under the weight of his new form.

He crouched low, his colors blurring in the night, his breath steady, controlled, while Harper’s fear pulsed in the air, bright and sharp. 

The men were closing in, one reaching for her, another circling to cut off her escape.

Epello’s lips peeled back in a silent snarl.

They didn’t see him. They couldn’t. To them, he was just another shadow moving through the dark. 

The leader, a broad man with tattoos snaking up his neck, reached for Harper’s wrist.

Epello moved.

He burst from the shadows in a blur of muscle and motion, a low, guttural growl vibrating through the night. The men didn’t even have time to curse before he was among them, a living storm of fur and fury. He didn’t kill, he was careful not to, but the power in his strikes sent them sprawling.

One screamed. Another fired a shot that went wide, shattering the barn’s window. The animals inside stayed silent, instinctively knowing to hide.

Epello roared, a deep, primal sound that silenced everything else—the crickets, the men, even the night itself.

Harper stood still and wide-eyed, her body trembling and her breaths erratic. 

He wanted to look at her and reassure himself she was safe, but he couldn’t risk it. Not yet. Not in this form. With a final snarl, he bounded into the darkness, melting into the shadows as fast as he’d appeared.

Behind him, the men stumbled toward their jeep, cursing and shouting. Doors slammed shut and the jeep’s engine screamed into life. They sped away, gravel spraying behind them.

Only when silence returned did he stop running. 

His chest heaving, his fur damp with sweat, he turned, lifting his gaze toward the distant glow of the farmhouse. She was safe. For now.

If they dared to ever come back, he’d be waiting. But not like this. Not as a hawk or tiger hiding in the shadows. This time, he’d step forward as a human. A man who knew her, who’d protect her. 

A man who’d no longer hide.
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Chapter Two
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Harper looked out her bedroom window from the upper floor of her farmhouse, glimmers of morning sunlight washing away the darkness. Her pulse still raced, though the danger had passed long ago.

She’d slept fitfully, waking every hour, but the familiar presence of the owl, which she’d sensed outside her bedroom the last four or five nights, had sent her drifting back into an uneasy sleep. 

Her parents had been right to warn her. She should have listened, locked up the house, and stayed inside. Instead she’d trusted the strange connection she felt with her land, but most especially to her animals, particularly the hawk that seemed to shadow her.

Her parents might believe the hawk was nothing more than vermin, but to her the raptor was something else entirely. Not a companion, not even a guardian. She felt an affinity with the bird. As she did with the owl...and something much larger.

Tiger.

She shivered. She hadn’t imagined it. She’d seen the big cat. Even in the darkness she’d made out its dazzling striped coat, its massive size, and its ferocious desire to protect her. And just like the hawk and owl, she’d sensed its unnatural intelligence, its forceful presence. 

She shook her head. She had animals to tend to in the barn. And, unless she really had imagined the whole thing last night, a barn window to patch up until the pane could be replaced.

After a quick coffee and heavily buttered toast, she changed into worn denim shorts and a faded black-to-gray T-shirt, then hurried to the barn. She looked up at the jagged gap in the lower pane of the loft window, where the bullet had left glass scattered across the grass below. 
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