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Chapter One

It had been a decade since the aliens had
come to their world asking for sanctuary, ten annums since the
elders, in their infinite wisdom, had welcomed the insatiable
locusts into their midst. For despite their glib promises, they’d
begun to encroach almost immediately and to desecrate Mother Testa,
the giver of all life, by the customs they had brought with them
across the vast gulf of space.

It had been ten annums since he had first
begun to covet the one among them known as Cara.

They had
considered her no more than a child then—or so they claimed. He had
never understood that, wasn’t certain that he believed it, but that
had been the basis for their refusal to unite their two peoples by
allowing him to take her as his woman.

It was true she had just begun to blossom
into a woman, but she was a woman nevertheless—by his people’s
customs, even physically, by her own. He had been close enough to
her enough times to know that for the truth.

Not that he had approached them directly.
The political nature of such a union had prevented him from doing
that, but he had offered when the elders had met to discuss whether
it would be better to adopt the strangers and teach them their ways
or to keep their distance and allow them to survive, or not, on
their own.

It had pleased his father—since he had no
idea that his son, his heir, had already broken the council’s
decision not to interact with the strangers until they’d had time
to observe them and come to a better understanding of them and
their strange ways. He’d thought his son had begun to accept the
responsibilities of his position.

It had made him uncomfortable, but he saw no
reason to disillusion his father. It wasn’t to anyone’s benefit as
far as he could see to admit that he’d ignored the ruling of the
council and gone to spy upon the aliens himself.

He’d certainly seen no reason to admit that
he didn’t consider it a sacrifice, political or otherwise, to take
Cara as his woman.

Her people had refused the offer—been
outraged and insulted—which in turn had outraged and
insulted his people since the
offer had come directly from their king to unite the two peoples by
the joining of his son and heir to a young woman/girl who had no
stature among her own people that they could discern.

It hadn’t insulted him. It had enraged him.
Right up until the refusal, he’d been able to convince himself that
he was merely intrigued, felt a mild sense of obligation and
friendship because the girl had ‘rescued’ him and befriended
him.

Not that she actually had, but she thought
she had and it was that generosity of spirit and bravery that had
first drawn him to her.

Of course, she had not known it was him any
of the time.

It was hard to convince himself after that
flat refusal even to consider allowing such a union that his
interest was mild in any way.

For a while, he’d considered simply taking
her. If she’d been one of their own, he would have without a second
thought. He would have taken her deep into the forest and kept her
there until he had filled her belly with his babe and forced them
to see that he had staked his claim upon her too thoroughly to take
her back.

She wasn’t one of their own, however, and
he’d discovered that her people not only would not have considered
it a disgrace that could only be remedied by allowing the union,
they might well have simply removed his child and discarded it.

He’d decided then and there to have nothing
more to do with her or any of her people. For a time, he’d managed
to honor that vow, but never for very long. No matter how hard he
tried, eventually he would find himself right where he was now,
watching, hoping for a glimpse of her, hoping for the opportunity
to be with her even if just for a little while and even if it was
not in a form that she would recognize or respond to as he wanted
her to.

Hoping that, in time, he would cease to
covet her.

And yet, here he stood, frozen, unable to
move, hardly able to draw in a breath, watching her slowly make her
way through the sacred forest she had been forbidden to enter,
strolling through it as she had any time the whim struck her … just
as she had that first time.

It had been five annums since the last time
he had ventured this close to the alien colony—three the time
before.

Anger flickered through him, briefly, and
vanished. He had been certain that this time he would feel nothing
at all. He had managed to stay away five annums. He had overcome
his obsession with her.

He would have been better off, he thought in
disgust, if he had not decided to test it.

She had matured since he had first seen her.
He had wanted her when she had still been as much child as
woman—more hard angles than curves and nothing much besides a
couple of little apples ripening on her thin chest. She had ripened
to full womanhood, all lush curves that made his throat go dry as
she came closer, made him go taut all over, sent his mind into
chaos.

If she hadn’t been so lost in her own
thoughts, she would have seen him.

Those thoughts flickered through his mind as
he stood frozen, trying to decide what to do, and for a moment, he
was tempted to act upon them as he had that first day.

She was thinking of him—as she’d known
him—the wounded manticore she had named Rae.

He banished the temptation as soon as it
occurred to him. Not this time, he thought grimly.

Discovering he was leaning against a menzil
tree, he plastered himself more fully against it, focusing his mind
on replicating the color and texture of the bark and the shape of
the trunk as she stopped abruptly and bent over to set the case she
was carrying down. His gaze moved of its own accord to the bottom
she’d turned up to him and his felt his cock, which had only begun
to relax, bound upward again in hopefulness.

He glanced down uneasily and discovered it
was just as he’d suspected. His shaft had refused to cooperate with
his will. It was standing stiffly erect as if determined to catch
her attention.

And it did.

Before he could will the damned thing to
obey him, she straightened and turned, staring directly at it.

He didn’t dare try to tame the damned thing
once she’d spotted it. It was a dilemma he hadn’t encountered
before and he felt a mixture of wry amusement and dismay as she
moved closer to examine the ‘strange growth’ on the tree.

* * * *

Curiosity flickered through Cara as she
straightened to survey the area where she’d decided to collect
plant specimens for study and immediately noticed the odd growth on
the tree the locals called a menzil tree. “What a peculiar place
for a branch,” she muttered to herself, wondering if it actually
was a natural growth or if it was some parasitic growth. The menzil
trees had a tendency to look more like umbrellas than trees. She
hadn’t seen a single one before with such a low growing limb.

The disturbing thought that it might be the
result of parasites, or insect activity, or worse, pollution from
their colony, drew her closer to examine it.

Kneeling at the base of the tree, she stared
at the strange growth closely. In color and texture, it looked like
the rest of the three, but it was blunt for a branch beyond the
fact that it was growing in a place where there shouldn’t be a
branch. Grasping it, she bent it up and down a few times to test
its flexibility. It didn’t seem like deadwood. It was hard, too,
didn’t have the spongy consistency of decaying wood. Bending it
down again enough to see it better, she studied the blunt end for
any sign that it had been broken off, which would explain why it
wasn’t tapered as it should have been. There was a small hole in
the end, but she didn’t see any other sign that it might have been
damaged. There was no raw, exposed wood. The bark covered it
completely.

Except the hole. She studied that for
several moments, wondering if, as she’d suspected before, insects
had burrowed into the tree, but she didn’t see any sign of insect
activity—no insects, anyway. A little sap was oozing from it. She
collected it on the tip of one finger and rubbed it between her
index finger and her middle finger, testing the viscosity of it. It
didn’t actually feel like
sap, she decided, testing the scent with her nose. It didn’t smell
like tree sap either.

She was just about to turn away when she
discovered that there was an odd looking bulge below the
branch—sort of like a knot. Another branch? That was really
strange—that one had evidently budded, but had either broken off or
failed to develop and then another right above that. Releasing the
blunt branch, she felt the knot below it. Startled when she
discovered it wasn’t hard like the branch, or the trunk of the
tree, she snatched her hand back.

Frowning, she stared at the growth, mildly
revolted about the fact that it seemed soft and … squishy when it
certainly shouldn’t.

Convinced abruptly that she’d found a colony
of parasites, she decided to extract some of the fluids just below
the bark for study. “Well! I’ll just have to have a look at that!
Poor tree! It’s a very good thing I found this. The entire forest
might have become infected—might still.”

Getting to her feet abruptly, she moved back
to her case to get a knife and a container for the samples.

* * * *

By the gods, Nouri thought with a mixture of
amusement and horror! Cara meant to castrate him! Or something
equally unpleasant—far less pleasant than her investigation of his
‘branch’ and the ‘growth’ below it, at any rate. Detaching himself
from the tree the moment she turned away, he stared at her for a
long moment and abruptly assumed the form of the manticore, despite
his earlier decision not to.

She sucked in a sharp breath when she turned
and saw him, dropping the knife and the sample jar from nerveless
fingers.

Regret wafted through him—and resentment.
Had she forgotten him when he hadn’t been able to put her from his
mind?

For many moments, she simply stared at him
in horror, her heart beating so frantically in her chest that he
could see that it made her breasts quiver.

“Rae?” she whispered when he’d begun
to think she really had forgotten, a strange note in her voice that
convinced him she not only hadn’t forgotten, but she remembered him
with fondness.

As a beast, he reminded himself with a touch
of anger, regretting that he’d taken that form almost more because
of that than the fact that he’d frightened her.

“Rae? It is you, isn’t it?”

He approached her slowly so as not to
frighten her more, sensed the moment the tension went out of her.
She tangled her fingers in his mane when he rubbed against her,
closing his eyes at the pleasure it gave him to touch her even in
the form of a beast.

She knelt abruptly, curling her arms around
his neck as she had so many times before, and brushing her cheek
along the top of his head. He breathed her scent with something
akin to ecstasy, nuzzling his face against her breasts, content
enough for the moment just to feel her acceptance and the affection
she had for the beast.

She leaned away after a moment—too
soon—holding his head. “I can’t believe you still remember me! It’s
been years …!” Her gaze moved over his face. “And you are still so
handsome! Just look at you!”

His pleasure waned, took an abrupt
nosedive.

He’d promised himself the last time he went
to her that he would never do it again, certainly not as a
beast!

He was a prince, gods damn it! He didn’t
have to settle for being petted like a dumb beast! There were
plenty of women of his own tribe that would rejoice if he had
offered to take any one of them into his pallet and planted his
seed in them! His father had pointed that out to him until they had
nearly come to blows over it, for he should have long since taken a
woman and sewn his seed to preserve their line. He knew it.
Everyone knew it, and they were beginning to look at him a little
strangely because he hadn’t shown any interest in settling with
one.

Not that he hadn’t favored many, but then
there was the rub. He had gone through the most of the eligible
population of females without bestowing his seed on a single one of
them and rumors had begun to surface that he was incapable of
breeding—because a round dozen were claiming he had sown his seed
and it simply hadn’t taken, he thought with sudden anger.

It was the niggling fear, he realized
abruptly, that she would still
only see him as a dumb beast that had prevented him from
approaching her in his true form. Her people considered his as
little more than savages.

In all likelihood, Cara was no different
than any of the others of her kind.
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