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Chapter One

The thin, shrill, wail of a trumpet blast
far into the distance pierced the joy of the celebration of
renewal. As suddenly as if their revelry had been sliced with a
knife, the happy laughter ceased, the drums, the lutes, the voices
lifted in song, the flirtatious dance. Even the beasts and insects
of the forest grew silent, seemed to hold their breath.

It came again—closer this time, more
distinct. Cutting through the swirling fog that had enveloped the
forests at dusk, drifting lazily across the faces of the twin moons
that had risen to illuminate the landscape, the sound eerie and
threatening, it blew a chilling breath across bodies overheated by
the wild dance and pebbled skin as it lifted the fine hairs.

They were coming, it said.

The sky demons—the Sheloni—that had already
swooped from the heavens and wiped out villages up and down the
coast in days past were coming for them.

Coming for their tribe, their people as they
had the other villages of the Hirachi, coming to take all that was
precious to them.

Just when they thought the demons had been
appeased, and had gone away, and they believed it safe to celebrate
the ritual of renewal of all things.

The war chief’s expression hardened. “They
come!” Niles bellowed. “Weapons, warriors! Take your places! Be
ready! Watch for the light! That is their weakness! If we
put it out, we save our people!”

He hoped.

They could only try with all that they
were—to the death if necessary.

As if his voice had broken the spell that
held them, the elders and the young--all of those not trained to
fight or no longer capable of it fled toward the safety of the sea.
The budding warriors took up the rear to protect those unable to
protect themselves and fled with them, into the sea, below the
waves and into the deep where they hoped the alien horde could not
reach them.

Warriors took up their pre-arranged
positions, waiting in tense silence, vibrating with menace and
hatred for the sky people that had taken so much from them
already.

When the trumpets were blown again, they
could see the ship skimming just above the tops of the trees as it
raced toward them like a charging beast, sending scudding clouds
boiling away from it.

If generations had not already seen the
approach, if they had still been innocent of the evils beyond their
world, they would no doubt still have been unnerved by what seemed
an unnaturally rapid approach of a storm.

But they knew this beast well by now.

Generations of Hirachi had disappeared into
its maw—never to be seen or heard from again.

And yet, according to the old ones, the
first sky demons had arrived on their world as ‘friends’. In
exchange for helping the Hirachi advance their technology,
the Sheloni had asked for help in mining their precious
mineral.

Niles supposed it could be said that it was
their own greed that had resulted in the downfall of his people,
the destruction of the world as they’d known it, the breakdown of
their society that had thrown them backwards much further than the
technology they had so anxiously sought had taken them forward.

The Sheloni were cold blooded
bastards, but they were clever manipulators.

It was disgusting how easily they’d turned
the Hirachi kingdoms against one another, favoring one above
another until they had them fighting among themselves and then
handing them the technology to cripple themselves with. Once they’d
killed off half their population, destroyed their cities, and lost
the technology that supported their civilization, they’d had no
recourse except to fall back on their instincts for survival. In
three generations they’d gone from a civilized people to barbarians
using sticks, and rocks, and clubs to defend themselves and their
territory, struggling to merely exist where before they had
lived.

They had fought many battles.

They had lost all.

They had lost the battles with the
Sheloni.

And they had lost all that they were before
the sky demons had come to prey upon them.

They had lost their great civilization,
their customs, their identity.

Because everything that they were made them
vulnerable and they couldn’t afford to show weakness when preyed
upon by the merciless.

With no way to throw off the yoke they’d
allowed the Sheloni to place around their necks to enslave
them, to use them to mine their precious mineral, they’d become
grimly determined to thwart the Sheloni in any way they were
able and those ways were pathetically few—in fact there was only
one thing they had managed that had had any effect at all.

And that one thing had taken the heart out
of them.

The women had begun refusing to mate and
procreate—a handful at first and then more each generation, and
fewer children with each spawning. They’d refused to provide more
fodder for the Sheloni.

There had been no more than a handful of
babes from the last spawning.

And now there would be no more at all. The
women had united at last and had given that up for all, Niles
thought grimly.

He didn’t like it, but he understood the
reasoning behind it when he came of age and realized that he could
be taken at any time and if he had spawned, if he had fathered a
child, he would know that it might be taken at any time.

It was enough incentive to comply, but not
enough to kill the desire.

But of course, that did not stop them—the
Sheloni. Still, they came. Still, they took.

“Until now,” Niles muttered. “Tonight we win
this battle.”

They had finally discovered a weak spot.

He had.

Or believed he had.

Niles was—almost—certain of it.

The machine was shielded. They could not see
the armor, but there was no doubt at all that it was there because
it had repelled even their most powerful weapons.

The flaw was that neither could they—the
Sheloni—pierce it. They must lower it to capture the Hirachi.

And when they did, this time, the Hirachi
would strike a killing blow and bring the evil thing down!

The last of the most vulnerable tribe
members had vanished into the waves behind the army before the
machine fully emerged within view and hovered above them.
Immediately, the warriors closest to it began to lob their spears,
hatchets, hammers and arrows. Not surprisingly, those bounced off
and simply fell uselessly to the ground.

The shields were still up.

But then the blinding light appeared as the
mouth opened.

“That is the hole they use to suck up the
warriors! That is the flaw—the blinding eye of light! Now!” Niles
bellowed over the din of battle and the noise of the machine. “Now,
warriors! Summon the ‘way’ and destroy them!”

He heard the hum, rising, as if many at once
had focused the ‘way’, the warding, on the devil in the air above
them, but then, abruptly, before they had time to project the full
force of it, the warriors caught fire and vanished into the maw of
the beast.

Frustration and fury filled him.

“Focus! Do not waver! Do not wait! You must
pour all you have into the warding! Together we will be strong
enough to triumph!”

The thing moved closer to him.

He gritted his teeth and held his ground as
another half dozen warriors disappeared.

And then it was directly above him and he
found himself staring up into the throat of the beast. He began the
vibration, built it as rapidly as he could, directing it at the
center of the throat, at the place where the blinding light
emerged.

The area around the light began to glow. It
turned red and then blue. The heat spread outward.

He ignored the beams that lapped warriors up
like ethereal tongues and sucked them away.

He began to feel as if he was on fire
himself, but he ground his teeth and pushed harder.

Abruptly, the blinding light vanished,
exploded with a strange tinkling sound. The edge of the ‘mouth’
below was blue and white with the heat he had focused upon it.

A sense of defeat began to envelop him.

Even as his mind began to accept the
unacceptable, though, he noticed a vibration.

The ship suddenly darted away, back toward
the trees as if it could escape its fate.

It did not make it.

The explosion was so abrupt, so powerful,
that it spread out from the disintegrating craft like a saucer and
laid everything in its path on the ground—warriors and trees and
the stones of their sacred grounds.

Niles blacked out.

When he came to, he could hear nothing but a
ringing in his ears. His skull felt as if it would explode. His
body felt as if some giant had seized him by the ankles and slammed
him into the ground repeatedly. Above him, a cloud of acrid, black
smoke drifted, obscuring much of the sky. He could see, though,
that the twin moons had not traveled far and that meant he had not
lost consciousness for many minutes.

It took several tries, but he finally
managed to sit up. He looked around. Perhaps a third of the
warriors sprawled on the ground around him were still in death. The
rest were struggling to get up or already upright.

Bile rose in his throat.

He swallowed with an effort and, like an
ancient one, he rolled onto his knees and then struggled to get to
his feet.

The forest was on fire, he discovered when
he had managed to gain his feet, the blaze set by the explosion of
the ship—which now lay in broken pieces across the torn landscape.
He stared at it for many moments, absorbing the truth of it,
disbelieving, feeling none of the things he had expected to feel—no
sense of relief. No triumph.

“We must see if we can find anyone who was
taken before we brought the monster down!” he bellowed, unable to
hear his own voice clearly for the ringing in his ears.

The command seemed to register, however. The
survivors staggered toward the wreckage and began trying to peer
into it.

Frowning, struggling, it took Niles a few
moments to organize his thoughts and then he summoned the youths
who’d taken shelter in their city beneath the sea to bring water to
put out the fires.

The entire village emerged, began to voice
their excitement and jubilation. The Hirachi warriors had brought
down the flying machine of the evil Sheloni!

Niles knew they were simply venting their
relief, but he was not in the mood to celebrate. They had lost too
many warriors in the battle to bring it down for him to feel like
celebrating.

He accepted the praise with as good a grace
as he could muster, therefore, and focused on putting out the fires
to dig out whoever might be saved.

They removed bodies.

And the jubilation died and the weeping of
the elders began.

Slowly but surely, they dug through until
they had counted every warrior—lost or found injured but alive.

They dragged their enemy from the wreckage
and tossed them into a pile—living and dead—and set them on
fire.

And then, just as dawn broke, they came upon
something that stunned them.

* * * *

There was a reason Cara didn’t have
pets.

She didn’t need the company in her busy life
and she damned sure didn’t need the financial drain or the
aggravation!

But it was the very fact that she didn’t
have a pet that seemed to inspire her friends and co-workers to
think she was the perfect sitter for theirs!

And she was a pushover.

In general, everyone that knew her knew that
if they pestered her long enough she was going to buckle. It didn’t
matter what it was that they wanted or how determined Cara was not
to do it or give in, unless she could somehow avoid them long
enough for them to give up, she caved.

That was how she’d ended up sitting for
Duke—the Great Dane.

And if Peggy knew just how badly she wanted
to kill the bastard she would have found someone else to watch her
darling!

The bastard had shit piles all over her
damned apartment—because he was bored and pissed off that she
didn’t have time to walk him three times a day. He’d chewed up
every pair of shoes she owned and strung the kitchen garbage from
the kitchen to her bedroom, where he’d polished off his reign of
terror by squatting in the middle of her bed for one last poop, and
then wiped his ass on her sheets.

So here she was in the dead of night,
walking the bastard in the park where she was probably going to get
frigging mugged when she should be at home resting in her bed—the
bed she was going to have to clean when she got back.

Well, the entire apartment wreaked.

The first thing she would have to do was to
clean up all the poop.

She thought she might just save that for
Peggy and give it to her when she finally got around to returning
for her damn dog.

Then she would have to collect the garbage
and get it back into the trash bags.

Then laundry.

She was just going to have to flip her
mattress any way she looked at it. Duke had left a pile that looked
like she’d had a visit from a damned elephant.

She stopped when she realized they’d made
their way all the way through the park and come out on the other
side behind a popular night spot.

It was rocking.

Even outside she could hear loud music and
louder talking.

It must be deafening inside!

Unfortunately, Duke didn’t stop when she did
and he was nearly as tall as on all fours as she was on two.

He lunged forward and nearly jerked her off
her feet and her arm out of the socket.

She was tempted to wrap the leash around his
neck and ….

She was even more tempted when she realized
what Duke was so excited about—cars. He nearly dragged her off her
feet as he rushed to the first and hiked his back leg and pissed on
the tires.

She dug her heels in and tried to pull him
away, but he lunged again. This time he literally jerked her off
her feet and then dragged her down the parking lot pissing on the
tires of each car he came to. Every time he paused, she tried to
get up, but he was off again before she could get to her feet.

She finally managed to untangle her hand and
wrist and let go of the leash.

Duke uttered a loud bark and took off,
leaving her sprawled in the parking lot.

Her knees and palms were on fire from being
dragged across the pavement. She grunted, managed to heave herself
up to her hands and knees.

And then, abruptly, she was bathed in
light.

Car, her mind said, and she leapt to her
feet.

It was the last thing she remembered with
any clarity at all.

When she came to, she thought she must have
been hit by the car that had blinded her with its light.

The strange thing was, she couldn’t recall
getting hit.

Shouldn’t she feel pain? A lot of pain?

She could certainly feel her knees and palms
burning. Her wrist felt as if that dog had sprained it at the very
least. Her shoulder hurt and her hip, but these were fairly minor
pains. Nothing seemed to be broken.

The scary thing was, once she’d done her
internal investigation and turned to external, she discovered she
was blind.

She had reached a state bordering hysteria,
having felt everything around her and been completely unable to
identify her surroundings, when something grabbed her, touching off
a frantic bout of completely uncoordinated, hysterical screaming,
crying, and gyrations that failed to free her.

It did result in another, deeper, bout of
unconsciousness. Something stung her neck and it was lights
out.

She surfaced briefly—just long enough to
discover she’d been deposited in something capsule-like that was
filling with fluids and then she was out again.

She dreamed.

Horrible nightmares filled the darkness of
her world, the unrelenting darkness that wrapped her in a chilly,
frightening blanket.

Her next awareness was pierced by a blinding
shaft of light that seemed to bore a hole in her skull. She
squeezed her eyelids tightly against it, but the moment she tried
to suck in a breath of air and discovered her lungs seemed to be
paralyzed, blind panic hit her. She began bucking against the walls
that closed in around her and then hammering on the window above
her.

Abruptly, the light was blocked as something
moved between it and the casket that had entombed her.

She opened her eyes wide then, hammering on
the window, begging soundlessly to be released.

Without words because her voice box seemed
as frozen as her lungs.

Whatever it was outside began to hammer on
the glass from the other side, but Cara was too frantic to feel any
fear until the window was abruptly pried open. Great hands reached
inside and tore the restraints from her and the tubes that had been
sustaining her life. Grasping one arm, they lifted her until she
was sitting upright.

The moment she sat up her body began to
expel the fluids in her lungs. It gushed out through her nose and
mouth, strangling her, making her choke and cough. She was still
being wrenched by the spasms when she was hauled out and released
to sprawl on the ground in a boneless puddle like a jellyfish.

She was shaking all over from trying to hold
herself up at all by the time the spasms finally ceased and she
could draw in a breath of air.

She started coughing again immediately.

She didn’t know if it was residue of
whatever had filled them that was still in her lungs or the fact
that the air felt … thick.

She was shivering.

Possibly from being naked and wet, possibly
from shock. She had no idea except that she was so cold it was
nearly unbearable.

She could hear sounds around her, thought
there were voices, but it sounded as if she was hearing from
underwater and she thought the fluids still filled her ear
canals.

Almost on the thought, the bubbles of fluid
popped and the liquid began to ooze from her ears.

She struggled to see, but everything was
blurry and it was so bright the light seemed to stab through her
skull and into her brain.

Someone grasped her arm again and hauled her
upright.

She struggled to get her feet under her, but
her body felt as if the bones had melted and she’d gained a hundred
pounds—maybe two. Her heart and lungs were struggling to function.
She couldn’t support her weight, couldn’t lock her knees to take
steps.

Whoever had tried to stand her upright
dragged her for a little ways while she pedaled feet and legs that
didn’t seem to belong to her and then she was hauled up and slung
over a hard shoulder.

She promptly vomited down the man’s
backside, but there was little more than bile and water in her
belly.

She was carried a short distance and then
dropped none too gently on the ground.

Thankfully, it was loosely packed sand and
cushioned her fall … but not a hell of a lot. She thought it would
have felt worse to have been dropped in the area she was taken
from, though, because she recalled the distinct impression of lying
on sticks and other hard or pointed objects.

She pretty much lay where she landed. She
struggled, briefly, to find a more comfortable position, but she
just couldn’t summon enough energy to do much.

She was lying weakly, panting for breath,
when someone landed almost on top of her—well, the woman did
land on her.

They fought each other for several minutes
until they managed to disentangle—which was only a few moments
before someone else landed half-on half off of the two of them.

Cara pulled herself into as tight a fetal
position as she could manage and covered her head with an arm to
protect herself from falling bodies, too deeply in shock, still, to
even try to figure out what was going on.

She couldn’t find it within herself to care
about anything in those moments except her complete misery and the
struggle to alleviate some of it.

That was actually accomplished, in time, by
the bodies of the women piled on top of and around her. Eventually,
the shivering stopped and warmth seeped into her bones.

She faded in and out of consciousness but,
in time, the consciousness began to dominate.

Someone dragged her upright, cupped her hand
around an object that felt like a drinking glass, and spoke.

The word was unfamiliar and the accent gave
rise, at last, to curiosity.

Cara opened her eyes and stared at the
creature in front of her, feeling her eyes widen with horror as she
struggled to take in what she was looking at, to make sense of
it.

Somewhere in the visual search for answers,
she discovered a very large foot and a large calf that did not seem
to belong to the creature sitting in front of her and she followed
that foot and calf to a very large knee and thigh.

The skin was more yellow than it should have
been, almost hairless, and there were strange things attached at
the ankles and knees that looked like … well, fins. They were
closed, but that was what it looked like.

The creature that was squatted in front of
her cupped a hand around hers and lifted her arm, guiding the thing
she held toward her lips. As it came closer, she realized it was
filled with liquid of some sort—not water—and it seemed to be
hot.

She wasn’t certain about the aroma wafting
from it.

But her stomach was.

It growled.

She decided not to fight the creature, to
accept.

Partly, this was because it was abundantly
clear that the creature meant for her to drink it and even though
it seemed to be a very old—female—creature, it was far stronger
than she was and she learned that resistance wasn’t working.

Partly, this was because her stomach
demanded that she put something in it.

But mostly it was because she finally lifted
her gaze far enough to see what was attached to the tree trunk legs
and such a jolt of shock went through her that she was next to
catatonic.

He looked like he might easily have been
seven feet tall. His distinctly yellowish skin was covered in
tribal/primitive tattoos—in the bulging chest and muscular arm
area. His black hair had been formed into a Mohawk.

His facial features were nothing short of
stunning—as in beautifully sculpted—but he was the most terrifying
man she’d ever set eyes on.


Chapter Two

“Not that I’m complaining, but plain water
would be nice,” someone muttered.

At any other time, Cara might have been
amused by the contradiction of the comment—or maybe irritated—but
she wasn’t in any state to feel much of anything.

She felt like she’d woken to a
nightmare.

Was any of it real?

All of it?

It had been a tremendous struggle to reach
back into her mind and find her last memory—the one before waking
up in that coffin filled with fluids.

It came to her at last.

That fucking dog had dragged her down and
then she’d been hit by a car!

But could she trust that memory given what
she’d woken to?

Lifting her hands, she studied her
palms.

There were no scratches and no sign that
she’d ever scraped them on the pavement.

So, did that mean that hadn’t happened?

Or that it was so long ago it was long past
healed?

“She looks like she’s tripping,” someone
muttered with a snicker.

Anger flickered through Cara as she lowered
her hands and looked around. She struggled with her temper. “I was
walking Duke—a great Dane I was sitting for. He dragged me down and
across the pavement. The last thing I remember is the burn on my
palms and knees and then …. Well, I thought I was hit by a car.
There was a bright light ….”

Silence greeted her when she finished.

They sat for a time, listening to the crash
of waves on the beach not far from the huddle where they had been
deposited.

They were roughly halfway between the thick
jungle and the water.

It was early morning—Cara thought the day
after she’d woken—and already her skin was burning.

It was the bane of her existence—white,
white, very burnable skin.

And freckles.

And auburn hair.

It was a recipe for ugly in her book.

The sun was going to bleach her hair from
almost brown to copper penny red.

She was going to break out in spots.

And she was going to fry.

She would have water blisters on top of
blisters before the sun went down.

“You think they put us out here to bake?”
the woman next to Cara whispered, almost as if she’d read her
thoughts.

Cara glanced at her and saw the poor thing
was as white and freckled as she was. “Intentionally? I don’t
know.”

She didn’t know anything except that she’d
completely lost her fucking mind and thought she had crashed
on an alien world.

“You think they’re … aliens?”

Cara twisted to look at the woman that had
spoken. She studied her for a long moment, trying to decide which
of them was crazier. “Anybody here that thinks those are aliens,
raise your hand.”

Everyone stared at her as if she’d lost her
mind. “You want to attract their attention?” the dark haired bitch
at the end snarled in a low growl.

It was the same bitch, unless she was
mistaken, that had made the snide comment when she’d examined her
hands.

Not that she didn’t have a point this time
….

But Cara hadn’t meant literally anyway, the
stupid bitch! She just wanted to know if everyone was having the
same hallucination she was.

Because if they were, then maybe she wasn’t
delusional?

“Fine!” she muttered. “Anybody here think
they aren’t aliens?”

“They didn’t say we couldn’t talk,” the
woman beside her said.

Cara looked at her sharply. “They said it
was ok? You understood?”

The woman reddened. “Uh … well, no. I just
meant … they haven’t done anything about us talking or yelled or
anything, so maybe it’s ok?”

“Why would they worry about us talking?”
black haired bitch asked. “You think they’re intelligent enough
that it would occur to them that we might be plotting against
them?”

“What makes you think they aren’t
intelligent?” Cara asked, mostly out of curiosity.

The woman gave her a look that made her long
to slap her. “Savages? You haven’t noticed they’re barbarians?”

“I think it would be a big mistake to think
they’re stupid,” a blond that looked to be around thirty
muttered.

The dark haired woman gave her a
condescending look, too. “They’re primitives ….”

The blond narrowed her eyes. “And that
observation makes you stupid, not them. Humans have pretty much the
same capacity for learning, the same intelligence, as they have had
for thousands of years. We just know more now. We’ve learned
over generations, accumulated knowledge that we pass from
generation to generation so we don’t have to start at the bottom
every time a new child is born.

“I haven’t seen anything about their
behavior to suggest, to me, that they’re stupid. They don’t see us
as a threat because we are smaller than they are, weaker, unarmed,
and naked.

“And they still put us here where we could
be easily watched.”

The black haired woman snorted.

Cara could see she was the type that would
never admit being wrong about anything.

How typical to be trapped with a total
bitch!

Was there any fairness in life at all?

She smiled at the blond with an effort. “I’m
Cara.”

The woman smiled back. “Peggy.”

Cara’s smile fell.

“What?”

“The dog I was sitting belonged to a … well
a co-worker named Peggy.”

The woman studied her for a moment. “Bad
vibes, huh? Why don’t you call me Margaret? Or Marg? I really hate
both, but I can see your point.”

Cara shook her head and smiled with an
effort. “Actually, the bad vibes are from Duke.”

Peggy’s brows lifted questioningly.

“The dog that got me into this,” Cara said
tightly.

Black haired bitch rolled her eyes. “I
always hated people who didn’t take responsibility for their own
actions. The dog? Really?”

Cara felt the urge to stalk over to the
woman and knock her teeth down her throat.

She didn’t, of course.

She was a wuss.

“Yeah. The damned dog that destroyed my
apartment and then dragged me through the park and into that dark
parking lot when I took him out to see if he had any shit left in
him after pooping all over my apartment. That dog.”

“Not his fault. He’s a dog. They poop when
and where the urge hits. You should have taken him out to poop and
not left him caged in.”

“He did it for pure hard down meanness
because he was mad about Peggy leaving him with me! And you don’t
know diddly squat about animals like you think you do if you don’t
know they’re just as capable of spite as people are!”

The disagreement over the dog’s motives—and
whether or not it was even possible that he had acted out of
malice—nearly got them in hot water.

One giant warrior stalked over to where they
were seated and bellowed something at them that nearly blew Cara’s
hair back.

He was looking straight at her and she had a
bad feeling he knew she was the one that had gotten the argument
started.

It was the beautiful terrifying one.

Well, she hadn’t actually seen any of the
others close enough to tell much about them beyond the fact that
the men all looked to be around seven feet tall and they were all
build like body builders and they all had tattoos and yellowish
skin and black hair that looked almost greenish when the sun
glinted off of it.

The only difference she could see between
them and the females was that the females seemed to be somewhat
shorter—maybe the six foot range—and they had softer looking
boobs.

And no ‘package’ that looked like they were
hiding a coiled anaconda behind their loincloths.

Because the females were also very muscular
and tattooed and wore their hair in a Mohawk.

Mostly, they didn’t tattoo their faces—male
or female.

This one had something curving around one
eyebrow, though.

He crouched in front of her—apparently to
study her as she had been studying him.

Cara tried to escape.

Which transpired to be a very bad move.

Maybe.

He caught her by one ankle, dragged her
back, and then caught her other ankle and ‘made a wish’ with her
legs, examining her cleft with no pretense of doing anything
else.

Which was when Cara discovered she’d gone
bald.

There.

Her eyes widened and she flicked a startled
look at the barbarian examining her bare genitals.

That was when Cara made an even more
horrifying discovery that completely canceled out her
embarrassment.

Apparently, there was a female that didn’t
care for the male’s interest in her bald pussy.

Cara had no idea where she’d come from but
when she discovered the woman, she was poised to strike, her spear
raised and the tip pointed directly at Cara’s mid-section.

Sucking in a sharp breath, she did the only
thing she could considering the barbarian warrior was holding her
ankles—she dove at him in the forlorn hope of escaping a horrible
death.

He released her abruptly and surged to his
feet and Cara discovered another male warrior had stepped in,
grabbed the spear and wrenched it from the female’s grasp.

A heated argument ensued.

Cara was sorry she had no idea what they
were saying, but she did her best to scurry back to the group to
hide.

For all the good that did! The cowards moved
away, refusing to even attempt to hide her!

* * * *

“What the …?” Niles ground out when he
discovered Lil was at his shoulder, her spear poised to skewer
their captive.

Fortunately for all concerned, Kaen had
evidently spotted her first and managed to reach her and stop her
before she could strike.

“Your woman ….”

Niles cut him off. “She is not my woman,” he
growled, not because he had not tried to court her, which obviously
everyone knew. Because she had spurned his suit, refused his
petition as lover or mate—which he was now glad of.

Kaen’s lip curled in distaste when he
finally managed to wrest the spear from Lil, but he held his
tongue.

Niles did not. “You are a disgrace,” he
growled. “She is a prisoner. She is not armed. She was
restrained—for I was holding her—and she is far too weak to be any
sort of threat! No warrior of the Hirachi would even attempt such a
cowardly and disgraceful attack. You are dismissed.” He broke her
spear in half over his knee and tossed it to the dirt. “Go! I will
fight beside you no more!”

She stared at him white faced for several
moments before pure rage suffused her face.

Niles stared her down and after a moment,
she transferred her hate filled gaze to Kaen and then to Cara. Most
of her venom was directed at Cara. She spat abruptly, missing Cara
only because Cara leapt out of the way, and then turned and stalked
off to the edge of the sea.

Cara watched, stunned, as she disappeared
into the water without once surfacing.

“You have made an enemy,” Kaen murmured.

“I am not concerned about her feelings
toward me.”

Kaen wrestled with himself. “Well, I am. I
do not like that I will have to sleep with one eye open or risk
being stabbed in the back.”

“She has more honor than to do such a
thing,” Niles said with a confidence he did not especially feel
after the look she had given him.

“You think? Then you are alone because I
would not have put it past her before this little exchange.”
He turned to study Cara. “And the little one will have no chance
against her.”

“She will not harm a prisoner.”

“And yet she seemed intent on just that when
I stopped her.”

Niles frowned. “She does not have the sense
of honor that is paramount to any warrior of the Hirachi,” he said
finally. “She should not have been chosen. She does not have the
self-control, either.”

Kaen sighed. “We are few now with the raids
of the Sheloni. There was a rush to judgment in her case, but it is
not surprising when we are in need of good warriors. She is a good
fighter in spite of her short comings.”

Niles grunted, dismissing her from his
thoughts and turning to study Cara again. “I will have to chase her
down to examine her now,” he said with a touch of amusement.

Kaen’s lips tightened briefly. He was not
amused, particularly since the war chief’s interest seemed to be
focused on the one female he had chosen for himself if he should be
allowed to take one as a prize. “You did not examine her thoroughly
enough to suit you before? I have to say that I had a chance to
examine her female parts long enough it was a battle to tame my
beast and I was not as close and distracted besides by Lil’s
attempt to skewer her.”

Niles shifted uncomfortably.

He had not actually intended to examine her
there with such blatant fascination.

Amusement flickered through him.

He had intended to be more subtle about
it.

He was not about to admit to Kaen, however,
that he had lost his much touted self-control when the possibility
was presented to him.

“I had noticed they do not seem to be faring
well exposed fully to the sun. The intention was to bring her close
enough to see if I was right.”

Kaen looked skeptical but refrained from
pointing out that that particular area appeared to be sheltered
from the sun by her thighs. Since he, too, was concerned about the
sun’s effect on what appeared to be very delicate skin, however, he
dropped to a crouch and extended one hand toward the female. “Come
to me, little thing. I will not hurt you,” he crooned.

Cara looked at the huge warrior with a great
deal of skepticism and did a mental analysis on her possibility of
escape.

That seemed unlikely given that she had no
intention of either running into the ocean or the jungle that
marched along the beach.

She was fairly certain it wouldn’t do any
good to pretend she didn’t understand him.

He just didn’t have the look of somebody
that was used to being ignored.

To the side of yielding, there was the fact
that he was the one who’d prevented the female from spitting her on
her spear.

Still, she hesitated, frightened of what his
intention might be. But when she saw the other one tense, as if he
meant to dive for her, she moved warily toward the first, lifting
her hand finally and offering it since he still appeared to be
waiting for her to do just that.

He was surprisingly gentle for all that he
made it clear that he meant to draw her closer than she wanted to
go.

When he had pulled her close enough, he
settled an arm around her to cage her in.

Then the other one knelt in front of
her.

She was very sorry at that point that she’d
answered the summons instead of taking her chances and running for
it.

The first warrior, the one with the tattoo
over his eye brow, captured her face in one hand. Tilting her head
first one way and then the other, he examined her face carefully
and then her ears and finally looked behind her ears and examined
the skin from her ear down to her collar bone.

Cara’s fear waned and curiosity began to
take its place.

Why would they examine her ears?

As unnerved and embarrassed as she’d been
when he’d examined her sex, she completely understood what that was
all about.

It was a terrifying concept having a giant,
barbarian alien examining her there, but not a surprise.

She just wished that alien bitch hadn’t
tried to skewer her because, until she did that, she had
been well on her way to convincing herself that it was purely
curiosity and not sexual, nothing she really had to worry
about.
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