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Chapter One
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Jack winced, the deep, aching throb in his temple worse than usual. Not helped by a famous DJ who flooded Creed’s Nightclub with screaming techno music. Add in the flashing neon lights above the bar, which clashed with the strobing effects on the dance floor, and Jack’s headache would no doubt become unbearable. 

Thankfully, his shift ended soon, but until then there was no time to do anything except mix the drinks that had patrons cramming the bar in front of him.

The tip jar was already full and Faye, one of the half-dressed bar staff, took it away with a saucy wink and replaced it with another jar.

The tips at Creeds Nightclub never ceased to amaze Jack. That they were meant for the staff but most often went into Creed’s deep pockets was yet another irritation that didn’t sit well with Jack.

Up until recently he’d been content with his minimal wage. What did a thirty-something single man without a social life need when he had a sagging roof over his head and paper-thin walls to keep his insignificant supply of worldly crap together? That he scraped enough together to pay the rent and expenses was as much from his solitary existence than it was from any foresight.

He assumed he’d always been a take-one-day-at-a-time kind of guy. But with his barman days turning into weeks and the weeks into months, his future was beginning to look set in stone and a pay rise the incentive he needed to continue one mundane day into the next.

Not that he doubted for a second the owner of the establishment, Creed—or Greed, as the staff called him behind his back—would be agreeable to giving him a wage increase. The too-handsome, smooth-talking, dark-haired wanker was all about profits and his own needs. 

But then Jack had a knack at being persuasive, and after the monotony of making drinks he almost looked forward to testing his influence with Creed. 

Jack handed two Whiskey Sours to a blonde whose fake tits almost spilled out of her white top, her long, even faker lashes fluttering. She leaned close, eyeing his bare chest as she slurred, “Your drinks are ahhmazing!”

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard that line and it wouldn’t be the last. He smiled and nodded, aware of her “take me home” vibes. Some nights he felt like a rock star, and took advantage of the plentiful supply of ladies on offer. What single, woman-loving man in his right mind wouldn’t? 

Most of those ladies had even been fine with his shabby house in the downtrodden suburb of Skeeds, along with his one-eared, black tomcat that had wandered in one night and never left. But then he had the awkward morning after confrontations to deal with and it was a toss-up sometimes if the pleasure of a short term fuck was worth the next day irritant of a meaningless separation. 

You’re such a class act. He winced. He had no idea when or why he’d become so cavalier about women...about life in general. In the grand scheme of things he was lucky to get laid. He was an average looking man heading toward middle-age, admittedly with a full head of sandy-blond hair and a damn good body. Luckily for him on the latter since the barman uniform consisted of nothing more than black pants and a tie, and sturdy shoes of course.

That he plied people with drinks for a living meant he didn’t need to worry about imposter syndrome. He was nobody, a nothing, a man whose skills consisted of pouring beers, tossing bottles into the air and shaking up frothy drinks.

Meanwhile Creed was becoming one of the richest men in the city, his flashy cars and a mansion on the river Dahrt, attesting to it. Creed didn’t mind flaunting it, either. He loved collecting priceless artifacts from all over the world. He loved even more to show them off on a high display case above the bar like a mantelpiece, which no one could reach. 

Tonight there was a pair of ancient, crisscrossed swords showcased in velvet, and what was probably a Ming vase. All of which sat untouchable behind thick plate glass. That Jack was inexplicably drawn to the weapons was another mystery he’d rather not solve. 

Had he been a psycho in the past? An axe murderer? 

He had no idea who he was or where he’d come from. He only remembered waking up on the street in the dark, then stumbling into Creed’s well-lit bar where self-preservation had made him ask for a job. That he’d got one still mystified him. He’d looked like shit and hadn’t even had the foresight to invent a better name than Jack. 

His shift finally ended and he wiped the alcohol off his hands on a clean cloth behind the bar.

“See you tomorrow night,” Suzie shouted above the music. She was another one of the eleven other bar staff kept busy on a Friday night.

“I’ll be here,” he mouthed back. He had no place else he needed to be.

Other than finally speaking to Creed. 

After pulling off his worn leather jacket from a staff coat rack hook, he headed toward the spiral staircase in the corner of the club, which would take him to Creed’s office above. The partial level was a recent addition after Jack had started work here a little over six months earlier and the place had taken off. 

Creed’s favorite entertainment was overseeing the milling patrons on the ground floor below, his floor to ceiling glass windows giving him a perfect vantage point. He spent more time in his office than he did at his fancy mansion on the river. No doubt the man got a hard-on imagining the endless exchange of drinks for cash.

Jack pulled on his jacket with a wry smirk. Creed might make all the money and have the looks, but it rubbed the man the wrong way that he didn’t get anywhere near the same attention from women that Jack did. Not that he understood the logic behind it. Creed had everything, Jack had...nothing.

He ignored the bouncer standing to one side of the steel door, the man’s thick arms crossed and his feet wide apart, his face expressionless and his boredom all too apparent. Jack arched a brow. Perhaps serving drinks wasn’t half-bad after all.

He rapped on the door, and Creed swung it open with one hand, his other clasping a bottle of half-empty, premium vodka. He grinned manically as he stepped aside and said, “Jack, come in!”

Creed slammed the door shut after Jack, the immediate silence inside the office nothing short of a fluffy cloud after the violent din of the nightclub. The quality of soundproofing was superb. 

Creed lifted a dark brow. “I guess your shift is over.” He swigged some of his vodka, then asked, “What can I do for you, Jack?” Creed swaggered over to his huge desk, then flopped onto his leather chair and chugged some more from his bottle. He looked at him. “Well?”

“I want to discuss my future here.”

Creed sat up straight, his eyebrows drawn together and his gaze suddenly alert. “You’re not thinking of leaving?”

A familiar, tingling warmth filled up behind Jack’s eyes. He had no doubt it was caused by his headache. They seemed worse when he was around other people, particularly obnoxious ones. Noise just exacerbated the condition. Working at a crowded nightclub with inebriated patrons wasn’t his most sensible career choice. “That would depend on a pay rise.”

Creed gaped, then slowly blinked at him. “Is that what this is all about?” He snorted out a tinny laugh, the sound oddly mechanical. “I’ve been meaning to discuss that with you anyway, but you coming here saved me the trouble. Name your price.”

Jack’s skin prickled suddenly and felt too tight, and he resisted closing his eyes and massaging the serious tingling going on behind them. Instead he held Creed’s stare and said, “I want fifty percent more than what I’m getting now.”

“Son of a bitch! And here I thought you didn’t give a crap about money and worldly possessions.” Creed’s laugh pitched higher, as though hysteria threatened. “The women certainly don’t seem to care.” He slapped the table. “Done!”

Shock for a moment held Jack in its grip before he finally managed to crack a smile. He only wished triumph reigned supreme. He’d gotten what he’d wanted. Except...money wasn’t really what he wanted. He wasn’t into material wealth. 

So what exactly do you want?

If only he knew. He’d been getting more restless lately, his abstract memory flashes becoming more frequent and disturbing, right along with his headaches. He sighed. It only highlighted his need to be alone. Well, most of the time. He was still a man. He still enjoyed short-term physical intimacy.

Creed leaned back in his chair, his arms loose by his sides and the vodka bottle dangling precariously from his hand. When his eyes took on a vacant look, Jack slipped back out the door before Creed thought better of his offer. If Jack had second thoughts then it stood to reason Creed would too. But surely not even Creed would go back on his word, not without looking like a total ass. 

Jack was lost in thought and descending the spiral steps when all hell broke loose. Someone shouted warning, and glass shattered, then cascaded onto the floor in a jingling mess. Jack paused and looked up at the priceless display shelf, where a young man with afro hair and a glinting jewel in his nose was hanging off the shelf like a monkey, one of the swords in his hand.

Impossible. The glass was all but unbreakable, and the weapon was surely too heavy for the monkey-man with his slight build. The ancient sword had probably once been wielded by huge, muscled gladiators of old.  

The music ground to a stop and bouncers came running. 

Monkey-man flashed a grin and dropped gracefully to the ground, his bare feet seemingly impervious to the sharp glass. “Stop where you are,” he said calmly, his voice clear. “This sword is now mine.” 

Everyone froze, and the thief snorted out a laugh before he broke into a run, heading toward the nearest exit.

Jack looked at the motionless crowd. Not even the bouncers had moved. 

What the fuck? 

His eyes met the bold gaze of a brunette woman who was standing near the edge of the dancefloor. Her mesmerizing green stare glowed and for a moment he was transfixed by a surge of familiarity. Then his temple throbbed twice as hard, the back of his eyes stinging until he was forced to drop his gaze.

Pain immediately diminished.

Creed slammed open his office door to survey the carnage below. When he took in the shattered glass that revealed his missing sword, his face flushed a deep red and his whole body drew tight. “Don’t just stand there!” he roared. “Get whoever took my sword!”

The bouncers managed to look at one another, their stares still dazed and a little vacant. But otherwise they didn’t seem to have the ability to move.

Jack gritted out an obscenity and raced down the last of the stairs, taking off after the afro-haired piece of shit. Pushing past the crowd, he ran out the front doors and onto the rain-wet sidewalk, where streetlights barely infiltrated the darkness. He paused. He mightn’t love Creed but a thief was even lower on his personal ladder of dislikes. 

That Jack coveted the swords for himself only heightened his anger.

Movement caught the corner his eye. “Stop!” he shouted. 

The thief ran faster.

Jack’s gaze narrowed. He’d grown accustomed to people listening to him, it had become as natural as breathing. But why he thought a thief would do the same was every bit as silly as the sky turning green.

A sudden shockwave of pain hit his brain front and center, and it took everything he had to ignore it and break into a sprint.  Damn it, he really did deserve a pay rise after this! 

He leaped over a wooden pallet and onto the asphalt road. At this time of night there were very few cars. It was only after he bounded over a deep pothole without breaking stride that shock set in a little. Where had his speed and stamina come from? He had no idea when he’d last run. He couldn’t recall much of anything before finding work at Creed’s.

That he’d been numb in mind and spirit had stopped him from caring or questioning it...until now. 

He’d yet to break a sweat, his heartrate and breathing slow and steady as he turned left and then right down alleyways, quickly gaining on the sword thief. His fitness really didn’t make any sense. His only exercise these last six months had been screwing the many available women from the club.

The thief stumbled and slowed, and Jack gained enough ground to launch himself at him. Oomph. The air knocked out of Jack’s lungs as he hit the afro man who staggered and fell forward, the sword slipping free as he scrambled back.

The thief’s eyes squinted. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Nero? Are you trying to blow our cover?”

Jack straightened. “Cover? What cover?” he growled. “And who the fuck is Nero?”

The other man’s eyes glowed, an odd amber-orange that surely couldn’t be natural. “Shit. I should have known. You haven’t been awoken yet.” He shook his head and mumbled, “Guess that is why Sienna tracked you down.” 

“Jasper, that’s enough!”

Jack spun around to lock eyes on the same brunette he’d seen earlier. She wore a black bodysuit that fit her svelte body like a second skin, the silver buckles on her knee-high boots gleaming under the streetlights. 

He blinked at her as recognition once again pulled at his senses. He shook his head, his temple throbbing. “How did you get here so quickly?”

She shrugged. “I ran. Same as you.”

The pain in his head intensified, as though his skull was shrinking against his brain. He ground the heel of his hand against his brow. “Can someone please explain what the fuck is going on?”

The woman—Sienna—approached him. “Are those headaches of yours getting worse?” 

He grimaced. “What would you know about that?”

“I know everything about you, Nero Hart.”

A white-hot bolt of agony shafted through his head and he fell to his knees as unconsciousness beckoned around the gray fringes of his vision. “My name is Jack!”

“Jack who?”

“I don’t remember. I don’t recall anything before working for Creed.”

“And why do think that is? And did you ever wonder why that man accepted you as a barman, giving you cash-in-hand work with no credentials and no identification?” She stopped a few yards away, folding her arms across her chest. “I’ll tell you why, Nero. You can influence others, it’s the universal trait shared by all us rares, along with our ability to shift shape. You just happen to be the best.” 

Pain splintered through his skull and he groaned as jarring memories threatened to surface and overwhelm him. It made sense now why Creed had so easily given into his demands for a pay rise.

“You’re pushing him too hard,” Jasper muttered. 

Even through the wall of pain a thought surfaced. What was the thief still doing here? Shouldn’t he have scampered off with the sword?

Sienna sighed before she looked at Jasper and said, “Nero’s own influence has stopped his recall. It’s also likely to have saved his life being that he’ll be the first of us the Dronians will hunt down and try to kill.” 

“Dronians?” Jack asked. His breath hissed as an image of a stone-gray reptilian creature filled his head. Though it walked upright on its powerful hind legs, it was about half the size of a human...and twice as strong. Those same hind legs had the ability to launch the Dronian twenty feet into the air, while both upper and lower limbs sported razor sharp talons that could eviscerate its victim within seconds. “What the hell is going on?”

Sienna’s boots crunched on some loose gravel as she took another couple of steps forward, and Jack sensed her crouch beside him even before he forced his bleary eyes on her.

She smiled, her face serene while her green eyes glinted with sympathy. “As you probably heard, I’m Sienna. Our little thief over there is Jasper. We’re two of the seven who escaped Strazan and our enemies to hide here on Earth. You make three, Nero.”

“I don’t believe you,” he croaked.

Her smile turned into a grimace. “You can’t escape your memories forever, Nero. We need you fully awoken now.”

“What? Why?”

“Because without you, none of us will survive.”
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Chapter Two
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Jack—Nero—wanted desperately to refute Sienna’s claims, but he’d already conjured up the image of a Dronian, and that one leak in the already destabilized barricade to his mind was even now allowing his memories to escape.

His planet with its green skies and fresh clear waters of the same color that covered ninety-five percent of Strazan, the other five percent covered in flourishing red trees and plants. The dwellings, including the Strazanian Royal Palace, perched on volcanic rock just above the Great Waters from which his people had harvested and hunted much of their food.

The water hadn’t just sustained them; it’d been their playground. Strazan people might be able to exist without their aquatic environment, but it wouldn’t be a life worth living. Especially not for the rares. Water nourished their abilities. Without it their powers weakened and dried up.

It explained why he was always reluctant to get out of the shower after work. He routinely stayed under the spray long after the hot water had run out.

He squeezed his eyes closed. No amount of water, not even the river Dahrt cutting through New Faxian, would be enough to aid his powers against the Dronians. But it made sense why his people had pre-programmed the craft to land here. New Faxian’s river was the key to the last seven rares survival.

His breath rasped out of his too-tight throat. That his six Strazanian friends relied on him and his powers to safeguard them was a burden he wasn’t sure he could shoulder. Not after he’d failed everyone else on his planet. 

He and the other rares had lived in the palace and guarded the rulers and their children. But he’d been off duty and hunting in the Great Waters with a handful of other rares when the Dronians had attacked the palace, killing everyone on the way to hunting down the royals. He and his friends had returned home to countless mutilated and dead bodies, and to the distant screams of servants’ children.

His blood had run cold even before those same screams had faded into deafening silence. Then the wails of his comrade-in-arms had filled his ears, their shock absolute.

Little had they known their vast Dronian enemies hadn’t just attacked the palace. They’d used their invisibility camouflage to attack and annihilate most of Strazan’s kind before they’d even had a fighting chance. 

Those few rares who hadn’t died in the first wave of aggression and bloodshed had been rounded up by the Astral League—soldiers without the powers gifted to rares—and put into pre-programmed space crafts to escape their world so that their genetic bloodline might continue to live on.

After all, rares, even those lowliest of colors, had to be protected at all costs. That so many soldiers and everyday people had died to keep the rares alive made Nero’s stomach churn and his chest tighten.

Little wonder he’d resisted the memories, they were still too recent, too raw. Being ignorant and unaware had been bliss. 

He’d miss his dull life.

He was only lucky he had no family to grieve for, at least that he was aware of. He’d done all his grieving as a youngling after he’d been dropped off at the doorstep of an orphanage at six months old. He’d lived there the next six years of his life before he’d been sent to the Royal Academy for the Gifted after the orphanage had discovered he was a rare. And not just any rare, his powers had been compelling even back then. 

He held Sienna’s gaze. He needed to know the one truth that hadn’t come back to him yet. “What of the royal family. Did they survive?”

Sienna’s gaze dropped. She’d been one of the few rares who’d been at the palace and survived the hell that had been unleashed there. “We presume the rares guarding them died, along with our king and queen, the two princes and our princess. But we’ve never been able to confirm it as none of their bodies were ever recovered.”

A shockwave of emotion blazed through him. He’d been in charge of the royal children. That they might all three now be dead left him weak with utter rage and despair. “We should have stayed behind and fought. Our combined powers could have wiped out the alien plague of Dronians.”

Sienna sighed heavily, one of her hands automatically sliding down the outside of her thigh where he had no doubt a hidden blade was holstered. “You and I both know there were too many Dronians, they’re nothing short of Earth locusts. And being that you’re the only one with the ability to actually see through their camouflage, we wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

He wanted to scream, to bellow out his rage and sorrow. But he knew better than to allow emotion to rule him. Rares were trained rigorously to stay calm and focused so that their powers were stable and didn’t spiral out-of-control.

But Sienna was right, not even their combined powers were enough to kill the Dronians. They needed weapons. He understood now why Jasper had stolen one of the swords. The more ancient the battle weapon, the more damage it did to the Dronians whose magical blood detested centuries-old weapons. The more those weapons had killed, the easier they killed the Dronians.

Nero pushed back his emotions as he stood, locking away his memories to mull over at a later, more private moment. It still took everything he had to focus on the present. His senses pierced the darkness. Now that he knew who he was and where he came from, he itched to shift into his primary form. 

He didn’t care about the pain of shifting shape. It was more unbearable now to stay in his skin knowing it’d been itchy and prickly because his primary form desperately wanted to come out.

He scanned the shadows. There was no human in the vicinity. With a shuddery breath, he pulled off his jacket and allowed his skin to stretch, his body to expand. His pants tore free as his bones snapped and reformed, his muscles pulling tight and unlocking as he reached his natural height close to seven foot. 

He gritted his teeth as gills formed, his blue-tinged skin growing scales while a sharp-edged fin grew from his nape to halfway down his spine. His blond hair brightened, and he didn’t need to see his reflection to know it’d turned silver with blue streaks, its length growing until it brushed his shoulders.

If his shape didn’t reveal exactly who he was—a Strazanian—the blue glowing talk-stone set into his brow most certainly did. The precious stone, which reflected a Strazanian’s primary color, was found in the deepest waters on his planet and nowhere else.

Even rares had to wear a talk-stone to communicate in whatever language they needed on the world they visited. That humans spoke over seven thousand languages meant the talk-stone was invaluable. Luckily English was the main language spoken by the humans living here in New Faxian as he was now proficient enough in that language even without the talk-stone’s help.

The talk-stone also warmed when another of his species was near, helping them to distinguish one another while concealed inside a foreign skin. It was likely how Sienna and Jasper had found one another, and how they’d then found Nero.

“Hey, man,” Jasper said hoarsely. “Is that a good idea? We need to stay human. The Dronians will pick up on your energy output.”

Sienna crossed her arms, her eyes again blazing an unnatural green that perfectly matched her primary color when she was in that form. “He’s right. We all want to revert to Strazanian, but it’s too risky. There is a time and place for that.”

Nero ached to see his comrades in their natural form. He ached even more to be back on Strazan and in its Great Waters where they all belonged. A shudder went through him. The latter was impossible now. No doubt all his people were gone, dead, their planet full of ghosts and haunted memories.

Jasper nodded. “If you must shift, make use of the river, it will conceal your energy.”

Sienna sighed, her gaze locked onto Nero. “Just...change back. Please. Return to your bar tending and live a normal life. So far you’ve done everything right and managed to avoid the attention of the Dronians.”

Until now. They were right. He shouldn’t have shifted into his primary shape. He hadn’t just risked his safety, he’d risked theirs, too.

Sienna took a step back. “We’ll find you again once you’ve wrapped your head around everything. Hopefully we’ll have found some of the other rares by then and worked out some kind of a strategy.”

He nodded. He might be the top dog in the hierarchy of seven, and therefore had the final say, but he recalled now how bossy and single-minded Sienna could be, and how rebellious and unmanageable Jasper could be. Which meant Nero staying in his present form really was idiotic if even Jasper questioned it.

But of course it was idiotic. Jack—Nero—had been hiding out on Earth in an average skin to blend in with his surroundings, and the first thing he did on finding out he wasn’t human was to change back into his impressive Strazan body?

Jasper’s chosen secondary skin wasn’t too remarkable either. He looked like an untamed gypsy, a street rat. Back home he’d been an ordinary, a lower caste of people who were every color but the blue of those who identified themselves as elite. Jasper had been born orange-scaled, while Sienna had been a higher caste green. 

Blue scale color injections had become all the rage, with those lower castes doing everything possible to appear higher. In retrospect the hierarchies all seemed so silly now. His people, both the elite and the ordinaries, were dead now, killed by a merciless, cold-blooded alien enemy.

“Just be careful with your powers,” Sienna warned. “They no longer work the same here as they did on our world. While some of our powers are now volatile and dangerous, others are weaker and less effective. It appears to affect each of us differently.” 

Nero put a hand to his brow, aware his headache had disappeared, as though cracking open his memories had released the pain, too. Or maybe the pressure had been released the moment he’d become himself. “It’s a lot to take in.”

Jasper snorted. “You don’t know the half of it yet.”

Nero cocked a brow. “Then do tell.”

Jasper pushed an outspread hand through his afro. “For starters, we have no idea yet if we can swim in the oceans here, but I for one doubt it very much. Our biology isn’t compatible to the salt composition. And until someone decides to test the waters, so to speak, we have no idea how it might affect us.”

Nero nodded. “Then fresh water it is.”

Sienna frowned and took a step back. “We shouldn’t be together any longer, it’s too dangerous.”

Jasper nodded. “Especially while Nero is in his primary form.”

Gasp.

Nero jerked around at the human sound of distress even as Jasper and Sienna stepped farther back into the shadows and disappeared into the night. His superior alien eyesight picked out the woman pressed against grungy brick walls, hidden between two dumpsters. Her dark brown eyes were wide with fear, her long, tousled amber-blonde hair barely hiding her swollen and bruised cheek.

His eyes narrowed, his protective instincts rising sharply. Someone had hurt her! His fin quivered, the spikes hidden within threatening to elongate and push up in defense. Except being seen in his primary form, thanks to his glowing talk-stone making most of his alien form visible to her, had instilled more than enough fear in her already. He wouldn’t add to her distress.

That her chest was rising and falling rapidly suggested she’d been running, her fear as much from whatever she was running from than at seeing him.

Shit. Was she okay? He took a step forward and extended an arm to reach for her. “Let me help you.”

She shook her head, her long, amber-blonde hair flying. One hand gripped her clutch bag. “No. Stay back. K-keep away from me!”

She sidled past one of the dumpsters, then took off running, her high heels clattering on the asphalt and her little flame-red dress outlining her gorgeous body. Chasing her down would be a mistake, at least in his present form.

Inhaling slow and deep, he began the transition back to human when he heard a man’s desperate shout. 

“Brynn! Where are you? I swear to God if I have to run after you again you’re going to regret it. You belong to me, do you hear me? You. Are. Mine.”

Nero gritted his teeth and crouched low as he forced his shift back into human form. He was fully naked when he finally straightened, then stepped back into the shadows and drew on his shredded work pants. He’d been so eager to shift into his alien form he hadn’t bothered to peel them off. 

Rookie mistake. 

At least his jacket was still intact. It was better to have something to cover his nudity than nothing at all. If there was one thing he’d learned about the human race, it was their odd desire to shield their body, as though clothes enhanced their natural form. But then they were weak when it came to temperature regulation, especially in regards to the cold. 

The human male ran around the corner where the dumpsters were, then leaned over with his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. His styled blond hair was askew, his big, buff body straining his denim jeans and black T-shirt. 

Nero frowned. The woman, Brynn, had been terrified. He couldn’t attribute all that on her seeing him in his primary form. So what did that say about this man?

Brynn was clearly not safe.

Nero didn’t bother with his shoes. They were completely shredded. At least his bare feet made him soundless as he ran under the cover of the shadows.

That he was still fresh and the human male was exhausted meant keeping ahead of him was laughably easy. The other man was a joke, a waste of oxygen. He might pump iron, but if his own woman was scared of him no strength in the world made him a hero.

The human should be protecting his woman, not have her running scared of him.

Nero’s hands fisted. He’d always been a protector and that wasn’t going to change now.
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Chapter Three
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Brynn Monash ran and ran until she couldn’t take one more step, her mouth dry and her legs shaky with fatigue. She slowed, then finally stopped and closed her eyes. Though her fears had conjured up some kind of strange, monstrous apparition, she was far more scared of the man chasing her down. 

Her fiancé, Sloan, was the real monster in her life.

Ex-fiancé, she reminded herself, reflexively touching her hand with its bare finger. 

Thanks to her fears and dark energy attracting more of the same, the blue creature she’d seen had merely been a figment of her imagination. Except, it had seemed so real, like she could have taken half-a-dozen steps and reached out to touch it. And though it could probably have torn off her limbs, she’d suspected it wouldn’t harm her. There had been something calming and reassuring about it, a kindness radiating from it that didn’t make any sense.

She grimaced. She’d learned the hard way that real monsters were just as likely to be everyday humans who looked normal, while just beneath the surface their soul was black and tainted. 

She opened her eyes and scrubbed away the single tear streaking down her face. Tonight was supposed to have been a celebration of love. Instead she was running scared again, and even more terrified of what would happen when Sloan caught up with her. 

How many times had he shown his real colors and afterward begged for her forgiveness? How many times had she stupidly forgiven him only for him to break his promise yet again the next time he hit her?

That he’d been sober for close to three months and she’d finally began to believe in him, and to feel secure with the knowledge that he’d really changed, only made her more despondent now.

This time she’d find a way to escape from him once and for all.

Yeah right, and pigs might fly.

His family owned half the town and had friends of friends in their pockets, which meant whatever precious Sloan wanted, he got. That he was obsessed with her was nothing more than bad luck.
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