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Chapter One
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Jasper Finch strolled aimlessly along one of the many New Faxian suburban streets, and though the midmorning sun shone brightly overhead, he was lost in thought at how very much his life had changed since being here on Earth.

Thanks to his secondary human form, he was far more accepted here on this planet than he’d ever been on Strazan, yet he was still alone and lonely.

Not that it was hard to get an Earth woman, they flocked to him even without him manipulating their minds and commanding them to do what he asked. The trouble was his influence leaked out of him like a balloon losing air, drawing women to him. The knowledge left a bitter taste in his mouth. He wanted someone who truly wanted him in return, without influence. 

Still, it was something of a novelty to be liked. Heaven only knew he’d been snubbed from enough of the opposite sex on his own planet, despite his rare powers. Orange was a lower caste, rock-bottom, really. At least here on Earth his darker skin tone was considered normal. He could be whoever he wanted to be—though perhaps a haircut would improve that outlook.

So you’re still not quite at the top of the heap, even here.

He flinched, his steps faltering before he paused on the sidewalk, his dark emotions threatening to consume him. For fuck’s sake. What was he doing on Earth, anyway? He really wasn’t living here, he was barely even existing.

And what was the point of that?

Life was meant to be celebrated, to be lived. He was just going through the motions. He ate, drank and slept. Then he spent every waking moment evading the   xcd.s, the same enemy who had all but annihilated his species.

That he was only one of seven Strazanians left in the universe, all of whom had been saved explicitly because they were rares with unique powers, made his gut churn and his heart race, his skin too tight while his true, primary form wanted out.

He took a deep, pained breath and closed his eyes. He was wallowing in self-pity because his low caste coloring had seen him treated as less than an equal. And yet, thanks to his rare abilities, he’d been one of the very few Strazanians who’d been sent to Earth to continue his species existence. 

For once, his coloring hadn’t meant a thing. Every Strazanian, including the blue-scaled elites, had been left behind on their planet, all but sacrificed because they weren’t rares. It hadn’t mattered to their people what skin-color any of them had, all that’d mattered was if they were a rare.

Giggle.

The tinkling, feminine laughter jerked him out of his introspection and sent a tingle up and down his spine, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up.

He twisted to follow the sound, only then becoming aware he stood in front of a car dealership with sedans and SUVs of all colors and sizes vying for his attention. Except, his attention was already claimed by the woman behind the glass walls of the dealership. 

Her blood-red hair was caught up in a clip, her pale skin made even paler by her dark pencil skirt and navy blouse with its gold lettering on its pocket that announced her name.

Suzy.

He stood transfixed by her energy, her aura of magnetism. That she was laughing at something a balding, suited man said to her while she was perched on the edge of a desk shouldn’t send a burn of something too close to jealousy through him. He didn’t even know this woman! Yet nothing could stop the emotion, just as nothing could stop him from stepping toward the glass and chrome building. 

He had to meet her.
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Suzy Grant laughed for the first time in way too long. Her single life wasn’t anywhere near as grand as she’d imagined it would be. Her loneliness was so great she was actually second-guessing her decision to leave her unfaithful ex.

She sobered. No. That was lunacy. What was loneliness compared to the constant fear of being cheated on again by an untrustworthy boyfriend? Better to be bored with life and its monotony than being a doormat.

She wasn’t over the hill yet, she was only thirty-seven, still young enough to find a man, fall in love and marry, and even have children. That she’d lost her own parents when she was just a little girl and had been through the foster system only made her long for a family of her own, a husband and children to love. 

But life hadn’t turned out the way she’d expected. She’d discovered it rarely did.

Her manager cracked another joke, but this one fell on deaf ears. All she managed to give him was a half-hearted smile before he grimaced and headed back to his office, leaving her alone with her morose thoughts. 

Her co-worker, Havana, was the only other saleslady in this section of the building, and she cast Suzy a long look and said, “I think Bran is really into you.”

Suzy snorted. Their manager would flip a mannequin over his desk if he thought he could get away with it. “He’s just trying to cheer me up. Honestly, I think he feels sorry for me.”

Havana shrugged, clearly not ready to reassure her either way. “Whatever.” Her gaze swung to the glass walls and she let loose with a long, slow whistle. “Check out the hunk of spunk coming our way.” Tossing her platinum blonde ponytail behind her back, she wiggled her slender hips as she pulled the waistband of her skirt up higher, managing to better show off her pins.

The phone on Havana’s desk chose that moment to ring, and she glowered at it for a handful of seconds before she answered the call in her sweetest, saleslady voice.

Suzy tuned her co-worker out as she hurried toward the young man with his gorgeous afro hair and the glint of a jewel in his nose. A sale with a side of flirtation might be just what the doctor ordered.

She pasted a sunny, bright smile on her face, swiping her suddenly damp hands on her ample hips and wishing for the slender figure she’d had in her youth. Either way, she’d never come close to competing with the stunning looks of her co-worker, Havana. She cleared her throat and focused on her best sales pitch voice. “Welcome to Zimm’s new and used cars. How can I help you?” 

The young man’s dark eyes seemed to see right through her, like he knew all her secrets, all her deepest, darkest desires.

She shivered, a round of goose bumps pebbling her arms.

“How can you help me?” he repeated softly, his gaze still not leaving hers. “I’m not really sure.”

She blinked, comprehension dawning and her heart plummeting. “If you prefer, Havana can take you around the showroom.” 

How many sales had Suzy lost lately to the effervescent Havana?

Too many.

“No.” His reply was emphatic. Final. “I’d like you to show me...everything.”

“Oh.” Double oh! She giggled, a burst of golden sunshine spilling free. She’d laughed twice. In one day! “In that case, come this way and I’ll show you the new range of cars on display—you are after a new car?”

He nodded, his gaze tearing away from hers to glance over at the rows of shiny vehicles. “One like that,” he said, nodding toward his preference.

“Oh, an SUV. Great choice.”

Even better, the commissions on that model were at the higher end of the scale. Now that she lived in her apartment alone, she could really use the extra cash.

She began to go through all the pros and cons of the SUV. Honesty was the best policy, and key to her sales pitch. She hated subterfuge, unlike Havana who could pitch a lemon to a citrus grower and still make a sale.

“How does a test drive sound?” she asked, acutely aware he hadn’t really taken in too much of her spiel. He seemed more focused on her lips rather than what was coming out of them.

He lifted his eyes to meet hers, and she sucked in a breath at the mesmerizing, orange shade of his gaze. Then he nodded, and his eyes reverted to their dark color. “You can drive it for me. I’ll be a passenger.”

She nodded immediate acquiescence. Despite the fact she might be the world’s worst driver, she couldn’t say no to him. She felt almost compelled to do as he asked, and hopefully make a much needed sale out of it while she was at it.

She hid another, nervous giggle. She wasn’t that desperate for a sale, was she? 

Maybe she was just desperate, period.

“Right this way,” she said huskily, already deciding she’d imagined his neon-orange eye color. Either way, she had a feeling her day was about to get a whole lot brighter.

Her mood hadn’t dimmed one bit by time she retrieved the SUV’s keys, her cellphone and purse, then climbed into the driver’s seat as the afro-guy slid into the passenger seat beside her. Damn, what was his name? “I’m Suzy,” she said, her hands fluttering as she clasped her seatbelt and put it on.

“Hi Suzy, I’m Jasper.”

She lifted her eyes to meet his, her breath hitching. His presence seemed to suck up all the oxygen while he seemingly took up the entire front of the vehicle. His energy was incredible. She bit her bottom lip, then said, “It’s lovely to meet you.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

Her pulse surged along with her total awareness of him.

Get it together! You’re not some easily influenced teenager anymore.

Dragging back a little of her rationale, she pushed the start button, making the SUV’s engine throb into life. With her heart in her throat, she activated drive and maneuvered the vehicle between the rows of shiny cars, a distant part of her perceiving Bran and Havana watched her progress with just as much trepidation.

She sagged in her seat when she turned right and finally left the car dealership behind, the traffic on the road thankfully sparse at this late hour of the morning.

“You seem a little tense,” Jasper said conversationally, though his brow was furrowed. “Are you okay?”

She managed a smile. “As crazy as it sounds from a person in my profession, I’m not a very good driver.”

“Well, you’re doing a great job.” He placed his big hand on her thigh, and though a part of her knew it was inappropriate, another part of her just knew it was all kinds of right. He sent her a gorgeous smile. “Just breathe.”

She sucked in a breath, her nerves steadily decreasing. “Wow, it’s actually working.” 

He nodded. “Sometimes people get too much in their own head.”

She looked away from the upcoming bridge to glance at him. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience?”

He nodded. “Unfortunately, I am.”

She grimaced. His past wasn’t any of her business. She was here to sell a car and wasn’t being a very good salesperson. “I guess I should tell you a little about the features of this car.” She waved a hand toward the dashboard. “This model has adaptive cruise control and will keep a safe distance from any vehicle ahead. It also has—“

“Look out!”

His alert sent her attention jerking back to the road, but at seeing the truck ahead that had broken down on their lane, she instantly panicked, hitting the accelerator instead of the brake before she slammed the steering wheel one way to avoid smashing into the back of the truck. Though she pulled the steering wheel back in the opposite direction, it was too late. The SUV broke through the safety railing as though it was made out of matchsticks. 

Seconds later they struck the river beneath, the airbags exploding at the impact and her head snapping against the billowy expanse that was already deflating. 

She stared wide-eyed at the water that immediately burbled inside the SUV, fear holding her in its grip and all but paralyzing her. She’d lose her job over this! There was no way Bran would forgive her. The insurance mess alone would be a nightmare to navigate. 

She was only half-aware of Jasper unclipping their seatbelts before he activated the side window and forced it down. “You need to climb out now,” he commanded.

She shook her head. “I-I can’t swim.”

“Then I’ll help you.” 

Her frozen neck muscles finally unlocked as she turned to look at him. She blinked rapidly. What the fuck? Was she dreaming? 

The man beside her was Jasper, and yet it wasn’t. Orange scales were forming on his skin right along with thick webbing between his fingers. He ripped off his shirt and pulled off his footwear and pants, then turned to her, his eyes neon-orange. “What you’re about to see might scare you, but I won’t hurt you, okay? I would never hurt you.”

Suddenly she was no longer scared of drowning. She was too focused on the creature Jasper was becoming. It wasn’t until he closed his eyes with a jagged moan, a fin surging from his spine, that she asked hoarsely, “Who are you?” 
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Jasper wished he could explain, but there was no time. Water was filling the car fast, and if Suzy couldn’t swim, she’d no doubt panic and be at risk of gulping water straight into her lungs. 

He crouched on the passenger seat and reached for her upper arms, dragging her toward him. “I’m getting you out.” The damn car was about to go under! “Relax in my grip and, whatever you do, don’t panic. Hold your breath if we go under.”

She nodded stiffly, but didn’t reply. She was clearly going into shock. If she couldn’t swim this would have to be her biggest nightmare. He managed to squeeze out the window just as water surged through it.

Shit. The pressure was going to make this far more difficult. Using brute strength, he dragged her through the curtain of water and out of the car, keeping her head above water as she gasped for air and struggled not to panic.

“You’re doing fine,” he said gently. That the river water was soaking into his pores and rejuvenating him was a lovely side-benefit. His kind needed the nutrients of freshwater to restore their wellbeing and keep their rare powers in peak condition. “I’ve got you, okay?”

“Okay,” she managed, her voice a high-pitched squeak. 

Little wonder. It’d been a close call.

The car tipped up then sank fast, disappearing beneath the murky river with a whole lot of big and noisy air bubbles rising behind it. But he wasn’t taking much notice of them, his sensitive hearing was picking up the commotion on the bridge.

He looked up to where at least a dozen people stood around the broken railing while gawking down at them. Shit. The last thing he needed was for those same people to record the accident on their cellphones, capturing his neon-orange scales and his fin. Even his now dead-straight, streaked neon-orange and dark hair would look inhuman to them. 

He hid behind Suzy as best as he could, thankful for the murky water that concealed much of his bright orange body. “It’s all good,” he called out. “We made it out of the car. We’re safe.”

Someone clapped and cheered, then others joined in. He grimaced. He wasn’t trying to be a hero. Being nondescript and not standing out in the crowd was the name of the game here on Earth. At least until what was left of his species figured out a way to eliminate the Dronian motherfuckers.

“I would have drowned if it hadn’t been for you,” Suzy said in a shaky whisper.

He shook his head. “Don’t even think that way. If you hadn’t gotten the window open in time, once water filled the car and the pressure inside equalized, you could have opened the door and escaped.”

“Except for the fact I can’t swim.”

He shivered. She could have so easily died in that sinking car. It didn’t sit right with him that she couldn’t swim, not even to save her own life. On his planet swimming was as natural as breathing. “Let me teach you,” he said.

She blinked at him behind her as she floated on her back and he dragged her away from the spectators on the bridge. “Now?” she asked.

He grinned. “Floating is an integral part of your swimming lesson.” He cocked a brow. “And I imagine you’re not in any hurry to get out and explain what happened to your boss.”

She grimaced, then squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m so going to get fired.”

He swam them around a bend in the river, away from their watching audience on the bridge. No doubt they were already gossiping about why he hadn’t simply swum to shore. But even without the possibility of cellphones recording their every move, the flashing lights of the emergency vehicles were enough of an incentive for him to get the hell away.

“Okay, I’m going to swim faster now,” he explained. He couldn’t have done that in full view of everyone on the bridge. It was suspicious enough not swimming directly to shore. “Just relax, the speed will help you stay afloat.”

She nodded, then said in a small voice, “I trust you.”

He froze for a nanosecond, shocked to the core by her faith in him. Not only had she seen him become someone—something else, she’d just experienced a near death experience that would probably haunt her for the rest of her life.

He didn’t have the words to express how much her belief in him made him feel. He’d had such little of that from others in the past that it blindsided him now, a surge of power zapping through him like an electric current. That it was followed by a whole lot of doubts didn’t surprise him. Imposter syndrome had been his best friend since the moment he’d arrived at the Royal Academy for the Gifted as a young child. 

Thanks to his orange scales which ranked him as a lower caste, and the way others had treated him because of it, he’d never felt good enough. Being a rare might have elevated him in leaps and bounds, but he’d continued believing he was no better than a street rat.

How could he have believed otherwise when he’d constantly compared himself to the superior, blue-scaled elite, like Nero? Yet colors and castes had meant nothing in the end, with his people annihilated thanks to an invisible, bloodthirsty and power-hungry enemy. 

At least Jasper’s survival skills had helped him. It was instinctive for him to know where to hide, what to steal, who to manipulate into helping him. His only real weakness here on Earth was his reluctance to use his skills on women. He mightn’t have been shown love as a child, but he’d been aware of his mother’s traumatic past and, as a result, he’d treated women with respect at all times.

Flipping onto his back, his body beneath Suzy’s, he kept hold of her upper arms and kicked his webbed feet, his fin surging back and forth to keep him balanced and afloat while helping him to surge through the water.

Suzy gasped, clearly awed by his speed. But then even Earth’s Olympic swimmers would be slow in comparison to his species. That Suzy stayed calm made him silently applaud. She mightn’t be able to swim, but she was courageous enough to believe in him and in her instincts.

Many humans would have resisted the possibility of his existence.

He didn’t stop until he was at least five miles upstream from the bridge and the accident. None of the humans would think to look this far, if they looked it all. There had been witnesses to see they were unhurt. The police would assume they’d gone ashore and made their way back home. That they’d no doubt want to talk to them and investigate the accident wasn’t something Jasper wanted to think about.

He needed to lay low, keep away from any authorities here on Earth who could easily make his life untenable by asking too many questions.

He waded toward the shore before setting Suzy down in the shallow water, where she could easily touch the bottom of the river without half-drowning. Though the women on his world weren’t tall compared to the males, Suzy was on the shorter side, her head lucky to reach his shoulder. 

Yet she had curves in all the right places.

He grimaced. After her traumatic experience he wasn’t about to set out now to seduce her. She was a beautiful human, inside and out, her goodness shining through. He wouldn’t do anything to destroy that goodness or the trust she had in him.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “The mud between my toes feels quite wonderful, at least I know I won’t sink and drown.”

He brushed a hand up and down her arm, frowning at the faint marks his clasp had made thanks to pulling her out of the sinking car, then towing her behind him while he swam away from prying eyes. “You’re definitely safe now.”

She nodded, her gaze taking in his orange-scaled body. “You have scales and gills. Are you a merman?”

He chuckled. “No, I’d need a tail to be a merman. I still have my legs.”

She reached out and touched his fin with the back of her hand, and he shuddered at the contact that caused electricity to dance through his nerve endings. Did she have any idea how sensitive he was there? 

“You can shift shape, though?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yes, but only into one that is similar to this form.”

“So you’re not going to become a bird anytime
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