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  Chapter 1




  




  Not again.




  Roam hadn’t wanted to come back—ever. The planet Earth was dead. Almost nothing remained, more lay buried under water. Humans were obliterated, starved, crushed. Gone, annihilated. The mess was the same; different places same scenario. It made his heart hurt as he scanned the area before him; he winced with each blink of his eyes, waiting for the horrible images he was certain would come to pollute his mind. Yes this piece of Earth was a little greener from the last continent he had visited. Thankfully, there weren’t the exposed bodies in plain view, slumped in various positions as he had seen when the ship had glided across the various remaining continents letting off warrior search parties.




  Damn.




  He hated wandering through the unfamiliar foliage, wondering what discoveries he would find—this time. His last visit had come close to crushing his soul. Roam was a proud warrior, strong—he had never felt so helpless in his life. Just being here brought the memories too close to the surface when it had taken months to come to terms with such loss. The image of a lost, broken, beautiful woman haunted him when he glanced about. Now here he was—again. Roam wanted to yell, the loneliness fucking sucked. Cobra, Roam’s Castian leader, had sent him and a few others to search for humans, on this planet and others. Many shuttles had made it to various galaxies. Roam was positive it was because none of the searching warriors had female mates.




  It could also be due to the fact Roam might have mistakenly kidnapped a Zargonnii’s human female mate and almost started a war. In his defense, the female had been curled on a cave floor being attacked by Gorgano mind-fighters. She looked exhausted, frightened, it near broke his heart to see another female in such distress. Her vulnerability flooded his scent, emotion demanding his immediate action. This time Roam swore he wouldn’t lose her, not this female, he would save her. He hadn’t realized she didn’t need saving—not really. Her mate wasn’t two feet from her when Roam snatched her off the cold ground. Roam didn’t know Zargonnii’s took mates. He had been under the impression Zargonnii females mated with the males once every two years for two weeks then went back to their own nesting area.




  How was Roam to know a Zargonnii had placed his human mate in such a dire situation? If Roam had a mate he would never place her in any type of situation where she might get hurt. Besides, he had only been in possession of the human female for a mere twenty minutes, if that.




  Seriously, what the hell can you do with a human female in only twenty minutes?




  After going over his supplies a thousand times Roam had stashed his cargo. There was very little. As long as his shield could generate he didn’t have the need for food or water. Also he was under strict orders to keep his shield up. When without his shield, Roam had a set of perfectly normal teeth. Shielded, his two long fangs would interfere with any chewing.




  Roam could do what humans referred to as sleep, but his was more conscious thought than dreaming so it wasn’t much of a reality escape. Roam was a warrior; he was always prepared for battle, even when regenerating. The small handheld generated light source was the most valuable thing he had brought from Bagron.




  The light generator, a blanket for comfort—unnecessary but it smelled of home—a tiny amount of food and a hologram of his warrior mate and him together were all he needed. Items now tucked away in a safe place. He realized he was procrastinating. Roam had put off wandering long enough, and ventured forth.




  Grumbling, Roam, who was in battle form, jumped up onto a massive boulder and crouched watching the foliage for movement. The stone was covered in a green substance. A razor sharp talon fingered the spongy moss absently, carving his name. He was hoping to spy a human, an animal, hell, a bug. Something to entertain him or catch his interest. For three seconds or more. There were times when immortality sucked—this was one of those times.




  Rays from the sun shone down and Roam stuck his black shielded palm out to touch the heat. The warmth traveled into his veins, becoming one with him; the shield made the beams belong to Roam. His armor strengthened, not that he needed it to. Before leaving the ship, he had regenerated to the point of almost being uncontrollable with power. This was real sunlight, the first he had experienced since leaving the ship. Generated light was fine, but this, this was the real deal. For only a second, he let his lips curl into a smile, until the sun vanished behind a cloud.




  Roam hated this primitive planet. On Bagron they controlled the weather, the warriors always knew where it would rain and at what time. The trees on Earth were small, not like the behemoths on Bagron. Here he could barely get a good grip with his long talons and clawed feet. At least this part of the planet had some sunlight to keep his ebony shield generated when and if he needed it. Without his body armor, he would be exposed to the elements or any other alien who had come in search of remaining humans. And there were a lot to his knowledge who searched. A Zargonnii vessel hovered in the atmosphere, a Tonan ship had flown overhead a few hours earlier. All they needed was the Gorgano to get a party started.




  Roam was in the mood for a good battle. He could use something to let off a little steam. As a Castian warrior, he didn’t battle the Zargonnii, that race were more mercenary than warrior. They weren’t cruel beings, but they could take care of business. Zargonnii were huge funny-looking beasts that had caught the attention of at least two human females so far. The Gorgano wanted the humans dead. A human female could mind battle them, making humans deadly to the spindly, gangly race.




  Bunch of ugly fuckers.




  The Gorgano stayed out of the Castians’ way. A shield wouldn’t allow the mind seekers to control their charge. Roam’s outer shield had taken care of him, protected him, since he was four years old, a gift from his father. It replaced his baby shield which had also protected his mother from any danger.




  Then there were the Tonan renegades. Roam had to admit it was hard on him to wrap his head around the idea of why Cobra would let the lying Tonan race back on Bagron. He realized it had something to do with protecting their human mates. Why any human female would mate a Tonan was beyond Roam. Male Tonan were like vicious animals when not mated to a human. The females who turned their eyes were a special breed of human females.




  Thanks to all the above-mentioned, Roam was stuck on Earth until Cobra retrieved his warriors—after the must cycle ended. Which led Roam back to his original thoughts. Boredom. So he wasn’t mated. So their time of must was approaching…not all human females on his planet wanted to mate. At eight hundred years old, Roam was certain he could control his cycle. He didn’t need to be shipped off to ‘boys’ camp.




  Bagron is my fucking home, too.




  If only there was something that would catch his attention. He wondered if there was ever a Castian who died of boredom—he doubted it. Damned immortality. As he thought this, a furry creature sauntered close, stepping from around a stack of moss-covered boulders. Huge paws made little sound on the ground beneath its feet. Its long tail flicked back and forth. A low rumble was heard in its throat. It sounded ominous.




  A big shaggy head with cold, yellow calculating eyes centered their gaze onto him. Roam struggled for a moment with a name…lion, that’s what it was, a lion. The lion roared, exposing beautiful fangs. They were much larger than Roam’s two fangs which hung just past his bottom lip. Roam cocked his head at the creature and roared in response. He didn’t speak lion, but on his planet he knew of a human female who had begged her mate for a puppy. There were no such things on his planet so a hologram was made. Roam often heard her bark at the dog. It caught the dog’s attention; perhaps it was how you were supposed to engage with an animal, mimic it.




  Something else occurred to Roam; there were no lions on his planet but there were much smaller creatures, creatures that looked similar, also in hologram form for human entertainment. The humans called them all by one name when engaging them.




  “Here kitty, kitty,” Roam called, he gentled his rough voice, not wanting to scare the cute little creature.




  The lion roared again. Roam smiled. He definitely had its attention. The lion curled its legs beneath him and in one fluid motion pounced onto Roam. His fangs tried to sink into Roam’s arm. When in his body-hugging, form-fitting shield, there was nothing that could penetrate Roam’s flesh. Roam pried the kitty’s mouth open, careful of his sharp talons; he didn’t want to slice into the creature by accident. The lion immediately grabbed him again. Huge paws settled around him in a hug.




  “What an affectionate little thing you are. Who’s a good kitty? Who’s a good kitty?” he crooned playfully ruffling up his mane.




  The big cat continued to maul him, lunging at him, playfully whacking him with plushy padded paws. Chuckling, Roam shoved him off and took to the trees, jumping from tree to ground to tree. The cat followed. Roam slowed his pace, knowing he would outdistance the creature within seconds if he didn’t keep his speed in check. The lion tackled him to the ground and, laughing, Roam picked him up and tossed him a few feet. The big cat was up and after him. Roam dodged this way and that with the animal hot on his heels in a wonderful game of tag. At a tree Roam leaped, landed with both clawed feet gripping the tree, then pushed away last second. The lion ran head first into the tree and dropped like a stone.




  Oh shit.




  “Oops, sorry fella.”




  Roam went to check on the poor thing. He lifted up a tuff of its mane, then looked deeply into its stunned eyes. Roam had never had a pet. He knew Cobra wouldn’t allow this creature on Bagron, he would think it too dangerous for humans to play with. Sighing, Roam imagined it was. Humans were so delicate.




  “Come on buddy, on your feet.”




  Roam lifted the lion up under its belly. The lion shook its head and on wobbly legs wandered off.




  “Sorry,” Roam shouted after it.




  Bored as hell Roam looked for another diversion. When he came to a pond, he stopped, startled then grinned. Three sets of eyes peeked at him from out of the water. After the lion he was feeling playful. It had been a good way to keep his mind from pondering his loneliness. There were other Castian warriors on the planet, but spread out. Many had their unmated warrior partners, some, like Roam, were alone with their thoughts. After this approaching must the next must wouldn’t occur for four hundred years, Cobra had damned well better have another place for his unmated warriors to go than purgatory.




  One of the greenish creatures from the pond began to emerge. Water dripped from nose to tail. The pond was turned brown from its motion. On four scaly legs set close to the ground the massive alligator approached. The muck reluctantly gave way under the gator’s feet with sucking sounds. The reptile crawled onto dry land with Roam only a few feet away.




  The alligator opened its mouth a small way and exposed its razor teeth. “Cool,” Roam muttered, feeling all wiggly inside.




  The gator sprang forth and to his credit almost knocked Roam to the ground. The other two gators came to play as well. Each tugged a leg or arm. Roam couldn’t stop laughing. He hadn’t had so much fun in years. What amazing, adorable things these creatures were. Also incredibly affectionate. Humans were so lucky. A huge tail whacked him on the ass and Roam went flying.




  “Woohoo,” he yelled as he sailed through the air.




  Roam rolled when he landed, he bounced up and jumped on the back of one gator to the next. Each snapping their mouths open and closed. He wished his warrior mate was here, but Slay had a human female who he mated with. They had a perfect daughter together. The next must cycle would soon be upon them; it had already affected many warriors. Cobra wanted his mated warriors to spend as much time with their mates as possible.




  After the Tonans had poisoned Castian females, much of the Castian race was obliterated. When it was learned human females were a perfect match for the Castians, they quickly became coveted. With Earth dying, it was a bonus for the Castians as many human females welcomed the chance to escape the ravaged planet. When a Castian mated, he mated for life. If a mated female died—so too did her mate. Cobra wanted to increase their numbers. This mating was a male cycle. The one previous was the female cycle. Cobra was thrilled with the idea of adding more warriors to his flock. Unfortunately, there weren’t enough human females to go around.




  Just thinking about not having his own mate made the idea of play suddenly turn sour. The gators were approaching, but Roam had enough. He jumped up into a tree as a gator mouth almost settled onto his ass.




  “Hey you, mind your manners,” he scolded.




  As if he could run from his thoughts Roam took off. Picking up speed Roam moved from tree to ground to tree. He was a blur, a shadow come to life when in motion, as were all Castians. A large behemoth of an old tree flowing with long vines and character was too tempting to ignore. As Roam leaped for the tree he crashed into something hard as rock. Both he and the thing he had hit spiraled twenty feet to the ground. Roam was upright in seconds. So was the Tonan.




  The Tonan stood staring at Roam. They circled one another. Roam was surprised the Tonan wasn’t attacking. Instead, he seemed hesitant to engage in combat. Very un-Tonan-like. There was something odd about this Tonan.




  “Leave this planet.” The Tonan half-growled, half-spat his words.




  “Why, because you say so? Yeah, I’ll get right on that, Tonan filth.”




  The Tonan howled, the black tattoo on his cheek blazed brighter for a second highlighting his grey color, indication his body-hugging shield was controlling his emotions. The being was very close to Roam’s size. The Tonan glanced about, no doubt searching for Roam’s warrior mate. Castians almost always traveled in pairs. Roam watched as the Tonan fled.




  Yeah, like that’s gonna happen too.




  Roam was soon in hot pursuit. Both warriors ate up the ground beneath their feet as they zigzagged across the land. It became clear to Roam the Tonan wasn’t as generated as he was. The idea was somewhat confusing. If the Tonan had been transferred from a vessel, he would have been smart enough to regenerate all he could. They should have been equally matched, or close to it.




  As the Tonan leapt to a tree, Roam tackled him. The Tonan sliced at Roam’s midsection, it was laughable. Roam sauntered around him. It occurred to him what differences he noted.




  “Someone snap your lying tail off Tonan filth.”




  “I did.”




  Roam paused. The Tonans on his planet had all voluntarily snapped their tails off as a sign of loyalty to Cobra. When a Tonan lied, his tail would grow. As long as there was no tail, there was no lying. It was important the Tonans never lied. The Tonans permitted on Bagron were all mated to human females. Roam didn’t know of any of Cobra’s Tonan warriors sent to Earth, so this Tonan was obviously a rogue. Castians were cousins to the Tonans. Tonans would hit their must cycle the same time as the Castian warriors.




  Normally, Tonans were bloodthirsty savages. Over the years, their experimenting for need of supremacy had bled most of any compassion. The Tonans on Bagron were in love with their mates. Only a human female could temper the creatures. The Tonans on Bagron were considered traitors to the unmated Tonan warriors. The renegades had sworn revenge and death to any Tonan defector. The only way to keep their mates safe was to join Cobra’s warriors.




  With exaggerated movements, Roam looked pointedly at the Tonan’s back end where the tail normally perched. He expected it to begin growing. It didn’t, the Tonan had to be telling the truth.




  Hmm. Interesting.




  “There is a Tonan vessel hovering over Earth. Do you belong to it?” Roam asked.




  “No. Now leave me be.”




  The Tonan turned to leave, but Roam jumped to stand before him. “What are you up to?”




  “That is none of your damned business.”




  “It is, if you plan on kidnapping Earth females.”




  “And you don’t?”




  His words were a surprise. Roam hadn’t thought of it that way. Cobra did want Earth females. Would Roam have to toss one over his shoulder and take her hostage? It was a disturbing thought. He didn’t want a female to fear him. He had just assumed one would be so grateful to get away from this hell hole she would fall into his arms and fall passionately in love with him.




  “You know a Castian would never harm a female.”




  “After four hundred years without females, I’m certain even Cobra would make an exception. I bet he’s chomping at the bit for females. He would do anything for his warriors. I bet he impregnated as many compatible females as he could during the female cycle, just so there would be a new crop in twenty-one years. All for his damned, beloved warriors.”




  Roam bellowed in rage at the barb to his honorable leader and jumped at the Tonan. Yes Cobra would do anything for his warriors; he even risked the wrath of his beloved mate once for such a purpose. It was near the end of the last must cycle and though nothing happened between Cobra and the human female, all knew of the strange sacrificial offer. And it was a sacrifice for Cobra.




  To any other Castian it was unthinkable what Cobra had offered, they were monogamous, to Cobra he could do no less, sacrifice his own happiness. Cobra’s mate had been angry, hurt, but Cobra had saved her son’s life. Cobra battled an internal need to remain completely faithful to his mate; he was three thousand years old. He had never taken a mate, but he had been leader almost forever. One anguished thought ruled—save his race, he was leader. There was no other reason for his judgment lapse, and his mate loved him and forgave him for even thinking such a thing.




  The two warriors fought with passion. Roam was furious; the Tonan battled as though he were desperate. Roam slashed his claws across the Tonan’s midsection; he was right, the Tonan wasn’t nearly regenerated. For a few seconds Roam saw flesh, and blood. He heard real pain in the Tonan’s howls. The Tonan smashed a clawed foot into Roam’s chest. He tried to leap away but Roam was in a rage, wanting to see more blood. Tonans were responsible for the need for human females. They murdered two entire species, female Castians, female Tonans, their filth had no limit. Leaving the Castian males alone without the love of a female mate.




  A backhand sent the Tonan spinning. Still Roam went after him. It was a bastard like this who’d killed Roam’s parents. Roam slid his talons across the Tonan’s back. The squeal of hard metal sounded, sparks flew. Roam was relentless. Finally, something to take out his frustration on. The Tonan spun to face him. The black glow of his tattoo brightened, faltered, brightened. The pair studied one another. Roam attacked, his arms a pinwheel of motion.




  A patch of shield at the Tonan’s face dropped, a gouge in his leg became bloodied at another swipe. Mercilessly Roam struck out. With his last blow the Tonan shield came down. The Tonan lay before him helplessly, exhausted, blood oozed from wounds. A hand was pressed to his chest where redness seeped down his sides. His facial expression showed his pain. Wary dark eyes gazed up at him.




  If Roam left him alone he would regenerate. The sun was shining. Roam had seen a Tonan die before. The shield would rust without its host; it would fade to dust and blow away. He supposed he could spare him, keep him hostage until Cobra came for them. At least Roam wouldn’t be alone. He would control how much sunlight the Tonan could have to keep him helpless. Roam moved forward to retrieve the fallen warrior.




  “Stop.”




  Roam heard the word screamed. He spun to see a small human female white with terror. Roam stood staring back, stunned. She was petite, long blond hair ruffled in the gentle breeze. Her gaze was fixed on the Tonan.




  “Run, Macey,” the Tonan yelled.




  The Tonan struggled to his feet, his armor slammed back over his body. Instead ,the little female ran to the Tonan. His armor went down for only a second before he grabbed her to his chest. His grey shield snapped around them both, the female was hidden from view. Roam was openmouthed. It’s his mate.




  “What have you done?” Roam demanded.




  “I saved her life. She’s my mate. It was her idea. Now go away.”




  “What else are you hiding?”




  For a second the Tonan opened his mouth then snapped it closed. He had been about to lie, Roam was positive.




  “You are scaring my mate,” the Tonan yelled instead.




  “I’m not leaving you alone here with her, even if she is your mate.” This was a new dilemma which changed everything. If left alone, the human female would die without added protection. The skies were volatile with death. Roam’s mission was to save human females—even mated ones. “I’m certain Cobra would like to speak with you.”




  “No doubt. I heard how he escaped confinement, released his men and has been slaughtering my race.”




  “Your race murdered our females and your own.”




  “I wasn’t the Tonan who killed your females. I watched my own mother die four hundred years ago. She was one of the last Tonan females alive—hidden in secret. My father died with her. His shield was down when my mother fell, he had no choice but to die with her. I saw all of it. It was the day my armor covered me. I was raised by a cruel male Tonan after I wandered the forest for days, alone.”




  Something wasn’t right. Roam was confused. It was possible a female Tonan could have existed four hundred years ago. A slim and rare possibility. The Tonan wasn’t lying, Roam would know if he was. He could scent deception.




  “What do you mean you heard Cobra had escaped? You say that like you were privy to some great secret. How long have you been on Earth?”




  “Five years.”




  Roam was astounded. So much so he took a step back. The Tonan before him had missed Cobra’s escape. He would have no idea Castians and Tonans coexisted on Bagron. He wasn’t wary of Roam because he was an enemy, he thought Roam was out for any Tonan blood he could spill.




  “Cobra has offered sanctuary to any Tonan mated to a human.”




  The Tonan stood thinking, he would know a Castian warrior does not lie, they were incapable of falsehoods. “I don’t trust you.”




  Roam supposed he wouldn’t. The feeling was also reciprocated. “For your female’s sake you should consider my offer. There are worse creatures out there, hunting human females. The Gorgano can’t get past your shield, but they could murder your female with a simple thought if they come across her alone and unprotected.”




  “Are they huge beasts? I ran across a beast with long white hair and red eyes. I avoided it. It was over seven feet.”




  “They are the Zargonnii. They are looking for females to mate with. The Tonan overhead are no doubt in an alliance with the Gorgano. Those Tonan want all females dead to keep torturing not only Castians but their mated Tonan brothers who they think are traitors. The situation on Earth has escalated with so many hunting for females. Not to mention the encroaching waters.”




  “Damn it,” the Tonan hissed.




  “If your race finds you with a female, and no tail, they’ll slaughter you both—if you’re lucky, it would be a fast death, though I highly doubt it. Rogue Tonan are brutal with human females. When Cobra comes, you can come back with us. In the meantime, I’ll stay with you and help you protect your mate.”




  “You can’t stay with us.”




  “Why?”




  “You don’t understand. I can’t allow you…What I mean is; you just show up and expect me to believe you, that all is well with Castians and Tonans.”




  Roam was getting annoyed. He was trying to help the bastard. The Tonan wasn’t lying, but the prick was as sure as hell evasive. “I—don’t—lie. I am a Castian warrior, not a Tonan. Not all Tonans are welcome on Bagron, only the mated ones. All I was trying to do was offer my help for the sake of your female—just the female. I don’t trust you either.” The Tonan’s black tattoo shone bright displaying high emotion, Roam just knew under that shield he was being glared at. Roam grew angrier. “Fine then, suit yourself and let your little mate have her mind blown to pieces—along with you the second she dies.”




  “Damn you.” The Tonan snarled the words, ground them out in fury. “You’ve almost depleted my shield and I can’t calm her down and heal my wounds.”




  The Tonan’s shield dropped, the little female clinging to him was sobbing hysterically. Roam felt a wave of pity, as well as awash with guilt. He had forgotten she could hear everything when she was in there with him. The Tonan shield would not allow her detection, but she could see through it. Now that the shield had dropped Roam felt her anguish, her fear. The Tonan was no longer bleeding but looked strained.




  The Tonan was wiping her tears away but they fell too fast. She was talking and sobbing, her words were incoherent. Roam tried to make out what she was mumbling.




  “The shield is gone. She fell this morning. We were waiting for you to come home to heal the owie. What do we do?” The woman had slipped from the Tonan’s arms but had her body pressed against him.




  “Everything will be fine, Macey, sweetheart; don’t cry, please. Ally will be okay.”




  Roam was once again astounded. “Ally is your daughter?”




  “Yes.” The woman was still sobbing amidst the Tonans attempt to soothe her. “Taz, the Tonans are bad enough, you told me about them, their cruelty, but now Zargonnii and Gorgano and this Castian. What’s next? Weren’t the storms bad enough? Why do we keep suffering? What will hunt us next?”




  “This is a Castian warrior. He won’t hurt you.” The Tonan, Taz, said, he cast a grudging glance at Roam. Roam relaxed when the Tonan’s armor didn’t go up and no tail appeared. “A Castian warrior would never harm a child.” Again the grudging look, but still no tail.




  So the bastard may not trust me, but he knows I’m no monster.




  “Where is the child?” Roam asked with some worry. “You didn’t leave her all alone did you?”




  “Of course not, she’s…”




  Macey slammed her lips closed. Roam knew immediately what she had been about to say. “There are others.”




  “They are all human and have no idea what I am. You can’t come back with me in your armor. You’ll scare the shit out of them,” Taz said. His back was ramrod straight. His jawline twitched. Roam narrowed his eyes onto him, how could he have no tail, yet the humans didn’t know what he was?




  “If you have a child they must have seen—something.” All Castian and at one time Tonan children received a piece of their father’s shield to keep them safe from any harm. There was no shield stronger. At four or a little earlier a female child lost her shield but was able to be shielded by any male Castian or Tonan. It fostered a deep protective feeling toward males, and the females who lost the ability to be shielded at twenty-one would search for a mate. When males became of age, around four as well, they developed their own shields which stayed with them for life.




  Most Tonans were too selfish to give their children a piece of their shield. That Taz must have, said something about his honor, in fact it spoke volumes. Living in this nightmare of a world, the girl would need what added protection she could get. If the shield was gone, Roam’s help would be doubly required.




  “They think little Ally is a miracle baby,” Macey explained, her sobbing subsiding to a hiccup and sniffles. “The first time her shield went up for protection it saved her during a storm we had gotten caught in. A tree fell on her, but when it settled she walked out from under the branches and leaves harmlessly.”




  “How many others?” Roam was excited. If that was the only time the baby shield had been seen it meant only one thing—no males were part of their group. Unless related, a baby shield wouldn’t allow any males near her or her mother when it came up.




  “Four not including me, Macey and Ally,” Taz said.




  “Four females?”




  “Four scared females. I sense your distrust of me but I assure you, none know what I am. It’s for a good reason. One is a child, thirteen. Her sister is in her early twenties. They lost loved ones to Tonans and are terrified of my species. So terrified I was afraid to tell them what I am. Also afraid if they knew what I was and if I was decent so too would the others be, and we both know that’s not the case. I love them and would do nothing to hurt them. One woman is in her sixties and the last one is, well, she’s…”




  “Her name is Jinx, and she’s a lovely young woman.”




  “Yeah right,” Taz muttered.




  Roam was feeling uncomfortable. He had come close to killing a Tonan responsible for six lives. No wonder his shield was so weak. With Taz’s shield down Roam could sense everything from him, worry, helplessness, confusion. Trusting a Castian warrior would go against everything Taz had learned. But so many females were precious. The humans Taz protected would be invaluable. The Tonan children on Bagron were valued just as high as any other female. They too were half human and would make good loving mates.




  Roam had to see those human females. His heart raced for a moment until being calmed by his shield. Taz might not trust him, but knew a Castian warrior to be honorable with females. Roam didn’t trust Taz either, but the look on his mate’s face was so sorrowful.




  “I’m sorry I attacked you, Taz. I had no idea. I can only imagine what you think of Castians. But I swear Cobra has taken any Tonan with a human mate under his wing. You and the others will be safe on Bagron; you have the word of a Castian warrior.”




  Roam wouldn’t offer his word lightly.




  “Is there really a safe place for us?” Macey asked, her sad eyes looked at Taz so hopefully Roam scented his restricted disbelief falter. “What did this warrior mean about the rising water? How much more danger are we in?”




  “I know what this world is like,” Roam said. He immediately sensed Taz’s discomfort. He obviously had kept the information from his mate. The worry must be astronomical, knowing his mate and the others would eventually drown. Perhaps he should let Taz explain in his own way their impending demise. Roam, after all, had given them a lifeline. There would be no more concern—after they actually boarded the ship.




  “The destruction and the uncertainty on this planet is great. Every area has cause for concern. Macey, your child would have others on Bagron just like her to play with. Unconditional acceptance. There are others like your mate, who mated human females from Earth, from here, Macey. You would be protected by many warriors who respect and value females. I’m certain Taz has told you your child is unique; all children are in their own way. But where I come from there are many four-year-old females who are half human and half Tonan. All of the children are coveted, and loved. Your little one would be embraced by welcome arms. Including mine.”




  Roam knew Macey was immediately all for the idea; her scent of excitement was profound. He had offered her and her family a better world; more importantly, he offered her child acceptance and hope. Taz was still distrustful, but Macey’s scent would be too hard for her mate to ignore.




  “The others don’t know what I am,” Taz said. “They are my family; at least I consider them to be. When the time is right we can tell them, but not yet. They have seen Tonan warriors slaughter family members.”




  Roam was astounded with the scent engulfing Taz. The proud warrior was afraid of losing his loved ones to deceit. More so was the fact he couldn’t stand the idea of any of them fearing him. Grudging respect built. The proud warrior before him was vulnerable. A strange and yet appealing aspect in a Tonan.




  “I will also tell you Jinx watched a Castian take her older sister away, Taz continued. “She hid, not knowing what to do. The Castian had no idea she was near or he would have taken her too. Tonans and Castians were battling, it was chaos. Human men were slaughtered. Human females scattered into the wind. Jinx was half dead when I found her. At the time, she was of an age I could heal her in my shield without her knowledge. To say she hates both Tonans and Castians wouldn’t begin to explain her feelings. Both our species ripped everything away from her in a single night. I healed her body but her emotions were a train wreck for a very long time.”




  Roam was appalled. “A Castian kidnapped her sister? And never came back for her?”




  Most assuredly a Castian would have come back for her sister once the older sister realized she would be safe.




  “I don’t know if he did. The area we were in was too explosive. I had to move my family to where it was warmer, where the sun shines and I can regenerate and keep them safer. That was another continent ago. If he came back, Jinx would have been long gone, she couldn’t stay and wait alone. I couldn’t allow that to happen.”




  “How did you get everyone moved?”




  Taz smiled sheepishly. “I bit them and knocked them out, the same way I healed Jinx. Macey was easy, she knows what I am. I can shield a child until they turn twenty-one and as I said one is thirteen; her older sister recently turned twenty-one and can’t be shielded anymore. Jinx is twenty-three and I was able to move her four years ago.”




  “You said one was in her sixties.”




  “Macey’s aunt. It seems any female family can be shielded by a warrior. I was surprised to say the least. Before Macey, I had never shielded any female. I had to bite them and move them all within a twenty-four hour period. It was hell. I hid them well in a cave, sealing them in like a tomb, knowing if I didn’t come back their fate was sealed. I made certain I went back.”




  There was passion in Taz’s voice. An entire continent in twenty-four hours on a planet with barely any sun at the time. It could have killed him. Roam’s head was spinning. Taz actually moved them over a continent to get them to safety. There was no doubt in Roam’s mind, Taz’s armor didn’t go up; his tail didn’t grow. No matter the research and experiments it was the one thing that vexed the Tonans—their inability to stop their tail from growing when lying.




  Taz could have taken Macey, their child and the girl who would have been only nine at the time all at once, but he would have had to make another trip for the two young women, and yet another for the older female. The velocity he would have had to move at a continuous pace was mind numbing. It was humbling. Roam found himself thinking he had no other choice but to comply with Taz’s wishes. It would be the only way Taz would let him near his females.




  Roam was about to break a direct order from Cobra, he was not to lower his shield while on Earth. If he didn’t he wouldn’t be able to help the Tonan with six other lives. If the young woman, Jinx, saw him in his Castian armor she would more than likely run screaming in terror. It would be best if she got to know him with his shield down.




  Roam took a breath. His shield came down. Macey gasped.




  “You’re almost as handsome as Taz,” she whispered. “Taz told me Castian males look like human men as do Tonans, but it’s such a surprise to see someone so good-looking absorb a hideous beast into their skin.”




  Roam was a little surprised and he grinned. He hadn’t really thought about it. When shielded he was told by a female he looked worse than the boogieman, whoever the hell that was. The only likeable attribute Earth females agreed on was the green tattoo which blazed on his cheeks while shielded. It would be the mark he would tattoo his mate with once they joined. When unshielded his dark black hair flowed thick with waves and a few curls he battled to control and lost. His dark-as-night locks were a contrast to the Tonan’s spiked blond hair. Roam had also been told his eyes were ocean-blue. He was close enough to see the Tonan had brown eyes.




  “All we need to do is find you a shirt,” Taz said. He was staring at Roam’s chest. Like Taz and all Tonans and Castians, Roam’s chest was void of nipples. He didn’t know why humans found that so unusual. He was male, why would he need nipples? What purpose could they possibly serve?




  All Roam was wearing were tight formfitting black pants that went to his ankles. He noticed Macey staring lower for a split second before blushing red. His cock was rock hard and perfectly outlined. Taz wore the same type of pants except his were grey. But what was he to do about shoes? His feet were bare. He couldn’t have his armor come up every time he stepped on something sharp.




  Roam looked at his feet, then at Taz’s. Under the warrior’s feet his shield remained but two bands of his shield crossed his bare foot on top. He looked like he was wearing sandals the females on his planet liked. Concentrating, Roam adjusted the shield on his feet. Inch thick bands covered each foot in strips. The bottoms of his feet were protected.




  Taz went to stand in a direct beam of sunlight. After a few moments he gripped Macey in his arms. His armor went up. So did Roam’s.




  “There’s a place not far from here we can—shop,” Taz said. “I leave my jeans and shirt in a spot when I go hunting and wear my armor clothes only when I have to. You’ll need a pair too. I can’t have all the women sitting around staring at your huge dick. Maybe I can find us some dinner.”




  “Maybe we can both find us all dinner,” Roam said pointedly.




  Taz nodded. At a fast pace they were once again on the move.




  




  




  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  Chapter 2




  




  The rancid odor of death hung heavily in the air all around Jinx as she moved. The torch she had lit flickered in a small breath of wind. Holding the top of her t-shirt against her nose and mouth did little to help. Under her feet, wearing the too tight running shoes she had found, broken glass and debris crunched. On a single shelf unit in a corner not nearly far enough away, there had to be a hundred rats, all watching her with their beady little red eyes. For a second, she stopped moving and considered turning around, before taking a deep breath. She carried a pouch of gasoline in case they tried to attack.




  The sink hole she searched had been buried deep underground. Jinx had stumbled onto it, or rather into it when her one leg had vanished under her. Debris covered the small store’s roof. It appeared no one knew about this old store, she hazarded a guess every store on the planet had been ransacked by now. Perhaps it had been one of the first to succumb to the earthquakes. The terrible storms that plagued Earth had subsided, but occasionally one caught the very few survivors unaware. She and the others needed anything she could find to get them through the rainy season. It was a bad time while being trapped for weeks in the cave, but for some reason it was hardest on Taz.




  It had been at least four years since Jinx had seen any other survivors except their small group. If it wasn’t for Taz and Macey and the rest, she wouldn’t have had the heart to go on. If the storms hadn’t been bad enough, the aliens had come. Just that morning Jinx had seen the shadowed outline of a massive Castian vessel. She loathed the creatures.




  Bunch of ugly fuckers.




  They had stolen her older sister, Jade. Tonans had been battling with the Castians; her father had been killed by the grey fanged being while trying to protect his daughters. That night, half the world seemed on fire. The smell of blood lingered in her nostrils for days. Nothing would ever be the same. Jinx would never see Jade again. If Taz hadn’t found her, alone, scared…Jinx gave her head a small shake, she had bigger fish to fry. She wasn’t a frightened little girl anymore; she hadn’t been for a long time. She needed to get her thoughts into the present.




  The store was more like a crypt; it suited her mood. Dank and oppressive, it appeared the tomb was home to a few bodies. Jinx wouldn’t look. She couldn’t bear to see the fear left on some faces as they died. Right now this place could give life. If her living soul was to be the last these poor dead humans saw she would put a smile on her face to let them know there was someone left to grieve their loss.




  Animals had scoured the tiny sunken store. Mostly vermin, as a person really had to wiggle through a small, hidden opening of the sink hole to gain entrance. Luckily, Jinx was small enough. Jinx had one thing going for her, animals couldn’t open cans. Cans were what she was after. With a wave of the bright light, she spied a counter where numerous cans and glass jars dotted a shelf and littered the floor. Eagerly she scampered over and stuffed as many of the treasures as she could carry into a duffle bag. She had to hurry. If Taz made it back before her, he’d kick her ass for taking such a risk.




  Jinx liked Taz; he was annoying at times, treating her like the little sister he didn’t want but got stuck with. She owed him her life and supposed she should be grateful. It was hard when the world around went to shit and she had no family left. Taz took care of all of them. He was the glue that kept their little family together. It had been a rocky beginning; Taz had some of his own demons to deal with, though he never let on what they were. Taz was too overprotective, sometimes overbearing. For some reason, he seemed to expect they would all follow him around like sheep. Jinx was no sheep and if she were she’d be the black one. He’d had to learn to loosen the proverbial leash with her. He also didn’t seem to appreciate Jinx’s aptitude for being helpful. Okay so maybe there were a few times he had bailed her out of a couple of minor situations.




  It’s not like Jinx went looking for trouble, it just sort of found her. Jinx stood up and hefted the bag to her shoulder. When she turned, the small grin on her face fell. The rats were creeping up on her. Jinx backed up slowly, inching further into the darkness, waving her torch back and forth. The few rats on other shelves and stacks of gear joined the group forming on the ground. As their number grew so too did their confidence. Jinx had one chance as they approached her like a rolling ominous wave. Jinx opened her little bag of gasoline and tossed as much of it as she could on the closest rats.




  Her flame touched the ground and—poof. Squeals of agony pierced the air. Chaos ensued. Balls of fire spun wildly on little feet helter-skelter. Jinx took off. Tripping over a few skeletons, dodging toppled shelves, her torch light bounced in her death grip as she ran. Jinx made her way to the hole that would get her out of the sunken store. Her torch was dropped to land on and sizzle a few rat bodies scampering ever closer. The bag was pushed through the wild overgrown foliage with Jinx following close on its heels, but not before her calves and thighs began to sting with the many bites of numerous rodents. She could feel the little beasts climbing up her clothing.




  Jinx tried not to scream. She slid through the small hole on her belly then once free stood up and shook six rats from her legs, while tugging at a small rat attached to her ass. She yelped as she yanked the little bastard that had dug into a chunk of ass flesh. She threw it at a tree and watched with grim satisfaction when it splatted and dropped. Jinx grabbed her bag and ran. When she looked back, her pace increased tenfold. There had to be at least fifty rats, with the number growing, hot on her tail scampering eagerly after her through the foliage.




  Holy Mother of God.




  This was not good. Jinx had no idea what to do, no doubt they wanted to make a meal of her. Her heart pounded harder in her chest than her feet on the ground beneath her. One thing was for certain—she couldn’t lead a pack of hungry vermin to the cave where the others were. Even Taz wouldn’t be prepared for this mess. Little Ally would be lunch meat in seconds. Aunt Greta’s old bones would serve as a tasty snack.




  Another glance back and the rats were gaining. They swarmed as one, under, over the jungle-like ground, moving as a wave, changing direction with her. Five feet behind, three feet behind…Less than a foot away. Up ahead was a swampy pond. Jinx swallowed hard, three alligators were sunning themselves near the shore. Jinx ran straight for them. Mayhem followed. Jinx leapt over one startled gator almost into the mouth of another. She grabbed at a huge vine and swung like Tarzan over the last one. A can of something fell from her pack and bonked the gator on the head. It was then the reptiles saw easy tasty morsels now scampering their asses off to backtrack. No longer a hunting wave, it was every rat for itself.




  Jinx set herself up on a branch and snickered as the gators spun left then right, snatching up the little creatures, crunching them under their feet, splattering them with the flick of a tail. A few managed to make it to the tree where she perched but Jinx used the bag like a bat and swung each rat back down into the mouths of the waiting gators. By the time the alligators were finished gorging, nothing but a few rolling rat tails in the dirt remained. Jinx watched the gators amble their way into the water.




  The long vine was still in her hand; Jinx used it to shimmy down onto the ground. She cast a fast glance at her pants; visible streaks of blood dotted her legs. She slung the bag up higher onto her shoulder and began walking. It would take her a good half hour to make it to the cave they called home.




  Along the way Jinx found a few edible plants. Her thoughts kept her mind busy. She had been amazed a few years back when she fell asleep to fire and smoke, death. Then awoke to this tropical paradise. Macey said the weather was so strange; maybe summer had set in overnight. Jinx was no dummy, but there wasn’t a decent explanation for the occurrence other than what Macey claimed. Jinx guessed she had to be right; after all, the raging blizzards they experienced in the tropics of Florida had amazed her.




  Foliage had sprung up overnight covering buildings. The old shelter she had been in was the same, but Taz moved them to a nearby cave Jinx had never seen. Another oddity. The animals were easy to explain, zoo life run amok. Still, there were times when Jinx felt like she wasn’t in the same country.




  On the tip of her memory was an odd dream of being carried and settled into a dark hole shortly after Taz had found her and taken her into their little family. The air was stale in the hole. Taz was there running a gentle hand across her brow, telling her all would be fine, she was dreaming. She supposed she was because Taz kissed her neck. Taz would never do that. The kiss had made her lethargic. She summed it up to feeling distraught and needing someone strong, someone she trusted. Taz was the only one to fit the bill, after finding her he had kept her as close as the others. He made her feel welcome and protected. An even odder sensation of giving herself to him washed over her, emotionally and physically in a platonic way. It was as though they connected.




  Jinx walked on, deciding she could ponder all this for another four years and it wouldn’t matter. Once she had woken from the strange dream, the sensations vanished; Taz was just Taz. Taz kept them all safe. They managed to find food. The place that was once her home turned into a jungle overnight. There seemed to be no end to Mother Nature’s surprises.




  The bag on her shoulder was getting heavy and Jinx breathed a sigh of relief when she spied their cave. There seemed to be a small commotion. She cringed inwardly; no doubt Taz had discovered her missing. Honestly, the man thought of his women as a private harem. Except he only had eyes for Macey. Jinx envied the love they had for one another. Jinx hadn’t seen a man besides Taz in years—except dead men. Occasionally, she would come across a body half eaten by something.




  Jinx pulled up short when upon entering the cave she saw a man even more handsome than Taz. Taz was annoying as hell but it didn’t stop her thinking he was drop dead gorgeous. This new man was a slice of oh my God followed by a chaser of wow factor ending in a hot holy hell.




  He was built bigger than Taz, his arms like bands of steel covering tree trunks. Black as midnight hair, gorgeous blue eyes. When he smiled at her, she could have melted into the dirt beneath her feet.




  Tight dirty jeans made love to his ass and crotch, while a black t-shirt left nothing to the imagination. He had muscles in all the right places. His perfect, unmarred skin was tanned to perfection. There wasn’t a hint of a five o’clock shadow. His face looked as smooth as a baby’s butt. Odd but not impossible; Taz always seemed freshly shaven no matter the time.




  “Where the hell were you?” Taz stormed, when she appeared. He went to her immediately and looked her over. From his critical gaze she knew she must be a sorry sight. When his gaze reached the blood on her pants he swore only loud enough for her to hear. He grabbed her by a leg and arm, then physically hefted her into the air to stare at the blood on her pants. He turned her over and swore. Jinx guessed the ass bite had left blood too.




  “I went shopping,” Jinx said and smiled despite his manhandling of her.




  Taz settled her onto her feet. Taz was a large, buff man, but his strength never ceased to amaze her. He handled her as though she were a doll, a glass doll. He was powerful, sometimes hard as nails, and yet the day he held Ally, bringing her and Macey from the jungle, he had brought tears to her eyes. His tenderness was overwhelming. Jinx had been amazed when Macey raved at how helpful Taz was during the delivery they had all missed. Taz had to be the gentlest man Jinx knew—next to her father of course.




  “Damn it, Jinx. You know you have to travel in twos and you know you absolutely do not leave this cave when I’m out.” Taz settled his steely eyes onto her.




  “Meh,” she replied and shrugged her shoulders.




  Casually she went and started setting her jars and cans onto a shelf. Try as she might, she couldn’t contain her curiosity over the new man. Of course, Skylar was practically drooling all over him. Thirteen-year-old Haven was talking up a non-ending babbling brook. The man stood there pretending to be interested in what the teen was saying, but Jinx saw him eye her up and down.




  “Daddy I has a boo boo.” Ally was pouting when Taz hefted her slight weight into his arms. “Fix me.”




  Ally had skinned her knee that morning. It was the first tumble she had taken. The child was remarkable, even when learning to walk she had never once hurt herself by falling. Jinx often wished she had the same luck. After meeting Taz, Jinx was positive her arm had been broken, and perhaps a few vital organs damaged. When Taz lifted her from the ground she felt a sensation of being in a cocoon but succumbed to oblivion. When she woke the next morning she was whole and healthy.




  Until Jinx turned twenty-one, she also seemed to heal quickly. A bruise would vanish overnight. A broken finger healed itself, again overnight. Jinx became careless, thinking herself indestructible, until on or around her twenty-first birthday she had taken a nasty fall. For a week she nursed a swollen ankle, a bruised hip, concussion. Taz, ever diligent with guarding his harem had found her. He seemed not only furious with her but scared. After that he made certain he knew where she was at all times. Recently he behaved the same way about Skylar. Skylar had turned twenty-one. They kept time with little nicks in sticks. Taz had insisted on it for some reason after Jinx’s fall two years prior. He wanted to know exactly how old everyone was—at least he concentrated more on Haven’s age now.




  Taz stood holding Ally, looking uncomfortable. “I’ll be back. Roam, make sure that one doesn’t leave.” Taz looked pointedly at Jinx who rolled her eyes. He then practically raced from the cave holding his daughter.




  The surprise on the man, Roam’s, face, was odd. He stared after Taz. Jinx wondered if he was amazed Taz would leave him alone with them so fast. Jinx was surprised. Taz was a barracuda cross piranha cross rabid wolf, when it came to his family.




  Jinx finished unloading her supplies. She marched over to Roam and stuck out her hand. “I’m Jinx, not to be confused with a jinx. My mom was a little young to be a hippy, but she sure acted like one. Personally, I think it’s because she loved the comic book L’il Jinx. I only know what people tell me. I never got to ask her, she died when I was three.”




  “I’m Roam,” the super god replied. His large hand enveloped hers. His touch was warm; after a second, she felt moistness. It wasn’t a repellant nasty sweat. Like a jolt of sorts, she could feel a connection. His touch reminded her strangely of Taz when she was upset and he attempted to soothe her. “My mother saw my grandfather in me. He loved to wander, hence the name. She passed away four hundr…I mean some time ago.”




  “When you were a child?”




  “No, I was already grown.”




  “Your father?” Jinx asked.




  “They died together.”




  “They were lucky. You were a grown man when they passed. They got to watch you grow up. My daddy died four years ago. A filthy Tonan killed him while a heinous Castian stole my sister. I don’t know what happened to her. I hope for the best, but I imagine the hideous thing murdered her. I wish all of them, Tonans, Castians would just die.” Jinx didn’t bother to control the venomous contempt in her voice. Roam took a step back, if Jinx didn’t know better she would swear he was wounded. “Did the Tonans kill your parents?”




  “Yes.” His word was choked.




  Jinx nodded in understanding. Normally, she didn’t like to talk about what had happened but for some reason, when he touched her she felt this overwhelming trust. His fingers were curled around her hand. Stunning blue eyes were ocean depths she’d like to swim in. Rosy red pouting lips begged to be tasted. There would be safety in those wonderful large arms of his. If he would just wrap her up and pull her to his massive chest. His lips parted ever so slightly to reveal even white teeth with a tongue made for duet dancing. If only he would lower his head, she could rise on tip toes to…




  Jinx yanked her hand from his as her chest heaved and the heat of a blush climbed up her face to make her feel fiery hot. What the hell just happened? She was acting like some smitten school girl. Haven had better control. Thankfully, Taz returned holding little Ally’s hand.




  “Hey, your owie is gone,” Haven said to the child.




  Taz chuckled. “Nothing a little water and love couldn’t remove.”




  Jinx smiled at the little girl whose adoring gaze was centered on her father. For a second, tears threatened. Jinx used to look at her dad in the same way, he had been her hero. Taz was a close second. She blinked a few times. A hand settled over her arm and she noticed Roam watching her reaction. Again the weird sensation of bonding with him in some way occurred. Jinx shrugged it off. There were just some men who had a natural ability to calm someone with a touch. Taz was one, now Roam appeared to be another.




  “Well, let’s see what you brought us home, girl.” Greta muscled her way past Jinx to study the canned goods and jars placed on the shelf. “Well isn’t this wonderful. We can have a canned ham and peas tonight. I see you found some wild edibles as well. Good girl. Oh and look, canned chocolate pudding. My, it’s been ages since we’ve had treats. It’s a good thing you had the insight to carry around the can opener you found, child. You’re one smart little cookie.”




  “Do not encourage her, Aunt Greta,” Taz said. “She gets into enough mischief. That old can opener has to be the most dilapidated piece of junk we have.”




  “Well with the help of this strapping young man you’ll have more time to yourself. Junk or no, the can opener squeals but it works. So quit complaining.”




  “Yes ma’am,” Taz winked at Macey. He then cast a glance at Jinx. “You need to wash up and put some clean clothes on.”




  “I’m not three, Taz.”




  Although he did have a point, it was irritating the way he treated her like she was a child or little sister. Jinx grabbed her spare jeans and started out the door. Taz stopped her with a hand wrapped around her arm and a hard stare.




  “I’ll get the water.”




  “Fine.” Jinx knew that look. When Taz was feeling overprotective there was no arguing with the man.




  He turned her loose and gave her ass a soft pat, the kind normally reserved for Ally or Haven, sending her toward the back of the cave.




  “You got any supplies?” Taz asked Roam.




  “A few.”




  Jinx stood and watched their exchange from just inside a small blanketed area, she peeked around the draping. Taz was looking at Roam in a strange way, as though he wasn’t certain he trusted him. Roam was grinning back, looking like he hadn’t a care in the world. Taz narrowed his eyes onto him.




  “You best get them. You can have that area over there.” Taz waved his hand at the farthest darkest area of the cave.




  Something was definitely going on between them. Macey touched Taz’s arm. Taz seemed to relax. When he dipped his head and kissed Macey in the fiery way he had, it made Jinx’s toes tingle. Oh to be kissed like that by a man. Taz left with Roam following closely behind.




  Shaking her head, Jinx let the blanket curtain fall into place. She stripped off her bloodied pants behind the hanging blanket. Before long Macey came in with warmed water and a cloth. She inspected the bites. Jinx went red when Macey washed at a spot on her ass.




  “Ouch. Damn those rats were nasty.”




  “Rats? Ick. Sorry, Jinx. That must have been some rat pack,” Macey said.




  “You have no idea,” Jinx muttered and refused to elaborate. “So where did you guys find Roam?”




  “Wandering around. He and Taz actually bumped into one another.” Macey chuckled when she said this.




  “It’s nice to meet someone new after all this time, but frankly I’m surprised Taz let him come home with him.” It was on the tip of Jinx’s tongue to say ‘let him live,’ she had a sneaking suspicion she kept to herself about a few of the dead men she had come across in the jungle.




  “Taz is a very good judge of character. He has to be,” Macey said.




  “I suppose. He didn’t look like he completely trusted Roam.”




  “I think he’s a little overcautious at times.”




  “I think he’s a little overprotective of his harem.”




  Macey smacked Jinx on the ass, Jinx yelped. “There, you’re all fixed up. Let’s just hope none of those things were rabid.”




  “Taz already thinks I am,” Jinx mumbled.




  “No, not rabid, my sweet. He thinks you take too many chances. Sometimes I think he’s right. Now, no more rats. Understood?”




  “Yes, Mom.”




  “Good girl.”




  Jinx laughed. Macey was thirty and didn’t look any older than the first day she had met her four years ago. The woman was a mother hen but most of the time Jinx didn’t mind, she loved her. The pair walked back out to join the others. Taz and Roam had already returned. Jinx saw Taz’s worried glance at Macey; his wife smiled at him and his ram-rod straight stance relaxed. Jinx felt a little guilty, she knew Taz worried about her. In his way, he loved her.




  “It’ll be dark soon. Taz, will you and Roam set up the partitions on the cave opening? I’ll stoke the fire. Aunt Greta, Skylar, Haven, can you help with dinner? Jinx why don’t you sit…um…I mean relax,” Macey said.




  The women went to work. Jinx watched as Taz and Roam hauled the heavy door frames across the cave entrance. This was done every night to offer security from the animals that wandered. Normally Taz did it alone, not one woman in the cave could even budge the heavy wooden doors. After they were secure, Roam placed a small, strange-looking pack down on the area now deemed his. Each person in the cave had their own special place. They could put up mini partitions for privacy from sight, if not hearing.




  They all sat around a roaring fire when dinner came. As usual, Taz ate sparingly, so too did Roam. Jinx always found that interesting of Taz. Most of what he found was consumed by the girls and women in the small family. A man of his size should need the lion’s share. Jinx never commented on it, there was always enough to eat. Taz was an amazing hunter. Tonight was one of the first nights they didn’t have fresh meat.




  It was endearing to watch Ally eat chocolate for the first time. Within moments, she was covered in the sweet substance from head to toe with Macey fussing over her and Taz laughing. Roam tried to be unobtrusive; he smiled at the child wistfully. Jinx wondered if he’d had a family and lost them.




  When Roam caught her gazing at him, he glanced about the room trying to appear interested in their home. Jinx had learned long ago four walls wasn’t a home, it was the loved ones within that made it that.




  “So Roam, where are you from?” Jinx asked. She and the others crowded a little closer to the man. They were looking forward to an interesting story. He was, after all, their first visitor—ever.




  Roam looked at her, startled. “Um…I…well…here and there.”




  “Well, where here and there? Why not start from where you were last?”




  “Last?” Roam appeared to choke on a bite of food. His gaze flew to Taz, who oddly enough appeared panic stricken as well.




  “Miami, didn’t you say? He’s been wandering around Florida for a while now,” Taz said. His body jerked suddenly. His eyes widened. He started coughing and, jumping up, took off out of the cave, almost smashing through the doors. Macey was on her feet but Roam stopped her.




  “I’ll make sure he’s okay.”




  “Well that was weird,” Haven said.




  “Never you mind. Just eat your dinner,” Greta said.




  For a moment Jinx sat frowning. Why did she just get the feeling life was about to go from weird to crazy?




  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  Chapter 3




  




  Roam’s black shield came up the second he was out of sight of the cave and had stashed his clothing with Taz’s in a cache. Moving rapidly, he ate up the ground moving tree to ground to tree. Within moments he came across Taz, five miles later, who was also enveloped in his grey armor. He was swearing and stomping around, howling at the top of his lungs about the indignities of life and the crap thrown at him over the years. Roam lowered his shield.




  “Five years, damn you. Not one lie in five fucking years. And who do I lie for? A damned Castian…Fuck.”




  Taz was swinging around reaching behind him. Roam would have felt sorry for him if he hadn’t looked so comical.




  “Here let me do it.”




  Roam grabbed the tail stump and yanked hard. The stump snapped off.




  “Ssshhhiiitttt.” Taz bent over gasping.




  “Hurts eh?”




  Taz’s armor came down and he settled a foul look at Roam. Roam’s eyebrows rose. “Now you listen,” Taz’s words came out with a growling snarl. “You are going to say you are from Florida.”




  “I can’t lie. I’m not capable. You know that as well as I do.”




  “Dammmn youu.”




  “I’ll think of something.”




  “You better or you can leave now. I knew this was a bad idea.”




  “I know you can scent I’m honorable, I also know it confuses you. You’re at war with yourself. Use your scent emotions—just scent me, not your memories. Focus on your instincts, it’s what I’m doing. It will be better for the others to get to know me first, you too. When Cobra shows up, he’ll take all of them aboard his ship kicking and screaming if he has to. Earth is dead. You may think this area is safe but it’s not. As we speak the ocean is moving closer.”




  “I know,” Taz bellowed. “I know. I’ve seen it, we’re trapped. It’s the only reason I allowed you to stay with us. Never did I think we would be saved by a Castian.”




  “Well, who then? Your Tonan buddies, after five years? Yeah, hey, how’s that workin’ out for you? Listen, it’s time for the females to sleep. I’ll have a plan by morning. Even if it means leaving first thing and returning each night. I’m on a mission to locate humans, survivors, that won’t be a lie.”




  “I don’t want you bringing back any human males.” Taz was still snarling. “I’ve come across a few who think they can do whatever the hell they want when they want. That cave is full of vulnerable females and two are children, one female is my mate. Haven was only eight when I came across her and her sister Skylar, alone five years ago when the Earth went to shit. Macey was trying to keep everyone together. It had been years since I had seen a child, let alone a female child. Even though Skylar is older, she and Haven are like my own. I’ve watched them grow up. Skylar was barely sixteen, trying to keep her and her sister alive before they met Macey. Skylar had been trying to be so grown up and tough she was completely vulnerable. Thankfully Macey found them. I watched this planet fall apart and I put my own pieces back together by saving my family.”




  “I’m told it takes a special kind of female to tame a Tonan,” Roam said, curious as to how Taz and Macey got together.




  “The circumstances were like nothing you could dream.” Taz stared at a far off place for a moment before returning to the present. “Aunt Greta treats me like her son, a very loved son. I will allow nothing to happen to any of them. Jinx is a pain in my ass but my responsibility. She became my responsibility when I saved her life and healed her. I’ll be watching you.”




  The passion with which he spoke amazed Roam. Taz meant every word. “You know I have the ability to scent deception. I will allow no male to come near your females. If by chance we come across one, I will take appropriate action. Cobra wouldn’t allow anyone on Bagron who would cause harm.” Roam could also feel Taz’s apprehension. “Right now, it’s time we returned. They’ll be wondering about you and I can’t wait to hear you explain about your tale of a tail.”




  “Oh, shut up.”




  Taz stormed away and Roam laughed. When they reentered the cave, all but Macey had gone to sleep. She went to Taz immediately. He took her into his arms and the two disappeared behind a partition. Roam went and sat near the fire to think. His sudden appearance was going to be tricky to explain, especially since everyone was terrified of Castians as well as Tonans. The idea was hard to wrap his head around. He’d never been hated by a female.




  Lost in thought his shield warned him he wasn’t alone. It was a flicker, no more, he wasn’t in any danger. Before long Jinx stepped around her sheltered area and approached him. She settled herself across from him. Long fingers swept locks of jet black hair behind her ears.




  “You’re not from Florida are you?” she asked.




  “Why do you say that?”




  “Taz doesn’t lie very well.”




  “I’m from a very far distance. I’ve traveled a long way to look for survivors. I think Taz just doesn’t want you to be afraid of how far I’ve come and the destruction I’ve seen.” Roam tried to keep to the truth with tactical explanations.




  “Do you have any family left?”




  “I have a very close friend who is like family. I’ve known Slay all my life. He and the woman he loves have a beautiful daughter together. They are trying for a son.”




  “Why would anyone want to bring children into this world?”




  “Taz and Macey have Ally. Has she not enriched your lives?”




  “Very much so. Where are your friends, why didn’t they come with you?”




  “If there was any chance of Slay and Tia conceiving, she needed to avoid stress. Slay would need to stay with her.”




  “Does that mean you’ll be leaving us soon?”




  “I won’t leave you. I’m hoping you will all come with me.”




  “This place is safe.”




  “There is a much safer place.”




  Jinx leaned toward him waiting for Roam to elaborate. If he allowed her to, she would drill him all night. Slay’s mate was the same in that respect, so Roam was used to dealing with human females. It would be nice to sit and chat with her. He wanted her to get to know him. Jinx was beautiful, her scent was compelling; her dark green eyes were a jungle of mystery. When he had touched her and their essences had mingled, his body surprised him with its reaction. He wanted this female. She was vulnerable, in danger, and yet she was strong willed. Her beauty radiated from within. Roam could feel his must build.




  She was so close. His essence would calm her with a simple touch, but if his body absorbed too much of her, he would need to mate with her. Closer she moved until her bare knee rested against his thigh. The strange clothing Taz called denim became saturated with the need to reach her. Roam could feel the groan within his blood as it struggled to pull any fluids it triggered inside him, to flow through him. Jinx looked dazed as more of his essence took her. Roam could feel his heart pounding.




  Damn this is harder to control than I thought it would be.




  If he didn’t move, if he didn’t stop he might just snap. Reluctantly, Roam stood up and, physically shaking with his determination, he yawned, excusing himself and claiming it had been a long day, which was by no means a lie. He went to the area he had set up his things and lay down. He didn’t want to answer any more questions. He also had to get his body under control.




  Roam could see Jinx, he was able to see in the dark; he also knew she could no longer see him. Taz had obviously planned it that way—just in case. Roam stopped a groan as he scented Jinx’s disappointment and her attraction to him. She wanted to get closer, he knew it. He shifted uncomfortably, damning the strange material that didn’t compensate for his erection.




  Damn, my balls are squished and my cock feels jailed.




  Roam would have to be careful; he wanted her to like him. He would be devastated if she found out what he was before he could explain and she ended up hating him. After a few moments, Jinx went back to her own area.




  Roam laced his fingers under his head after he undid his pants to let his cock breathe. Taking a few calming breaths he stared at the fifteen foot high ceiling. Parts were scorched black from smoke. With the partitions the cool night air was kept at bay. The cave itself was about the size of his home on Bagron. This home was filled with small inventions to aid with survival.




  A number of animal skins littered the floor. Crude furniture made of wood such as small beds, tables and a few logs that passed as chairs were situated out of the way. Water bags made of a large animal bladder or stomach hung slowly dripping. On a shelf unit where Jinx stacked the jars and cans she found were other food stuffs. It was organized clutter really. Not a bad little place. Taz had done well with what he had.




  Before long Roam heard the gentle breaths of slumber. Only one other was awake. He could sense Taz. He could sense Taz battled emotionally. Roam kept his emotions as even as possible, not wanting to confuse the Tonan further. Tonans were cousins of the Castians. Normally evil creatures who lost their way in an effort to be better and stronger by dangerous drug enhancements over thousands of years. Tonans only became soulless in their greed for power. When a Tonan mated a human female he seemed to regain the soul he lost. It was said a human female had overwhelming emotion, too much for a Tonan to handle and stay cruel. Roam was happy for the discovery of human females. Perhaps in time the Tonan cousins would wander home, the way it used to be.




  It was plain to see everyone in the cave trusted Taz, loved him. It would be interesting to learn how it came about. Roam’s eyes drooped, it wouldn’t hurt to regenerate through sleep mode for a little while. His armor would warn him if it detected anything dangerous.




  * * * *




  “Where are you going?” Roam had been watching Jinx out of the corner of an eye, he was pretending to be asleep until she headed for the cave entrance. Jinx pulled up short.




  “You should be sleeping; the sun isn’t up yet.”




  “You should be sleeping too,” Roam countered.




  “I’ll be back before Taz wakes up, I always am.” Her whisper was more warning than desperation. Roam could scent her determination. She was a free spirit, marched to her own beat—as long as Taz didn’t find out.




  Roam sighed as she slipped from the cave—without him. Yeah, right. Roam was up and after her. It took mere seconds to stash his clothing and put his shield up. He was then on the move. Her attempts at stealth were laughable. Jinx moved through the underbrush like a wounded Tonan. Roam hovered above her, high within the treetops. Jinx seemed to have a specific destination in mind.




  Soon enough a clear pond appeared. Jinx glanced around. Seeing no visible bystanders, she shucked off her t-shirt and pants. Before Roam had his fill of her naked body, she dove into the water. Roam counted out seconds in his mind, anxiously perched on a branch. After one hundred seconds passed, he made ready to dive in after her. Jinx surfaced gasping for breath. Her body sluiced through the clear surface. Roam suspected this had been a morning ritual for a long time. She seemed perfectly comfortable being alone.




  Roam settled back to watch her. Her pale long legs were a contrast to her tanned arms. Her snow white ass looked luscious. Roam wondered what it would feel like to take each ass cheek into his hands and squeeze. His armor steadied his heartbeat while he fantasized. He wondered at his attraction to her; they really had only met. He then remembered must was approaching. Although, after his encounter with her last night, he guessed he was no longer approaching must—he was in it. Roam would have to be cautious. Must was a hard emotion to control.




  Roam plucked a stick from a branch and rolled it in his taloned hand. He wouldn’t mind swimming with her but knew it would be too intrusive. Plus, she was buck naked. No doubt she’d be perturbed by his appearance. Also, he’d have to swim with his shirt on, which he didn’t have; he wondered how Taz handled situations like this. Roam couldn’t lie to her; he wouldn’t be able to tell her it was a birth defect. Just because human males had nipples didn’t mean a Castian warrior had them too. They were a separate species after all. Roam preferred his nipple-free hairless chest. He preferred that most of his entire body was hairless.




  The gentle way Jinx sluiced through the water was hypnotic. The surface looked like glass until she rippled her way along, making tiny waves to mar the water’s perfection. Jinx enhanced the perfection. Roam tilted his head, watching the gentle sway of her hips when she strolled casually from the water to sit on a bank and sun herself in the morning warmth.




  Her breasts bounced slightly when she leaned over to retrieve her t-shirt. Her sweet ass tapered to shapely legs. Her feet were perfect with perfect toes. Her hand rose to gently tuck her wet wayward locks behind an ear. Roam’s shield readjusted to once again control his pounding heart while expanding to make room for his erection. He sighed in contentment. The scene was picture perfect. Serene. Roam could stare at her forever.




  Jinx screamed, her high pitched tone shrilly breaking his calming thoughts. She jumped to her feet. Roam was so startled he fell out of the tree, arms and legs flailing, to land on his ass. He was in motion seconds later. Just before he came into her line of vision his shield came down. Jinx was dancing around holding something long in her grasp.




  “What the hell?” Roam shouted.




  “Run, Roam. I can’t hold it, I can’t hold it. It’s a rattler.”




  She was right, the long thing made a furious rattling noise with its tail. Perhaps the rattle was significant in some way. Fangs protruded from its mouth. Part of it curled around Jinx’s arm. Roam wasn’t certain what it was, but he knew one thing, Jinx was scared shitless. Her terror-filled scent invaded his nostrils. That alone had him reaching for the slithery creature.




  “No, Roam. It will bite you.”




  Roam grabbed her wrists, both of her hands were wrapped around the top part of the snake’s body, back behind the head. Roam grabbed the rattler’s mouth and squeezed it shut. He then yanked the thing out of Jinx’s hands. Jinx fell backwards onto her naked ass with a thump. Roam walked a few feet away and curiously studied the creature.




  “Throw it Roam, as far as you can. Rattle snakes are mean. Don’t you know their bite can be deadly?”




  Actually he’d had no idea. This tiny little thing sent humans into hysterics. Why? Roam released its mouth; the snake immediately bit his arm. Ouch. Roam chuckled, it was a mean little thing, but Slay’s daughter could bite harder. He was turned in a way Jinx couldn’t see. The reaction was instantaneous; his armor came up, oozing from within his skin, to cover over the bite, down his arm to his wrist. The venom was fast, his shield was faster. That never happened when Scarlet bit him. Must be something in the venom. His shield remained up.




  “Oh shit,” Roam whispered. Thankfully, Jinx couldn’t see what had transpired.




  “Roam?” Jinx called. Her tone was frantic.




  “I, uh, I’ll go throw it and be back.”




  “Be careful.”




  “Sure.”




  Roam once again had his hand wrapped around the snake’s mouth. He walked a ways into the jungle where she couldn’t see. Shifting his grip Roam studied the snake’s fangs. It had soulless eyes. The rattle sound it made was cute; he sounded like one of Scarlet’s toys.




  “Well buddy, what do I do with you?”




  The creature wanted to live. It was no doubt only protecting itself. Roam’s shield was already down, he felt fine. To him the snake was harmless, but it was frightening to Jinx, and he didn’t think Jinx was the kind of female to scare easy. He hoped the snake didn’t mind flight. Roam tossed the snake as far as he could. It sailed away until he lost sight of it.




  “Roam,” Jinx called. He heard desperation in her tone; she was just shy of becoming hysterical.




  “I’m coming.”




  Roam took a step then stopped in his tracks. He was without a shirt. Shit. No nipples. Thankfully she had been too scared to notice before; he wouldn’t be as lucky this time. Glancing frantically about Roam grabbed a double handful of mud sitting in a large pile and rubbed it over his chest. His nose wrinkled. He hoped it was mud. The smell was putrid. When Roam emerged from the foliage Jinx was dressed, standing, wringing her hands. She was worried about him. She searched him with her gaze, obviously looking for any hurts. Her eyes then narrowed.




  “What are you doing out here?” she asked.




  “I went for a walk.” It wasn’t a lie.




  “You followed me.”




  “I admit I was concerned for you. When you screamed I had to get to you. Earth is a dangerous place for a female…a woman. Earth is a dangerous place for a woman. Especially when she’s alone.”




  Her demeanor changed immediately. “You lost someone. Didn’t you?”




  “In my travels. She wasn’t known to me, a pity really.”




  “If you didn’t know her why do you look so sad?”




  “It was the situation I found her in,” he replied.




  “Oh.” Jinx looked thoughtful, as though comprehending his meaning. There are times when a stranger dies that can hurt one’s heart.




  Roam went to lean against a tree, looking back through his troubled thoughts, his wounded memories. She wasn’t known to him, but her essence had invaded his. Her sorrow touched him in a way, reminding him of his own losses. When she died, he grieved again.




  Jinx perched on a small boulder before him, her long legs curled to her chest. Her chin rested on her knees. Her expression was inquisitive, thoughtful. Perhaps it was the genuine concern she felt for him. Warmth radiated from her personality. Roam hated to speak about the night which consumed his thoughts for months. Jinx wasn’t only curious, she wanted to share his hurt, he sensed it. What she wouldn’t understand was the depth of his feelings.




  The female’s essence had mingled with his when he had touched her. Roam felt all of her emotions; he lived them through her touch. He breathed them in with her expelled breath. The taste of her despair coated his tongue. A warrior could taste death. Sometimes so many emotions weren’t easy to put up with. She was inside of him within seconds; such was the cross to bear being Castian. Jinx wouldn’t understand such emotions unless she mated with him.




  “It was a dark night. There were no stars, no moon. I heard a sound in the storm that was raging. It was a strangled cry, not banging or the pounding rain, a voice calling for help in the despair of the gloom-filled surroundings. I found a tiny woman in a small cave-like cement hole curled into a ball, much like you are now, except she was on her side. She was shivering from lack of food and the cold. In her last moments, she wept her sorrow when I held her to my chest.




  “You see, she had been with other people, but the Tonans had come.”




  “They killed her family like they killed my dad and Haven and Skylar’s parents, didn’t they,” was Jinx’s small whisper.




  “Yes. Somehow she managed to get away. She was small enough to fit through a tiny hole in the back of the cave and gain her freedom. But what is freedom when you have no one and nothing except terror-filled memories? She couldn’t find food; the storms in that area ravished the lands. Everything she had was left behind. She wandered alone and afraid through the rubble that was once home before stumbling into the cement cave hole—waiting.”




  “To die?”




  “Yes.”




  Roam was feeling uncomfortable. He hated the memories that night provoked. The smell of death hung heavily in the air. Roam had never seen such aloneness in someone’s eyes. He damned the rogue Tonans over and over, hating them. The poor little female was so tiny. Roam felt her sadness, her hurt. Her grip on him was weak and so Roam had crushed her to his bare chest. He went to her unshielded. She deserved nothing less. Afterwards Roam buried her; all the while the rain beat down on his shield. He had spent only moments with her before she died; she had thanked him for his kindness. It was pitiful.




  “I thought I’d die when my father was killed and my sister stolen.”




  “What happened? Unless you can’t talk about it.”




  “I hurt inside when I talk about it, think about it. The nightmares haunted me for a year after. I’d wake screaming but Taz was always there; he seemed to know I was trapped in a bad dream. The sky had been lit by fire. Smoke was everywhere. My sister, Jade and I were separated when the Tonan attacked me. I guess it was male because of its size but no sex showed. Hideous black tattoos glowed bright on his grey face, the bulbs covering his soulless eyes were like looking into black holes; he was laughing. Two fangs dripped saliva. I couldn’t breathe when he slammed me against a building.




  “He called me his pretty little plaything. He tortured me with hateful words of things he would do when he got me alone. I thought I’d die of fright. I was barely nineteen, just a kid really. My dad was suddenly behind the creature. He slung an axe at him. The axe bounced off the grey armor or shield, whatever it was—skin maybe, I don’t know, but my dad had the Tonans attention. I was dropped to the ground, able to crawl away. My dad was swearing and swinging the axe. My dad was my hero; he was so strong, but the Tonans are indestructible. Weapons have no effect on them. I watched one throw a tank, a tank for God’s sake.” Jinx stopped for a moment and Roam felt her battle with tears, she didn’t succumb. She swallowed hard a few times and continued.
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