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Chapter One
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Sienna stared out the train’s window, her green-eyed, dark-haired reflection staring back at her between the brief flashes of river glinting outside under a full moon. Not that she took much notice. Her morose thoughts were too busy pondering how much longer she’d be forced to live inside one of these ten train carriages that click-clacked in a ceaseless roundtrip through New Faxian.

She grimaced. She shouldn’t complain. She had an ever-moving shelter that kept her alien enemies, the Dronians, from getting a fix on her position. That the train followed the freshwater river of Dahrt, which flowed through the city of New Faxian in a nourishing rush, was just a bonus. 

She swallowed, her throat suddenly parched. She’d dunk herself in the river soon enough, and shift into her primary, aquatic shape. Her body ached with the need to do just that. Underwater was the one safe place she could become her real self without the Dronians tracking her down. Earth’s H20 didn’t just sustain her—any of her kind—it shielded her alien identity from the Dronian fuckers. 

She sighed heavily. She needed water like humans needed oxygen. Not that she’d die without it, but her rare powers would dry out like husks under the sun and her whole body would operate at base level. She’d be living and breathing, but she’d be a shell of her former self and as weak as any human here on Earth.

She couldn’t afford any fragility. Not only did she have the Dronians hunting her down, just a few days ago she’d become aware of a different species of alien following her. A Gorema native. She didn’t know a lot about them other than the fact they had gold and tan striated skin, pointed ears and gold eyes, and they were an alien race renowned for their merciless bounty hunters.

She shivered, instinctively knowing the male who’d followed her was one of their infamous hunters. One glimpse had revealed the predatory nature of the man, the fluid movement of his coiled muscles hidden beneath his long pants and long-sleeved jacket. Even the way he blended in with the crowd, despite his striped skin and his size, showcased his mercenary skill. 

Though why the hell a bounty hunter wanted her, likely the last female of her kind, was beyond her. Not that she intended to ever find out. 

She’d escaped her planet, Strazan, by flying in a preprogrammed craft to Earth with six other Strazanian rares in a bid for freedom and an attempt to stay alive. Her eyes narrowed. The rest of her kind hadn’t sacrificed their lives for nothing. She and her six comrades had to stay alive at all cost. That they were all rares with powers meant they had a better chance than most to keep their hearts beating.

For the moment, the train—and the river—were her safest option. But to live in any one of the carriages she had to constantly alter the perception of the passengers who saw what she wanted them to see: an old couple taking up the double seats where Sienna, for the most part, lived and slept. In the passengers mind a gray-haired, frail woman had her head back on the seat and slumbered, while the old man opposite read a paper, his vein-riddled hands flicking the pages every so often for good effect.

The less her imaginary people moved, made eye contact, spoke or generally had to act real, the better. Though her mind altering ability was as natural to her now as breathing thanks to her long-practice, it required a lot of energy. Some days she felt as weary as the old couple appeared to be to every human who saw them.

But if the passengers saw the old couple instead of Sienna, she stayed safe. Even the bounty hunter would be kept busy chasing his own tail—if he had one. It wasn’t as if she could fully research his species to find out. Most humans didn’t even believe in the existence of aliens, let alone have extensive information about them.

The train rattled and slowed and she exhaled softly, her patience running as dry as her human skin. She couldn’t wait to disembark and enjoy her midnight swim. Her every cell, every molecule craved the water! She was literally itching to slide into its wet embrace and shift back into her primary form. 

At this late hour there were only three other people in the carriage. Two were a young couple in ripped jeans and matching black T-shirts who constantly whispered and intermittently kissed. The other was a weary looking, middle-aged businessman in a suit, a leather briefcase in hand. All three of them stood and began making their way down the aisle toward the exit doors, preparing to disembark. 

Sienna stood too, sighing with relief as she relaxed her mind and the imaginary aged couple disappeared. She walked between the seats, trailing behind the trio of humans walking toward the end of the carriage. 

The train finally stopped at the empty station platform. Very few passengers, if any, caught the train at this hour of night—early morning, now—but it would continue on again very soon and complete its endless commute from one end of the city and its surrounding suburbs, to the other. 

A movement outside in her peripheral vision made her pause, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up even before she noticed the man in a hoodie and camo pants walking fast and efficiently along the platform and past her carriage. His gold eyes locked onto hers through the widow and she inhaled sharply.

The Gorema.

Her muscles unlocked. Too late. The bounty hunter was already running to the open carriage doors, where the three other passengers disembarked. She would soon be all alone with him on a carriage with nowhere to go.

The doors slid closed and the train lurched forward as it started its journey again. It took her a split second to duck behind a seat and simultaneously push an image into the bounty hunter’s mind of her standing in the aisle as he pushed open the door. 

He stilled, facing her duplicate. “Sienna,” he said in an accented, faintly amused voice. And yet, there was no mistaking the dark intent in his voice. “I finally have you.” 

That’s what you think, asshole.

He stalked toward her mirage. Even from her hiding place, his big body seemed to suck away all the space, making it hard for her to breathe...to focus. It took everything she had for him to believe her duplicate was shuffling back to the other end of the carriage.

Sienna shook her head. She should have swum in the river already and regained her strength. That she’d been eating and sleeping very little was also on her. She deserved to be caught. 

No, you don’t. You dishonor your fallen people to even think that way.

She closed her eyes, wishing she had her comrade Nero’s level of ability to plant a suggestion. Except she had a strong feeling this bounty hunter wouldn’t be easily influenced, and she couldn’t simply suggest that he step out of the carriage and onto the next platform to leave her alone.

Illusions were by far her greatest strength.

Though she was a rare, whose ability to plant suggestions was considered to generally be strong, she was one of the weakest in that regard. Her ability was even more diluted here on Earth, with only her skill at illusions growing stronger each day.

Of course, she had one other rare trick up her sleeve, but she’d used that failsafe already, wiping out a heap of Dronians a few days ago by blowing them up from the inside out. It was mostly why she was so wretchedly weak now.

The stranger clucked his tongue. “If there was any other way of dealing with the Dronians, believe me, I’d happily leave you the hell alone.” At her duplicate’s continued silence, he added, “But there isn’t, which means you’re going to have to come with me.”

So that was why he wanted her. Did he truly believe she had any idea how to deal with her enemy? The same enemy who’d annihilated her people. If there had been a way to destroy the Dronians, she and her people would have wiped them out long before their enemy had had a chance to exterminate them first.

He stalked forward, then grunted as he ineffectually grabbed at thin air. “What the hell?”

There was no time now to second-guess. She pushed out from her hiding spot behind one of the seats and took off running.

He cursed savagely, but she didn’t have time to look behind her. Not with his footsteps already thumping after her, gaining on her.

She had a second to slam open the carriage door, step over the coupler that linked the two carriages together, then shove open the next carriage door and push it shut behind her. Using the very last of her strength, she focused on drawing a bubble around her. 

The carriage and its empty seats became hazy as she made herself invisible before she dropped under a row of seats as the carriage door behind her flew open with a bang. She held her breath, her heart hammering in her ears. The bounty hunter’s big tan boots were so close she could reach out and touch them. 

But she couldn’t move. She dared not make a sound. His pointed ears, which he hid behind his dark-brown hair and his hoodie, were exceptionally sensitive. That no one seemed to have noticed his large, yellow eyes, which gave him excellent vision even at nighttime, was anyone’s guess. Perhaps he never looked at anyone, never gave them a chance to question his inhuman stare.

She looked up ever so carefully. He crossed his arms and scanned the carriage. “I believe disappearing is one of the tricks you rares employ.” He chuckled, clearly enjoying the hunt. “Just so you know, I’ll be checking under and on top of every single seat. It will be just a matter of time, Sienna, and you’ll be mine.”

Fuck. All she needed was for the space cowboy to actually find her. She hadn’t evaded the Dronians all this time just to have this alien capture her instead.

He pulled out a small handgrip from his pants pocket, flicking it with a quick snap of his wrist so that the steel-gray handgrip grew into a club. With a grim smile, he turned to the seats, where she was hidden beneath, and knocked on the cushioned top of each one. 

She glared. But she still had the element of surprise on her side. In one fluid move, she rolled to the side, pushed to her feet and released the bubble from around her, appearing out of thin air in front of him. Kicking away his club, she grabbed his arms and swung him around, sending him crashing to the seat on his back. 

She drew the rapier out of her holster and leaned over him, pressing the blade to his throat, her knee on his groin. She sucked in a breath. His cock was thick, long and hard, and throbbed beneath his pants. The damn alien was turned on! That a part of her was just as stimulated told her how much she needed a one-night-stand...and soon. 

She held his amused yellow stare. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

“My name is Gray Bastine. My friends call me Bastine.”

“Gray, it is then,” she said harshly. She pushed the rapier harder against his flesh and the blade dug deeper into his striated gold and brown throat, a trickle of blood sliding free. “What do you want?” she repeated harshly.

He waggled a dark-gold eyebrow, then glanced suggestively down at his groin. “I believe it’s rather obvious what I want.”

Her breath hissed out. “Except you’re not paid to have sex with your captor, are you? I believe it is actually considered quite an offense to do so.”

His stare glinted, the hood of his navy-blue sweater falling back to reveal his dark, shoulder-length hair with its striations of gold. Little wonder he kept it covered, it was as unusual as his skin. “So you know a little about my kind, then?”

She enjoyed pricking his throat even harder, then watching a fresh stream of blood well and release down his smooth, striated throat. “I know enough that I will kill you before allowing you to capture me. I know that I didn’t escape from my own planet to have my freedom taken away from me on this one.”

He smirked, seemingly unconcerned he was beneath her and bleeding rather profusely now from the sharp end of her rapier. That his cock bulged even harder beneath her knee made her decidedly uncomfortable, and it took everything she had not to shift her knee aside and drop onto him completely so that she could squirm intimately against him and gain some relief.  

Damn it, she really did need to find a worthwhile bed partner for a night or two. Seeing Nero enjoying his human woman had only underscored her loneliness and an unfulfilled urge to mate that had left her running on empty in more ways than one.

It would be easy enough to drag down Gray’s pants and ride yourself into orgasm. It’s not like he wouldn’t enjoy it.

Heat rushed between her thighs and Gray’s nostrils flared, his full lips parting into a knowing smile. “I could ease your needs right now, if you’d let me.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?” she asked, a masochistic side of her needing to know every single intimate detail.

“My hands are free,” he said, lifting them in front of her. “It would take me less than a minute to rub your sensitive clit and make you come. Or you could ride my face while I use my tongue—“

“Shut up,” she gritted out, her whole body flooding with urgent need. Bad enough she’d let herself grow weak from lack of water, sleep and food. That she was ignoring her body’s most basic instinct for sex was pushing her toward desperation.

“As you wish,” he said huskily, dropping his hands.

She wasn’t even remotely prepared then for his strong, lithe body to surge up before he deftly rolled her beneath him, the rapier clattering beneath the seats. All she knew was that she was breathing heavily as his big, male body leaned over her, his cock pushing insistently against her.

He looked down at her, his eyes glittering triumphantly. “What was I saying?” 

She stiffened, but not because he’d gained the upper hand. All her senses were shifting into high alert. He braced against her, as though protecting her from unseen danger, his nostrils flaring and his jaw going hard, and she knew he was just as aware of the incoming danger.

“The Dronians are here,” she whispered starkly.
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Chapter Two
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Gray Bastine had never been one to let fear rule his head, but knowing the vicious aliens were nearby, and had likely followed him to Sienna, made his blood run cold. “Can you see the Dronians once they’re in range?” he asked hoarsely.

He needed to get a bearing on just how deep in the shit they both were.

Her eyes flashed. “No, of course not.” Her gaze narrowed. “Can you?”

He nodded. “All of my kind can see through their camouflage.”

She scowled even as he pushed off her, the train slowing for the station, where the Dronians would no doubt be waiting to board. He looked down at her, his pulse surging. “We need to get off this train before it gets to the next platform.”

She nodded, for once in complete agreement with him. “We do.”

“Any ideas?” he asked. From what he’d learned just recently about her she’d been living on this train. She’d know it inside out and back to front.

“Just one.” She stood, and in half-a-dozen strides, she went to the end of the carriage and lifted the cover of an access panel. An alarm immediately sounded, and she braced her legs wide apart before slamming her hand against a red button.

The train screeched in protest at the emergency stop, braking sharply and throwing him into the back of the nearest seat. 

Oomph. 

He shook his head to clear it, the blood from his neck wound flicking free and spraying the seat. And though it’d take some time for the locomotive to pull up all its carriages, it took Gray less than a handful of seconds to gain his feet again, then pivot to lock eyes on Sienna. 

Except, she was already gone. 

His lips curled. “Well played, Sienna, well played.”

Too bad she was weaponless. Her rapier lay beneath the seat opposite. He lunged to retrieve it along with his club before he sprinted toward the end of the still-moving carriage, then jumped through its opened doors and onto the shoulder of the stony ballast and sleepers. 

Stones avalanched beneath his boots, but any noise he made was covered by the still-squealing brakes that pushed back the weight of the carriages. Despite his sensitive ears, in that moment he cared less about the noise. 

His sense of smell was almost as responsive and his nostrils flared at the incoming, revolting odor of the Dronians. But if they stank to high heaven while alive, apparently the oily, rotten egg stink when they died was even more disgusting.

He only wished he’d been able to glean more information about them than the few alien journals he’d been able to get his hands on. Even the little knowledge he’d acquired had been quite the tedious process thanks to having to use a translator device to read the weird, alien script.

Not that it mattered. He was certain Sienna could shed far more light about their common enemy. It was in her best interest to do so. Knowledge was power, and armed with that knowledge, he and his people had a far greater chance of eliminating the Dronians. 

His breath snagged at the back of his throat. With any luck, that would happen before the Dronians eliminated Sienna. It would be a travesty of the highest order for his clever and gorgeous quarry to no longer exist. 

Ignoring the tightening across his chest, he decompressed the club and pushed it into his pants pocket before he wielded the rapier through the air. It was light and sharp, but more importantly it was ancient and echoed with a thousand deaths. It was the perfect sword to kill a Dronian whose magical blood was neutralized against ancient weapons that had taken many lives.

He sucked in another, deeper breath, his nose again scrunching at the putrid scent even as he noted the whereabouts of the river thanks to its rich scent of elements and trace minerals. If he found the water, he’d no doubt find Sienna. But first, he had an enemy to eliminate. 

He ran toward the back of the now slow-moving train, using the wooden sleepers that stuck out the side of the rails to avoid the sharp stones while placing most of the weight on his toes to quieten his retreat.

His priceless boots were made of a special blend of rare gada-gada hide and even rarer shranna sap, which combined made his footwear as light as spider’s webbing and as soundless as a whisper. That they were near indestructible and molded to his feet as though they were specially designed for him was just an added benefit. To many others, his boots, along with his under-armor made of the same hide, were worth more than his bounty hunter services.

Little wonder he had trust issues. If those criminals and fugitives he’d captured and received a bounty for weren’t already out to kill him, then the people who craved his footwear and under-armor most certainly were.

He had far too many enemies, including these new ones, the Dronians. Those same Dronians would soon be his people’s enemy too, if he didn’t hurry up and find answers. His emperor hadn’t sent him to Earth for nothing. He had to do everything in his power to uncover any information about the vile creatures. Even if that meant kidnapping Sienna and holding her against her will until she released every scrap of intel about them.

His breath shuddered out. He’d made it his mission to hunt Sienna, the only woman of the seven surviving Strazanians. Not because her being female made her weak, quite the contrary. He was man enough to admit he was attracted to her and the powers she wielded, which could never be underestimated.

He had no way of knowing if her rare abilities had grown stronger or weaker here on Earth, and perhaps that was what made him even harder for her. Either way, she made quite the adversary! That she’d evaded him once again should have disheartened him. Instead, adrenaline fired through his veins, the thrill of the hunt charging him up like nothing he’d ever experienced before.

His hand on his dick wasn’t going to be enough this time. He needed Sienna beneath him, groaning his name while her nails raked down his back and his shaft filled her while she orgasmed hard.

The train made one last screeching noise before the carriage wheels settled fully onto their rails and eerie quietness descended.

Thud.

He was startled back to the present by a Dronian dropping out of the carriage and onto the ground. That the aliens must have managed to board the train while it was still moving sent a shiver down his spine. He and Sienna had only just avoided their enemy. 

He leaped on to the small ladder welded to the back of the end carriage, where he hung one-handed while he relied on his exceptional hearing to ascertain what the Dronian was doing.

That it was a soldier and not a scout was easy enough to work out thanks to its clicks and snuffles. The Dronian scouts had a different style of language to the soldiers, like they were a whole other species. Perhaps they were? The scouts were far smaller and more fragile, which made them easier to kill. But beyond that, he knew very little about either of the Dronians.

None of his people did.

Hence his deployment here to Earth. It was the last frontier before the Dronians would no doubt target his world, Gorema. It was clear enough to every other living, sentient being that the Dronians wanted to be all-powerful. That they didn’t seem interested in destroying the humans revealed how little a threat they were to the bloodthirsty aliens.

Another thud sounded, indicating one more Dronian soldier had dropped from the carriage onto the ground. Its subsequent snarl revealed it was likely at the top of the hierarchy, possibly even the leader of a larger squadron of soldiers. Gray’s lips twitched into a hard smile. That it appeared they were the only two Dronians here made it much nicer odds. 

He peered around the back of the carriage to get a visual, his pupils dilating. Definitely soldiers. Their stone-gray bodies were thick with muscle, their torsos natural armor protecting their vital organs. Their powerful, biped back legs kept them easily upright, while the talons on both their short front and long back legs could easily eviscerate their prey.

One of them lifted its shorter front leg and extended its bloodied talons before it proceeded to lick off the sticky redness. Gray’s stomach compressed, the cut on his throat tingling. That was his blood the Dronian was enjoying, he was certain of it. It was common knowledge Dronian blood was a syrupy purple color.

He withdrew back behind the end carriage as the other Dronian lifted its head in the air and drew in a deep breath. Though how the foul creatures could smell anything over their own stench was beyond him. He climbed the ladder one-handed, keeping a firm grip on the rapier. He wouldn’t leave until he’d killed the two soldiers. The last thing he wanted was for them to bring in more soldiers. 

The train creaked and rolled forward, moving slowly again. He was almost level to the Dronians when he dropped onto the ground from above them, catching them completely off guard. 

He grinned manically. “Boo.”

The one closest to him hissed in shocked surprise a second before Gray cleaved off its head. The body crumpled as the head splatted onto the ground. But the bigger one, which he guessed was the leader, had already jumped high into the air.

Gray skipped back out of range from where it landed, its talons extended. But though he swung the rapier, the blade ricocheted off its torso, its armor too robust even with the ancient blade that had created many deaths.

Gray’s pulse surged as he retreated another dozen steps and the Dronian stalked toward him with its uneven gait, its razor-sharp talons extended and its beady eyes zeroing in on him with murderous intent.

Come and get me, motherfucker.

Its muscles bunched, and he readied for its next launching attack by taking more steps back. But instead of taking to the air, it bounded forward, catching him unawares...as did the railway line that had branched off from the main one behind him, tripping him up.

He stumbled and the Dronian slashed its talons across his cheek and his upraised arm as he tried to protect his face. The strike was enough to make him topple onto his ass. Blood spurted from his fresh wounds, the sting as much to his pride as it was physical, the blade clattering loudly against the rails as it fell from his grip.

For fucks sake. This should be child’s play. He hadn’t earned his boots and armor from sheer good luck. He’d fought his way through countless opponents on specially built battle grounds to merit his warrior gear along with the emperor’s respect. There were few who could beat him, and yet this biped alien with more brawn than brains had managed to outwit him.

It would be the first and last time.

He was only thankful Sienna wasn’t here to see his temporary defeat. He’d bet she wouldn’t have intervened, she probably would have laughed her ass off, possibly even hoped he’d get killed to save having to get her own hands dirty. 

Sorry to disappoint you, but my end isn’t happening now or anytime soon.

He’d had enough of death in his life. He’d been an assassin before he’d left that gruesome business behind to become a bounty hunter. After all, one paid just as well as the other and his services were in huge demand thanks to his high success rate.

Not that anyone would believe it now seeing him sprawled on the ground with a Dronian getting the better of him. That he probably looked like a pin cushion with all his cuts, including the one on his throat from Sienna, just added salt to his various wounds. 

The Dronian lunged for him, its mouth opened wide and exposing its double-serrated teeth, its already bloodied talons gleaming under the moonlight.

Gray swung his leg to the left, cracking the side of the Dronian’s jaw in a momentary distraction that gave him enough time to surge into a backflip. He did three more rotations, putting distance between him and the vile lizard-creature, the train moving slowly forward alongside him, as though the driver was hesitant to set it back into full speed after the emergency brake had been applied.

Standing squarely on his feet once again, Gray ripped off his hoodie. It would not only free his movements, but also released his wings. He let the pair of them fan out around him, the leathery pleats straightening to their massive glory.

The Dronian paused, its shock evident.

Thinking twice now, aren’t you motherfucker?

His enemy didn’t need to know that his wings were rarely used for flight, not when he could only glide from a high point to wherever he needed to go. His wings, like all his species, were more often used as a weapon. Not only did they deflect, the sharp prongs on the tips of his wings could as easily slash and stab.

Not giving the Dronian any more time to think and adjust, it was Gray’s turn to leap high before he spun at high speed, his wings whirling out right along with him. One prong then the other slashed the Dronian’s neck before Gray landed on the ground with his knees bent. He looked up as the Dronian staggered, its talons grasping hold of its now mangled and bloodied neck.

Gray might have enjoyed watching his enemy slowly bleed out, but Sienna was even now getting farther and farther way. Besides which, the Dronian’s thick, purplish blood was almost as gross as the rotten egg odor it was already emitting.

Not that he had to hang around waiting for its death. With a gargling hiss, it lurched sideways. With impeccable timing, it fell heavily between the last two moving carriages, its head smashing onto the railway line. The carriage wheel immediately ran over its head, the exploding purple goo spraying the tracks in a macabre graffiti. 

Gray shuddered even as he turned away with one wing outstretched, using the prong at its end to wrap around the handle of the rapier. He picked it up and launched it into the air, catching it with one hand. And without a backward glance, he ran toward the river he’d scented earlier. Toward the woman he was determined never to lose again.
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Chapter Three
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Sienna might have laughed at glimpsing the river under the moonlight, with the train far behind her and the promise of power surging through her once again...if only a part of her didn’t feel guilty for leaving behind the bounty hunter. But surely if Gray could see the Dronians, he’d at least have a fighting chance against them?

No, he had every chance of surviving. He was, after all, in the business of hunting others. He’d know how to look after his own skin, know how to defend himself. A bounty hunter only cared about making coin out of those people he hunted down. He wouldn’t care why Sienna was a wanted woman, only that she was wanted and that he’d be getting paid for his trouble.

She frowned. How much was she worth? With every other powerful world in the galaxy worrying if they’d be attacked next by the plague of Dronians, she’d no doubt be priceless. 

Little wonder the bounty hunter was so desperate to catch her.

A pity she was as clueless as anyone else about the Dronian fuckers. But she’d bet everything she had, which admittedly wasn’t much these days, that Gray wouldn’t believe her lack of knowledge.

How could her people have known they’d be attacked by an invisible and merciless army of alien fuckers? The Dronians might be their closest planetary neighbors, but they’d left each other alone...until now.  She’d been at the palace when they’d struck. That she’d been unable to see them had left her fighting skills next to useless.

Even her star flyers had done little against the relentless wave of Dronians. The enemy had simply stepped over the splattered bodies of those she’d managed to kill.

The hellish memories made her eyes burn and her skin flush, her stomach cramping. She’d failed in her mission to save the royals she’d been assigned to protect. That the bodies of the king and queen, along with their children, had never been recovered meant they’d never had an official burial. Even if they had died, there was every possibility they weren’t now resting in peace.

She pressed a hand to her stomach as nausea swirled. She shook her head, shaking off the past that threatened to sabotage her future, her very existence here on Earth. As if it wasn’t bad enough she had the Dronians to contend with, now she also had Gray hunting her down.

“Asshole,” she said through gritted teeth. That she’d experienced even  a little remorse for the hunter, who only cared about capturing her and taking away her freedom, then forcing her to talk, made her bristle with defiance.

Let the Dronians have him, if they dared. She was certain he’d put up a good fight, perhaps even win the skirmish. In the meanwhile she’d be miles away.

She pulled off her boots before she tugged down her bodysuit and stepped out of it. Then standing barefooted on the tufts of grass along the riverbank, she took a few seconds to enjoy being naked, the air whispering across her bare skin and making her nipples pebble.

What would Gray think seeing her naked like this? Would he approve? Would his cock grow hard for her all over again?

Her breath hissed, her brow furrowing. Damn it, she wasn’t that desperate for a lover...was she?

Yes, you are. That he’s the first man you’ve met here on Earth who reminds you of a warrior, of a real man who knows how to fight, to fuck...to kill, only makes you want him more.

A shiver slipped down her spine as she shoved her clothes and boots into a crevice at the base of some large rocks along the riverbank. If she had a chance, she’d be back for them. She’d be mad not to after having them specially made for her human form. 

She wasn’t much good at mind control, but a few days after landing on Earth, she’d managed to persuade an up and coming fashion designer to make her the bodysuit, with its deep, lined pocket that perfectly fit her rapier and its scabbard. She didn’t want to have to push her mind control ability yet again, better to just return for the clothes once it was safe to do so.

That she’d left her beloved rapier behind on the train was just something she’d have to deal with. Either she’d find another, similar weapon, or she’d devise a way to find the rapier that had become like an extension of herself.

She took a step closer to the river that drew her like a magnet. She was getting desperate now to dunk herself beneath the water and shift into her primary form. She needed to swim in the river’s depths even more than she needed to be with a man.

She was one step away from touching the water, silt and mud oozing between her toes and over her bare feet, when a large dark shape whooshed just above her head. She fell back with a gasp, her wide eyes taking in the winged being as it landed gracefully just a few yards away from her, its outspread wings obstructing her from any other visual of its features.

She was too shocked to move, to even breathe. What the fuck was she dealing with now?

Then the being straightened, its wings tucking behind its back even as it turned and stalked toward her, its face coming into sharp focus under the full moon and her rapier glinting in its hand. She inhaled sharply, her breath then hissing out. “Gray.”

That his hoodie was gone and some kind of tan armor covered his torso, so snug it could almost have been a part of him, didn’t stop her from perceiving his musculature beneath. He was a superb male, ripped like an athlete and probably twice as fit. That he moved like a predator did things to her she didn’t want to think about.

Then there was his face, which his dark-and-gold striated hair only emphasized. His brow was broad, his slightly hooked nose making him seem more like a hunter than ever before, like an eagle soaring through the skies with its massive wings. His golden eyes were bright and calculating, sparkling with intelligence under the moonlight. 

That his neck wound was already healed, with only a gash on his cheek and arm revealing his battle with her Dronian enemies, made her realize how fast he healed.

“Bet you didn’t see that coming,” he said wryly, shaking his wings out behind him as if to emphasize his point.

“I had no idea.” 

Did all his kind have wings, or was he one of a very few, like the rares on her planet? She knew very little about his kind, but surely she would have known if they’d had wings?

He smiled crookedly before he bent and pushed her rapier under the crevice with her clothes. 

She blinked. What was he doing? Had he noticed her hidey-hole from up in the air? Was his vision that amazing? 

She must have spoken her thoughts out loud when he said in an amused tone, “Don’t go getting too impressed.” A heartbeat later he was standing over her and bending again, before he scooped her up. “You’re my prisoner now.”

She shook her head. “No, please, not yet. I-I need the water. Even just a few minutes will make me feel better.”

He cocked his head to the side. “And allow you to regain your full strength and powers?” he asked. “I don’t think so.”

He dug his booted feet into the muddied bank and carried her up and away from the water that urgently beckoned to her. “You don’t understand,” she said, hating her panic-induced voice. “Without water I—“

“Stop,” he growled, as though her pleading with him was an offense. “You can swim as much as you’d like after you’ve answered my questions.” His eyes glinted, his determination all too obvious. “I give you my word I will even return you to the river once you’ve told me everything you know about the Dronians.”

Whatever power she’d felt from the pull of the water was evaporating now, weakness sucking at her very soul. “You’re wasting both your time and mine,” she said, her voice as parched as her throat. Though her feet had managed to suck in some moisture from the silt and mud that had edged the river, it hadn’t been anywhere near enough to fortify her.

She might have cried if she’d had the energy. How long was this winged madman going to imprison her and try to make her tell him things she knew nothing about? She only had a handful of days to find the rest of the rares so they could meet and perhaps find a way to continue surviving here on planet Earth.

That the Dronians had only one weakness that she knew of wouldn’t be of any use to Gray. Earth’s atmosphere was unique. She’d be telling him nothing he needed to know.

It was only when one of her breasts brushed against the stretchy leather surrounding his torso that she remembered she was naked. On her own world, nudity was considered normal, yet with Gray she’d never felt more exposed. “I left my clothes back near the river,” she said quietly.

“I know. I left your rapier there too,” he reminded, as though she should be far more concerned about being weaponless. Under normal circumstances she would be, but none of this was normal. Not even close.

That his voice was detached and emotionless made her stiffen. There was no getting through to him now. He was in bounty hunter mode. He’d captured his quarry, his payment was likely within reach—once he dragged the answers out of her that he needed. She gritted her teeth. Never! Even if she knew what he wanted she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of telling him.

“Are you cold?” he asked, looking down at her nudity with a bland expression. Either he didn’t lust after her anymore or he had too much else on his mind. Like the reward he’d be getting for her? 

“Would it matter to you if I was?” she asked in a brittle tone. 

He snorted, as though her question was all too obvious. “I’m not completely heartless. I might have killed others in the past but they deserved to die. You, on the hand, deserve to live.” 

“How very kind of you.” She blinked up at him. “It wouldn’t be because you’ve yet to ask me some serious questions? In which case, my death would be very inconvenient to you.”

“Have you always been this cynical?” he asked drily.

“Cynical or rational?” she countered hoarsely. “You must be pretty good at killing,” she added conversationally, like they were talking about something as mundane as the weather. 

“Oh?”

“How many Dronians did you kill back in the train?”

“There were only two,” he stated just as blandly, like killing two armored soldiers was insignificant. “I’m not some killing machine, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t thinking that,” she lied, though any further debate was next to impossible with the river getting farther away and her energy fading fast. “They’ll be after you too, now,” she added in a thin voice. She wasn’t one to give up, not ever, but she had no fight left in her. Even his long, rolling stride seemed to want to rock her to sleep.

As her lashes fluttered closed, all consciousness faded away...

When she forced her eyes open sometime later, it was to find sunshine flooding through a net curtain that covered a square window, a breeze making the bottom of the curtain dance and snap against an aged, cream-yellow wall.

She sat, aware of a mattress beneath her and the silken touch of a sheet against her bare skin, the top sheet them tumbling off her as she sucked in deep, panicked breaths.

No amount of training had prepared her for this. Not with weakness flooding through her veins and taking away not only her ability to react but to think straight. That she was alone in the room was clear to her right away. Gray had a presence about him she’d sense anywhere, no matter how indisposed she might feel.

She slipped her legs to the side of the mattress, surprised to find she wasn’t restrained. But then, Gray probably knew she was as defenseless as she’d ever be, and as weak as any human. 

She stood, the worn linoleum cool beneath her feet but her limbs trembling as they supported her weight. Bloody hell. She’d never once allowed herself to get to this point, but she had only herself to blame. Yes, she could live without the river sustaining her and giving power to her abilities, but it’d be like expecting a duck to live without water.

There were two doors. She tried one but of course it was locked. The next door swung open, revealing a windowless bathroom with a showerhead fitted above a bathtub, a toilet in the corner. After using the latter, she tossed up between having a bath—the water covering her body wouldn’t have the minerals of the river, but it would be better than nothing—or exploring the bedroom.

Her need for water could wait a few more minutes. She stepped back into the bedroom and headed to the window, flipping aside the net curtain to stare through the fly-screen at the drop beneath. Shit. The sloping ground had to be at least ten meters below her. She glanced at the outer walls of the house. There was nothing to grip onto, nothing that she could use to make her escape, not in her weakened state.

Three little bangs sounded on the locked door behind her as its bolts were flipped aside. It creaked open, and though her pulse thudded wildly, she didn’t turn around to greet her captor. Instead she squeezed her eyes shut while panic squeezed her chest. She hadn’t escaped the Dronians just to be imprisoned by this man!

“I brought you breakfast,” he said, as casually as though he was speaking to some honored guest. “I’m guessing you must be hungry.”

Her stomach clenched and growled fitfully, but still she didn’t speak or acknowledge him in any way. He’d kidnapped her! He’d taken away her liberty! What he didn’t know—or did he?—was that he’d probably also taken away her chance to meet up with the remaining six of her kind.

“It appears you’re not ready yet to talk.” He sighed heavily, and she could almost imagine him crossing his arms. That his broad shoulders were powerful enough to carry such immense wings made her breathing tighter still. “You know, the sooner we chat the sooner I can let you go.”

Something snapped in her then. She flew around to face him and in half-a-dozen jerky strides she was standing in front on him, quivering with rage. 

A distant part of her noticed that the gash on his face and his arm was gone, as though the injury had never been. Then there was his damp hair and his change of clothes, his fresh scent of vanilla soap and an elusive forest scent that was all him. His black pants stretched over the length of his muscled thighs and calves, his white T-shirt not even bothering to conceal the wings that were folded behind him. 

She gritted her teeth, hating him more than ever. “I don’t want your food. I don’t want anything from you!” She smacked the breakfast tray off the bed, sending the glass of juice into the air, along with two slices of toast and scrambled eggs. The glass hit the wall and shattered, juice splattering everywhere. The eggs slopped onto the floor and the toast skidded. 

And her ability to implode a living thing from the inside out rose inside her as she screamed, “Leave me alone!”
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Chapter Four
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Gray’s entire body tingled and prickled as a surge of power raised the hairs on the back of his head and neck, his vision glowing at the edges.

Whatever rare ability Sienna was using it was beyond powerful and highly volatile, its energy pulsating the very air between them before its strength as quickly subsided.

He stared at her, awed by the fact she’d managed to throw out such force when she was about as weak as she’d possibly get. He narrowed his eyes. “Are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

She crossed her arms, as though warding off his question even as she unwittingly pushed her breasts up. That she seemed immune to her nakedness now only tantalized him more, his blood pressure surging right along with his dick. She might be strong like a warrior but she had a feminine, soft side too, with curves in all the right places.

It’d taken everything he had just to pretend indifference to her and go to some distant place in his head while he’d carried her naked in his arms. That his dick had taken on a life of its own, no matter where he’d gone to in his head hadn’t mattered. She’d been in his arms, and thankfully, unable to see his concrete erection.

Her sudden, crooked little smile did crazy things to his pulse. “You might need to explain yourself better,” she said, making light of what he’d felt. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

He reached out and cupped her chin, holding her gaze with his. “Don’t play games with me, Sienna. I’ve seen and done things that would make you sick to your stomach and make you think twice about—” 

“Is that a threat?” she interjected. Her gaze glowed faintly with green. “Did you not think I might have already seen the worst I can possibly see? I saw my people die—women and children—watched them get slashed into ribbons. Watched my lands become a bloodbath. I doubt that you’ve lived through anything worse than that.”

He sucked air through his teeth. She was right. Nothing he’d seen and done compared. Her people had been wiped out—all but seven of them, to his knowledge—murdered by an alien race of sadistic motherfuckers that only cared about being at the top of the power-chain.

It made his own quest to learn what he could about the Dronians even more imperative. His people were on the verge of collapse already, though his people loved to fuck, their desire to breed lessened with each generation. Despite Gorema’s powerful weapons, the sheer numbers of Dronians meant they would destroy his unique world all too easily. 

His whole body stiffened. They were running out of time! The Dronians might well decide the last seven of the Strazanians weren’t worth the effort of killing, then move onto the next planet to annihilate. 

His voice came out rough and unapologetic despite his words. “My apologies for making light of your past experiences, it couldn’t have been easy. You’re a true survivor, and not just because you’re one of the last of your kind.”

Her hard gaze softened fractionally, and his constricted chest loosened even as his breath steadied. He didn’t want them to be enemies, though that was an impossibility being that he held her prisoner.

She inhaled sharply, as though reminding herself of that very thing, her feel good vibes disappearing. “All I ask is that you let me go. Release me and I won’t hold any of this against you.”

He sighed heavily. “Sorry, no can do. Not until you’re ready to talk. The sooner you do that, the sooner you can go.”

She pulled away from his clasp on her chin and dropped her arms to her sides. “Do you really think I’m that gullible? You could kill me the moment I told you anything I know, which is nothing, by the way.” 

“I have no intention of killing you, Sienna, I never have.” Whether she believed him or not was another matter. “For now, let’s pretend you don’t know anything about the Dronians. What I want to know was the power you almost let loose against me—a power I have no doubt the Dronians know about and are afraid of...so much so they’re willing to kill you and the other rares.”

Her eyes went wide. “You think the Dronians killed all my people because of the powers us rares have?”

He held her stare. “It’s a possibility. Your world isn’t known for its technological advances.”

She didn’t drop her eyes when she finally conceded, “I have an ability to implode another being from the inside out. It’s come in very handy against my enemies.”

It made so much sense! Her power had been incredible! That she hadn’t sent him exploding into kingdom come had to be a good thing. She didn’t yet consider him to be her ultimate enemy. 

He planned to keep it that way.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

Her eyes widened as she looked over at the door. “Who is that?”

He grinned and stalked toward the offender. “That would be Bongo.” He opened the door and then closed it behind a brindle-colored dog that trotted into the room, tail wagging madly. The dog touched his nose to the floor and sniffed his way toward the egg on the floor, gobbling it then the toast up as though he was starving.

From the way Sienna pressed a hand to her stomach, she had to be regretting throwing her food away. She was probably wondering how she’d possibly escape now without any of the nutrients the food would have provided.

Gray chuckled. “You’ll have to excuse Bongo, he’s still learning not to be a street dog. He’s very...opportunistic when it comes to food.”

“Bongo is yours?” she asked faintly.

He shrugged. “Since he claimed me from the moment I shared my bagel with him, I’d say I’m his.”

She stepped over the slimy, wet marks left on the floor made from Bongo’s tongue, then sat on the edge of the bed. As though finally aware of Gray’s eyes on her, she grabbed the top sheet and wrapped it around her. But if she hoped he hadn’t noticed how her nipples had pebbled beneath his gaze, she was sadly mistaken.

She cleared her throat. “Pets seem to be a thing here on Earth. Nero even has himself a cat.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, as though realizing she’d given him information, even if it was trivial. She was clearly determined not to tell him anything. She probably didn’t think he deserved to learn a thing about her or her friends. 

That she was right was like a rock sitting uncomfortably in his stomach. But he couldn’t afford to get soft and empathetic now. His world and his people were in jeopardy.

He managed to stay indifferent to her little slip of information. “I figured I’d look after Bongo while I’m still here on Earth.”

She frowned, looking oddly outraged. “Then what? Are you just going to abandon him?”

Did she seriously think the dog would be allowed on his world? So why did her words pinprick him with guilt? “I’ll find him a new home.”

As though aware they were talking about him, Bongo looked up and trotted over to his master. Gray gave him a good head scratch before the dog left him to jump onto the bed beside Sienna, where he plonked himself down and rested his head on her lap while his big brown eyes looked at her as though she was the best thing since sliced bread.

Gray laughed, secretly pleased by their quick bonding. “I think he likes you.”

She ruffled Bongo’s head, his floppy ears bouncing and his lips folding into a doggy grin. “I’m surprised. I’m not very good with animals,” she admitted. She looked up at him, and said reprovingly, “I have even worse luck with men.”

“Well Bongo sure approves,” Gray said with a raised brow. He pushed a hand through his thick, shoulder-length hair. “Perhaps the animals on Earth are more attuned to Strazanians?”

“Perhaps.” 

The conversation was clearly wearing her out. With no river to sustain her, and no nutrients from food or even drink, she was fading fast. It was only lucky she’d had some sleep to rejuvenate her enough for this small exchange.

Whether she liked it or not, he’d already learned a little more about her and her friends. But he wouldn’t push her any farther. He’d save that for later.

He tapped his thigh, then whistled. “Here, Bongo.”

The dog looked up at her, as though reluctant to leave his newfound friend, then he jumped to the floor and trotted to Gray, the dog’s claws clicking against the worn linoleum. “Good boy.” Taking one long, last look at her, he said, “I’ll find you some clothes to wear when I bring lunch. We’ll eat together. Then we’ll talk.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Five
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Sienna flopped back onto the bed, her stomach chewing on itself. Then turning and punching the nearest pillow into a depression to better fit her head, she closed her eyes, ignoring her captor. Seconds later his tread, along with Bongo’s, faded away, the door clicking shut softly behind them.

It wasn’t until she heard the three bolts banging back into position that her anger resurfaced right along with resentment and a need for vengeance. That she was too tired to do anything but drown in many layers of sleep couldn’t be helped.

That sleep also took her right back to the place she wanted so desperately to forget was just another distant observation. Some obscure part of her subconscious told her she was dreaming, but the knowledge faded as quickly as the dream became reality.

“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

She smiled at her fellow rare. He’d given her the physical release she’d needed last night, but then his dick was by far his best feature. That she wasn’t the only woman to think that didn’t bother her. Skylang could share himself around all he wanted. He wasn’t mate material. Not for her, anyway.

“It sure is, Skylang.” She fell into step beside him as they began their patrol around the palace, a routine that started outside, with the three suns blazing down on them, before they’d enter the royal residence and tour through its many rooms to ensure everything was in order. She glanced over at the Great Waters, her nose twitching at the tantalizing aromas of minerals and other Strazan elements. “A swim would have been nice.”

“Or even better, a hunt with some of the other rares who got the day off.”

She nodded, their bare, thick-scaled feet slapping against the rock floor. While most of their kind didn’t bother with clothes, all the rares on duty had to wear a uniform. Their black robes not only blended in with the volcanic rock but held their weapons of choice. “We’re rostered off next.”

He sent her a heated look, his eyes glowing neon blue. “Maybe we can hunt in the Great Waters after we’ve had some more of our own fun?”

“Maybe,” she said non-committedly. She was already losing interest in him, just like she’d lost interest in the previous three rare males she’d been intimate with. That she seemed destined to be single for the rest of her life had long ago ceased to bother her.

She had her career, she was happy enough. And once she was an elder, she’d be content training the next wave of rares who came through.

Are you really happy, though? Even when you were a little girl you dreamed of having a mate and children. A man of worth who was your equal and adored you for being you.

As though to taunt her, a young couple climbed up the worn path of rock that jutted out of the Great Waters, their orange-streaked hair dripping wet and their naked, orange-scaled bodies glistening as they clasped hands. The woman adjusted the pair of iridescent shells that barely covered her breasts. Then giggling at whatever wicked promise her mate whispered into her ear, she turned to face him before they passionately kissed.

Skylang looked at Sienna, then at the couple for a few seconds before his gaze swung right back to her again. He pushed a hand through his dark, blue-streaked hair. “You look...envious. Is that what you wish to have?”

“What if it was?”

Skylang’s breath whistled out. “Every male rare here thinks you’re a hard-ass who only cares about orgasms and your career.”

She almost flinched. Were men truly that blind? Or did they only see what they wanted to see? “That’s not true,” she said in a cool voice. “I care about my rare powers, too. I do train every day to perfect them,” she added pointedly.

Skylang chuckled, immune to her dig. His abilities might have been great if he ever bothered to practice using them. He as quickly sobered, his thoughts quite obviously on her. “I could be that man for you,” he said with quiet intent. So unlike him. “I could be your mate.”

She hid a shudder, not of revulsion, but of absolute knowing he was far from being her true mate. He might be elite, but it didn’t make him the other half of her whole, far from it. “We both know we’re not soulmates. We have a bit of fun occasionally and that’s it.”

“Right.” His nostrils flared. “I’ve always been good enough in bed, just not good enough out of it.”

She frowned, ignoring a twinge of guilt. She’d never once indicated she wanted more from him other than sex, and he’d been more than happy sharing his bedroom skills around. But then, as a blue-scaled male who was classified elite, he probably assumed she’d fall at his feet to be his mate. “Maybe I am a hard-ass who only cares about orgasms and my career.”

His eyes flashed, his jaw going as hard as the black rock around them. “Maybe you are.” He pivoted and stalked off, and she was about to call out and—what? Apologize? No, she wasn’t the one in the wrong! Instead she wrinkled her nose, her nostrils flaring with objection. What was that horrendous smell?

A high-pitched scream made her whirl around sharply, her dark hair with its streaks of green for a moment covering her eyes. Flicking the strands free to clear her vision, her heart froze in her chest. The other woman’s mate swayed drunkenly, his fin half-dangling from his body before it peeled away completely and fell to the ground. The male reached out to his mate as the rest of his body fell apart in great chunks, plopping onto the ground in wet, bloodied thuds.

Like he’d been raked clean through by talons.

Oh, fuck. 

Sienna knew only one creature that could do that kind of damage. She took a step forward, her voice coming out in hoarse shout. “Run! Dronians are here!”

The woman looked up at her with wild, neon orange eyes in a pallid face. She was beyond traumatized. Blood suddenly sprayed from her gouged throat, and she clasped at her wound before she fell dead onto the ground beside the pieces of her mate.

Grunt. 

She pivoted back to face Skylang. His eyes held hers as a hole appeared in his chest, one that went right through him. Blood gushed free, and he croaked out something that sounded like an apology before he too fell facedown onto the ground.

A shuffle sounded close behind her and she spun around, unleashing her five star fliers with her mind. They flew out of her robe and through the air, hitting their targets.

Two thudded into the flesh of one Dronian. The obscene alien flashed in and out of visual as it fought to stay alive, but the serrated edges of the stars were already working their way deeper into its flesh before hitting organs. The three other stars hit a Dronian behind her. It flicked into clarity, showing one star lodged deep into its eye. The other two were buried in its skull.

It wasn’t until it fell to the ground, its gross purplish blood staining the rock and its putrid scent staining her lungs, that she whispered raggedly, “The royals.”
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Chapter Six
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Sienna woke with a start, her heart pounding and her chest tight. That her mouth was dry made her stumble out of bed and toward the bathroom. Flicking on the faucet, she cupped her hands under the water and drank deeply. 

Then fitting the plug into the bathtub, she turned on its taps and climbed into the tub, sighing luxuriously as the water rose higher and higher. It wasn’t until it began sinking into her pores, its minimal nutrients offset by chlorine, fluoride and other nameless chemicals, that she flicked off the water and, with a heavy sigh, released it down the plug hole.

Tears blurred her vision for a good couple of minutes. All she’d wanted was to swim in the river and rejuvenate! That Gray was keeping her from that made her hate him more than ever.

She’d never tell him anything! Not. One. Word.

At least she was clean now.

The bedroom door’s bolts clanged like a warning, and she wrapped a towel around her body before she padded back into the bedroom just as the door opened.  The scent of meat hit her first before the vision of her captor hit her eyeballs next. It wasn’t fair he was so indecently hot. It would have been better if he’d had horns and a tail.

“Here’s some clothes for you,” he said, holding up a cloth bag as though he held up a peace offering.

She nodded, and took the bag off him before retreating back into the bathroom and shoving on the underwear he’d provided—how the hell had he worked out her sizing?—comfortable white cotton pants and a pink blouse.

She wrinkled her nose in the mirror. This was so not her style. So why did the colors suit her so perfectly along with the fit of the clothes? Annoyed somehow that he’d gotten it so right, she stomped back out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, where Gray waited cross-legged for her on the floor.

“Hungry?” he asked, retrieving a takeout container from a bag. He lifted off its lid and a waft of peanut sauce, meat and cooked vegetables almost made her stagger, her stomach growling fitfully.

He looked at her with a wry smile as he handed her a plastic fork along with the container. “This one is satay lamb with vegetables. I also bought fried rice, and sweet and sour pork.”

She plonked herself down opposite him and the food, wishing it didn’t feel so intimate sitting so close to him while she took his offering and devoured it along with the lone prawn cracker that came with the order.

Gray ate a couple of mouthfuls from each container. He seemed more fascinated in watching her eat. “It’s a good thing I left Bongo in the kitchen, he would have begged you for half the food and made you go hungry.”

She leaned over and pronged some pieces of pork onto her fork. If he wasn’t hungry then she most certainly was! “I wouldn’t have let him starve,” she refuted sharply, before shoveling the meat into her mouth.

“Don’t worry, he’s not going hungry. He was demolishing his favorite dish when I left him to feed you.”

She tossed her fork into her empty dish, wishing he’d actually brought chopsticks instead of a plastic fork so that she had a weapon to use on him. He was clearly too smart to do that. Putting a hand to her mouth, she quietly belched, that it came out like a thunderclap told her she’d probably eaten too much.

Gray chuckled. “In some cultures on Earth, belching is considered polite.”

She leaned back on outspread hands, her arms propping her up. “What about on your planet?” she asked. “Do your people approve of eating like a pig and belching afterward?”

He dabbed at one corner of his mouth with a paper napkin. “I believe you’re here to answer my questions.”

She snorted. “You expect information out of me while being unwilling to impart anything about yourself. Sorry, that isn’t going to work with me.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re my prisoner, Sienna. And I’m sure you’ll agree that so far I’ve treated you more than admirably.”

“What do you want, a medal?” she snapped. “You’re holding me here against my will! That doesn’t make you a hero.”

“If you look at it from my perspective, having you here means you’re safe from your enemy.”

“The only enemy I see here is you! And what makes you think the Dronians aren’t even now ready to burst through the doors? Three little bolts on the door aren’t going to be enough to hold them back.”

He sighed heavily. “You need to have more faith in myself and my people’s technology. The Dronians will attack our planet next because of our powers, not because we have rares. Our power is our technology.”

“If you have such great technology, then why don’t you use it against the Dronians,” she snapped. “There is nothing I can tell you that will make the tiniest bit of difference in your fight against them.”

“Our technology can only do so much,” he said quietly. “While the Dronians have countless soldiers, the population of my people grows smaller every generation. There aren’t enough of us to fight back, not even with our superior technology.”

“Then let’s hope the remaining seven of us Strazanians don’t get killed anytime soon,” she said stiffly.

He nodded. “At least I know you’ll be safe.”

A shudder of something too close to grief moved through her. “I’d rather take my chances on the train, free to come and go as I pleased.”

“But were you free?” he asked. “If you truly were you would never have chosen a carriage to live in, would you? You would never have had to use your powers to make people believe you were someone else.”

She gaped. “How much do you know about me?’

He pulled a small box out of his pocket, then tapped one side to make a light shine out of it before he placed it on the floor. Inside the light little snippets of her life were revealed, like a movie trailer. Real life things that were mostly inconsequential, and yet which felt like the worst privacy invasion possible.

“How did you get that of me?” she asked, her voice shaking.

He shrugged. “Once I knew the places you frequented, I left my invisible recording tags anywhere they would be able to record you. They use facial recognition—similar to what the Earth government uses on its own people—to detect you the moment you’re within a one hundred yard range.”

“What other technology do you have?” she asked weakly, sick to her stomach at what he’d done and yet aware she had to know everything she could to protect herself in future.

“For obvious reasons, I can’t tell you everything. But I can tell you I have shielding tech that protects us inside this house from the Dronians. I’ve planted enough anti-spy spacers around the perimeter of the house to ensure nothing will penetrate our little fortress.”

“No wonder you’re afraid the Dronians will invade your world next,” she said bitterly. She glowered at him. “Did none of you think to come to my people’s aid when we were getting murdered and desperately needed help defeating them?”

“By the time we heard about your people’s demise it was too late to do anything,” he said quietly.

“Too late to do anything but spy on those few Strazanian survivors living on Earth.”

He shook his head. “It wasn’t a matter of spying on you. The recording tags were used only as a means to capture you. All I want is answers.”

“You said it yourself. The Dronians outnumber all of us. They’re nothing short of a plague wanting to rule the universe by sheer numbers alone.”

“And you’d let that happen?” he asked quietly. “You’d allow the Dronians to wipe out other people who aren’t your own through sheer stubborn pride.”

She pushed to her feet, hoping her stare was as glacial as her voice. “If your people die, it’s on you not me. All I ever wanted was my freedom and you took that away from me. Until I get it back you’ll extract nothing from me.”

“Then we’re at a stalemate, aren’t we.” He collected the takeout containers and stood too, his height making her feel so tiny. It didn’t seem fair that the males of her kind were so huge while she was the height of an average human woman in both her primary and secondary form. His eyes seemed to burn right through her. “Just so you know, the longer this takes, the more impatient I’ll get.”

She bristled. “What are you trying to say? That you’ll start pulling out my fingernails to make me talk? Something worse?”

“If I’m left with no choice, then yes, that is an option.”

She gaped after him as he pivoted away from her, his long strides then taking him out of the bedroom. He shut the door with a decisive click, the three locks then sliding into place with loud clanks behind him.
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Chapter Seven
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Sienna had risen at dawn to practice her long, slow movements that had been an integral part of her training on Strazan, except this time she was blindfolded. That she couldn’t see the Dronians meant she had to elevate her other senses, train them to be more aware of her surroundings. 

At least while she was in Gray’s house, she had no reason to believe the alien fuckers would find her. It meant she could practice in relative peace, draw on everything she’d learned while sinking deeper into her own psyche. 

She might hate Gray for bringing her here, but there was no reason to waste the opportunity. Knowing she was secure meant she was sleeping and resting better, and though she didn’t have the river to sustain her, at least she was recharging those batteries that had dimmed from being in a constant fight and flight response.

She spun and crouched low, knees wide apart and her arms coming into the center from her sides. She pressed her hands together and focused on her breathing, her ears straining to hear any noise.

Though her hearing and eyesight were exceptional in her primary form, in her human form everything was subpar. That Gray’s alien senses were even more attuned than hers no matter which form she took was a bitter pill to swallow. She just had to be grateful his people didn’t have powers like the rares on her planet.

What about his wings?

She straightened with an inelegant snort, ripping off her blindfold—AKA folded up pillowcase—and throwing it on the bed. Why could she not stop thinking about the man? He was her enemy and she was letting him get to her! She needed to get him out of her head and stop thinking of all his good qualities.

He’d kidnapped her, held her hostage in his home, locked her in a bedroom and bathroom. Yes, he’d fed her and clothed her, and she could shower or bathe in the chemically treated water whenever she wanted. He’d even kept her safe from the Dronians. But it still didn’t take away from the fact he’d stripped her of her freedom!

The bolts on the door clanged across one after the other, announcing Gray’s arrival. She glanced down at her pants and shirt. They were comfortable enough, but she’d grown used to her bodysuit that fit her like a glove and stretched effortlessly with her every movement. At least she wasn’t naked anymore.

Gray walked into the bedroom with Bongo, and she couldn’t help but smile at the happy dog with his wagging tail. She crouched as Gray shut the door behind him.

“Here, Bongo.” He trotted over to her, making snuffling happy noises while he licked her face and neck. She pushed his snout down with a laugh, ruffling his ears. “Thanks for your unconditional love, Bongo, but who knows where your tongue has been.”

Gray strode farther inside. “He was cleaning his butt a few minutes ago.”

She rubbed her arm over her face. “Gross!”

Gray laughed. “Just kidding, Sienna. Not that I’m saying he’s never done it.”

“All right, all right. I get it. He likes to clean himself—and me.” She gave Bongo one last pat, then straightened, her eyes narrowing at his empty hands. “No breakfast this morning?”

He shook his head. “Not until you tell me what you know about the Dronians.”

The surge of pleasure at seeing him and Bongo died a quick death. Bongo seemed to know it too. He whined a little and sat, looking up at her with wounded eyes. She focused on Gray. “So you’re blackmailing me now?”

“I could do a lot worse to get answers a lot faster.” He pushed a hand through his dark hair threaded with gold. “I’m running out of time, Sienna. My people are relying on me.”

“Then you chose the wrong Strazanian,” she said flatly. “I have no intention of telling you anything.”

His nostrils flared. “You’d prefer to have millions of deaths on your conscience?”

She crossed her arms and gritted her teeth. “Do not make any of this my fault! I never asked for the Dronian bastards to invade my world and kill my people!”

He sighed heavily. “Of course you didn’t.” His golden eyes held hers, the slitted pupils dilating, as though looking deep into her soul. “But you’re our only hope.”

She wanted to stamp her feet and scream her rage. Instead she picked up the pillowcase and dabbed off the sweat from her brow. She’d been practicing her moves for hours. She might have gone crazy with boredom and claustrophobia otherwise. Knowing she was locked inside this room with no way out was already fucking with her mind.

She’d never been imprisoned. Even on her planet she more often than not chose to sleep in the Great Waters, with the soft water encasing her body and the distant echoes of creatures’ songs lulling her to sleep. The only time she slept in the palace was when she felt compelled to sleep on the feathered quilts that were spread out on the floor.

“Starve me then,” she said quietly. “I already told you I have nothing to tell, and I meant it.”

He nodded. “Suit yourself.” Slapping his thigh he whistled to Bongo and they both left the room. The last thing she heard was the bolts slotting into place behind them.

She was dozing when Gray finally returned, a bowl of steaming hot food in his hands. Bongo trotted inside beside his master, the dog looking at Sienna, then back to Gray, and to Sienna again.

“Ready to talk yet?” Gray asked her casually.

She sat up on the bed, shoving a hunk of hair from her face while she blinked to focus on him. “What do you think?”

He sighed heavily. “That’s a shame.” He slurped up some noodles, the scent of garlic and meat saturating the air. He held up the bowl. “These noodles are super tasty. If there’s one thing I can say about Earth, it’s how good their food is.”

Her stomach compressed. She might have stuffed herself stupid last night, but she’d been sporadic for too long with her eating habits. Her calories were still too low. Skipping breakfast and now lunch was already leaching away whatever energy she’d made from last night’s meal. “You know my terms,” she said tightly.

“And you know mine,” he returned succinctly. 

“Then I guess we’re back to a stalemate again.”

He slurped up some more noodles, closing his eyes as though in great satisfaction before he tipped the bowl up to his mouth and he drank the liquid remains. “Guess so,” he said with a shrug. Then he pivoted and stalked back to the door. “Let’s go Bongo.”

But the dog instead sat and whined, looking up at Sienna as though he didn’t want to leave her. Gray snarled a little, acting more animal than Bongo.

“I see where your loyalties lay now, Bongo,” he said, then slammed out of the bedroom as though he was a child with his toy taken away from him.

Bongo whined again and Sienna grinned down at him. “I think I’ve just found your master’s weak spot.”

Her victory was short-lived. Within hours her stomach was rumbling, and not even the chemical water she drank made her feel any better. She bent with cupped hands, allowing Bongo to drink some more of that water she caught.

She dried her hands on her pants. “I’ve got to find a way out of here.”

Striding out of the bathroom, Bongo trotting alongside her, she went straight to the window, flipping aside the net curtain before she began trying to peel away the screen from its frame. Impossible! It was some kind of a thick mesh security screen that was screwed down inside the frame. 

She peered through it. It was easy to see why he’d chosen this house. With the house situated up high, a treed valley sloping away below, his pair of wings would be perfect for a quick getaway. He’d be able to glide a great distance and beat anyone on foot.

She sighed heavily at the drop below. A pity the same couldn’t be said about her. Even if she could take off the screen she’d never survive the fall in her human form. 

But what about in your primary form?

Her breath shuddered out. Could she find the strength to shift shape? At least then she’d also have a good chance of breaking through the screen.

She stepped away, the net curtain falling back over the indestructible screen. Either way, it was too late in the day now to risk escaping. She’d wait until after Gray came in with dinner, taunting her to eat, then she’d slide into a full bath and shift into her primary shape.
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Chapter Eight
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It was dark outside, pitch black thanks to the thick clouds Sienna had seen building in the sky, covering any light that might have otherwise shone down from the heavens.

She stopped pacing to glare at the locked door. It was obvious Gray had decided not to visit. So what was he trying to do? Make her wish for his company as much as something to eat? Huh. If he thought for even one second she’d give into him for a couple of bites to eat and the so-called pleasure of his company, he could think again!

Leaving Bongo fast asleep on top of her bed, she stalked into the bathroom and turned on the bath taps. Then shutting the bathroom door, she flicked its lock across for good measure. Gray might have seen her naked in her human form, but she wasn’t about to let him see her naked in her Strazanian form.

If she could even manage to shift. 

She stripped off her clothes and stepped into the half-filled tub. Her nose wrinkled at the unnatural, chemical odors that wafted up with the steam. It was so unlike the natural purity of the Great Waters. With a heavy sigh, she lowered herself into the water.

She wouldn’t think about the manmade substances in the water that made her weak while any nutrients made her strong. It was a double edged sword. She was damned it she did, damned if she didn’t.

Closing her eyes, she slid completely under the water, focused now on shifting into her primary form. She frowned when absolutely nothing happened. She usually only had to step into the river and her scales began to form, the webbing between her fingers and toes growing without thought.

But then the river had all the nutrients her body needed, while the bathwater was questionable at best.

She pushed back sudden panic clawing at her insides and instead concentrated harder, the outside world then fading away as her one of her bones snapped and reformed, then another and another. Her muscles stretched and remodeled, and her fin pushed out from her spine while her green scales shimmered as they surged all over her body. 

Joy suffused her from the inside out. She’d done it! She’d actually shifted into her Strazanian form! She didn’t bother pushing her head clear of the bathwater, not when her gills were more than capable of breathing underwater. It was pure luxury to stay wet, to stay fully submerged, as long as she didn’t dwell on the chemicals she also bathed in.

Tinkle. Splash. Trickle.

It took her a second to realize the bathwater was overflowing. She surged up and out of the water, reaching for the taps then to turn them off before she pulled the plug free, the drain gurgling as water drained away.

She bit her bottom lip as she eyed the waterlogged, tiled floor. Gray would have quite the mess to clean up. She pushed a hand to her mouth. At least it might distract him from chasing after her. With any luck she’d be miles away from—

Clank. Clank. Clank.

She inhaled sharply. No! She didn’t want Gray to come into her bedroom now. If he saw her in her primary form he’d immediately know what she was up to and her chance of escape would be null and void.

The bedroom door creaked opened before Gray entered the bedroom, his soft tread stopping in front of the locked, bathroom door. “Sienna, are you okay?”

She pushed to her feet and climbed out of the tub, not bothering to dry off. “I’m fine,” she said flatly.

He exhaled roughly. “Are you ready to talk?”

“No.”

“I don’t want you going hungry.”

She stepped closer to the door, glad her voice was still relatively the same despite her different form. She put a hand over the talk-stone in her brow, making sure he couldn’t see its bright green glow under the crack in the door. “Are you telling me you’ve found a conscience?”

“Believe it or not, I’m not a monster. I don’t want to make you suffer.”

She sighed, wishing she could believe him. But of course he’d say or do anything to make her compliant. “I don’t want to talk to you right now...maybe in the morning I might feel differently.”

His impatience emanated through the bathroom door. “I’m sorry, Sienna, I don’t have that long to wait, not anymore.”

She didn’t have time to react, but it was instinct to step aside as he kicked the door in before it slammed against the wall. It was probably just as instinctive to then jump, spin and kick as he stood gaping at her in all her Strazanian glory.

Then her foot connected to his face and she sent him flying backward. He hit her bedframe with a clank, making Bongo jerk awake on her mattress and jump to the floor. She raced out of the bathroom door and through the opened bedroom door, Bongo hot on her heels. Slamming the door shut, she threw the bolts back into place.

It was stupidly satisfying when his fists thudded against the door, his voice hoarse with emotion. “Sienna, don’t do this, I beg of you. We’re running out of time.”

“I have all the time in the world, asshole.” She glared at the door, imagining Gray on its other side. “Enjoy your vacation.”

She patted Bongo on his head then strode jauntily down the hallway and away from her prison, only vaguely aware of the closed door of another room next to her own. She passed a lounge room to her right, with its polished wooden floors and gray modular lounge. The dining room was next, with its round table and cream-cushioned chairs.

It wasn’t until she saw the interconnecting kitchen that she stepped inside it, opening the pantry then to rip open a packet of corn chips and shoveling a handful into her mouth. She continued eating them as she left the kitchen to enter the master suite. 

Walking into the closet, she selected a long black T-shirt and dragged it over her head. It would have to do, at least it was long enough to cover her extremities. 

Shoving some more corn chips into her mouth, she dropped some on the bedroom floor for Bongo, then tossed the packet away. Pushing open the front door at the end of the hallway, she stepped out onto the landing, with its stack of stairs that led to the ground floor.

Another chorus of bangs sounded on the door in the bedroom where she’d been held hostage, then she was running down the stairs, Bongo once again on her heels as he followed her with excited yips.

Shit. She couldn’t do much about the dog. She had to escape before Gray got out of the room and came after her again.

It wasn’t until she got to the ground and saw under the house with its concrete slab, where solar lights lit up the perimeter in a soft glow, that she spied an old fashioned pushbike with an open basket on the back. Was this Gray’s mode of transport?

She didn’t care. It was perfect for her to make her escape. A bike was a whole lot faster than being on foot. She was only glad for the solo-riders she’d had as a child on Strazan, before she’d been shipped off to the Royal Academy for the Gifted, like she’d been nothing more than fodder to keep the rest of her family wealthy.

She winced. She refused to think about her family now. They’d sold her out, plain and simple. Thanks to her rare powers she’d been worth a mint, and her family had gladly cashed her in. Her parents had sent her away with nothing more than a cursory hug and a few guilty goodbyes.

She pushed the bike out from beneath the house, following the concrete driveway toward open gates. She couldn’t help but note the absence now of the banging on the doors. She stilled, and looked up at the bedroom window. A shadow filled the security screen, a large male form standing at the window with wings outstretched, a small noise then reaching her ears. 

Shit. He was undoing the screws to the screen.

She needed to hurry.

She climbed onto the bike and began pedaling, getting a feel for riding once again as she turned onto the side of the road and followed it, Bongo running beside her. She glanced at the dog, the bike wobbling under her uncertain grip. “Bongo—home!”

His tongue lolling out, he turned to her, and with a joyful bark, he leapt through the air and landed in the basket behind her seat. She wobbled some more, his extra weight unbalancing her. Then she righted the bike and pedaled hard. She didn’t have time to stop and force Bongo out. She needed to get as far away from the house as possible.

The road sloped downward and she stopped pedaling with the downhill run. A handful of cars roared past, their bright headlights make visibility almost impossible thanks to the glare. That she had to put a hand over her talk-stone, reducing its fluorescent light, didn’t make things any easier. But at least she wasn’t using up more of her energy, keeping balance was her only concern.

The road ahead divided and she turned right, following the downward trajectory that would eventually lead her back to the river. It was also the fastest route away from Gray.

She wouldn’t think about the fact he could glide through the air after her, and might appear in the air overhead at any second.

That he must have carried her for miles uphill to take her to his house only showcased his strength and endurance. A shiver skittered down her spine. He’d make a terrible enemy. If he caught her again there’d be no mercy. He’d force her to talk by any means possible.

Another car swished past, the driver honking the horn at her audacity riding on the side of a highway at night. She only hoped her uncovered scaly arms and legs weren’t fluorescent green under the headlights.

Bongo woofed, reminding her that he was a passenger, and no doubt enjoying every second of the ride. She might have found it exhilarating too, with the cool night air blowing through her hair and under the long T-shirt to her bare skin beneath. Except this was her last ditch effort for freedom, everything was on the line, including her life.

It wasn’t until she sucked in a deep breath of air that was tinged with river water that she laughed with heady relief. She might actually make it! She might actually get to the safety of the river to escape both Gray and the Dronians.

Shit. She sucked in another, far more horrified breath. She was still in her primary form! The Dronians might pick up her energy output and possibly track her down. But she didn’t have the strength or the time to shift back into her human form. She had to get to the river and mask her true self.

The road flattened out ahead, forcing her to pedal to keep her momentum going. Bloody hell. When had her fitness levels tanked so drastically?

It’s not your fitness. It’s your lack of nutrients from too little food and even less time spent in the river. 

The road came to a T-intersection, forcing her to choose left or right. Except, straight ahead, past a thick strip of grass, her Strazanian vision made out a dark ribbon of water. 

The river Dahrt. 

Gladness left her giddy and even weaker, and she stopped pedaling so that the bike cruised slowly to a stop on the other side of the road. Bongo jumped out and panted exuberantly, life to him in that moment just one big adventure. She shoved the bike onto its side in the tall, concealing grass.

“Let’s go,” she said to Bongo with a wry grin. 

She pushed under a barbed wire fence and then ran toward the water. She was almost there, her breath heaving in and out of constricted lungs, Bongo galloping beside her, when a winged shadow swooped overhead.

Gray. 

She scowled. He wouldn’t stop her this time. She ripped off his borrowed T-shirt, running faster and harder before all but freefalling over the river’s bank before she gained foothold, took two more running steps, then dove through the air and hit the water hard, allowing it to envelop her.
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Gray landed lightly on his booted feet, his outstretched wings helping to keep his balance. After folding his wings shut behind him with a snap, he turned around just in time to see Sienna dive into the water, her green fluorescent scales and her talk-stone lighting her up in the river and making her easily visible with his superior vision.

Except he’d lose her fast once she swam into the deeper water, where the river’s murkiness would conceal her.

Bongo raced over to him with a whine, his distress clear. 

Gray pulled off his human clothes. “Don’t worry, she won’t drown.” 

The dog cocked his head to the side and whined again, as though uncertain whether to believe him. 

“Stay, Bongo. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” And he’d have his prize with him, one he didn’t intend to lose a second time.

He left on his boots and under-armor. The special hide and sap repelled water, ensuring his under-armor and boots wouldn’t get heavy and waterlogged. He ran hard toward the bank, his arms and legs pumping, then he threw himself over, taking note midair of the fluorescent green that was quickly fading away in the water.

Diving into the murky water, he wrapped his wings around his torso, reducing any drag and enabling him to cut through the river like a torpedo. Only once he’d slowed did his wings stretch out and beat through the water like a manta ray. 

Sienna probably didn’t know it, but his species had adapted to water and were able to move through it with considerable speed, much faster than any human. If Sienna didn’t suspect his swimming ability, he might actually catch her by surprise.

His only weakness was his lungs. Though he could hold his breath for much longer than a human, he didn’t have gills. He’d have to come up for air eventually. For now though, he had enough oxygen to follow the luminescent green, he just had to stay in stealth mode and hope she had no idea he was closing in on her.

A glint of iridescent green deeper in the river ahead made his pulse surge. She was slowing down! Yes, she was diving deeper, but she clearly felt safe now and was probably just enjoying absorbing the river’s energy and imagining she was alone with just the many fish and other aquatic life for company.

His wings swooshed silently in the water, pushing him through the water with ease. If only it had been half as easy to convince Sienna to tell him everything she knew. Time was now of the essence and he didn’t want to hurt her by forcing the truth, but he would if it meant saving his people.

Not just his people, entire galaxies of sentient beings would be wiped out if Sienna stubbornly refused to talk. Without her knowledge, his people couldn’t possibly devise a way to protect themselves and fight back.

The Dronians had to be destroyed at all cost. A shudder rippled through him. He would despise himself for having to hurt Sienna, but there was no other option. He’d tried to be civil and had asked her nicely, but it’d been a waste of time, a gamble that hadn’t paid off. He was less a bounty hunter now and more a soldier; he had no choice but to be ruthless.

His world and his people could no longer afford for him to be Mr. Nice Guy.

It was enough that he was burning up what little bit of oxygen he had left in his lungs to drive forcefully through the water. Sienna was right in front of him, lying motionless in the water, her green talk-stone now glowing a gentle light while her eyes were shut. 

For a moment his heart stopped beating. Was she dead? Then he realized, she was either asleep or on the verge of sleeping, resting in the watery depths while her body absorbed any nutrients it needed.

Gods she was beautiful. Like an ethereal mermaid, except without the tail. That she sported an iridescent green back fin that matched her gorgeous scales, her hair streaked with the same green, made his chest tighten. Even the shells that encased her breasts looked perfect on her, kick-starting far too many fantasies into his sex-deprived mind.

Bad enough he’d had trouble keeping his hands off her while she was in her human form, seeing her in her natural state left him too close to coming undone, his whole mission in jeopardy.

He shook off thoughts of the woman who was fast becoming his addiction, regaining his laser focus for the task ahead. His people were in serious danger. He could not afford to get careless. His whole world was on the line.

He swished his wings in one last final surge. Her eyes flicked open, her pupils constricting as he propelled toward her. With one last, desperate flip of her fin and kick of her webbed feet, she tried, in vain, to evade him.

He wrapped his wings around her writhing body, effectively trapping her before he used his legs and arms to push their combined bodyweight to the surface of the water. Though she was stronger now, especially in her Strazanian form, she was no match for the death grip of his wings around her.

He broke free of the water and dragged oxygen into his burning lungs. Had air, even this polluted Earth air, ever tasted sweeter?

Her breath hissed out, her gills still clearly doing all her breathing. “You bastard! Why can’t you just leave me alone?” Even if he didn’t have exceptional vision in the dark, her green talk-stone along with the glow of her green eyes enabled him to easily see the wet glint of her stricken gaze. “When are you going to realize I don’t have any information about the Dronians?”

For a moment he almost believed her. Almost. But one didn’t fight a battle against an enemy without gaining any intel. She knew a whole lot more than she pretended. He just had to find a way to extract it from her, and fast.

It wasn’t easy swimming back toward the bank while she struggled in his arms. Even worse was the fact his dick had taken a life of its own, making it known he was as attracted to her in this form as her human one. That his arousal bordered on painful didn’t help his swimming technique. It was only thanks to Bongo’s excited yips that he managed to find his way back. 

His jaw tightened. Bongo might trust fully in her, but he sure as shit didn’t.

Up until this point he’d been a gentleman. He’d tried to be polite, civil and courteous, and look where that had got him. 

Nowhere.

He was half-carrying, half-dragging her out of the now knee-deep water, her huffing breaths showcasing her fear as well as some dangerous level of excitement, when a far off light grew larger in the sky as it sped toward them. His whole body tensed, and Sienna froze, her gaze drawn to the same light he’d noticed.

“They’re back,” she whispered starkly.
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Sienna wanted to strangle the Gorema male. He’d put her in danger by recapturing her. She’d been free at last and regaining strength quickly thanks to the river. Now she was back to square one and made helpless by the ferocious strength of his wings.

She could, of course, implode him from the inside out, but with a whole army of Dronians no doubt about to crash their little party, she’d save that little trick for when it was needed most. Right now she just needed to plead with his logic, his better judgement. 

She looked up at him as he towered her over, the green light of her talk-stone making his eyes shimmer a weird gold-brown color, while his features appeared even more otherworldly. Her breath caught in her throat when her gaze slipped low, to where his erection stood to attention. She swallowed hard. He was frigging huge, the markings only highlighting that fact. 

She forced her stare up to meet his. “I can’t be in this form out of the water. It’s how the Dronians found us.”

His expression looked bland, bored even. “Then change back.”

Her every muscle clenched with outrage. “Even if I do it’s too late, the Dronians have a fix on us now.”

“Then you’d better hurry.”

His voice was so dispassionate, so selfish. Her pulse beat like drums in her ears. Holy shit. Where was the man who’d been halfway nice to her? What had happened to her captor to make him so careless of her very life? Of his own life?

“Fine,” she snapped. It wasn’t like she had a choice. “At least let me keep my feet in the water so that it lends me the strength I need to shift quickly.”

His grip tightened before he reluctantly nodded. “Do what you have to do.” He glanced up at the approaching light. “But hurry, we’re running out of time.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” she said savagely, even as she concentrated on changing back to her human form.

She was used to the pain of shifting shape. The only problem was that when she forced the process and hurried it along, the pain was far sharper and intense. It would be all too easy to pass out from the trauma and suffering.

If only every rare had Nero’s ability to shift with barely a grimace.

There was no time to gradually ease into it. Her muscles didn’t stretch and reform back into shape, they snapped into place. Her bones didn’t break one after the other, they all but shattered simultaneously. She withheld a howl, thankful that Gray at least kept her upright. Her fin retracted sharply, her scales disappearing as her skin emerged. Her talk-stone became no more, her hair reverting back to its dark coloring and her webbing fading away to reveal her human fingers and toes.

“Satisfied?” she asked hoarsely, so close to giving into the urge to sink into oblivion it took everything she had just to stay conscious.

“Nothing about this is satisfying,” he grated. “But let’s not argue about it now. Let’s just focus on surviving the next few hours.”

“You took those odds away from me the moment you caught me in the river and forced me back out of it.”

“No. You took those odds away when you escaped from the house I’d set up to be safe and secure.”

Her heart thumped in her chest. The Dronian mothership was already close enough to reveal its shadowy undercarriage. And yet still she felt compelled to make him see reason. “Why can’t you just admit this is your fault?” 

“Maybe I am at fault,” he conceded softly. “But you can’t blame me for doing anything possible to keep my world safe.”

That he’d finally admitted his part in this mess didn’t make her feel any better. Not with the underside of the mothership flashing briefly in a multitude of lights before it darkened suddenly and a hatch slid open, revealing some of the illuminated pink-colored interior of the ship. 

She swallowed hard. She’d bet there was a multitude of Dronians standing around the opening, ready to jump and land on their powerful hind legs, her enemy now salivating to kill both her and Gray. Even if he hadn’t defeated any of their former comrades, he would be considered guilty by association.

Though she didn’t take her eyes away from the mothership, she was suddenly glad she couldn’t see the sadistic motherfuckers inside it. She could almost believe the mothership really was empty, almost believe they were safe even while one question filled her head. “Why have they brought the mothership back into Earth’s atmosphere?”

Gray’s breath hitched, his attention on her absolute with his eerie yellow eyes glowing and his wings tightening around her. “What do you mean?”

“Never mind,” she said tightly. He wasn’t going to get anything else from her. That she’d slipped up at all and given him even a skerrick of information shamed her deeply. 

He released his wings from around her, her naked human form then exposed to the elements. She shivered. Though she might despise him and his wings, there had been security having them encase her. That the leathery appendages had as much caressed and stimulated her as they’d kept her prisoner was something she’d have to examine later.

For now they had Dronians to fight and to kill.

He nodded for her to climb the riverbank. “After you.”

“This is a mistake,” she said, even as she began the muddy ascent, tufts of grass her handholds. Even if she couldn’t see the Dronians, at least her residual sight meant she’d see better in the darkness, at least for a little while. “I mean, do you even have any weapons?”

“Guess I was too busy trying to come after you through the window of the bedroom you locked me inside.”

She glanced back at him. “How did you manage to undo the screws?”

He pushed the tip of one of his wings forward. “See these prongs on the ends of my wings?” She nodded, and he added, “They’re the one and only thing on my body that I can adapt to almost any shape.”

“So, what? You turned your prongs into a star screwdriver?” she asked faintly, impressed despite the fact she could shift her whole body into a secondary human shape. What he probably didn’t know was that her kind was only able to shift into a shape that was similar to their primary form. She’d never be able to become a cat or a dog or bird. It was yet another reason why Earth had been the perfect place to hide out and become human.

Even rares were unlikely to shift into another species. Only Epello had been able to access that unique power, though she had no idea whether he was still able to do that little trick on Earth. Everyone’s powers were unstable here, some growing stronger, some weaker and more unpredictable.

Gray swiped up his pants and pulled them on, covering his overly generous cock. She released a pent up breath. Phew. Out of sight, out of mind. That was one motto she could learn to appreciate. No matter how sex-deprived she might be she’d never be with Gray. She hated the man.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

She whirled around, her whole body tensing as Dronians landed on the ground close by. Too close. More thumps sounded then, her enemy’s strong, decaying scent filling the air.

Was it possible the Earth’s atmosphere had made them smell more rotten because they were slowly dying?

The mothership’s hatch slid closed, its undercarriage lighting up briefly before the craft took off into the heavens, disappearing from sight within seconds. It was clear the soldiers that had been left here on Earth were willing to die for their cause, while the rest of the occupants onboard had escaped.

Bongo came running from out of the shadows, his coat bristling as he stood in front of her and growled viciously. She blinked. Could he see the Dronians?

Before she could mull it over, Gray leaped forward at least ten feet, his wings spreading out before he spun. The prongs on his wingtips hit wetly against invisible flesh, the Dronian stench suddenly a whole lot more rotten. She shivered. He must have done a lot of killing in the past if his own body parts killed a Dronian so easily.

He stepped back, but not before a deep slash appeared on his chest, blood freely flowing. He kicked up high, then dropped low and kicked again. Thump. Crunch. She couldn’t see the damage, but she heard it well enough. He was doing everything he could to keep the Dronians away from her.

He stumbled back, a deep cut now glistening on his brow. She narrowed her eyes, trying to see if Gray was hurt anywhere else, but her residual Strazanian vision was already fading. She knew he healed fast though; he’d survive as long as she intervened. 

“How many are there?” she asked, her voice shrill. If it was bad enough her vision was becoming as crap as any humans, she hated even more that she couldn’t see her enemy. At least Gray was visible. That he was like some avenging angel didn’t escape her. He was...impressive, to say the least.

Gray unfurled his wing with a snap, the prong on the end narrowing like a dagger before he thrust it hard and fast. Splat. He’d clearly made another kill, thanks to a fatal stab wound in one of the few places a Dronian wasn’t protected by its natural armor. He withdrew his wing and gave it a flap before focusing on an area in front of him. “There are at least another twenty of them.”

Bongo advanced another step, growling menacingly. Then he ran forward and leapt into the air, biting into the invisible flesh of a Dronian and shaking his head with a fierce growl. When he was thrown clear with a yelp, Sienna sucked in an infuriated breath before she closed her eyes, sensing her advancing enemy. 

Pushing her fingertips into her brow, she uncapped the surge of dark energy inside her. It built to almost unbearable proportions, before she opened her mouth and screamed, releasing the pressure out of her and into the Dronians.

She couldn’t see them, but she heard the icky pop of one of them exploding, and then another. When a whole lot of explosions happened simultaneously, Gray pivoted to openly stare at her.

“You did that?” he asked, his voice caught somewhere between disbelief and awe.

She nodded. “I did.” 

“Are you okay?” 

She inhaled slowly, steadily. Using her rare power had sucked all the energy back out of her, but it wasn’t something she cared to explain. “I’ll live.”

She looked over at Bongo, and in mutual accord, she and Gray went to the dog to check he was okay. The pressure in her chest eased the smallest bit when Bongo pushed onto his paws somewhat unsteadily, then whined and licked their faces and hands. 

This once she didn’t mind the germs, she was simply thankful he was alive and unhurt. “Good boy!”

That Gray had put his own body on the line went without saying. He might have died trying to protect her if it hadn’t been for her rare ability. She couldn’t put into words how much that meant to her. 

Instead she said, “I need the river.”

He nodded slowly as he straightened and scanned the splattered remains of the Dronian bodies. “Of course.”

She was so relieved she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. All she knew for sure was that she was going to sink deep into the river and absorb every nutrient she could possibly obtain.

Bongo whined and shook his whole body, as though trying to rid himself of the Dronians gross smell. She could only imagine how rank the decaying scent must be to a dog.

“On one condition,” Gray added as he began walking beside her, Bongo trotting behind them. She swallowed hard, her every muscle tensing. But he didn’t wait for her to question him or skewer him alive with hate-filled eyes, instead he smiled and said, “You have to stay in your human form.”

“I don’t recall you being in charge.”

He tucked his wings behind his back, then clasped her forearm as he helped her down the riverbank. “You’re still my prisoner, Sienna.”

Her shoulders tensed harder still. “If it wasn’t for me you’d be dead.”

He nodded. “And if you hadn’t escaped my house earlier we’d both be safe right now and probably sleeping in our beds.”

She gritted her teeth. “We’ve already gone over this! You’re holding me prisoner against my will! I didn’t travel all the way to Earth just for you take my freedom away from me.”

He sighed heavily as he escorted her down the slippery bank, her feet then splashing into the shallow edge of the river. He drew her to a stop and said, “I promised you’d have your freedom back as soon as you tell me any information about the Dronians. I don’t break my promises.”

She didn’t reply. She was too busy shuddering with relief as nutrients absorbed through her pores and into her skin under her feet. Though in her human form the process wasn’t anywhere near as effective as her scales and gills, which all but sucked in any goodness, she was still capable of reenergizing much of what she’d depleted.

It wasn’t until Bongo whined and yipped nervously, that Gray decided she’d had enough therapeutic recovery and guided her back out of the river and up its bank. He bent and picked up the T-shirt she’d stolen from out of his closet.

“You might want to put this back on,” he said in a constricted voice.

She blinked at him. She’d been so busy wanting to replete her body she hadn’t noticed his interest. But now awareness fairly throbbed in the air between them.

She drew the T-shirt over her body, waiting until it settled over her before she sucked some air between her clenched teeth. She needed to deflect their sexual tension before it grew even further. “You shouldn’t have forced me leave the river so soon. I didn’t get a chance to properly replete my body.” 

He took her arm, leading her around the battleground where bits of Dronian bodies would be splattered on the ground and trees “Too bad,” he grunted, immune to her complaint. “We need to get back before anymore soldiers return.” 

“Not to mention their cleanup crew.”

He swung a look her way, his yellow eyes gleaming in the darkness. “They send a crew to clean up any bodies?”

For fuck’s sake. How much more was she going to inadvertently tell him? “I wouldn’t know,” she said flatly. “I’m just guessing. I’m sure they wouldn’t want any humans to slip on any remains and realize there was something invisible to investigate.”

Once they were at the fence, he pulled two strands of the barbed wire apart, and she crouched and carefully slid through the opening. She didn’t need to reciprocate. Retreating a few steps, Gray jumped, his wings coming out so that he easily sailed over the fence and landed on the other side. Bongo slipped under the bottom barbed wire strand to stand beside Sienna.

“Show off,” she said to Gray with a toss of her head.

He chuckled. “I mightn’t have powers like yours to rely on, but at least I can rely on my wings.”

He picked up the pushbike she’d left lying on its side in the long grass. Then wheeling it out to the side of the road, he whistled to Bongo. The dog happily jumped into the basket on the back. Then Gray mounted the seat before he patted the handlebars on front. “Get on.”

She pulled a face, hoping the dark at least partially hid her reaction. She didn’t have a lot of fears, but she wasn’t putting her trust in Gray’s bike riding skills. “You’re joking, right?”

He shook his head. “I don’t joke about life and death scenarios. The Dronians might return at any moment, and frankly I’d prefer to be miles away from them when that happens. This bike will get us away faster than travelling on foot.”

She swallowed heavily, then climbed onto the precariously thin handlebars, hoping she didn’t flash any incoming cars with her uncovered lady bits. It would take everything she had just to balance. “Then what are we waiting for?” 
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Chapter Eleven
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Gray pedaled hard, all the while wishing the bike, which had been left under the house from the last tenant, was bigger and faster. It wasn’t even geared. His legs were far too long to make riding the bike comfortable. 

He glared at the woman seated in front of him. He should have known Sienna would adapt to her position on the front handlebars as easily as she’d adapted to her life here on Earth. 

He only wished he could say the same. He missed his people and his world, and that was despite the fact he’d been pigeonholed a mercenary without conscience. If only his people knew how wrong they were. He wasn’t even getting paid for this mission. His only payment was ensuring his world, and the very people who presumed the worse of him, weren’t eradicated.

The road inclined sharply and he managed to pedal for another couple of minutes before he took his feet off the pedals and onto the ground. Sienna jumped down with a heavy exhalation, clearly delighted to be off the precarious handlebars. 

Bongo stayed in the basket, his head hanging over the edge and his tongue lolling out, while Gray pushed the bike uphill, Sienna walking beside him. That she didn’t try to escape was surprising. But then, she knew better now than to try, he’d scoop her up like a wayward kitten in her human form. Add in the threat of returning Dronians and she knew she was safer with him.

But did she also realize he was willing to hurt her now to get the truth? She had to sense as much as he did that time was running out. Unless the Dronians decided to destroy the entire township of New Faxian along with its surrounds, the bastards mightn’t ever capture or kill the seven remaining Strazanian survivors. 

Sienna glanced up at him. “You could ditch the bike. It’d be faster without having to push it uphill.”

“Bongo is safe in the basket.” A car’s headlights swept over them, the driver seemingly blind to them on the shoulder of the road as he drove past them with barely an inch to spare.  Gray shook his head. “Safer,” he corrected somberly.

She looked up at the dark sky, a hint of stars showing through the thinning clouds. “It’s taking what remaining strength I have just to climb this hill.”

He nodded. “I’ll find you something to eat when we get home.”

“Home?” she repeated dully. 

He stopped, one hand holding the bike up while he reached out with his other hand to cup her chin. “This is our home now,” he said softly.  

Her eyes glinted. “You still have your real home to return to,” she bit out. “I don’t.”

He nodded. “You’re right, I do. And I’ll do everything in my power to see that my home, my world, stays peaceful and unspoiled by warfare.”

“Everything?” she repeated scathingly.

“Yes,” he said emotionlessly, pushing down any compassion or feelings he had for this woman. “Everything.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m well versed in pain.”

“Why are you fighting this?” he asked hoarsely. “You have nothing to lose and everything to gain by telling me what you know.”

She began walking again, as though an automaton heading to the scrapyard. “I know your type. You’ll extract what information you can from me, and then you’ll destroy me.”

He could shout to the rooftops that he’d never harm her, but it’d only fall on deaf ears. Instead he said quietly, “You don’t have much faith in me, do you?”

“You’re here for one reason only, and that doesn’t include being friends with me.”

“I could never be friends with you,” he said huskily, his dick tightening uncomfortably.

“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice edged with caution while he sensed reckless excitement thrumming deep inside her.

He understood exactly. As much as he’d been in denial, he wanted Sienna with an urgency that was bordering on insanity. Seeing her in her primary form had only tipped that need straight into dangerous territory. She could easily become is obsession, an addiction he didn’t want to quit.

“I mean,” he said at last, his voice thick with desire. “We could only ever be enemies...or lovers.”

She nodded. “You’re probably right.” Then she lifted her chin and said pointedly, “Which means we’ll only ever be enemies.”

He couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face. “That sounds too much like a challenge. And I did always love a good challenge.”

Her breath hitched and her shoulders tensed, and he swore her breasts had hardened beneath his T-shirt. He swallowed hard. He wanted nothing more than undress her again to take his fill of her gorgeous breasts, then lick her nipples into hard arrows before he kissed his way down lower, between her thighs, where he’d taste the ultimate prize.

His dick was harder than an anvil when they finally got to the house he’d set up with Gorema technology, making them safe. Or as safe as they could be with Dronians looking for them.

Bongo jumped out of the basket and ran to the grass in the front yard to relieve his bladder, while Gray parked the bike back under the house. Sienna waited on the bottom step, her features angelic in the soft glow of the solar lights.

She inhaled deep, her nostrils flaring. “The Dronians haven’t been here,” she declared. “I’d know their stench from miles away.”

He nodded. “You and me both. Why do they stink so badly?”

“Other than the fact they won’t go near water so they never bathe?” she asked. Then her eyes flashed and she bit out, “You really are good at acquiring information, aren’t you?”

He shrugged. It’d been an innocent enough question, but who was he to claim innocence when she’d only ever see him as guilty. “I guess it’s a perk of my job. You get good at reading others.”

She curled her lip. “Just how many victims have you hunted down? How much bounty have you received for you work?”

He folded his arms, made defensive somehow by her scorn. He was only glad he’d never admitted he’d been an assassin before he’d left that business behind for the far less bloody business of capturing and returning criminals and fugitives, dangerous people who he’d never classify as a victim.

The only victim he’d ever pursued was Sienna. But he couldn’t let that get in the way of his mission. She might be innocent, but she had information he desperately needed, and he’d use whatever tool he had in his arsenal.

His dick jerked and a shiver went through him. Including sex.
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Chapter Twelve
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That Gray didn’t bother answering Sienna’s question as he escorted her upstairs and inside his house—fortress—told her more than enough. He didn’t want to admit how many luckless people he’d delivered back to custody or the money he’d earned doing it.

The bastard was probably rich beyond compare thanks to his ruthlessness.

He flicked on the kitchen light, then led her to the island counter, where she sat on one of the stools with her arms crossed while he dug into the pantry and retrieved a large can. After opening it, he spooned something brown and disgusting out of it and into Bongo’s dish. The dog wagged his tail and whined with anticipation. The moment Gray set the dish onto the floor, Bongo devoured its contents with gusto.

Gray turned to her. “Are you hungry?”

Sienna wanted to scream at him to go to hell and throw whatever he offered across the room, or even better, at his face, but she was nutrient deprived enough. Not even the brief stint in the river had given her what she needed. And her body still needed to digest food to keep hunger at bay. “I am.”

He nodded, then opened the freezer door of the refrigerator and pulled out a foil tray. He peeled off the plastic top, turned on the oven, then slid the tray inside. “Readymade lasagna it is.”

At this point, a kilo of mealworms would have been edible. “It’s a bit late for dinner now, isn’t it?” 

“You can call it a very early breakfast if you prefer.” He checked the oven’s timer. “It will take a good half-an-hour to cook. In the meantime, we’ll shower and get the nasty splatters off our skin.”

She peered at her arms. She couldn’t see anything. But then she was as unlikely to see their blood and gore as she was to see their physical form. “I have splatters?”

He nodded. “You do.” He looked at his own arms with a grimace. “We both do.”

“That’s disgusting.”

His mouth curled into a humorless smile. “We lived and they died. That’s all I care about.”

“I’d smell them on me!”

He nodded. “Except you’ve grown immune to it, just that same as I have.”

He ushered her down the hallway and back into the bedroom—prison cell—before he followed her into the bathroom. She turned to him when he lifted his foot and the entire boot simply fell away from his foot.

“What are you doing?”

He lifted his other foot to detach his boot before he looked up at her. “I’m having a shower too.”

She shook her head. “You can shower in your own bathroom.”

He smirked. “Sorry, that’s not going to happen. We stay together now at all cost.”

She shook her head. “If this is because I tried to escape, I won’t try again—”

“I don’t believe you.”

She sucked a breath through her teeth, her gaze dropping to the sizeable lump at his crotch. “I felt your erection earlier, I’m not going to have a shower with you.”

“Why? Don’t you trust yourself?”

Heat flooded through her. The sheer arrogance of the man! “It’s you I don’t trust!”

He detached his under-armor with gently-prying fingers. “You have my word I won’t seduce you in the shower.”

That a faint surge of disappointment took away from her relief only made her angrier. “Why would I trust your word?”

“Why wouldn’t you? I want to gain your trust. This seems as good a place as any to start.”

“If you think not screwing me while we shower will give me an urge to fill your ears with my apparently vast knowledge of Dronians, think again.”

His face tightened. “Don’t make me force you to talk, Sienna.”

She glared. “Then don’t force me to stay here as your prisoner.”

He peeled off his under-armor, then placed it on a hook on the wall. That it was the first time she’d seen his superb musculature seemed to hit home as she stared at his flexing back muscles, his deep, pink scars that clashed with his brown and gold striations and made her more transfixed. He’d fought in a lot of battles, and won. He was a survivor, too. 

He turned around, his powerful abs making her mouth go dry. “Shirt off,” he said softly, a wry smile curling his lips.

“Go fuck yourself,” she said tightly, even as she found herself pulling off her T-shirt and glaring back up at his smug face.

“I might have to do that...later,” he conceded, glancing down at his arousal as though it was a nuisance he’d have to deal with at some point. 

Opening the shower door, he stepped inside and flicked on the taps. It gave her ample time to admire his slightly paler brown and gold striated ass cheeks, the colors darkening up his spine and into the corded strength of his shoulders. Then he turned to her, his striated cock still rearing up like a stallion’s and his ball-sack heavy beneath.

“The temperature is perfect,” he said. “Come and join me.”

Steam suddenly undulated in the air, drawing her in. As soon as the hot water hit her skin, she sighed softly. Whatever Dronian muck had splattered her skin, she wanted it off. Gray took the soap off the ledge in the wall, and then rubbed it in his hands, making lather. Putting the soap back, he kneaded her body with his sudsy hands, washing her thoroughly.

That his touch sent shivers of pleasure through her body was a whole other issue she’d have to deal with. For now she was grateful just to get clean again and eliminate any bits of Dronian off her.

He turned her around and began to soap up her front. She closed her eyes, stifling a moan as his hands lingered on her breasts, making her want more. Was this his way of making her talk? Give her so much pleasure that she was willing to tell him everything just to get off?

He shampooed her hair then conditioned it next, his big hands delivering a most extraordinary scalp massage. Whatever tension she’d had simply evaporated, leaving her soft and compliant, and more than a little dazed. 

After rinsing out her conditioner, he lifted her chin with a hand so that he trapped her gaze with his yellow stare. His pupils narrowed a little, as though he was seeing into her very soul. “You’re clean now,” he said huskily. 

She swallowed hard as his gaze focused on her lips. He was going to kiss her! She sucked in a breath, her whole body tensing. He’d promised not to seduce her in the shower. Was he happy to break his word?

He lifted his stare back to hers, his pupils returning to normal before he smirked and raised his arms out to the sides. “Feel free to clean me in return.”

Her feel good vibes dissipated. She didn’t play games, not with an enemy. She wouldn’t risk being the loser. She glared at him. “I’m under no obligation to do anything.”

He shrugged idly, his arms dropping back to his sides. “Suit yourself.”

When he soaped himself up, paying particular attention to his torso and then his cock, she was all but burning up. How long since she’d been sexually fulfilled? Too long, clearly, and now the bastard was taunting her! 

That human men had rarely tempted her into their bed didn’t help her present mood. She’d put off having sex with just any man because she knew she’d be disappointed. 

She’d bet Gray wouldn’t disappoint. 

He’d take her again and again and make her orgasm each and every time. He was so damn strong he’d easily hold her against the tiled wall one-handed while he fucked her and played with her clit with his free hand all at the same time.

Her breath caught in her throat when he stretched out one wing—the damn appendage took up all the remaining space in the shower stall—and he soaped it into a lather, then rinsed it off before shaking it and folding it behind his back. When he did the same to his other wing, she was all but quivering.

What was it about his wings that made her melt? Was it the extra power they gave him? Was it the fact she was no longer one of the most formidable beings on planet Earth?

He leaned close, his breath warm against her ear. “I can smell your arousal, Sienna,” he said softly. “I can pleasure you however you need. Just say the word and I’ll give you what you want.”

For a moment her every muscle clenched. Then outraged denial poured through her and she wrenched away from his hypnotic spell. “Nice try,” she said scathingly. “But I’m not falling for your bullshit. I know what you want from me, and it’s not just sex.”

She thrust open the shower’s glass door and stepped out onto the mat, then grabbing a towel, she wrapped it protectively around her even as he shut down the water and followed her out. 

“Your loss,” he said matter-of-factly, his big body far too close to give her any peace of mind.

She stiffened. “Do you have another T-shirt I can borrow?”

“We really need to take you shopping, don’t we,” he murmured. He tugged the remaining towel off the rail and knotted it low on his hips. “Let’s find you something to wear. Then we’ll eat.”

She followed him down the hallway and into the master bedroom, her stomach doing crazy little backflips as she eyed off the huge bed. Did he sleep with his wings tucked close to his spine, or did he allow them to stretch out either side of him?

She bit into her bottom lip. Did he bring strange women home and fuck them in that same bed? Her stomach hollowed out, her blood turning to ice in her veins. For fuck’s sake! What did it matter to her if he’d screwed a hundred—a thousand!—different women? She loathed the man. Even if he tried to seduce her, his only objective would be to make her trust him so that he’d loosen her tongue.

That he’d enjoy himself in the process would be a secondary concern. All he cared about was achieving his goal. The moment he did that she’d be nothing more than a distant memory. If she was lucky, he might feel a momentary twinge of guilt and remorse.

He reached into his closet and took a bright red T-shirt off a hanger and handed it to her. This will be miles to big on you, but I guess that is the idea.”

She nodded. “I’d rather you weren’t staring at my tits and pussy while we’re eating dinner.”

He arched a brow. “And here I thought your species weren’t shy when it came to being nude.”

She left her towel on as she pulled the T-shirt over her head. Only once it had settled into place over her did she take off the towel underneath. “We’re not shy at all,” she conceded. “Not in front of people we trust.”

He sighed heavily. “You don’t trust me one bit, I get it, I really do. If I was in your shoes I wouldn’t trust me, either.”

He took off his towel, and she couldn’t help but stare at his cock. It was perfectly smooth; the striations of brown and gold making her salivate. What would he taste like? Did his kind enjoy oral sex like her kind did along with Earth people?

He went without underwear and instead drew on a pair of gray sweats, which did nothing to hide the bulge of his erection beneath. After pulling on a white T-shirt, he said, “Let’s eat,” his eyes gleaming as though he knew exactly what she hungered for. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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If Sienna had hungered for sex earlier, the waft of scented steam from the lasagna as Gray dragged it out of the oven made her forget everything but her need to eat.

Her stomach gurgled as she set stepped into the interconnecting dining room and set the table with cutlery, a jug of water and glasses. 

She glanced at him in the kitchen, where he’d placed the tray onto the sink before he began dividing their cheesy dinner in half, then placed the two large chunks onto their respective plates. The cheesy, meaty pasta all but hung over the edges of the plates, and she couldn’t help but smile at their portion sizes. “That is a family sized meal.”

He stalked to the dining table with a plate in each hand. “We need the calories.” 

“Then I guess your starvation technique didn’t work on me.”

He ignored her saccharine sweet voice and set their plates down before he pulled a chair out for her. “I guess not,” he replied, waiting for her to sit before he pushed her chair back into position.

When he took his chair opposite she’d already piled a gooey forkful of cheese, meat and pasta into her mouth. She was too hungry to be polite. Her eyes slid closed for a moment as she savored the taste sensation. “This is so good,” she muttered incoherently. Her mouth was too full to talk delicately. She was nothing short of a bulldozer shoving food into her mouth.

Gray chuckled, his yellow eyes alight with amusement. “Are you sure you don’t want my half of the family sized meal?”

She was too famished to blush. Eating her fill was serious business, one she wasn’t going to treat lightly. She scooped up another big mouthful and chewed. “It is delicious.”

“You don’t say,” he said in a teasing note, before he slid his plate her way. She stopped chewing, then she swallowed and said, “I don’t want your share.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked, his smile infectious and bringing out a dimple on one side of his cheek she’d never noticed before. “It seems like you need it a whole lot more than me.”

She shook her head, her mouth drying. She could so easily fall for his charms. And she’d bet that was exactly what he’d been working toward. “Thanks, but no thanks. You eat it.”

He dragged his plate back. “Have it your way then.”

When he ate just as ravenously as she did, she decided he had been testing her, seeing if his generosity would make her soften toward him. That his charm and his looks were slowly eroding away at her wasn’t something she was willing to admit.

A bounty hunter wouldn’t have a conscience. The moment she told him everything she knew, he’d dispose of her. She’d become excess baggage, an unnecessary burden.

No, she wasn’t falling for his charms.

Gray had scraped up the last of his meal when she still had a few mouthfuls left. He sat back, his hands clasping his stomach and his stare lingering on her. “I won’t need to eat for a week.”

She ate slowly, too full now to appreciate the food, but also aware Gray might decide not to feed her again after this. After all, she had no intention of telling him anything. She’d eat all her dinner even if it half-killed her. 

He leaned forward. “What did you mean earlier, about why the Dronians had brought the mothership back into Earth’s atmosphere?”

She put her fork down on her plate, the food now a lump in her stomach. She shrugged, her mind whirling with a hundred different lies. She settled on a half-truth. “Didn’t you notice how quickly the mothership leaves after it drops off the soldiers? It went straight up, presumably outside of Earth’s atmosphere. Probably somewhere no human can spy on them.”

“I don’t believe it,” he said softly. “You answered a question without me having to beg or forcibly get it out of you.”

Her lips tightened even as her pulse fluttered. “Don’t go getting too excited. I’m not going to spill the beans about anything else.” She snorted. “Not that I have the information you need anyway.”

“And yet you’ve given me intel I knew nothing about.”

“I have?”

He nodded. “You’ve all but admitted the mothership rarely enters Earth’s atmosphere. The question is—why?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” She managed one last mouthful of the lasagna before she pushed it away. She’d be sick if she wasn’t careful, and it wasn’t just overeating making her feel that way. She wasn’t used to this...subterfuge. 

Gray stood and cleared away their dishes, giving the leftovers to Bongo who wolfed down the food like he was still an opportunistic street dog. 

She pushed to her feet, her chair scraping back. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

He was rinsing off their plates, his back to her, when his whole body froze at her question, probably in disbelief. She was, after all, his prisoner. Then he turned to her, his voice non-committal. “Thanks for the offer but there isn’t anything you need to do. I’ll leave the cutlery and plates to dry on the sink.”

Bongo flopped onto his doggy mattress against the far wall of the dining room, and Sienna was almost resentful of his freedom to do what he wanted when he wanted. She bit her bottom lip. “In that case, I might try and get some sleep.”

Gray wiped his hands. “Good idea. We could both use some.”

She gave him a tentative smile. “Well then...goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He stepped toward her. “You will. And all night as well.”

She frowned, her pulse surging. “What?”

He clasped her forearm and ushered her out of the kitchen and down the hallway. “We’ll be sharing a bed tonight.” At her gasped outrage, he added, “Not for sex, though I won’t say no if that’s what you want. I need to know where you are at all times. I don’t trust that you won’t try and escape again.”

“I can assure you I’m not going to leave,” she said hoarsely, hating the intimate mental pictures filling her head at their coming, forced proximity. “I give you my word.”

He opened the bedroom door. “I wish I could say I believed you.”

She stamped inside and whirled around as he shut the door behind him, then leaned his long body against it. Hands on her hips, she said, “You forced me here against my will. Don’t make out like you’re the saint in this relationship!”

“Relationship?” he repeated smugly. “Is that what we have?”

“You’re impossible!” 

“You just hate that you’re attracted to me.” 

She dragged the bedcovers down and climbed under with stiff, jerky movements, facing on her side away from him. “Ha. In your dreams!” She sent him one last scathing look. “Have fun guarding the door all night.”

At least she’d get some sleep.

What she didn’t expect was for her head to hit the pillow, then seconds later, the bedroom light flicking off before the mattress depressed with his weight. Her heart thumped unsteadily in her chest when she asked tightly, “What are you doing?”

“Sleeping, hopefully. What are you doing?”

She snorted. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll sneak off while you’re snoring your head off?”

“I don’t snore,” he said in an amused voice. He shuffled close to her before one of his arms curled around her waist. “And you won’t be going anywhere without me knowing about it.”

“You’re sleeping with me?” she asked in a squeaky, high-pitched voice.

His warm breath caressed her ear. “I do like to sleep on a bed when I can.”

When he drew her closer, his erection pushing against the small of her back, she snapped, “Don’t touch me!”

His dark chuckle filled her ear, making her want things she most definitely shouldn’t want. “Are you going to pretend you don’t like my body pressing against yours?”

“I’m. Not. Pretending.”

“Liar,” he said. “Get some sleep. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”

She scowled into the darkness. What did he have planned? Had he decided to drag the truth from out of her using whatever was needed to make her talk? She’d bet torture wasn’t beneath him, he’d all but admitted as much.

A soft snore escaped his relaxed body. The bastard was already asleep! She scowled even harder. So much for him not snoring!

She wanted to shake off his grip and escape from his hold over her. Except suddenly the mattress was too soft, too warm and comfortable, Gray’s arms around her making her feel safe and snug for the first time in too long.

Her eyelids fluttered closed and sleep came to her...along with the dreams.

Dead bodies littered the floor, all of them Strazanians, many of them rares who’d been guarding the palace and protecting the royals.

She willed her five star fliers back to her, forcing them to work their way out of the flesh of the deceased Dronians bodies. She caught each star as they whirled toward her, tucking them back into her robe again to be deployed when needed. 

She wouldn’t think about the blood and gore covering them. It took everything she had just to focus on the task ahead. She’d save her powerful ability for when it was needed most. Once she found the royals, she’d implode the Dronians trying to get to them. 

She only hoped the royal family had been warned with enough time to be ushered into one of their antechamber safe rooms. At least then the king and queen, along with their precious children, had a fighting chance to stay alive and safe until help arrived.

Her thoughts scattered as she slipped on some blood and fell heavily to the floor, but not before feeling the whoosh of air as one of her unseen enemies tried to take her out. Shit. If it hadn’t been for her inadvertent tumble, she’d likely be dead now. 

She stayed low as she called her star fliers free, unleashing them once again. While one pinged against what sounded unmistakably like armor, the rest thudded into flesh. 

Three Dronians shimmered into sight, their defenses diminishing as they died. Though she couldn’t see them when they were at full health, or conversely when they were dead, when they were dying their shields appeared to drop momentarily, all their energy diverted into just surviving.

One Dronian gargled as two stars worked their way through his skull. Only once the stars jagged his brain did he drop dead to the floor, his image disappearing along with his life-force. Another Dronian pulled at the star in his throat, but it was too little, too late. 

She recalled the star that had pinged against armor. Catching it in her hand, she released it back out again with just a thought. It thudded into flesh this time, and she grimaced at the Dronian who appeared in front of her, the star flier embedded deep in the hole for its ear. Blood poured free and it clawed at the side of its head, digging its talon in after the star, but there was nothing it could do.

She straightened, her nose wrinkling at the scent of blood and decay, and at the grisly scene in front of her. The Dronians she’d killed had probably been nothing more than some stragglers, soldiers that had been bringing up the rear to ensure no victims lived.

Her comrades had all been hacked and slashed to ribbons, while others had been drained of their blood thanks to deep gashes on their throats from one of the many Dronians with their wicked talons. Her stomach clenched and bile rose up her throat. She swallowed it back. She didn’t have time to be sick. She needed to get to the royals. 

She staggered forward, sending the star fliers spinning through the air every few minutes just to be safe. She was blind to her enemy, as helpless as a babe in the woods. She’d been lucky so far.

Haste would get her killed. 

It wasn’t until she rounded a corner of the building, which led into the great hall and then a set of huge double doors with their intricate carvings that sealed off the royal antechamber safe room, that she stopped and bent over double, a keening cry leaving her lips.

The antechamber safe room doors were wide open, a pool of blood congealing on the floor inside like a red carpet. Even more horrifying was the fact the room was empty, devoid of any bodies.

She’d failed the royal family. She’d failed her people. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Gray jerked awake as Sienna’s horrified cry filled his ears. He sat, his pupils automatically dilating to better filter in any natural light from the semi-darkness and give him clearer vision. But he didn’t need great sight to know she was dreaming about something bad.

He shook her awake. “Sienna, you’re dreaming. Wake up.”

She sat with a heavy exhale, her eyes flying open and her chest heaving in and out as she fought to regain her composure. Her iridescent green eyes brimmed with intelligence and then hostility. “You again,” she croaked.

He nodded. “I’ll take that as the insult it was meant to be.”

She closed her eyes, her breath shuddering. “I was dreaming, wasn’t I?”

“You were.” He cleared his throat, wanting to learn more about what made her tick as much as he wanted to learn anything he could about their common enemy. “Do you want to talk about it?”

She shook her head. “Thanks, but no thanks. I’d prefer not relive the death of my people again.”

Though an apology seemed inadequate at best, he couldn’t stay quiet. “I’m sorry, Sienna, I truly am.”

“Yeah, so am I.” She rubbed at her arms. “I-I shouldn’t be here.”

“You’ve got someplace else you’d rather be?” 

She dug her fingertips into her brow, weariness etched deeply into her face. “I need to reconvene with the six other rares. If I don’t, I’m not sure we’ll survive.”

His pulse lurched. He couldn’t imagine that possibility, he refused to imagine it. Not only was Sienna vital to saving his world, he couldn’t lose her. Her death would be an injustice of the highest order, one that would likely kill him, too. 

He shoved away the mess of his emotions. He clearly wasn’t thinking straight. He was getting too invested, and that made him weak. His voice came out harsh, accusatory. “Meeting up with any of your kind would be a mistake. It would be the perfect opportunity for the Dronians to annihilate you all at once.” 

Followed by my world, my people.

“We don’t have a choice.” She shook her head, as though mentally berating herself for spilling her secrets to him. She blinked up at him, clearly deciding it was too late to stop now when she added, “The day you captured me I had five days before I was supposed to reunite with the other rares. You’ve kept me with you for—how many days now?”

“This will be day three,” he said neutrally, though guilt was a dull blade slicing inside his gut.

“Then I have two more days,” she said dully.

He had to draw on every bit of ruthlessness he had and then some and remind himself why she was his captive. He couldn’t let her go now. He needed to use her desperation to his advantage. If she was half as frantic to meet up with her rare comrades as he was to learn about their enemy and save his people, then there was hope yet.

She pushed back some loose strands of her hair behind her ear. “Looks like I failed before the meeting even eventuated.”

“What makes you say that?”

Her shoulders drooped. “Not all of us rares know about the meeting. It was my mission to find those still in hiding and let them know about our rendezvous.”

He frowned. He’d never heard such defeat in her voice. She hadn’t failed yet! “Why can’t you still find them?”

She glared at him, the smudge of light outside that heralded the start of a new day giving clear visual of her emotions. “Other than the fact you’re holding me hostage here?”

“Perhaps I can help?” he suggested, while every atom in his body berated his offer.

She blinked and a green light filled her eyes, an effervescent glow that made his breath catch and his senses reel. Gods, but she was beautiful. She held his stare. “Help me find them and I’ll tell you everything I know about the Dronians,” she promised huskily.

It was madness to even consider the idea. The moment she found one of her own kind they’d use their combined powers to get rid of him once and for all, and his opportunity would be gone right along with it. But it was the closest he’d come yet to getting information he could relay back to his world.

And besides...he wasn’t without his own demands. “I’ll do what you ask...on one condition.”

“One condition?” she repeated dully.

He nodded. “I am a bounty hunter. It’s in my nature to expect some kind of reward for helping you.”

“If it’s money you want, I don’t—“

“Kiss me,” he interjected throatily.

She licked her lips, her eyes glowing the brightest green. “One kiss,” she said softly, cautiously. “Then we leave this house immediately and we find my people.” 

He nodded assent. Words weren’t particularly necessary at this point. All he cared about was pressing his mouth against hers. All he could focus on was her lush, full lips that were made for kissing.

He leaned closer, his mouth pressing against hers, gently at first as she stiffened a little, before she timidly kissed back. Not until she softened beneath him and began to respond, did his lips harden fractionally while passion took over like a tsunami rushing between them.

Holy smokes. 

He hadn’t expected this all-consuming level of intensity and need. That she seemed as desperate to touch and taste his lips as he was as desperate to touch and taste hers only added fuel to the fire.

She was spiced vanilla with depths of aquatic sharpness and freshness that turned him on like nothing else. She was unique, an amazing woman he’d been drawn to from the very start. He could have gone after any one of the seven rares, yet he’d chosen her.

Best decision ever.

Kissing her was like visiting heaven, then falling through clouds and landing on a rainbow that was warmed through by the sun.

She moaned against his mouth, and it was nothing short of an alarm, a warning to stop while he was still able to. He drew back, though every cell screamed at him to kiss her again.

Her eyes shone like green jewels as she stared up at him, their shared lust making her as helpless as he’d been. “Is something wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong,” he admitted hoarsely. “Everything is right.”

“Then why stop?”

“If I keep kissing you, I mightn’t be able to stop at just that.” He inhaled sharply. “I’ll want so much more.”

“Maybe I want that, too,” she said tremulously. “Maybe I need to feel a man’s arms around me. Need to feel a man inside of me.”

The savage compression around his chest couldn’t be good. “I’m not just any man, Sienna,” he reminded her roughly. As if his near-painful, pulsating dick wasn’t bad enough, now jealousy had him in its grip imagining her with a man who wasn’t him. “I’m a whole different species.”

Her glowing eyes didn’t shy away from his stare. “You’re exactly what I need right now.”

His groan morphed into a growl, and he slammed his mouth against hers, taking their kiss to the next level of urgency. 

This was no gentle seduction. This was two starved souls crashing together.

That she pulled back for one breathless second to drag his T-shirt off made him burn hotter still. What was it about a woman who wasn’t afraid to take charge? But then she was also a woman who stood alone in many ways, with her power and abilities making her a force to be reckoned with.

She was perfection.

He stripped off her clothes in return, doing it in record time before laying her naked on the bed beneath them. That her stare lit up the semi-darkness just made the moment that much more surreal.

He bent, claiming her mouth once again in a deep, drugging kiss that electrified his insides and made him want so much more. He kissed her jaw next, then worked his way down to the hollow of her throat, where her pulse beat furiously. His heart swelled, the strength of feelings he had for this woman almost overwhelming. 

He wanted to taste, to touch, to fuck and be as one with her.

He sucked the tip of her breast into his mouth, scraping his tongue over her nipple and making it pebble hard. She pushed against him, her back arching. He sucked harder, and she gasped and squirmed, her desire impossibly heightening his own.

Like I’m not already close to exploding?

He released her breast to give the other one the attention it deserved when she reached for his cock, slipping her hand up and down its length.

His closed wings shivered, every part of his body burning up for her. He slapped his hand over hers, his eyes lifting to hold hers while the entire room was lit up with green. “Don’t,” he said hoarsely. “It’s...been a while,” he added.

A smile curled her lips. “You’re that close?”

He nodded. “I want to make this good for you, too.”

She released her hold of his shaft before she stretched with idle satisfaction, her breasts brushing against him. “Don’t worry, you’re doing everything right.”

Was it arrogant to want her to say more than he was doing everything right? He wanted her to lose herself completely to him. He wanted her to lose all control while she slipped into another dimension where ecstasy was the only thing to greet her.  

He opened his mouth and latched onto the tip of her breast, flicking her nipple with his tongue while sucking hard. She writhed against him even before he touched her core with one hand, then slid a finger easily inside her wet heat. 

He pushed in and out of her, adding another finger. He released her breast with a pop to watch the myriad of emotions flicker over her face. She probably assumed he couldn’t see her in the darkness, which was great, because now he had a front row seat to her honest emotions.

Not that he needed amazing night vision. Did she realize her eyes were lit up like green fireworks? She was so turned on she glowed with effervescence. 

His dick jerked, his balls swollen to the point of no return. But it wasn’t his physical response that worried him, it was the feelings inside his heart, an aching wrench that told him he was already in far too deep, and he hadn’t even physically connected with her yet.

“You’re drenched for me,” he said hoarsely, pumping his fingers in and out of her in a rhythm he wanted to emulate all too soon with his full-to-bursting dick.

“And you’re huge,” she countered huskily. “I’ll need every bit of that moisture to make you fit.”

“Then we’d better make sure you’re soaking wet.”

Her eyes widened, then dazzled him with an even brighter green as he kissed his way further down her body. At the apex of her thighs, he withdrew his fingers and pushed apart her outer folds to expose the plump bud of her clit. He flicked it a little, and she moaned and pushed her hips up. 

“So responsive,” he growled.

He inhaled her sweet, musky-aquatic scent, and with another, fiercer growl, he licked her flesh then drew her clit into his mouth before lashing it with his tongue. She jerked and cried out, and as her juices flooded his mouth he sucked on her plump bud, forcing her to climax twice as hard.

He didn’t wait around for seconds. He needed to be inside her. Moving back over her, he one-handed his dick and guided it to her sweet spot, then he plunged inside, going from hard and fast to supersonic speed in minutes.

She mewled as she came again, falling apart with her eyes glazing over and the room lighting up like the fourth of July.

As her inner muscles tightened, then released, he bellowed as he came, his seed emptying inside her while stars and rainbows burst behind his eyelids and pleasure all but overwhelmed him.

Son of a bitch. He’d never expected their coming together to be anywhere near this...breathtaking. His heart still thudding with the aftereffects of mind-blowing sex, he reluctantly withdrew from her. If he stayed inside her, he might never want to leave. 

He all but collapsed onto the bed beside her, aware that her breathing was just as unsteady, her pulse erratic at the base of her throat.

She blinked, her glowing eyes dulling just a little. “That was...unexpected.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. What could he say? The truth would be too much too soon for Sienna. He was struggling to come to terms with it himself. Silence seemed like the better option.

With a huff, she turned on her side, seemingly staring at nothing. Was she as completely overcome as he’d been by what they’d shared? She probably hadn’t expected sex with him to feel so good, so right, like they’d been meant to be together.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice soft, verging on tender.

She stiffened. She clearly wasn’t about to fall for his affections now. She probably suspected he was playing her, using everything from their intimacy to his advantage. “Of course,” she said before she rolled back to face him. “This was nothing more than a business transaction between us. No strings attached.”

He inhaled sharply. Did she really believe that? “Who are you trying to convince? We shared far more than that.”

“No, we didn’t.” She sat and retrieved her T-shirt even as she glanced outside at the quickly lightening sky. Dawn was arriving all too fast. She pulled the shirt over her head and glanced at him. “I think I know where to find the other rares. Is it possible for you to carry me while you glide to the river?”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Sienna closed her eyes for just a second as she allowed her other senses to kick in. The wind sliding through her T-shirt and whipping at her hair, the scent of grass and pine and the faintest tinge of wood smoke in the clarity of air up high. 

At least Bongo’s barking had faded into the nether. He hadn’t liked being left behind, despite having his own doggy door he could go in and out of at the back of the house, and enough food and water to last a week. She only wished she could tell the dog he was safer at home alone than he’d ever be with them. And it wasn’t like Bongo could keep up to them in the water.

So why did guilt pinch at her insides when finding the rest of the rares was imperative to their survival?

She flicked her eyes back open. She needed to focus now, not concede to how close she was getting to Gray and his sidekick, Bongo. She didn’t want to miss the thrill of gliding through the sky. Gray had mentioned he couldn’t fly, yet her added weight as he cradled her against his chest with his huge wings spread out either side didn’t seem to weigh him down.

The treed valley soon gave way to cleared farmland before transitioning quickly to townhouses, their lights coming on below them as the people inside woke and no doubt got ready for their working day. 

She snuggled closer to Gray, feeling the heat of his body even through the armor he’d put back on. She was confident he’d keep her safe even so high up in the air. When did you start trusting him? He kept you captive! Has sex really made you change your mind about him that easily?

As much as she hated to admit it, being intimate with him had changed things between them. Like it or not, she was closer to him now, less immune to his charms.

He dipped a wing and they swung to the left, the glint of the river easily visible below while the edge of sun appeared on the horizon, lighting the sky far too quickly while highlighting the grassy bank of the river and the weed infested and gravelly, barren ground alongside it.

Gray had clearly chosen this area because it was deserted. No one would be likely to see them.

She shivered. What would people say if they caught a glimpse of this huge winged man with his striated orange and tan skin? She didn’t want to think about the fallout of such a thing on social media or even the news. She didn’t doubt for a second the Dronians would get hold of the footage and use it to their advantage.

The railway line came into view then, too, the train visible far off in the distance. That it seemed so surreal now that she’d made a carriage her home told her just how deep she was getting with Gray. She couldn’t imagine him no longer in her life and she’d barely known him for more than a few days.

The ground was rushing up fast when Gray pulled his wings up high, then bent his legs in preparation for landing. She inhaled deeply, the scent of the river pulling at her already and making her senses buzz with anticipation. 

Thud.

Gray grunted as he landed, his legs giving way before he dropped then rolled, tucking his wings around them to cushion the fall.

With her breaths coming hard and fast, and her pulse beating furiously, it took her a handful of seconds to realize she was unharmed and still in Gray’s arms on the ground and enfolded in his wings. She sat and peeled apart his wings, dawn light for a moment making her blink before she climbed free from his hold then turned around to face him. “Are you okay?”

He pushed to his booted feet and shook his wings experimentally before he nodded. “Nothing but a few cuts and bruises, and a dent to my ego.”

She snorted. “I’m betting it’s not every day you carry someone through the air.”

He wiped some grass and bits of gravel off the palms of his hands and onto his gray sweatpants. “I’ve trained for all kinds of scenarios,” he said. “Though mostly I’ve been taught how to protect and defend myself.”

She absently pushed her windswept hair back from her face. “Was that part of your bounty hunter training?”

“No, actually it had been part of my assassin training.”

Her heart skipped a beat, sudden coldness hitting her hard in her midriff even as her skin went hot and clammy. He sounded so matter-of-fact, so careless. “You were an assassin?” 

A coldblooded killer.

He exhaled heavily and looked away. “I wasn’t always a bounty hunter.”

“Clearly not,” she said in a brittle voice, the nausea swirling around in her stomach threatening to rise. He was no better than the Dronians who’d killed her people. Had he killed for pleasure like the Dronians did? She took a step back from him. “I really don’t know you at all, do I?”

He looked back at her, his eyes narrowed. “I eradicated bad people, Sienna. Murderers, rapists, people without a conscience who didn’t deserve to live. I always made sure of that before I accepted a target.”

“How did you know they were bad people? How did you know if the intel you received was even true?”

“Other than the fact I saw it in my target’s soulless eyes?” He sighed heavily, then added, “I made sure I watched my mark for days, sometimes weeks or months before I took away their last breath. I needed to know first that they deserved their fate.”

“Judge and executioner,” she said coldly. “How you must have enjoyed all that power.”

He flinched as he stretched one wing out, revealing a bloodied and significant tear in the thin, leathery appendage. Shit. He’d really hurt himself protecting her. She resisted stepping toward him and taking a closer look. No. He deserved the injury. He was a stone-cold killer!

He folded his wings carefully behind his back and crossed his arms. “If I enjoyed that power I would never have left the business of killing the bad guys.”

A sour taste filled her mouth. “No, you’d prefer earning oodles of money being a bounty hunter.”

He’d certainly enjoyed her body while dragging out any information he could about the Dronians. What a stupid, bloody fool she’d been! She’d even believed he’d cherished being with her, that their coming together had meant as much to him as it had to her. 

He frowned. “This is getting us nowhere. I’ve told you a big chunk of information about myself while you’ve yet to give me a slither of news about anyone or anything.”

Her pulse pounded in her ears, her voice shaking. “That’s all I am to you, aren’t I? A nameless piece of flesh to interrogate and extort information from by fair means or foul.” 

His lips pressed together as his eyes narrowed, his expression stern. “I didn’t sleep with you so that I’d get answers out of you.”

“Didn’t you?” she gritted. 

He stepped toward her, then stopped. “No, I didn’t.” His pupils were slits in his eyes that blazed an eerie gold-yellow. “I had a thing for you from the moment I was sent holo-images of you and the six other rares who survived the near-extinction of your species. I chose you without any intel whatsoever. From the very start, I was drawn to you.”

She ripped off her T-shirt, her whole body quivering. “Then take a good, hard look at the one woman who got away.”

With one of his wings next to useless, he’d never catch her underwater now. 

His nostrils flared and his eyes bulged. He lunged for her but she leapt backward, then spun away and ran for the river, throwing herself over its bank into a neat dive, before she was swallowed up by the glorious water.

The river was shockingly cold on her human skin, but so full of nutrients she could have wept with relief. Her scales formed without thought, along with her webbing. But her fin was her major focus. She needed all the underwater speed she could get, followed by her gills so that she didn’t drown in her effort to get away.

Plunk. 

Gray wasn’t going to let her get away so easily. Even if she hadn’t heard his body hitting the water, she would have sensed him behind her. She drew her fin back and forth, her body torpedoing through the water. The hole in Gray’s wing meant he’d never catch her. 

So why did that make her sad as much as it made her glad?

She pulled a face. Whatever! She’d been stupid enough to sleep with Gray, but unlike every other man she’d screwed in the past; she’d be paying the price of getting over Gray for months, perhaps even years, to come.

A school of silver fish darted out her way. Of all the men she could have fallen for it had to have been the one male who’d held her captive against her will. 

She’d like to chalk it up to a lesson in life, but she doubted she’d learn from her mistake. She’d want Gray to the day she died.

Her talk-stone abruptly warmed, alerting her to the fact another rare was near. Her eyes going wide, she searched the river left then right, but her talk-stone as quickly cooled. No doubt Gray’s floundering had alerted her fellow comrade into hiding.

Shit. 

She swam faster and peered ahead through the water at the faintest tinge of sparkling red. Zander! She flipped her fin, chasing down the trail, but the color rapidly receded, then disappeared. 

Fuck!

It’d been her one real chance to catch the male and let him know about the meeting. Now she mightn’t ever see him again.

It was enough to bring tears to her eyes. She’d been so close!

Unless she wanted to live permanently in the water—tempting!—in the hope she might stumble across another of her comrades, she now had no clothes, no weapons, and no way of knowing if those rares she had been in contact with were even still alive.

A shudder of dismay went through her. Why were the Dronians targeting her now if Nero was still alive? Had they killed him in the last few days? She pushed a long strand of river weed away from her face. She had to find out if he was alive...or dead.

She didn’t want to think about the possibility of the latter. Not only would she have lost a close friend and ally, but without him and his powers, the rares were a whole lot closer to extinction.

She’d have to risk returning to the riverbank where she’d stashed her clothes and where Gray had also stashed her rapier. She couldn’t exactly walk through the streets naked while hoping her mind control ability was still powerful enough to ask someone for clothes.

With her decision made, she flipped her back-fin back and forth and surged through the water, hoping against hope Nero was in full health and the Dronians had simply decided to target whichever one of them was in range.

An hour later she was wading out of the water, her eyes swiveling back and forth for any potential threats. It might still be considered early, but it was full daylight now, with nowhere to hide. This part of the river was too close to the railway tracks for her peace of mind.

She sank back into the river and willed her shift into her secondary, human form, taking her sweet time so that the pain was kept to a minimum. Even if Gray decided she might return here, there was no way he’d arrive in time. She’d be shifted and dressed, her rapier in hand, and long gone by the time he got there.

Not only couldn’t he swim with any speed now thanks to the tear in his wing, he’d be unable to glide now, either.

Finally fully shifted, she peered right then left again to ensure she was alone. She was only thankful for her residual Strazanian sight, which enabled her to see so much further than her human sight. All too soon that would fade and she’d be back to using her true human sight.

Pushing back to her feet, she waded out of the water and up the muddy, slippery bank, gasping as a sharp stone cut her foot before she finally made it to the large rocks and found her clothes, boots and rapier stashed beneath.

She got dressed quickly, thankful for her stretchy bodysuit, which immediately warmed her chilled skin and felt like a long lost part of her.

Much like Gray’s armor and boots fit him like they were a part of his body.

She frowned. She had to stop thinking about the man. Yes, they’d shared a bed and enjoyed each other’s bodies, but it didn’t make them a couple. She swallowed hard, something jagged cutting her insides at the sudden wishful thinking.

He was her enemy!

Withdrawing her rapier, she held its handle and swished the blade through the air, finding great comfort in the act. She mightn’t have her trusty star flyers anymore, but her rapier had been an amazing find, one she didn’t want to go without.

She pushed it into the concealed holster inside her pants, then cleaned the blood from the gash in her foot as best she could before pulling on her boots. Climbing up the riverbank and onto the grass, she sucked in a steadying breath, then headed toward the nearest train station. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Gray pulled himself out of the water, his damn wing too shredded to use effectively in the water. It was far better to take a moment and strategize about where Sienna might be going rather than to rely on his presently deformed wing to try and chase her down.

She’d clearly chosen the river in the hope she’d find a fellow rare in the water, which was their natural playground. But the river was huge and the chances of stumbling upon another Strazanian would be like finding the proverbial needle in a haystack.

With only two days to go she was grasping at straws and hoping against hope she’d find at least one more of her kind to inform them of the coming meeting.

He gave his wings a gentle shake, gritting his teeth against the deep, throbbing ache of the tear in one of them. His kind weren’t afraid of pain, but their wings were ultra-sensitive, a weak point on their body, much like a man’s testicles. 

He resisted clapping a hand over his family jewels. They were fine. It was only lucky Sienna hadn’t discovered that his wings were also his weak spot or she might well have raked them with her nails or bit down on one of them with her sharp, pearly teeth.

A shiver that was as much excitement as it was imagined pain went through him. Anything concerning sex with Sienna made him lose his mind.

He climbed the bank and retraced his steps back to where he’d left his sweatpants, and where Sienna had left his T-shirt. Being that a hoodie helped to hide his striated hair and skin coloring, it was his clothing of choice, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. He’d take what clothing options he could get.

It wasn’t until he was dressed and striding away from the river and toward the railway tracks that the click-clack notes of an incoming train caught his ear. His whole body tensed. Holy shit. Was it possible Sienna would return to what she knew and take the train again? It wasn’t like she could swim in the river forever.

He sprinted toward the station, instinct telling him he needed to catch the very next train. A sedan on a road running parallel to the tracks slowed, the driver gawking at Gray as he raced at full speed, faster than an Olympic sprinter. He only hoped the driver didn’t think to record him on his cellphone. At least his markings would be blurred. 

Either way, he couldn’t worry about any of that now. He crossed the tracks, just ten yards in front of the incoming train. The driver blasted the air horn but Gray didn’t break stride. He jumped a small security fence along with some shrubbery, then raced toward the distant steps that led up to the concrete platform.

He made the platform with seconds to spare, the train slowing to a crawl until its carriages finally stopped. He glanced at the passengers on the platform, only then noticing Sienna as she alighted from the very last carriage with some other commuters. 

Adrenaline rejuvenated him, flushing his entire body. He broke into a sprint, pushing people out the way as he raced after her.  She turned back and looked at him through the crowd, her eyes wide. Then she pivoted and ran from him, dropping onto the stony ballast and sleepers behind the carriage, where she soon disappeared.

His pulse surged. Thanks to the safety feature of the platform there was a wall opposite. There was nowhere she could go...except up the same ladder he’d climbed earlier when he’d defeated the two Dronians. 

Did she know how dangerous it was up on the roof once the train got going?

The train hissed as it released its brakes, the carriages rolling forward. He dropped onto the stony ground and lunged for the ladder, his hands gripping the bars, just as Sienna disappeared onto the carriage roof.

He scowled. Was she crazy? She’d get herself killed!

The train was building up real speed by the time he hoisted himself up and over, crouching low on the roof of the carriage even as he watched in horror as she stayed upright while balancing against the steadily increasing force of the wind.

At the overpass coming into sight ahead, he screamed at her, “Sienna, get down!”

She turned to face him, her hair whipping around her face. He threw himself onto his belly, but it was too late to do anything for Sienna except watch in stunned horror as the steel beam whacked her head. Bits of brain and blood splattered him and the roof, her decapitated body toppling off the edge of the carriage and disappearing out of sight.

“No!” he roared, even as the trained rolled under the overpass and continued on, as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. As though the Earth hadn’t just stopped rotating and his entire life hadn’t just ceased to have meaning.

He howled like the beast he wanted to become, his soul shattering and his heart imploding. Sienna couldn’t possibly be gone? She was his reason for being here, the motive for him taking the job in the first place. 

He might have fooled himself into believing his world and his people were all he cared about, and of course that was more than enough reason to be here, but it’d been his obsession with Sienna’s holo-image and then seeing her in person that had made him accept the mission.

His shoulders curled inward, his spine bending even as he shook his head and muttered, “No. No, it can’t be, she can’t be gone.”

But the bloody splatters on his skin and all over the roof confirmed the truth. The Sienna he knew was no longer alive.

It’s your fault. She’s dead now because of you.

He looked at the townhouses whizzing past him either side as the train accelerated toward its next destination, and for a moment he contemplated joining Sienna in the spiritual plane and rolling off the side and giving into oblivion.

Then he saw a group of kids on skateboards at a park next to the tracks, a young teenage boy pointing at him in disbelief. A couple of the other boys glanced at Gray with wide stares. In a blink the skate park and kids were gone, more townhouses whizzing past before the train began to slow.

He was numb by that point, selfishly careless of what might now happen to his world, his people. How could he care when he felt nothing but deep, aching despair and loss?

Making his way back to the ladder, he climbed down it as the train decelerated and the platform came into view. It had all but stopped when he jumped off, scaled a fence, then walked despondently up some stairs and onto the platform, only absently noting the passengers exiting the carriages.

His lungs were too raw, too compressed to draw in air, his whole body trembling and his skin cold and clammy. He was going into shock. An aftereffect of losing the one woman in the world who’d been everything to him.

He was lost and alone.

Something made him look into the train windows, an uncanny sixth sense that somehow functioned despite his shutdown emotions. He froze as a familiar face stared back at him. 

Sienna? 

No, impossible.

He blinked, his brain operating like sludge and unable to accept the likelihood of her being alive. He shook his head. He’d damn well seen her die on the roof of the train!

Seen her die, or her duplicate?

He looked down at the splattered blood on his arms. But those same splatters had faded away, revealing the illusion along with it. 

He surged through the crowd of day commuters, pushing through them and ignoring their savage curses and angry shouts. He had to get on the train. The doors were closing when he alighted, barely fitting between the closing gap. His breath heaving and his brain spinning, he tried to make sense of the unexplainable. 

Sienna had tricked him!

The train moved forward, almost sending a little old lady off her feet as she hobbled along the carriage aisle, her frail body hunched over a walking stick. He caught her arm and helped to balance her as he led her to the nearest seat, her silvery hair that was caught up in a bun outlining her bright blue eyes. “Thank you, kindly. You’re a true gentleman. May your life be blessed.”

He smiled and squeezed one of her crêpey hands. “You’re welcome, madam. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

He stalked down the aisle with its crowded seats, Sienna nowhere to be seen. Had she pulled another disappearing act? She wouldn’t have had time to disembark, she’d still been in her seat when he’d sprinted for the carriage.

There were three seats with empty spaces next to a single passenger. He frowned, his stare roving over the three single commuters. Wouldn’t any one of them notice if the woman beside them suddenly disappeared?

Not if she used mind control.

He rubbed a hand over his temple, fighting off a dull ache that might soon become a significant headache. Little wonder with the trauma he’d endured. He might have been an assassin a long time ago, but it didn’t make him heartless. Sienna’s faked death had affected him deeply.

He stalked back down the aisle, sliding into the first empty seat next to a middle-aged, balding man in his business suit. The man looked out the window, studiously avoiding eye contact or having to make small talk.

That was fine by Gray. He left the empty seat and strode past three more sets of seats and onto the next empty aisle seat. A young, blonde woman looked at him, her blue eyes opening wide as he nodded and took the vacant seat next to her.

Fuck. 

He was running out of options.

“I love your tatts,” the blonde said with a glint of interest in her stare.

He looked down at his striated arms. “Thanks. They’re a...work in progress.”

“They’re perfect just exactly how they are,” she purred.

He smiled, not even a little bit interested in the blonde’s attentiveness. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he murmured abstractedly, before he took to the aisle again to claim the last empty seat farther down.

Not that there was a whole lot of seat to claim. An obese man, his belly hanging out of his too-small white T-shirt, took up three quarters of the double seat, his thick thighs spread apart so that few people would feel welcome or want to share the space.

Gray stopped, the train click-clacking in a gentle swaying rhythm. “Is this seat taken?”

The obese man looked up at him, his fleshy top lip curling. “Does it look empty to you?”

“Is that a rhetorical question or are you asking to be offended?”

The man’s jowls quivered. “Move along, mate, find another seat.”

Gray shrugged. “Sorry, no can do.”

He swung into the narrow space available on the seat and landed on warm, feminine thighs. A barely audible gasp, which wouldn’t be heard by any human, filled his ear.

Got you!

He immediately pushed back onto his feet and stood in the aisle, grateful that Sienna wasn’t fighting back or trying to kill him in front of all these humans. It was bad enough that she was still invisible to him and every other passenger, which meant he’d look like a crazy man talking to thin air. “You’re coming with me.”

Her breath huffed out, and the obese man shuffled way over to his side of the seat, his eyes bulging as he replied, “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Gray looked at the other man, then lifted his hand and pressed a finger to his brow. “You don’t like my offer?” He snorted. “Would it help if I said I was diagnosed with mental issues?”

“It might explain some things,” the man said, pushing even further into the window seat.

Gray smirked as he reached for Sienna’s arm and drew her out of the seat and into the aisle with him, the obese man heaving out a relieved breath. Gray marched Sienna with him to the end of the carriage, then pushed through the single door into a small standing area where people entered and exited the carriage through nearby sliding doors. 

The train wheels click-clacked louder out there, the coupler that held the carriages together intermittently squealing and shrieking as though in torment. He ignored it and focused on where he guessed Sienna’s eyes were. “We’re alone out here, you can make yourself visible now.”

Sienna reappeared, her gaze flashing. “Why can’t you just let me go?”

Sudden anger made his vision haze with red. “You made me believe you were dead.” His voice broke a little. “I watched your head disintegrate against the beam of an overpass!”

The train began slowing for the next station as she blinked up at him. “Why do you even care?” she asked softly.

He exploded, his emotions volatile. “Why do you think I damn well care? I have feelings for you, Sienna. I think I had them from the moment I saw your holo-image for my next potential mission.”

She gaped, her eyes glowing with green radiance, her bodysuit hugging her every gorgeous curve and her dark, mussed hair making him want to fold her in his arms and never let her go again. She tilted her chin. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

“Of course I fucking mean it,” he growled.

The train pulled up and he automatically caught her arm as they swayed. The double doors slid apart and commuters stepped into the carriage before pushing through its single door and entering the seated area.

The old lady he’d helped earlier was making her way out, her walking stick clicking on the floor, when he added, “I know we’ve only been together for a short time, but I feel like I’ve known you for a lifetime. I love you, Sienna.”

The elderly lady peered up at Sienna. “Aren’t you a lucky girl? If I were you I wouldn’t let this one get away.”

Sienna blinked at the silver-haired woman, who Gray then assisted out of the carriage and onto the platform. The doors were still open when the old lady walked slowly away and he turned to proffer Sienna a hand. “Stay with me, Sienna.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Sienna had never been so tempted to do anything against her better judgement in all her life. But perhaps this was her one opportunity to do something for herself for a change, to be with a man who wasn’t ashamed to tell her how he felt and how much she meant to him.

That he meant so much to her too, wasn’t something she was ready to tell him, not just yet. A piece of her was still too detached, too untrusting, to make that final leap.

What if he was lying? No. Not even an assassin, a killer, who was now a bounty hunter profiting from those people who only wanted to be free—like her—could lie that easily.

As much as she hated to admit it, Gray might actually keep her safe. His house alone was set up so that no Dronians could detect her. She bit into her bottom lip, all too aware the train doors were about to shut. “On one condition,” she finally replied.

“Name it.”

“I want to know that Nero is still alive.”

She didn’t even care about finding the rest of the rares. With any luck, they already knew about the coming meeting. She wasn’t the only Strazanian who was able to pass on the news.

“Done.”

She nodded, then reached for his hand. The doors hissed as they began to close, and he jerked her toward him so that she flew through the air and landed in his arms. He looked down at her, his eyes glistening with emotion, then his head swooped low and he kissed her as though he’d die without possessing her lips one more time.

She sighed into his mouth, her every instinct telling her she’d done the right thing. She belonged with this alien male. They belonged together.

He pulled back, then pivoted and strode along the concrete platform, passing the little old lady who cackled with delight at seeing Gray carrying her in his arms. She glanced at the windows of the carriages, the obese man she’d been huddled next to, the one and same she’d managed to manipulate into believing she wasn’t there, staring open-mouthed at Gray and the woman in his arms.

Then the train moved past them, carrying the obese man and the rest of its passengers away from the station and out of sight.

The sun was high in the sky by the time she and Gray finally stopped at the corner of a suburban block, where Nero’s old house sat. She winced, the cut on her foot worsening as she lay on her belly behind some shrubbery with Gray, hiding from prying eyes. It was only lucky humans were too busy going about their lives to notice anything out of the ordinary.

They waited for a couple of hours, long enough to know there was no movement from inside the house, no one coming or going.

“This isn’t good,” she muttered. “Nero works at night, he’s almost always home during the day.”

“Unless he considers his place unsafe now.” He frowned. “In which case, we shouldn’t be here, either.”

“You think Dronians might be watching his place too?”

He nodded. “If they’ve been mostly focused on eliminating him first, then yes, without a doubt.”

She resisted hitting the ground with her fist. Why couldn’t anything ever be easy? 

“Got a plan B?” he asked.

“We could ask the owner of the nightclub Nero works at if he’s seen him recently, but doing that might just attract more Dronian attention.” She turned to Gray and said softly, “I think my best bet now is to stay at your house until I meet with the other rares.”

“I think that’s wise,” he conceded softly, before he reached out and cupped a hand behind her head and pulled her in for a kiss.

She surrendered to him, needing this physical closeness now more than ever. Being with Gray stopped her feeling so alone and isolated, like she was the only Strazanian left in the universe. That the press of his lips and the stroke of his tongue against hers sent pleasure cascading through her was just an added bonus.

Gray pulled back first, his gaze slumberous. “We should go.”

She nodded, too caught up in the moment to want to even move. Not helped by the gash in her foot that made walking anywhere painful. After looking every direction to make sure they were alone, she pushed to her feet. Then touching his shoulder as he stood too and towered next to her, she said, “Let me have someone take us to your house.”

His eyes held hers. “Good idea. I’ll take a look at your foot once we get home.”

Did nothing escape his notice? 

It wasn’t until an aged green sedan pulled up in front of them, an old man then opening the driver’s door before he pulled himself out with some effort that she decided he might be a relatively easy man to manipulate. With his arthritis-riddled body keeping him in constant pain he’d have too much else on his mind to fight against her instruction.

“Hi there,” she called out. As he turned she hurried over to him, then smiled and commanded, “I need you to drive me and my friend to his house.”

The old man’s eyes glazed over briefly, then he shook his head and harrumphed. “I don’t need to take you anywhere, young lady!”

She sucked some air through her teeth. Her abilities really were failing her on this planet. She narrowed her eyes and concentrated on her one failsafe ability, altering his perception. He grunted and all but fell backward when he saw five more of her standing around him. She crossed her arms and her clones did the same.

“You were saying?” she asked, her clones echoing her question so that it sounded eerie and a little frightening.

“I-I’ll take just one of you along with your friend,” he said, his face pallid as his wrung his fingers together.

Sienna smiled, allowing her clones to disappear. “Thank you. I knew I could count on you being a gentleman.”

Gray nodded at the elderly man, who gaped at seeing Gray’s striated colors up close. Gray smirked as he opened the back passenger door for Sienna to climb in, then he followed her.

She wrinkled her nose. She wasn’t exactly soaped up and squeaky clean, but the car had the closed-in musty scent that mingled with a contrary aroma of mint and mold.

It wasn’t until the old man climbed back into the driver’s seat, then fumbled at putting the key into the ignition, that Gray leaned forward and said, “I’m Gray, by the way, and this gorgeous woman with me is Sienna. What’s your name?”

The driver heaved a sigh, then said reluctantly, “I’m Edward. My friends call me Eddie.”

Gray nodded. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Eddie.”

Eddie nodded, and managed to turn the key and start the car. As he pulled the sedan out onto the road, Sienna leaned her head back against the seat with a weary sigh and closed her eyes, letting Gray direct the driver back to his house on the hill.

She didn’t object when Gray slipped an arm around her then coaxed her head on his shoulder. It was beyond comforting now she’d accepted his part in her life. Though she had strong feelings for him, she wasn’t about to believe in them and blurt out something she might later regret. They’d been through a lot in the last three days, hence the depth of emotion they shared.

She couldn’t trust anything or anyone at the moment, and that included her own thoughts and behavior. It would be all too easy to fall into a pattern of needing Gray and then imagining that meant she couldn’t live without him.

It didn’t mean she loved him. She couldn’t afford to even entertain that possibility. There was no room in her life for that. At this point in time the only room she had in her life was for survival.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Sienna moved freely through the house. She was no longer a prisoner, she was a welcome guest. Gray had already cooked them an early dinner after scrabbling through what was left in the refrigerator and pantry. He’d made them bacon and egg rolls, adding whatever salad ingredients he had: lettuce, tomato and onion.

The sun was beginning to set when Gray poured them each a wine and she followed him to the back of the house to a balcony, with its views of the treed mountain behind it. The sky blazed with orange and red and she couldn’t help but be awed by the outlook as she stood at the railing with Gray standing close beside her. She’d gotten used to her world, which was ninety-five percent water, red plants and trees covering those dry patches of land.

“It’s lovely, isn’t it,” he said.

She nodded. “I can see why you chose this house. It’s private while still being close to New Faxian.”

He nodded. “It’s a stone’s throw to the town center.”

She grinned. “Stone’s throw? You’ve really picked up on the local’s sayings.”

He shrugged. “Unfortunately, I don’t have one of your talk-stones. I had English downloaded to my brain via a language transmitter.”

She sobered a little. “I can see why your people’s technology scares the Dronians.”

“And yet the technology you had on your world was primitive in many ways.”

She nodded. “Besides developing our space crafts and perfecting our talk-stones, our people preferred a simple life and mostly stuck to the old ways.”

“The Dronians were clearly more fearful of the capabilities and powers of the rares than they were of the tech your people wielded.”

She gulped down some of her fruity wine with its floral notes. It was a little too sweet for her taste but she didn’t much care. She needed its fortification. “I have no doubt of that now. We were a peaceful world, with no interest in warfare and with very little effort put into researching the latest technologies. Perhaps if we had we’d still be alive today.”

“Don’t torture yourself with the might haves and could haves, it’s not going to change what happened.”

The sky darkened incrementally, the oranges and reds fading as the sun disappeared behind the horizon. A single star lit up one corner of the heavens, its light bright and reassuring. “You’re right,” she said softly. “I can’t help my people.” She turned to him. “But perhaps I can help yours.”

His eyes widened, his whole body tensing. “You want to help?” 

“No need to sound so surprised. I realize now you won’t kill me once I’ve told you everything I know, and with your technology, who knows, you just might have a chance to wipe the Dronian assholes out of existence once and for all.”

He exhaled slowly. “So what do you know about our common enemy?”

“Not a lot,” she confessed. “Though I did learn recently that there is something about the Earth’s atmosphere that makes them sick, to the point only the toughest soldiers are surviving.”

“So that’s why you couldn’t understand why the Dronians had brought the mothership back into Earth’s atmosphere with those onboard at risk of dying.”

Her voice hardened. “The fact there are seven rares still alive here on Earth is probably the only reason the Dronians are sticking around. From the very start they wanted to exterminate the most powerful of my kind, the royals and the rares. The rest of the Strazanians were just casualties of war.”

Gray put his glass down. “Not just casualties. The Dronians knew any one of your people could make a rare baby. They couldn’t have risked that possibility.”

She closed her eyes. “All that bloodshed because another species wants ultimate power.”

Gray pulled her against him, his warmth seeping into her and lending her much needed strength and support. “We can and we will find a way to eradicate the Dronians. Then you and the six other rares can start over. I know this isn’t what any of you wanted, and that in a perfect world your people would all still be alive, but I’d like to think there is a future for all of you and that happiness will come with it.”

She looked up at him, his golden eyes glinting in the semi-darkness. “I’m actually starting to believe you,” she said softly.

He smiled. “Then we’re making progress.”

Something shifted inside her chest. He’d told her that he loved her. It didn’t take a genius to know he wanted her to say it to him in return. But how could she trust her own feelings when she was only just beginning to trust in the man who’d captured her?

Click. Click. Click.

She turned as Bongo trotted out onto the patio and pushed his nose between them, begging for attention. She laughed, then dropped into a crouch to rub at his ears. “You missed us, didn’t you Bongo. You’re such a good boy.”

Bongo’s tongue lolled and his lips curled into a big doggy grin.

Gray crossed his legs at the ankles as he looked down then said wryly, “Is it terrible that I’m jealous of all the attention my dog is getting from you?”

“Not terrible at all.” She straightened and Bongo sat with a whine, watching them intently. She focused on Gray, thinking back on her own jealous moment. 

Human women gravitated toward him—she’d been aware of the hot blonde on the train who’d been coming onto him. That the other woman had sent a surge of fire through Sienna’s belly that almost caused her to flicker back into visibility hadn’t been lost on her.

His height alone was enough of an attractant for many Earth women. Add in his lean but powerful body, his colored markings, which many presumed were tattoos, along with his self-confidence and brilliant mind, and no one could possibly be immune to him.

She certainly wasn’t.

“In fact it’s...nice to know you care,” she said, feeling all kinds of awkward now as tension went from a simmer to a boil between them.

“I more than care about you, Sienna.”

She shook her head, her own doubts creeping in. “You hardly know me.”

“How I feel can’t be denied. You’re all I think about. It’s like I’ve known you and loved you my whole life.”

Her heart skipped a beat, then sang a sweet melody in her chest even before he bent his head and kissed her. Like their fate was already signed, sealed and delivered.

Bongo’s claws clicked as he retreated back inside the house, probably off to find more interesting things to sniff and look at.

Gray didn’t seem to want to go anywhere, and she wasn’t about to argue the point. Her legs were already like jelly thanks to the pleasure swamping her as his big hands roamed up and down her body before he began removing her clothes, baring her nakedness beneath to his heated gaze.

“You’re so damn beautiful,” he said throatily.

She pulled his T-shirt over his head, exposing his powerful torso. She only wished she knew how to take off his armor so that she could drink every part of him in. As though reading her mind, he detached it and placed it behind them on an outdoor table. 

He tugged off his sweatpants next and his long, thick cock rose from between his thighs. She gulped. She must have been soaked for his length to have fit inside her the first time. She reached down and traced the striated colors along his shaft, making him shiver.

“I want you so badly, Sienna. I want to claim you completely. I want to be one of the lucky few Gorema males to mark a woman as my own.”

A spasm of yearning and lust sent wet heat straight to her core. Did the men of his world not often choose just one woman? And what was this marking he spoke about? Was it some kind of Gorema ritual?

Either way, right then she didn’t much care. All she cared about was having him fill her completely while she succumbed to a mix of pleasure and pain as his deep, rhythmic strokes took her to ecstasy.

“Tell me you want that, too,” he said hoarsely.

“I want that.”

Whatever that entailed, she didn’t much care. Lust and anticipation burned through her like paper drenched in gasoline. When his mouth took hers again and his big hands cupped her hips and dragged her close, the head of his cock pressing insistently against her navel, her inner fire became an inferno.

He was still kissing her when the railing on the patio touched her back. He peeled his mouth away from hers, his eyes like yellow moons when he said, “Hold onto the railing and don’t let go.”

She automatically did what he asked, her fingers curling around the cool metal as he dropped to his knees. A shiver went through her when he parted her outer folds to expose the bud at her center.

“I need to taste you like I need to breathe.” He moved forward then and took her in his mouth, suctioning her plump clit like she was his drug and he couldn’t get enough of her. 

She dropped her head back with a moan, thrusting against his clever mouth and wringing out every drop of enjoyment as he continued pleasuring her. How had she thought other men had been good at oral? Gray took her pleasure to a whole new level, his tongue, that was rougher than her species, working her into a frenzy.

She cried out as a climax rolled through her and tossed her up high, the stars in the heavens no match for those bursting behind her closed eyelids as she submitted completely to Gray’s mastery.

She was still coming back down to Earth when he pushed back onto his feet and towered over her. When he bent and kissed her, she tasted herself on his lips and tongue, the intimate sampling ramping up her needs yet again.

“Turn around,” he said near her ear.

She did as he asked, a shiver moving up and down her spine at the sheer drop below the safety of the railing. A drop highlighted by the stature of the mature trees marching up the incline, the tips of their branches touching the sky.

His hands traveled down each side of her spine, lingering for a moment on her hips before one of his hands moved between her thighs and massaged her wet center. She gasped and writhed against him, aware he was using his other hand to guide his shaft to where it needed to go.

The kiss of his cock head between her folds caused her to automatically push back, and he inhaled sharply and froze for a second as the tip of his shaft sat buried the smallest way inside her. A nanosecond later he grunted as he filled her all the way, the pleasure-pain sending shudders through her body, shudders that escalated as he gripped her hips from behind, then stroked long and deep inside her.

When his wings wrapped around her, tight like a blanket, the intimacy rose to a whole new level. Even if the safety railing broke away, she wasn’t going anywhere. She was surrounded by his wings and impaled by his cock.

He stroked deeper, harder, and she counterthrust against him, her breasts bouncing and their flesh slapping as they let their inner beasts loose. Then he bent over her and said roughly, “You’re about to come harder than you’ve ever come before.”

One of his wings unwrapped from around her, the tip caressing her face before it moved down her throat and over her breast. She sucked in an unsteady breath, amazed by the fiery sensation his leathery appendage left in its wake. Then the prong on its end touched her clit while Gray continued pumping in and out of her. When the prong suddenly vibrated hard against her sensitized flesh, there was nothing she could do but give into the magical bliss that flooded through her.

Gray gently kissed her throat. At the razor sharp sting that followed—had he damn well bitten her?—she flinched before delicious waves of decadence as quickly inundated her. Another orgasm propelled her up an even bigger wave, one that tossed her over its wall and sent her flying, then drifting hazily back to Earth.

She was distantly aware of Gray releasing her throat as he increased rhythm, his hips rocking back and forth double-time, then he ground against her and released his seed inside her with a roar of primitive satisfaction.

What had just happened?

Of course, she’d just had wonderful, mind-blowing sex, but she’d never imagined a male from another species could give her half as much satisfaction as her own kind. After all, what other male species in the entire universe had vibrating nodules on their shaft? Gray didn’t need that when he could adapt something just as ingenious with the prong on his wing tip. Her lashes fluttered. Heaven help her, what else could he do with his prong to send her half-crazed with lust? 

Not to mention his naturally huge, striated shaft. 

What about the biting sting? Are you going to address that?

She touched the single puncture wound in her throat, and he moved one of his hands to cover hers as she concocted different scenarios in her head, ones she then as quickly discarded. 

“I marked you,” he said huskily. “I’ve made you mine.”

Her breath hissed as her chest contracted, squeezing the air from her lungs. “What exactly do you mean?”

He stiffened a little behind her before he reluctantly disconnected from her. She turned around to face him, and he gazed down at her, his wing tip caressing the side of her face and making her yearn to lean into his touch. 

“My species has an incisor that grows when we’re aroused. We can choose to mark a woman so that no other male touches her.”

The world tilted on its axis, her eyes sharpening. “I never agreed to that! You never properly informed me what this marking was about.”

“You never properly asked,” he said tightly, as though he was the one offended. 

Yet he was the one who’d just marked her for life.

“What exactly did your incisor do?”

“It injected a type of pheromone into you, claiming you as my own to warn other males of my kind to keep their distance.”

She gaped. When did he think she’d ever see another Gorema male for him to feel a need to mark her? “So we’re like...married now?” she squeaked.

“That is how many of our kind see it,” he said, his voice deepening.

She glared, even as a spark of something too much like yearning lit her up from the inside out. “That isn’t how things are done, not on my planet, and certainly not here.”

“You don’t approve?”

She scrubbed a hand over her face, her emotions as shattered as her thoughts. How did she answer a question she didn’t even know the answer to herself? 

“Don’t answer that,” he said gently, “not right now. Let’s just take things day by day. In the meantime, let me take care of you.”

She sagged and nodded, too tired, too sated and too defenseless to resist. 

She’d fight back another day.
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Chapter Nineteen


[image: image]


Gray watched Sienna as she slept. She looked so peaceful, so calm compared to the woman who’d all but broken in front of him.

A hot shower had helped to soothe her, as did having him massage soap all over her body, then washing her hair thoroughly while giving her a deep scalp rub. Her bodysuit was already in the washing machine, her rapier within reach on the floor next to her bed.

That she lay naked in bed wasn’t something he was trying to think about. His willpower was tested enough knowing it was only a bedcover that concealed her gorgeous womanly curves.

He stuck his hands into the front pockets of his low slung, navy sweatpants, his wings trembling behind him. It was kind of nice to keep his armor off and give his wings a decent chance to stretch. Living on Earth meant he had to conceal them at all times. When he got the chance, like now, he let them spread out.

In reality, his wings were the last thing on his mind.

It hurt more than he wanted to admit that Sienna didn’t return his deep feelings. But what did he expect? She’d known him for not even a handful of days. He’d been transfixed by her holo-image, then dreamed about her for weeks before they’d finally met.

That she’d been through so much already was just an added deterrent. Not only had she lost almost her entire species, she was on an alien planet trying to elude an enemy that wanted to wipe her from existence.

He bent and pressed a tender kiss to her brow, surreptitiously breathing in her scent of spiced vanilla with aquatic notes. Smoothing some dark hair back from her face, he straightened and took a step back. If he wasn’t careful he’d wake her, and right now what she needed most was to sleep and recover.

He stepped out of the master bedroom she now shared with him and strode down the hallway, the distant clunking sound of the washing machine as it gently washed their clothes somehow soothing his frayed nerves. He still had half-an-hour before he’d need to put them in the dryer, enough time to contact his planet and inform them of the latest news.

He stepped into his small office at the back of the house and shut its door. Then keying in the combination to the small safe under his office desk, he pulled open the safe door and reached inside to retrieve the comms cube.

The safe was laughable at best in protecting his precious communication cube. He relied almost exclusively on the shielding technology of the dozen anti-spy spacers he’d planted around the exterior of the house. They ensured nothing would enter the yard or house without him knowing. And if enemies did approach, those same anti-spy spacers could be triggered to do much worse than sound an alarm.

Placing the cube onto the desk, he waited for it to self-activate. It lit up with a soft glow, then floated up into the air, only when it stopped did he cup his hands around it and begin a series of hand motions that would initiate its universal comms.

It buzzed and he stepped back and waited less than a couple of seconds for the holo-image of his emperor to appear in front of him. The emperor’s short-clipped, striated hair revealed the gold band of priceless, shimmering stellaps that crowned his head, the one true indication of his rank. 

Gray bowed his head dutifully even as his emperor’s yellow eyes narrowed suspiciously before he greeted him. “Bastine. It’s been too long since your last update. Please tell me you have useful intel this time?”

“Emperor,” Gray murmured respectfully, for a moment shocked to hear the name most others called him. “I’ve gleaned some information that I believe will prove very useful to the potential threat against our world.”

His emperor nodded at someone in his chambers Gray couldn’t see. No doubt the emperor’s many comms-tech personnel were triple-checking that the halo-image and audio worked perfectly. His emperor refocused on Gray. “Do tell.”

“The Dronians aren’t tolerating Earth’s atmosphere. They’ve been sending their hardiest soldiers to Earth to find and kill the last seven Strazanians before whichever of the gases on this planet kills their soldiers first.”

His emperor inhaled sharply, his interest now absolute. “You’re certain about this?”

He nodded. “I am. The intel came from someone I now trust completely.”

“So you succeeded in capturing the Sienna woman?”

“I did.”

His emperor cocked his head to the side. “I presume you fucked her to gain her trust and collect this information?”

He withheld a flinch. He wasn’t yet ready to say he’d more than fucked her. That he’d marked her as well had never been authorized, and in fact might see him branded as a traitor. The latter meant he’d never be welcomed back on his world, no matter that he was doing everything in his power to save it.

He cleared his throat. “Yes, I fucked her.”

“Good. She must trust you now. You don’t need me to tell you to take full advantage of that.”

He remained silent, though resentment surfaced, almost suffocating him.

“Any other intel?” his emperor asked, impatience snapping from him as he crossed his arms, his wings tucked neatly inside his armor. 

Unlike Gray, emperors didn’t need to fight and win to earn their priceless armor, it was their birthright.

“There is, Emperor. Dronians apparently won’t go near water. I’m yet to ascertain if that is because they can’t swim or if they simply can’t tolerate it.”

“It makes sense,” his emperor said in a thoughtful voice. If it wasn’t for those Strazanian rares swimming in the Great Waters, none of them would have survived.” 

“That’s not completely true, Emperor. Sienna was one of the rares guarding the royal palace.”

The emperor frowned. “She was the only rare who survived, though?”

“That is correct.”

The emperor’s yellow eyes glinted speculatively. “Be careful with her, Bastine. She’s a seasoned warrior. You just might have met your match.”

A tingle of presentiment slipped down his spine. His emperor was far too perceptive. “I can handle her.”

“I wouldn’t have sent you if I didn’t believe that.” His emperor rubbed a hand over his smooth, prominent jaw, the striated colors so clear Gray imagined he could reach out and touch the lines on his skin. “No matter what happens, your priority is to keep Sienna safe and close. We need her to trust you enough for her to fully open up about everything she knows.”

“That goes without saying.” It wasn’t a lie. He had no intention of allowing her to escape again. He’d keep her safe and by his side at all costs. Any further information she provided was just icing on the cake.

“Good. I guess you also know that I’ll need you to track some Dronians down to test out your water theory.”

Gray nodded, an idea already forming in his head. “Consider it done.”

His emperor finally smiled. “I’ll have my team work on the atmosphere angle while you put the water theory into practice. Keep up the good work, Bastine.”

Gray bowed his head and tucked his hands together. “Thank you, Emperor.”

The emperor nodded, then tucked his hands together in return. “Comms-out.”

The holo-image shut down and the cube ceased its buzzing. Gray waited until it glided gently back onto the desk before he retrieved it and locked it back away in the safe.

If there was anything to be discovered about the Earth’s atmosphere and what it was doing to the Dronians, he had no doubt the emperor’s team of scientists would be the ones to do it. In the meantime he had his own work to do.

He strode to the door and pulled it open, only to find Sienna standing close—no doubt she’d had her ear pressed against the door. He frowned, though his dick jerked at her nakedness and his pulse thrummed in his ears. “You’re supposed to be asleep, not eavesdropping.”

“And where is the fun in that?”

“How much did you hear?” he asked, using every bit of his self-control not to crush her to him and kiss her into submission, then fold her beneath him while he fucked her twice as hard as before for her disobedience.

Her eyes glowed momentarily, a bright moss-green that might have mesmerized him on any other occasion, but instead added to his arousal. She tilted her chin. “Everything! At least I know where I stand now.”

He clenched his jaw so hard it cracked, his dick harder than stone. “You can trust me, Sienna.”

“So you’re saying you didn’t fuck me just to glean information out of me?”

“I never denied wanting intel about the Dronians. But I also never fucked you to get that information. Not intentionally.”

That he could so easily take her now, and possibly cause her hate him forever, was the only thing stopping him from doing just that.

Her face flushed. “I feel so much better now,” she jeered.

He clasped her forearms. “Sienna, I meant what I said earlier. I love you. I would never have marked you if I didn’t feel that way.”

She jerked out of his hold and took three steps back until the wall opposite stopped her from going any further. She looked like she was caught between fight and flight. Then she closed her eyes, as though shutting him out would help her to reach a decision without his image influencing her. When she opened them again, she nodded and said with a heavy sigh, “I believe you.”

Relief filled him, even as he ignored the flicker of hurt that she didn’t tell him she loved him in return. He had to believe one day in the near future she’d feel the same way. It was enough—it had to be enough—that she trusted him now. “I’m glad.” 

He drew her close, her feminine curves that pressed against him feeling so natural and right, like they’d been made for one another. “We should get some sleep,” he said huskily. “I have a feeling it’s going to be another big day tomorrow.”
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Chapter Twenty
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Sienna woke, instantly aware Gray wasn’t in the bed with her. But relief overtook her momentary panic at hearing the predatory, soft pad of his feet as he walked around. That she missed his arms wrapped around her, missed the safety of him right next to her revealed far too much about her depth of feelings for him.

She cracked open an eye. It was barely even dawn, no noise outside except a few tweets from their feathered friends in the trees. Did he always rise with the birds? A half-moon gave off enough light through the window to allow her to see Gray’s shadowy form. 

“You’re awake,” he said, though he’d yet to turn and look at her as he drew on his armor, ensuring his wings stayed free. The armor was ingenious in allowing him to restrain or release his wings while still fitting his torso perfectly. He’d already pulled on his camo pants.

“Where are you going?” she asked sleepily.

He looked at her. “I need to test the water theory on the Dronians.”

Every cell in her body roared awake. She sat, her eyes narrowing. “And how do you propose to do that?”

“I’ve glided over many backyards late at night and early in the morning. I’ve discovered many treasures. There are children’s toys in the backyard of one house, the children there yet to pick up their water guns.”

She pulled her knees up to her chin. “And how do you think you’ll find the Dronians?”

He stepped toward his closet and pulled a black T-shirt free. The color would obviously help him blend in with the mostly dark sky. He pulled the shirt over his head and turned back to focus on her. “They’ll be looking for me too, now. I’m sure they’ll find me.”

She swung out of bed, aware of his stare on her naked body. She was tempted to strut and sway in an attempt to seduce him, but she perceived his willpower was already pushed to the limits. That he hadn’t fucked her last night when he’d clearly been aroused even now made her question his motive.

Was he trying to prove his trustworthiness? Did he think she didn’t want him in return? She’d been ready to get herself off by the time sleep had finally taken her away from the lust churning between them. 

Had that been Gray’s intention? Had he wanted her to stay unfulfilled so that she’d realize how much she wanted him in her life?

Heaven help her, it was working.

Grabbing hold of her bodysuit, which Gray had washed, dried, and hung in the closet for her, she dressed while his sharp eyes watched her every move.

“What are you doing?” he asked suspiciously. 

“I’m getting dressed, what does it look like?”

“That isn’t what I’m asking.”

She stalked back to the bed and retrieved her rapier from the floor nearby. “I’m coming with you, obviously.”

He tucked some of his dark and gold, overly-long streaked hair behind the tipped point of his ear. She smiled. It was a shame his hair covered such a cute elfin feature, it made him look nowhere near as dangerous and wild. 

“That’s not happening,” he growled.

“I’m a warrior, trained in battle,” she said scathingly. “After we retrieve those water guns, we’ll hang out near the river for an unlimited supply of water ammunition. I’ll take on my Strazanian form to lure the Dronians in close. It will give you plenty of time to squirt the fuckers before I use my powers to make them implode.” 

“You want me to use you as bait?” he asked in a shocked voice.

She frowned. “Of course. Time is of the essence. If those lizard fuckers were to somehow eliminate me or my kind, your people will be next—“

He was in her face before she’d finished her sentence. “Don’t say that,” he growled. “Don’t you dare say anything like that ever again. I will not lose you.”

Her heart jerked erratically, her nipples pebbling like wanton soldiers beneath her body suit. She’d thought speaking of losing his people had sent him to the edge, but it’d been losing her that had triggered his darkest emotions. 

If she’d doubted his feelings for her before then she didn’t doubt them now. She was all but panting when she responded. “Then don’t leave me behind. We need to watch each other’s backs if we want to survive.”

His nostrils flared, but then he stepped back, nodded reluctantly and said, “Then we’d best leave now under the cover of darkness.”

It only occurred to her then about the tear in his wing. “You’ve been injured,” she reminded. “Can you still glide?”

“It’s not fully healed, but it will be enough to achieve what we need to do.”

“What exactly do you mean by not fully healed?”

“I mean our wings are vital to our existence, and therefore they heal quickly. A thin membrane has already patched my wing together while the rest of the flesh begins to knit around it.”

She frowned. “If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Bongo was asleep in his bed when she followed Gray out onto the balcony. He turned and lifted her against his chest, then climbed onto the balcony railing with his wings outspread behind him. Her mouth dried at the drop beneath, then he jumped high, and she closed her eyes as her stomach fell.

Seconds later she opened her eyes, her pulse evening out as she watched the ground stay far below while Gray glided through the air like an eagle up high.

She wouldn’t think about his thin membrane tearing and the both of them plummeting to their deaths. Instead she enjoyed the dramatic views beneath as they soared through the sky, the lights below twinkling like the stars above.

She pointed to the bright light falling through the heavens. “A falling star!” she said dazedly. “Quick, make a wish.”

He chuckled. “You believe in that human superstition?”

“I have to believe in something,” she said, “otherwise, what is life all about?”

His grasp tightened suddenly, his strong reaction again solidifying her acceptance that he really did care about her. “If you believe in nothing else, then believe in me and my love for you,” he said hoarsely.

She didn’t reply. This conversation was too much, too heavy, too intense. But then nothing about her life lately had been light.

He glided around the base of the mountain, where farmland was interspersed with outer suburban townhouses, the river now far away.

All too soon Gray put his wings up and back, slowing down their velocity while sending them dramatically lower. She saw the yard he’d mentioned just seconds before his brought his legs up and landed heavily in the overlong grass. She waiting for him to drop and roll, but this time he stayed upright, his arms protecting her, though she felt the jolt all the way through his body.

He lowered her carefully to her feet and she went into combatant mode, slinking low to the ground and listening carefully. But there were no sounds, nothing at all to set off any internal alarms that their entry had been noticed.

Gray nodded to a solitary water gun lying on its side near the far off fence with its sagging palings. She headed that way while Gray moved toward two others that lay on the weed-infested ground with its scattering of toys and too many other unattractive objects of junk.

A trampoline with a ripped mat, which reminded her of the fragile state of Gray’s wing. An old rusted sedan with its driver’s door left open. A couple of white plastic chairs, one tipped on its side. A washing line with some limp clothes pegged in place, which had probably been hanging there for days. Then there were the dolls and toy cars, mixed with cigarette stubs that littered the ground.

She shuddered at the general state of chaos. The people living here didn’t appear to care about...anything. Hopefully that meant a couple of intruders in their backyard would be more likely to go unnoticed.

She bent to retrieve the water gun when a low, vicious growl vibrated the still air. She straightened slowly, the water gun in her hand and her heart a dull throb in her ears as a big, black dog slunk toward her from out of a patio cluttered with debris and furniture, its bristles up on its neck and its white teeth showing all too clearly.

The dog had probably been there all along, its coloring hiding it as effectively as Gray’s black T-shirt and her black bodysuit had hidden them.

“Don’t move,” Gray said in an undertone.

She didn’t answer, she was too busy trying to work out the best solution to their problem. They were in the dog’s territory now. She didn’t blame it for wanting to attack, to defend its owners and the children it probably adored.

The dog stiffened, then yelped suddenly at the spray of water that Gray had released from the water gun. She blinked. The dog clearly hated getting wet. She shook her water gun. Empty, damn it!

“Run!” Gray commanded in a low, urgent voice.

She didn’t wait around. Not when the dog swung its head to Gray then back to her again. If she ran it would be distracted, giving Gray a chance to escape. She took off in a sprint, hoping against hope her human legs would be strong enough for her to jump and clear the fence. 

But the dog surged after her, gaining on her quickly. Its teeth snapped at her just as she leaped, and pain shot through the back of her leg in a searing tear as the dog’s teeth ripped her calf, hot blood pulsing free. The drag caused her to fall heavily against the top of the wooden fence, the pointed tip impaling her shoulder before she toppled right over it, her flesh wrenching free. 

She muffled a cry as she fell heavily to the ground, then rolled to a stop. She was well versed in pain, she faced it every time she shifted. But this was a whole different level of suffering. 

With the water gun still in her hand, she blinked up at the slowly lightening sky, breathing slow and evenly as she tried to push back panic. She was still functioning, still alive. She’d live to see another day.

Running footsteps sounded and the dog gave a startled yelp, then a shape materialized over her with huge wings outspread, before Gray landed gracefully, then turned and ran toward her. 

“Sienna,” he said hoarsely, dropping beside her and running his hands over leg and then her shoulder. “Shit, you’re hurt.”

“Relax,” she managed to croak. “Once I shift all my human injuries will disappear.”

Except they both knew she couldn’t shift here, within sight of humans and the sun already edging the horizon. Without the river, she’d be lucky to find the strength to shift at all.

“Wait here,” he said hoarsely.

She snorted. Did he really think she was going to go anywhere in her condition? If nothing else, at least she still had her dry sense of humor.

She was only dimly aware of him running and leaping over the fence, back in to the yard. If the dog tried to attack, she didn’t hear it. It was probably intimidated by Gray’s winged form. She was fighting to stay awake when he returned with a shirt in his hand, which he immediately tore into strips.

“Don’t worry, it’s clean,” he said tersely. “I unpegged it from their washing line.”

She almost laughed. It was possibly the only sanitary object in the whole backyard. Her near laugh turned into a moan when he wrapped the cloth around her calf to try and staunch the bleeding. Her shoulder wound was bleeding too, but not half as profusely. He didn’t bother wrapping it. She was running out of time.

He drew her carefully into his arms and against his chest. “Let’s get you to the river.”

She didn’t bother to remind him the river was farther away than it’d been from his house. Instead she relaxed in his arms and gazed up into his face. 

I love you. 

At his sharp inhalation, she realized she’d spoken her thoughts aloud. She didn’t mind. He deserved to know the truth. Lord only knew she’d lied to herself about her feelings for long enough.

It was odd the floating sensation she experienced in his arms, and the realization the house they were leaving behind was still eerily quiet, the people inside somehow slumbering and peacefully unaware of what had just transpired.

It was the last thought she had before a blanket of peacefulness finally fell over her.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Gray knew the moment Sienna lost consciousness. That it was close to an hour to the river by foot left him beyond anxious and desperate enough to do anything to get her there faster.

He didn’t break stride when he spotted an old windmill, its blades lazily turning. It was tall enough that he’d likely glide all the way to the river, especially with the downhill gradient of the land.  

Wrapping his wings around her, he began to climb the rickety ladder, thankful for his leathery appendages that allowed him to use his hands to ascend the windmill fast. Sienna’s blood loss meant he didn’t have time to be cautious. He needed to get her to the river stat. 

Mindful of the blades above him, he leapt off the ladder and into the air, his arms curling around Sienna as his wings snapped out behind him. The ground zoomed a little too close, then the wind picked up beneath his wings and the terrain beneath sloped away.

He closed his eyes for just a moment, his pulse skittering. It’d been a risk using the windmill as a launching pad, but Sienna wouldn’t have made it to the river if he’d gone by foot, or even if he’d forced someone to drive them. Flying would take minutes in comparison.

He glanced down at Sienna’s alabaster-white face, cold fingers of dread clutching at his chest while his stomach rolled. That she loved him was a revelation he could scarcely comprehend. He couldn’t lose her. Not now. Not ever! 

The river glinted like a mirage in the distance, twisting like a snake along the ground. He lifted one wing a little to gain access to the river’s closest bend. Even shaving off a handful of seconds could save Sienna’s life.

He drew his wings up at the last minute, slowing descent before he splashed into the river itself, the water giving him some cushioning at the near freefall he’d deployed to save time.

He held the still unconscious Sienna close as his wings propelled them back up to the surface of the water, and for the first time he noticed she still grasped the toy water gun in her hand, her fingers locked around its handle. Even while unconscious she knew not to lose the one tool needed for this mission.

Yet he’d dropped both water guns in an attempt to save her. He hadn’t given a thought to them since. 

All he’d cared about was Sienna.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Sienna’s eyes flew open as she inhaled sharply, the river shocking her back into consciousness. She looked up into Gray’s face as he swam until he could stand and then waded through the water, stopping at chest height to keep her body submerged and her face clear.

He looked down at her, his laugh shaky. “We made it.”

Her stomach fluttered along with her too-weak pulse. As much as she wanted to sing his praises and reinforce her love for him, there wasn’t any time. Instead she closed her eyes and focused what little strength she’d regained—thanks to the river—and forcibly began her shift.

Her skin stretched and reformed, and she cried out as the damaged flesh and tissues in her calf closed up, along with the deep wound in her shoulder. Her scales emerged next along with her webbing, her gills then forming while her muscles and bones protested as they lengthened and stretched, a fin pushing free from her spine as her green skin and talk-stone shone brightly. 

The intense pain left her weaker than ever and yet she’d never been happier.

She’d made it! She might take days now to recover, but the river would assist her as would her love for Gray.

He smiled down at her with so much warmth it made her heart glow. He brushed his hands down her face, then bent to claim her mouth with his in a slow, tender kiss that was intoxicating. When he pulled back, he admitted softly, “I’ve never been so scared in my life. I thought I was going to lose you.”

She smiled back up at him, though weakness fought to drag her under into a deep sleep. “I knew you wouldn’t let me die.”

He shuddered a little and closed his eyes, as though hiding his traumatic thoughts. “I would never have forgiven myself if that had happened.”

She frowned. Did he always take on so much responsibility as his own? “Even if I’d died, it wouldn’t have been your fault. You asked me to stay at home where I’d be safe and I refused.”

“I could have forced you to stay.”

“Except you knew I would never have forgiven you. We’re a team now—you wouldn’t have marked me, otherwise! Like it or not, we face our enemies together.” She added in a teasing tone, “Does this mean I share your bounty for the honor of eliminating the Dronians?”

He blinked down at her, one of his hands absently stroking her fin. “There is no bounty to share. I’m not getting paid.”

She frowned, her head throbbing as every truth she thought she’d known turned into something twisted and distorted.

His eyes narrowed as he read her too open expression. “No amount of credit in the universe would be enough to save my world and its people.”

“So you’re saying you volunteered?”

He shrugged. “Does that seem so hard to believe?”

“You’re a bounty hunter.”

“And my payment is saving my world and its people.” His smile twisted a little. “Loving you is just a bonus.”

She looked up at him as she curled her arms around his neck, the toy gun dangling from one hand. “I really misjudged you, didn’t I?”

Whatever he was about to say died on his lips as he looked up at the now bright morning sky, where the mothership now hovered within range. His whole body tensed. “Stay in the water,” he growled.

She unhooked her arms from around his neck, and said, “Wait!” When he glanced back at her she proffered him the water gun. “You’ll need this.”

He smiled and nodded, his white teeth glinting. “Thank you.”

He flipped the cap off the tank, filled it with river water, then pushed the cap back on before he pumped it a couple of times and pulled the trigger, testing how far the water would jet to hit its target.

Sienna was too weak to do anything but lie in the water, soaking in as many nutrients as possible while she watched the man she loved walk toward an enemy she couldn’t even see. Not just one enemy. She had no doubt the Dronains would have sent many soldiers to try and extinguish the last seven of her kind.

Gray would just be another casualty in the war no one wanted except the cold-blooded Dronians.

She couldn’t panic, couldn’t allow her mind to get carried away with things that might never be. She needed to control her emotions, and therefore her powers. It was all too easy to allow panic to destabilize a rare’s ability. She needed to focus, to put all her strength into exploding the soldiers that would do everything possible to kill Gray and then her.

The mothership lifted into the air, then zipped at a right-angle into the sky before it disappeared within seconds from sight. No doubt the Dronians on board didn’t want to be in this atmosphere for any longer than necessary.

Gray stayed knee-deep in water as he raised his water gun. Smart. If the Dronians did indeed hate the water, they wouldn’t enter it to kill him. They’d probably resort to using their welp to snare him, and then drag him to shore where they’d kill him.

She glanced around at their sunny patch of the river. Thankfully this area was remote, with no humans around to be caught in the crossfire. Not that a water gun would hurt anyone, but the Dronians would make certain they’d kill anyone in the vicinity who might question any strange goings-on.

She immersed herself in the water for just a handful of seconds, absorbing every minute particle of energy she possibly could. When she emerged from the river once again, Gray aimed and fired the water gun at what must be a Dronian. 

The jet of water hit an invisible wall that had to be her enemy, a foul smell immediately hitting her nostrils, followed right after by a sharp hiss and a heavy thud as that same Dronian hit the ground. 

Holy shit! It had worked! The Dronians really were allergic to Earth’s water!

Gray soon sent jets of water flying through the air in all directions, flipping the cap off quickly and dunking the tank underwater before pushing the cap back on and pumping the gun before squeezing the trigger yet again.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The distinctive noise of falling Dronians filled the air like the sweetest music, it was just a pity their dying scent was so revoltingly rotten. 

She shivered. Her planet had been all but covered in water. How easy would it have been to overcome their enemy if only they’d known their weakness? Gray’s emperor had been right. The rares swimming in the Great Waters hadn’t been attacked because they’d been protected!

After ten minutes of spraying water at the Dronians, refilling and spraying again, Gray stood with the water gun by his side, then turned and faced her. “Their flesh literally dissolves at the contact of water. It almost seems...too easy.”

“Maybe we’ve just been overthinking things,” she said softly, her voice as empty as her emotions. If only her people had known! Perhaps they’d all be alive right now. 

Gray nodded. “I learned a long time ago that no matter how strong someone appears to be, they always have a weakness.” He waded toward her. “I knew from the moment I saw your holo-image that my one and only weakness would be you.”

She pressed a hand to her heart, then shook her head. “Loving someone doesn’t make them weak. It makes them strong.” 

He paused, water rippling around him. He could have been a gladiator of old, if not for the fact his wings made him so much better and hotter. He blinked the water from his eyes, his voice husky. “You’re right. Nothing could be stronger than my feelings for you.”

“Ditto,” she admitted softly.

He waded forward, not stopping until he was chest-deep in water and close enough to reach out and touch her. “So you did mean what you said earlier?” he asked. “You really do love me?”

“I do,” she acknowledged huskily, aware the words sounded like a human’s marriage vow. She bit into her bottom lip, her breasts heavy and her nipples tight, her body burning for him. “There is one small favor I’d like to request.”

“Anything,” he said huskily, the burn of his yellow eyes almost matching the glow of her green stare. 

She lifted an arm to proffer him her hand. “I want to make love with you deep underwater.”

He took her hand, his voice a throaty growl. “It would be my greatest honor.”
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Epilogue
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Sienna stepped back from the mirror to peer at her reflection. She wore her usual black bodysuit, but she’d taken her time putting on some makeup after she’d piled her long dark hair up into a knot at the top of her head, then pushed fancy earrings into her lobes. 

She looked great...better than great. Being with Gray and basking in his love had given her a glow that no amount of cosmetics or surgery could manufacture. Being with Gray had made her love her life again while giving her hope for a better future. 

She was spraying some delicate perfume on her throat and on her wrists when he stepped into the bathroom.

He’d taken her shopping this morning after breakfast, purchasing her a whole new wardrobe of clothes and shoes, as well as this makeup, jewelry and perfume. His emperor had apparently supplied him with a bundle of fake credit cards that not a single salesperson had questioned when Gray had paid for their purchases.

She could scarcely believe she’d soon be meeting with at least some of her species in just a few short hours. That she had incredible news to share about the Dronians weakness to water, one that included the infinitesimal amount of water vapor in the Earth’s atmosphere which slowly killed them—was something all the rares needed to know about.

Defending themselves against their enemy would now be a whole lot easier.

Gray’s reflection behind her made her heart beat irregularly while her mouth went dry. Making love with him yesterday underwater had been beyond amazing. She’d held onto a sunken log while he’d used the motion of his wings to help him pump rhythmically inside her, his long, strong strokes in the watery environment setting her off like nothing else.

That he’d marked her yet again and given her a soul shattering climax had made her realize he truly was her soulmate. That they also might never have met if not for her world being attacked wasn’t something she wanted to think about. She was a strong believer in destiny, and they had been most certainly destined to meet.

“Are you ready for this?” he asked gently, kissing the side of her throat where he’d marked her.

A warm current of need shot through her nerve endings, her entire body burning for him even before she turned to him and nodded. “I just wish I could tell them everything we’ve learned already.”

He cupped her face and kissed her with a slow, fierce need. He really couldn’t get enough of her. That the feeling was mutual made her lean against him with a groan. But as much as she wanted to make love with him here and now, she wanted desperately to meet up with her friends.

She stepped back and lifted her arms to clasp the hood of his jacket, bringing it up and over his head to help conceal his striated skin and hair. She gazed into his yellow stare. “No matter what happens tonight, I’ll always love you.”

His eyes flashed like fire. “You speak as though this night might be our last one together.”

She shook her head and managed a smile. “One thing I can say with certainty, you’ll never let anyone hurt me.” Her eyes burned. “And I most certainly won’t let anyone hurt you.”

“Are you trying to make me hard again?” he growled.

“Since when have I needed to try?” She winked and stepped back. “The cab should already be here.”

He nodded. “Don’t be nervous, we’ve got this, okay?”

“I know.” She stood on her tiptoes to reach up and kiss him. “Let’s do this.”

Then holding hands, they walked out of the house and into the unknown, their love eternal.
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Chapter One of Jasper
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Jasper Finch strolled aimlessly along a New Faxian suburban street, and though the midmorning sun shone brightly overhead, he was lost in thought at how very much his life had changed since being here on Earth.

Thanks to his secondary human form, he was far more accepted here on this planet than he’d ever been on Strazan, yet still he was alone and lonely.

Not that it was hard to get an Earth woman, they flocked to him even without him manipulating their minds and commanding them to do what he asked. The trouble was his influence leaked out of him like a balloon losing air, drawing women to him. The knowledge left a bitter taste in his mouth. He wanted someone who truly wanted him in return, without influence. 

Still, it was something of a novelty to be liked. Heaven only knew he’d been snubbed from enough of the opposite sex on his own planet, despite his rare powers. Orange was a lower caste, rock-bottom, really. At least here on Earth his darker skin tone was considered normal. He could be who he wanted to be...though perhaps a haircut would improve that outlook.

So you’re still not quite at the top of the heap, even here.

He flinched, his steps faltering before he paused on the sidewalk, his dark emotions threatening to consume him. For fuck’s sake. What was he doing on Earth, anyway? He really wasn’t living here, he was barely even existing.

And what was the point of that?

Life was meant to be celebrated...to be lived. He was just going through the motions. He ate, drank and slept. Then he spent every waking moment evading the Dronians, the same enemy who had annihilated his species.

That he was only one of seven Strazanians left in the universe, all of whom had been saved explicitly because they were rares with unique powers, made his gut churn and his heart race, his skin too tight while his true, primary form wanted out.

He took a deep, pained breath and closed his eyes. He was wallowing in self-pity because his low caste coloring had seen him treated as less than an equal. And yet, thanks to his rare abilities, he’d been one of the very few Strazanians who’d been sent to Earth to continue his species existence. 

For once, his coloring hadn’t meant a thing. Every Strazanian, including the blue-scaled elites, had been left behind on their planet, all but sacrificed because they weren’t rares. It hadn’t mattered to their people what skin-color any of them had, all that’d mattered was if they were a rare.

Giggle.

The tinkling, feminine laughter jerked him out of his introspection and sent a tingle up and down his spine, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up.

He twisted to follow the sound, suddenly aware he was standing in front of a car dealership with sedans and SUVs of all colors and sizes vying for his attention. Except, his attention was already claimed by the woman behind the glass walls of the dealership. 

Her blood-red hair was caught up in a clip, her pale skin made even paler by her dark pencil skirt and navy blouse with its gold lettering on its pocket that announced her name.

Suzy.

He stood transfixed by her energy, her aura of magnetism. That she was laughing at something a balding, suited man said to her while she sat on the edge of a desk shouldn’t send a burn of something too close to jealousy through him. He didn’t even know this woman! Yet nothing could stop him from stepping toward the glass and chrome building. 

Nothing could prevent him from meeting her. 

*
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Suzy Grant laughed for the first time in way too long. Her single life wasn’t anywhere near as grand as she’d imagined it would be. Her loneliness was so great she was actually second-guessing her decision to leave her unfaithful ex.

She sobered. No. That was lunacy. What was loneliness compared to the constant fear of being cheated on again by an untrustworthy boyfriend? Better to be bored with life and its monotony than being a doormat.

She wasn’t over the hill yet, she was only thirty-seven, still young enough to find a man, fall in love and marry, and even have children.

Her manager cracked another joke, but this one fell on deaf ears. All she managed to give him was a half-hearted smile before he grimaced and headed back to his office, leaving her alone with her morose thoughts. 

Her co-worker, Havana, was the only other saleslady in this section of the building, and she cast Suzy a long look and said, “I think Bran is really into you.”

Suzy snorted. The manager would flip a mannequin over his desk if he thought he could get away with it. “He’s just trying to cheer me up. Honestly, I think he feels sorry for me.”

Havana shrugged, clearly not ready to reassure her either way. “Whatever.” Her gaze swung to the glass walls and she let loose with a long, slow whistle. “Check out the hunk of spunk coming our way.” Tossing her platinum blonde ponytail behind her back, she wiggled her slender hips as she pulled the waistband of her skirt up higher, managing to better show off her pins.

Then the phone on Havana’s desk rang insistently and she glowered before she answered the call in her sweetest, saleslady voice.

Suzy tuned her co-worker out as she hurried toward the young man with his gorgeous afro hair. A sale with a side of flirtation might be just what the doctor ordered.

She pasted a sunny, bright smile on her face, swiping her suddenly damp hands on her ample hips and wishing for the slender figure she’d had in her youth. Either way, she’d never come close to competing with the stunning looks of her co-worker, Havana. She cleared her throat and focused on her sales pitch voice. “Welcome to Zimm’s new and used cars. How can I help you?” 

The young man’s dark eyes seemed to see right through her, like he knew all her secrets, all her deepest, darkest desires.

She shivered, a round of goose bumps pebbling her arms.

“How can you help me?” he repeated softly, his gaze still not leaving hers. “I’m not really sure.”

She blinked, comprehension dawning and her heart plummeting. “If you prefer, Havana can take you around the showroom.” 

How many sales had Suzy lost lately to the effervescent Havana?

Too many.

“No.” His reply was emphatic. Final. “I’d like you to show me...everything.”

“Oh.” Double oh! She giggled, a burst of golden sunshine spilling through her. She’d laughed twice. In one day! “In that case, come this way and I’ll show you the new range of cars on display—you are after a new car?”

He nodded, his gaze tearing away from hers to glance over at the rows of shiny vehicles. “One like that,” he said, nodding toward his preference.

“Oh, an SUV. Great choice.”

Even better, the commissions on that model were at the higher end of the scale. Now that she lived in her apartment alone, she could really use the extra cash.

She began to go through all the pros and cons of the SUV. Honesty was the best policy, and key to her sales pitch. She hated subterfuge, unlike Havana who could pitch a lemon to a citrus grower and still make a sale.

“How does a test drive sound?” she asked, acutely aware he hadn’t really taken in too much of her spiel. He seemed more focused on her lips rather than what was coming out of them.

He lifted his eyes to meet hers, and she sucked in a breath at the mesmerizing, orange shade of his gaze. Then he nodded, and his eyes reverted to their dark color. “You can drive it for me. I’ll be a passenger.”

She nodded immediate acquiescence. Despite the fact she might be the world’s worst driver, she couldn’t say no to him. She felt almost compelled to do as he asked, and hopefully make a much needed sale out of it while she was at it.

She hid another, nervous giggle. She wasn’t that desperate for a sale, was she? 

Maybe she was just desperate, period.

“Right this way,” she said huskily, already deciding she’d imagined his neon-orange eye color. Either way, she had a feeling her day was about to get a whole lot brighter.

Her mood hadn’t dimmed one bit by time she climbed into the driver’s seat of the SUV and the afro-guy slid into the passenger seat beside her. Damn, what was his name? “I’m Suzy,” she said, her hands fluttering as she clasped her seatbelt and put it on.

“Hi Suzy, I’m Jasper.”

She lifted her eyes to meet his, her breath hitching. His presence seemed to suck up all the oxygen while he seemingly took up the entire front of the vehicle. His energy was incredible. She bit her bottom lip, then said, “It’s lovely to meet you.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

Her pulse surged along with her total awareness of him.

Get it together! You’re not some easily influenced teenager anymore.

Dragging back a little of her rationale, she pushed the start button, making the SUV’s engine throb into life. With her heart in her throat, she activated drive and maneuvered the vehicle between the rows of shiny cars, a distant part of her perceiving Bran and Havana watched her progress with just as much trepidation.

She sagged in her seat when she turned left and finally left the car dealership behind, the traffic on the road thankfully sparse at this late hour of the morning.

“You seem a little tense,” Jasper said conversationally, though his brow was furrowed. “Are you okay?”

She managed a smile. “As crazy as it sounds from a person in my profession, I’m not a very good driver.”

“Well, you’re doing a great job.” He placed his big hand on her thigh, and though a part of her knew it was inappropriate, another part of her just knew it was all kinds of right. He sent her a gorgeous smile. “Just breathe.”

She sucked in a breath, her nerves steadily decreasing. “Wow, it’s actually working.” 

He nodded. “Sometimes people get too much in their own head.”

She looked away from the upcoming bridge to glance at him. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience?”

He nodded. “Unfortunately, I am.”

She grimaced. She wasn’t being a very good salesperson. “I guess I should tell you a little about the features of this car.” She waved a hand toward the dashboard. “This has adaptive cruise control and will keep a safe distance from any vehicle ahead. It also has—“

“Look out!”

His alert sent her attention jerking back to the road, but at seeing the truck ahead that had broken down on their lane she instantly panicked, hitting the accelerator instead of the brake before she slammed the steering wheel one way to avoid smashing into the truck. Though she pulled the steering wheel back in the opposite direction, it was too late. The SUV broke through the safety railing as though it was made out of matchsticks. 

Seconds later they struck the river beneath.

Fear held her in its grip as the SUV immediately began taking in water. She was only half-aware of Jasper unclipping her seatbelt and his voice coaxing her into getting out of the car. 

She shook her head. “I-I can’t swim.”

“Then I’ll help you.” 

She finally looked at him, then blinked rapidly. Was she dreaming? 

The man beside her was Jasper...and yet it wasn’t. Orange scales were forming on his skin right along with thick webbing between his fingers. He ripped off his shirt, then turned to her and said, “What you’re about to see might scare you, but I won’t hurt you, okay? I would never hurt you.”

Suddenly she was no longer scared of drowning. She was too focused on the creature Jasper was becoming. It wasn’t until he closed his eyes with a jagged moan, a fin surging from his spine, that she asked hoarsely, “Who are you?” 


For your exclusive FREE award winning story: Her Dark Guardian, and where you can find out when my next book is available, as well as other news, cover reveals and more, sign up for my newsletter: 

https://madmimi.com/signups/121695/join

Check out  my website – http://www.melteshco.com/

You can also friend me on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/mel.teshco

Or my author Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/MelTeshcoAuthor

Contact me: melteshco@yahoo.com.au


If you enjoy my books I’d be delighted if you would consider leaving a review. This will help other readers find my books ☺


About the Author

Mel Teshco loves to write scorching hot sci-fi and contemporary stories with an occasional paranormal thrown into the mix. Not easy with eight cats, two dogs and a fat black thoroughbred vying for attention, especially when Mel’s also busily stuffing around on Facebook. With only one daughter now living at home to feed two minute noodles, she still shakes her head at how she managed to write with three daughters and three stepchildren living under the same roof. Not to mention Mr. Semi-Patient (the one and same husband hoping for early retirement...he’s been waiting a few years now.) Clearly anything is possible, even in the real world.


Want more Mel Teshco books?

Science Fiction:

Alien Fugitives: 

Nero (book 1) 

Sienna (book 2)

Jasper (book 3)

Damaris (book 4)

Zander (book 5)

Jaire (book 6)

Epello (book 7)

The Virgin Hunt Games:

The Virgin Hunt Games volume 1

The Virgin Hunt Games volume 2

The Virgin Hunt Games volume 3

The Virgin Hunt Games volume 4

The Virgin Hunt Games volume 5

The Virgin Hunt Games volume 6

Dragons of Riddich: 

Kadin (prequel - book 1)

Asher (book 2) 

Baron (book 3) 

Dahlia (book 4)

Wyatt (book 5)

Valor (book 6)

The Queen (book 7)

Alien Hunger:

Galactic Burn (book 1)

Galactic Inferno (book 2)

Galactic Flame (book 3)

Coming soon...

Galactic Blaze (book 4)

Nightmix: 

Lusting the Enemy (book 1)

Abducting the Princess (book 2)

Seducing the Huntress (book 3)

Winged & Dangerous

Stone Cold Lover (book 1)

Ice Cold Lover (book 2)

Red Hot Lover (book 3)

Winged & Dangerous Box Set (all 3 books in the series)

Dirty Sexy Space continuity with authors Shona Husk and Denise Rossetti:

Yours to Uncover (book 1) 

Mine to Serve (book 6)

Ours to Share (book 8)

Awakenings series with Kylie Sheaffe

No Ordinary Gift (book 1)

Believe (book 2)

Homecoming (book 3)

Standalone longer length titles: (50k-100k)

Dimensional

Mutant Unveiled

Shadow Hunter

Existence

Standalone novellas and short stories: (15k-40K)

Identity Shift

Moon Thrall

Blood Chance

Carnal Moon

Contemporary:

Desert Kings Alliance: 

The Sheikh’s Runaway Bride (book 1) 

The Sheikh’s Captive Lover (book 2)

The Sheikh’s Forbidden Wife (book 3)

The Sheikh’s Secret Mistress (book 4)

The Sheikh’s Defiant Princess (book 5)

The Sheikh’s Fake Fiancée (book 6)

The Sheikh’s Royal Widow (book 7)

The VIP Desire Agency

Lady in Red (book 1)

High Class (book 2)

Exclusive (book 3)

Liberated (book 4)

Uninhibited (book 5)

The VIP Desire Agency Boxed Set (all 5 books in the series)

Box sets with authors Christina Phillips & Cathleen Ross 

Sheikhs & Billionaires

Taken by the Sheikh 

Taken by the Billionaire

Taken by the Desert Sheikh 

Resisting the Firefighter

Standalone longer length titles: (50k-100k)

Highest Bid

As I Am

Standalone novellas and short stories: (15k-40K)

Stripped

Clarissa

Camilla

Selena’s Bodyguard (also part of the Christmas Assortment Box)\

Anthologies:

Down and Dusty: The Complete Collection 

The Christmas Assortment Box

Secret Confessions: Sydney Housewives

d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





