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Chapter One

The shockwave rocked Danielle’s entire
house hard enough to roll her off of her couch and onto the
floor.

Granted, it was a tiny, tiny house,
but she’d made certain it was solidly anchored and nothing in the
two years since she’d settled smack in the middle of her five acre
plot had done much more than rattled the windows.

More than half asleep when it hit,
directly behind a sonic boom that had rattled her teeth and
snatched her from the edge of sleep to heart hammering alertness,
shock instantly enveloped her, decimating her reflexes and mental
capabilities. Escape wasn’t a clear cut thought, or a conceived
plan. It was pure instincts that sent her scrambling to her door
and out of it onto the deck she’d built to expand her ‘living
space’.

A flash of light and heat swiveled her
head around like a needle on a compass and she stared in absolute
horror at the ball of fire she thought, at first, was going to
smack into her. Even as she scrambled to the edge of the small deck
and plunged off it, though, she realized the fireball had shot past
her and slammed into her freshly tilled garden, dug that up,
spewing geysers of dirt on either side like a boat plowing through
water, and then took out a stand of brush and smallish trees before
it abruptly stopped.

She lay huffing for breath in the
dirt, feeling her eyeballs slowly dry out from gaping at the thing
her mind failed to identify. She was still trying to jumpstart her
brain and figure out what she’d just witnessed and whether or not
it was still a threat, when she saw … something move.

She thought, at first, it was just a
piece of the thing that had fallen out of the sky that had broken
free and fallen.

It wasn’t an irregular shape,
though.

And it hadn’t fallen.

Well, it did, but it got back up,
stood wavering beside the pile of burning debris a moment and then
seemed to look straight at her and stagger in her
direction.

“Oh my god!” It was a
plane crash! “I’m coming! Hold on!” she yelled out, scrambling to
her feet and looking around wildly for something to ‘help’
with.

Fire.

The thought sent her racing toward her
water hose. Twisting the knob wide open, she grabbed the end and
started fighting the hose snake to get close enough to the fire to
help put it out.

She ran out of hose when she was way
less than halfway to the fire, but she saw the man who’d climbed
out of the crash was still smoldering and way closer than he’d been
when she first spotted him.

Lifting the end, she sprayed water on
him.

He waved her
off--literally.

The water froze in the air--just
stopped, suspended.

She froze.

She didn’t realize it at
first--that she couldn’t
move.

Her shocked brain was still struggling
to make any sense of anything that had happened.

He was hurt. She could see that in the
struggle it took him to move. His flight suit was torn and she saw
blood from wounds--trickling in a thin stream from the top of his
head and the disheveled thatch of dark … dread locks? From a wound
on his leg, maybe, and shoulder or chest.

He stopped when he was directly in
front of her, staring down at her.

Way down.

She felt a flicker of fear slither its
way through her innards as it dawned on her that he was a really
big man.

He lifted one hand and cupped it,
gathering water into his palm, and then carried it to his
face.

And sniffed it.

Then he rubbed it over his face and
scooped another handful up and drank from his palm. “You help I?”
he asked in a deep, rumbling voice that she could feel rattle
through her.

Before she could test her voice, she
heard jets--flying super low overhead.

He looked up. His eyes
narrowed.

And then he waved them off and they
disappeared.

She thought they did.

She discovered she couldn’t even move
her eyeballs. When she transferred her focus from trying to see the
sky to the man standing in front of her, she discovered he was
studying her again. Then he looked around. She saw his gaze narrow
on something behind her and that also unnerved her.

He picked her up and headed in that
direction--toward her house, she realized when she heard the sound
of his tread on the wood of her deck.

He had to maneuver himself and her
through the doorway--like squeezing into a girdle.

He surveyed the interior with a look
that catalogued everything at once and then moved to sit down
heavily on her couch--sort of dropping down on it.

It creaked under his weight, groaned
as if it might collapse, but held. Then he set her down beside him
and she found herself staring at … something that absolutely was
not of Earth--however man-like he had appeared to be standing in
the darkness with only the firelight from his crashed ship limning
him from the back.

Despite the dimness within her home
with only the light from her TV and one lamp to
illuminate.

Alien.

And he hadn’t ‘just’
crashed.

He’d been shot down--right on her
doorstep.

The military was going to be all over
them before he could spit.

She was distracted from that anxiety
by the discovery that he was doing something--trying to.

With great effort, he unearthed
something from a pocket on the leg of his suit--a case of some
sort. Although ‘weapon’ instantly leapt to her mind, she saw it was
filled with--unrecognizable things.

There was a tremor in his
hand.

Her mind said ‘weak’.

She heard faint sounds from him that
she realized were little grunts of pain from his efforts--or maybe
weakness or maybe both.

“I’ll help you,” she
said.

Must have said.

He whipped a sharp look at her,
studied her for a moment. “I do.”

The case slipped on his leg, dumping
out some of the contents.

He closed his eyes for a moment, as if
struggling with anger, impatience … pain.

“Let me help.”

He opened his eyes again, studied her
assessingly, and finally moved his hand as he had the first
time--except that time he released her. She felt the
release.

As if someone had snatched a chair out
from under her, she felt herself drop--the shift from being held up
to having to hold herself up--not a fall.

Dismissing it for the moment, she got
down and searched for everything that he’d dropped on the floor and
carefully replaced it in the case. Then she looked up at him. “Tell
me what to do.”

He pointed to the largest object.
“Scan.”

Picking it up, she looked it over, but
she didn’t see any buttons. He took it from her, pressed it with
his fingers and then handed it back to her.

Deciding he must have turned it on,
set it to work, she got up on her knees on the couch beside him and
moved closer to check for head injury first.

She discovered when she looked at him
that he had been studying her face while she waved it around his
head. Her face heated. “Did I do it right?”

“Affirm-ative.”

Relieved, she moved from his head and
carefully scanned his neck and shoulders, arms--even though she
thought those must be ok--and then carefully moved it across his
broad, muscular chest, belly and hips and finally got off the couch
to scan his legs.

A hologram appeared almost as soon as
she’d finished and an alien language erupted from the thing,
pinpointing various areas of his body with glowing spots. He
touched her face lightly with the fingers of one hand, redirecting
her attention from the ‘show’ and pointed to a set of vials in the
case and to a device that looked like a cross between a hypodermic
and the top of a spray canister. Picking up what she decided must
be the injector, she lifted one of the vials and studied both.
Discovering he was watching her, she put the two together, looking
at him questioningly. He nodded, took it and tightened it and then
handed it back and pointed to the hologram. She saw an area on his
chest image flashing.

“Oh god,” she muttered in
dismay when he pulled his suit away from that spot, exposing his
bare flesh--and more disturbing--damage. She felt her belly tighten
reflexively in response to the pain she was certain it caused
him.

Also disturbing was the fact that it
was a very human-looking, very nice chest. Or maybe that it even
flickered through her mind at all?

She held the hypodermic away from him,
though, when he tried to take it. “Let me. You can’t reach it like
I can.”

And she couldn’t reach worth a damn,
for that matter. She got up on her knees on the couch, studied the
image again and carefully found the spot with the tip of her
finger. Her belly clenched in sympathy, a wave of nausea washing
over her, when she pushed the needle into him and then slowly
depressed the plunger.

It hurt him. She could see it did.
“I’m sorry,” she gasped, rubbing the spot lightly with her finger
when she pulled the needle out and blowing on it.

She felt a wave of dizzy wash over her
when she got the next vial out and attached it.

And that was only partly from having
to perform a medical procedure when she had never done anything
like what she’d had to do.

The other part was from the
realization that the other two shots were in his belly and
thigh.

Mentally bracing herself, she studied
the closure of his suit and opened it all the way down to the knee
on the side where she was supposed to inject him and then studied
the hologram again. Apparently, the vials were prepared according
to injury site. The spot on his thigh was flashing.

Which just so happened to be the leg
his long, thick penis was laying on.

She stared down at it for a long, long
moment. It looked like a human penis even though it
wasn’t--couldn’t possibly be. Finally, she reached with thumb and
forefinger to grasp it and move it out of the way.

Her hands were shaking, though, until
she couldn’t wield the syringe with any dexterity.

Actually, she discovered that she was
shaking deep down.

Dragging in a calming breath, she
carefully aimed the needle and injected his thigh.

He seemed to be sliding toward
unconsciousness, she discovered with dismay when she flicked a look
at his face.

No doubt he was in so much pain it was
a blessing to him, but her mind immediately flickered toward the
people liable to descend upon them any moment. She lifted a hand to
his cheek and discovered she could barely lift his head. “Don’t go
to sleep. I have to hide you before they come.”

He lifted his own head and focused on
her face, but she didn’t know if he’d actually absorbed and
understood the warning.

It was fortunate that she managed to
distract herself, though, because she had to handle his genitals to
place the last injection and she didn’t think she could’ve done
that otherwise--they were warm, the skin silky to the touch--and
semi ‘solid’, not squishy.

She placed everything back into the
case when she’d finished, closed the case and then got off of him
and knelt on the floor to move the rug out of the way and open the
hatch to her storm shelter/root cellar/panic room below her tiny
home.

It was going to be tight, she was very
much afraid, but it was the only thing she had that might escape
detection.

She discovered he’d sat up
when she got up and was watching her. “It’s small--sorry, but I
made it as comfortable as I could since I thought I might have to
be down in it for hours if I had to use it. There’s a cot you can
hopefully lay down on--food, water, and bathroom and its all I have
that might hide you when they come. And they will come. You
understand?”

He tilted his head slightly, studying
her, and then got up and moved to the steep ladder/stair that
accessed the little bunker and went down. She got up and found the
lantern she used when she went down, turned it on, got down on her
belly and handed it to him. “If you hear anybody up here, turn the
light off. I don’t think they’d be able to see it, but there’s no
sense in taking the chance.”

She got up and looked around before
she closed the door and discovered his case was still on the couch.
Picking it up, she handed that down to him--pointed out water and
potty [incinerating toilet] and food--and then closed the door and
covered it with the rug.

There was dirt and ash on the
couch.

She cleaned it off very carefully and
then slipped her jeans on and went outside and made sure he hadn’t
left footprints leading up to her place.

Well, he had--no surprise.

What did surprise her was that they
were deep.

Of course the soil was soft, but the
circumstance still teased her mind, confused her.

She got her hoe out and scraped at the
footprints until she’d obliterated them and then wet the yard down
good with the water from the hose for good measure and coiled the
hose up again.

Tired and shook, she was still too
wired to actually settle down and rest, but she made the effort to
appear to have gone to bed.

Because she was sure she
was going to have company pretty soon and rest was the only thing
that even might help her calm down and gather her wits.

Fire and rescue arrived about twenty
minutes behind the crash. The fire had gone out within that length
of time and laid down a deep layer of smoke fog that made it
difficult for them to pinpoint the exact location.

The military arrived on their heels
with everything they had on hand.

Dani had some bad moments wondering if
she’d lost her mind to even consider hiding the alien man, let
alone doing it.

But he was hurt. Her instincts were
telling her to help and protect because she felt like he needed
it.

She sure hoped he didn’t repay her by
doing anything painful and or permanent to her as soon as he was
able.


Chapter Two

Tarak was furious when he was
attacked--stunned when the weapon fired upon him pierced his
shields and damaged his ship’s guidance--and dismayed when he could
manage no more than a (poorly) controlled crash. By the time he was
able to stumble out of the wreckage, the event had deprived him of
any ability to experience extreme emotion, but he was still
angry.

He was not entirely certain of why he
was when they had determined that the aliens would very likely be
hostile and attack with extreme prejudice.

That was why it had been decided to
send them in secretly.

It was one of the things he and the
other scouts had been sent to determine--how accurate their
assessment of the aliens was--how sophisticated and effective their
weapons might be.

Well, he thought wryly, there was no
longer doubt of that.

They were certainly hostile--and not
as primitive as they had thought.

He wondered if the other scouts had
managed to make it to the surface relatively intact. He had managed
to get out a warning, but there had been no time before the crash
to receive a response if any had been sent and there was too much
damage to the ship for a response once it had settled on the
ground.

He decided he was angry because he had
failed his mission.

He would not be collecting any Intel
to send back to be analyzed.

Almost on that thought, though, he had
discovered a small figure in the darkness--not that the limited
illumination greatly diminished his sight, but the damage to
himself did, dimmed his perceptions.

The species that inhabited the world
were, on average, smaller than his species. He knew that and yet it
came as a jolt of surprise to see one and discover just how small
they were. He studied the creature assessingly, trying, first, to
determine if it was adult or child, and then trying to determine
the gender.

According to his sensors it was
adult--female.

Hostile?

Not armed, his sensors assured
him.

Then she yelled … something at him and
ran to a thing.

It seemed to be attached to the ground
and he could not decide if it was a weapon or not--had not decided
when she turned it on him.

It was no great feat to shield himself
from it--to suspend her until he could decide what danger she
presented, if any.

Which was a good thing because he was
damnably weak.

He felt blank when he discovered she
was throwing water at him. After a few seconds, however, he
connected the water to the fire.

Surprise flickered through
him.

Because she was staring straight at
him. She must know he was not of her world. Why would she try to
help him?

And yet … he thought she
was.

He struggled to summon what he knew of
their language--the one she had spoken. “You help I?” he managed
finally, and then realized he had suspended her and she would not
be able to respond.

He thought he had correctly assessed
the situation, however--hoped that he had, because he was weak and
growing weaker. He would have to treat his injuries to have any
hope of surviving until--if--anyone came for him.

He had thought the creature was small
when he had studied it from a distance. When he came to stand over
it--her, he was … disconcerted.

It flickered through his mind that it
seemed--very illogical that she would even attempt to help
him--unless she lacked sufficient intelligence to perceive him as a
threat?

But that, too, seemed unreasonable.
She was the same as those who had shot his ship out from under him,
was she not?

He thought she was--but he was
injured. How much could he trust his reasoning abilities? His
perceptions?

He lifted his head and looked around,
debating--but the only shelter close enough he had some hope of
reaching it appeared to be hers and he thought she would need
shelter, as well--if he left her suspended.

She weighed just enough to manifest a
‘presence’ when he lifted her--not enough to put much strain
against his diminishing personal resources. But, as small as she
was, he was still … outdone to discover her hab was barely
sufficient to house him. It was miniature--as she was--and
everything inside of it.

Shrugging it off, he settled on a
padded bench and set her beside him.

He was drained enough, he was tempted
to simply close his eyes and sleep--even though his sensors were
telling him that he might well not awaken again if he
did.

That thought encouraged him to release
her. If he lost consciousness, she might be released and she might
not. His death could insure hers and he did not want to be the
cause of her death when she had done no more than attempted to help
him.

It transpired that it was to his
benefit when he did release her.

Despite his doubts that she would be
any help at all, he discovered with a touch of surprise that she
was very intelligent. She caught on almost instantly to his
directions to her to render aid, administering the nanos to affect
repairs and to dull the pain.

He still did not trust her, but he was
cognizant enough to realize he had little choice. He climbed down
into the capsule below ground and stretched out the best he could
on the tiny bed and then let go of consciousness since he could no
longer hold on to it.

Wondering even as he lost
consciousness if he would wake up at all--or wake up as a prisoner.
But his very last thought was about the female and what might
happen to her for helping him.

* * * *

Danielle sure was glad she’d put her
pants on.

It wasn’t long after the ‘marines’
landed before they were beating on her door. Before she could get
up and get to the door to open it, they’d busted in, piled in with
guns at the ready to shoot. She sucked in a sharp breath that edged
a scream and dropped--mostly because her knees gave out when she
leapt from the couch.

“Are you alone?” one of
the men barked at her.

She glanced around her tiny house,
feeling perfectly blank.

It wasn’t as if it had separate rooms
where someone might be hiding.

Of course there was the storm
shelter-root cellar, but she wasn’t about to tell them about that!
“You broke my door!” she gasped.

“Is anyone else here!” the
man bellowed at her, making her jump all over.

“No!” she yelled back at
him. “What the hell did you break into my house for?”

He seemed to relax fractionally, but
he motioned to two men who’d accompanied him, and they headed off
in two directions to look everything over. “You slept through that
… impact?” he demanded with patent disbelief.

“Hell fucking no! I
thought it was going to hit my house and wipe me out!”

“Sooo … you just came back
inside?”

Outrage flooded her. “What the fuck do
you think I could do about it? I couldn’t even reach it with my
hose to put the fire out!”

The two men he’d sent to plunder
returned, shook their heads faintly and then the three of them
filed out.

Danielle followed them to the door.
“Y’all broke my damn door!”

The man stopped and turned to study
her for a long moment. “You should have answered the
door.”

Danielle felt her mouth drop open with
shocked surprise and more outrage. “You broke it in before I had
time to get off the couch!” she snarled.

“You’ll have to file a
report,” he said coolly and turned and left.

Dani stared at the asshole’s back as
he walked off, discovering in the process that dawn was breaking,
lifting the darkness of night.

Her belly cramped at the realization,
effectively eradicating her anger about the door and the bastard’s
attitude about her loss.

She hadn’t actually attempted to hide
her shelter--even though she’d dubbed it a panic room.

She’d parked her trailer/tiny home
directly over it and cut a hole in the floor mostly because she was
afraid she might need quick access from tornados or hurricanes and
partly because she was afraid she might have to hide from anyone
that wanted to break in since she lived alone--way out in the
boonies.

She had built the deck and that
covered a good portion of the underside on the front. And she’d
placed arrangements of pots with flowers and veggies here and
there--but no actual skirting. Because she’d had this wild and
stupid idea when she started out with her project ‘off grid’ that
she’d have enough money to travel around a little and she could
just take her little home with her.

She hoped to hell they didn’t decide
to inspect it more thoroughly.

She didn’t think it would be very hard
to spot the incased stair-ladder.

And there was no exit.

She’d actually given some thought to
digging an escape tunnel, but it would be a big expense to rent a
backhoe and she wasn’t certain it was worth the money.

And it could take decades to hand dig
anything long enough and deep enough to be any use.

Well, she hadn’t been convinced it was
worth the expense before.

She was suddenly very sorry there was
no way in hell her rescue could sneak out.

Especially if the military planned to
camp out at her place.

She’d been in no state of mind to
really consider the potential for disastrous consequences for her.
She’d been too stunned when he’d climbed out of the wreck even to
realize it wasn’t a human man until he’d been right up on
her.

And then she’d seen he was definitely
hurt and that had diverted her mind immediately to trying to
help.

She had a bad feeling that wasn’t
going to count in her favor if they discovered she’d hidden him,
because that showed she’d been motivated by guilt which meant she
was well aware that she shouldn’t.

Or at least that she could get in
trouble for doing it.

It didn’t
feel wrong to help
someone in need, but that wasn’t going to be much of a consolation
if she disappeared into some government black hole.

* * * *

Danielle discovered she was too tired
from lack of sufficient sleep to be fully alert, and too wired with
nervous energy to dose off even though she settled for a little
while, trying.
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