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Chapter One

There was a Dacton warrior standing on the
rim of the bluff no more than three yards from her when Casey—Dr.
Cassandra Towns—emerged from her abstraction. She jolted to a halt,
but her heart leapt and stampeded through her chest as if it would
beat its way out. A wave of faintness swept through her. For
several moments, she couldn’t command her mind into any sort of
order at all. Primal fear was so prevalent within her, she felt
weak with the urge to whirl and take to her heels.

Fortunately, the adrenaline pumping through
her heart so that it was racing madly didn’t lend wings to her
feet. Otherwise, she would’ve been halfway down the hill toward her
hovercraft before she’d had time to consider the situation.
Instead, she went into ‘mouse’ mode, freezing where she stood.

She must have been huffing like an asthmatic
horse, for all that. Despite her terrified focus inwardly, she
noted the telltale signs that he’d noticed her presence. He tensed
all over and whirled, scanning the bluff behind him in a sweeping
gaze that seemed to miss nothing.

Except her—She felt weak all over when she
recalled that she’d cloaked herself even before she stepped out of
the hovercraft—which was also, thankfully, cloaked. She clamped her
lips together to force her panting breaths through her nose, trying
to tell herself he hadn’t actually heard her frightened huffs of
breath.

She was too far away from him, she assured
herself, and the wind gusting over the edge of the bluff had to
have deafened him to her approach.

It wasn’t easy convincing herself of that
when he seemed to be staring straight at her.

She slammed her eyes closed, focusing on
calming her wayward heart. He couldn’t possibly see her. The
invisibility cloak insured that. It had to be the sounds she was
making that had alerted him, she was sure, but she was too panicked
to recall if she’d sucked in a gasp of fright, whether she’d
scuffed the soft soles of her shoes on the hard surface, or to
think if she’d been panting loudly enough he might have heard
her.

There was no doubt that terror was uppermost
in her, though. She would’ve liked to have denied that, but this
was the closest she’d ever been to any of the aliens and to have
stumbled upon a warrior made her faint with fright.

There was a touch of excitement buried
somewhere in there, she assured herself. Fear certainly hadn’t been
uppermost in her mind when she’d decided to study the Dactons first
hand!

She was thrilled at the opportunity she’d
stumbled upon!

She should be, anyway!

She discovered he was still looking in her
direction when she opened her eyes again. To her relief, though, a
distant look entered his eyes. He couldn’t see her! Of course he
couldn’t! The cloak made her completely invisible to the human eye.
She must have made some sound to alert him.

She was both relieved and disappointed when
he finally turned away. She’d been in too much of a panic to
actually examine him while she had the chance, damn it!

Some scientist she was!

Dismissing it once she had regained some
control of her facilities, she scanned his back and the little of
his profile that she could see.

He was definitely a warrior, she decided. Of
course, from what they’d been able to determine, all of the
adult males of the tribe were and even some of the females. This
specimen was so tall and brawny, though, she decided he must be one
of their elite warriors.

It struck her as odd. It had been determined
that the Dacton people were savages, barely advanced enough to
begin building a civilization. That suggested limited nutrition,
which certainly shouldn’t have produced so fine a specimen as the
one she was currently studying. She was of average height—human
height—herself, and she could see that he towered over her, or
would if she’d been closer.

Of course, from the little that had been
learned of the natives, they were a tall race, or species. The
argument was that it was the environment that had produced beings
of such a size, either the high oxygen content of the atmosphere or
possibly the lower density and/or gravity compared to Earth since
the planet was somewhat smaller than Earth. Historically, their own
species hadn’t been nearly as tall during this stage of their
development. Few males had been much over five and a half feet and
the females had been closer to five feet while the Dactons were all
six feet to six and half. This one appeared to be six feet six
inches, easily, if not more.

It wasn’t often that she felt dainty, and in
the current situation, it wasn’t a pleasant feeling—mostly, she
realized, because she actually felt more puny and vulnerable than
she did feminine, threatened by the sheer magnitude of the man. It
was just icing on the cake that they were also savages and
this was probably one of the most dangerous of the dangerous if she
was right and he was one of their elite warriors. And she thought
she probably was.

Pushing that wayward thought aside, she
focused on examining his muscular body, trying to infuse scientific
detachment into the equation and ignore the mixture of fear and
purely feminine interest. There wasn’t much impediment to studying
him. The Dactons wore primitive clothing—what little they wore.
This particular specimen wasn’t wearing anything but some sort of
leather loincloth, knee high boots or leggings and gauntlets that
covered his forearms from wrist to elbow.

Frowning as she studied his clothes, she
wrestled with the urge to move a little closer to study them better
when it occurred to her that, primitive or not, the clothing didn’t
look nearly as crudely fashioned as she’d expected. She was still
trying to get up the nerve to move a little closer when the warrior
abruptly turned toward her again, stared in her direction for a
long moment, and then abruptly strode straight toward her.

Casey’s heart, which had just begun to behave
more or less normally, leapt into her throat. Her mind went blank
and she felt her jaw sag in shock. He halted less than two feet
away from her, seemed to stare right at her, and then turned and
strode away from her.

By the time Casey had managed to gather her
wits, he was rapidly vanishing into the wilderness. She stared at
his quickly receding form for a few moments, debating with herself,
and finally began to follow him as briskly as she dared. She felt
sure that he must be heading toward his village and she didn’t want
to miss the opportunity that had brought her to the remote area to
start with.

Most of her fear was replaced with anxiety
and excitement as she hurried after him.

Scientific excitement, of course.

It was hard to convince herself that was all
it was, she discovered. Her belly wasn’t just shimmying with nerves
and detached, scientific curiosity as she watched him. He was
downright … pretty—for a savage—and, oddly enough, there was
something about the way he moved that was just blatantly …
sexy.

She chided herself. It was alright to admire
him from a purely scientific standpoint as an excellent specimen of
a species that had aroused heady excitement within the scientific
community that had settled on Dacton One. It was a seriously bad
time to remember she was a woman, though.

She frowned. Ordinarily, that wasn’t a
problem for her. Sure, she was a woman, not just a scientist, but
her hormones didn’t generally get in her way when she was pursuing
knowledge.

She didn’t know why it was now even if he
was, admittedly, a damned fine looking male animal and wonderfully
formed. He’d scared the pure piss out of her when she’d stumbled up
on him! It was disconcerting, to say the least, to make such a leap
so quickly from sheer terror to feminine curiosity.

She was so busy chiding herself about her
unwelcome feminine interest in the male she’d discovered that a
second stepped from the forest and onto the trail she’d been
following before she even realized there was another Dacton warrior
anywhere in her vicinity. The warrior ahead of her, she discovered,
had stopped. She tensed, wondering if the newest was friend or foe,
but her warrior, she saw, wasn’t showing any signs of tension or
aggression.

The newest Dacton warrior, glanced along the
trail, his gaze almost seeming to settle on her and then he looked
a question at the other.

She didn’t remember anybody mentioning that
the Dactons were such a handsome race, she thought irritably!

Maybe because the others had their minds
where they should have been?

* * * *

“I suppose you’re aware you have a … haunt?”
Khan asked in a low voice.

Bane scowled at him irritably. “You know how
skittish they are. Stop staring at her, gods damn it! I was trying
to lure her into the village.”

Khan lifted his brows, studying his friend
speculatively. “For what purpose?”

Bane sent him a speaking look. “So I could
study her, of course.”

Khan snorted. “Your interest is purely
scientific curiosity, of course.”

Bane grinned. “Don’t be thick! We need new
blood, don’t we? This is the prettiest ‘spirit walker’ I’ve seen
yet—not that I can tell as much as I’d like to with that thing
she’s wearing.”

Khan’s eyes narrowed, but he let the insult
pass. Amusement flickered in his eyes. “Just like that? You aren’t
even going to pretend you don’t have designs on getting her on your
pallet?”

Bane shrugged. “There’s not much point in
pretending when you know me so well, is there? I figured I could
always tell the council it was scientific curiosity.”

Khan considered that thoughtfully and finally
shrugged. “I doubt they’d object. As you pointed out, we need new
blood. The spring festival is almost upon us. They’d welcome her
for that if nothing else and everybody’s curious about them.” After
flicking another quick, assessing look at her, he nudged his chin
in the direction of the village and began walking.

“You think she’ll follow us all the way to
the village?”

Bane frowned. “We could always use a little
insurance. Why don’t you circle back, see if you can locate her
vehicle, and disable it?”

Khan considered it briefly. “Good idea. If
she’s stranded, I think we can be sure she’d far prefer to hang
around the village to walking back to their colony or staying in
the woods. Any idea of where I might find it?”

Bane shook his head. “She came up behind me
when I was standing on the bluff. She probably hid it just down the
trail. She doesn’t look like she’s been traveling far on foot.”

Nodding, Khan turned abruptly. Instead of
heading into the woods, he strode directly toward the ‘spirit
walker’.

Casey was so surprised when the new warrior
abruptly turned and headed straight toward her that it took her
several moments to react. She barely managed to step aside to
prevent a collision with him. The near miss was enough to
thoroughly rattle her, though, and she stood staring at his
retreating back for several moments before she realized he’d
distracted her from her original quarry. Dismay filled her when she
glanced around and discovered he’d struck off once more. She
hurried after him although she’d begun to reconsider the wisdom of
it. She had no idea, after all, if he was even leading her to one
of their villages.
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