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Chapter One

“This is Scout Two. My
ship has been hit. The shields have been breached. There is
significant damage.”

“Scout Two. Do you need to
abort mission?”

Torin was silent, considering.
“Unknown at this point.”

“Can you return to
base?”

Torin studied the report on his
display. “Negative,” he responded grimly.

“Have you reached the
coordinates issued?”

“Negative. I will be
landing, however. Very shortly. I am forwarding the damage report
and the coordinates of my current location.”

There was silence for a long moment.
“Scout Two …. Lord Torin. Good luck.”

“Unfortunately, I think it
will take that,” Torin muttered.

The damage was severe enough it was
touch and go for many minutes. The AI helped him manage a landing,
however, gentle enough there seemed a high likelihood both he and
the ship would survive to fly another day.

Both he and the ship were damaged,
however.

The AI had helped him set the ship
down in an uninhabited wooded area, a minimum of five parsects from
any human habitation.

“I am down. Minimal
damage. I will check to see if contact is possible so that I can
complete my mission.”

“AI is reporting a cracked
rib, Scout Two.”

He had noticed. “I have a med-kit. I
will use it and find a place to recover sufficiently to complete
the mission. Scout Two out.”

He thought it was likely imperative to
put some distance between himself and the ship, though, as quickly
as possible. He was already banged up from the landing. If he
didn’t move while he could, he might not get the chance.

“Cloak the
ship.”

“Cloaked.”

It was just as well, he thought grimly
when he had struggled to free himself from his safety harness and
managed to get out of the ship, that he’d made that decision. He
spied one of the human airships tracking back and forth with a
blinding light barely three parsects from his landing/crash site.
They would be all over it before recovery could pick it up, gods
damn it.

It looked like they were going to lose
half the scouts--or more.

Tarak, he had heard, had already gone
down--and no great distance from where he, himself, had been shot
down.

Shaking the thought, he pushed away
from the tree where he had paused to catch his breath and tried to
move a little faster.

He had stumbled from the wooded area
before he realized it.

Fortunately, a quick scan assured him
it was, at least currently, unoccupied.

There was a … thing that did not
belong. Some sort of machine his AI suggested.

He caught the scent before he reached
it, sucked in a heady breath of it in his effort to oxygenate his
blood and chase the darkness back.

The scent was powerful enough,
simulative enough, it made him dizzy--dizzier--compounded the
effects he was already feeling from his injury. It almost brought
him to his knees.

Blindly, he placed his palms against
the machine, used the structure to help him support himself while
he used his hands and fingers to find ingress.

He found a portal, felt around the
entire edge.

It would not open.

His AI suggested it was
locked.

He searched again, until he found a
device and directed a small electrical charge at it. A clicking
sound resulted and when he tried to open it again, it
opened.

The scent nearly bowled him
over.

Combined scents.

The male’s was strongest, but seemed …
old.

Scents of food suggested the female
was living in the tiny thing.

The woman’s scent brought him to full
erection so fast, redirected all of the blood flow from his brain,
that he had to fight blackout for several moments.

The portal had sucked all of the air
out of it and replaced it, however, taking the buildup of various
scents with it.

Turning, he sat on the edge of the
portal and searched for his med kit. It was all he could do to prep
it and find the spot with the AI directing him.

The nanoes were going to be playing
catch-up for a while, he thought wryly, when the AI had read off
his stats.

He felt like he was moving in slow
motion while he struggled to put the kit back together and get it
in the pocket of his suit. He had to crawl inside and even closing
the portal seemed a task he had no strength for. Finally, however,
he managed to situate himself.

There was a bed, he saw.

Dragging himself to it, he half fell
into it and curled up on the soft surface that smelled like the
woman.

It was oddly comforting--even while it
played hell with his sex drive.

His cock couldn’t decide whether he
was ready to mate or needed to sleep. It kept bouncing up to search
for the female that luscious scent was attached to.

Ignoring it with an effort, he managed
to curl up in the bedding and clutch the pillow to his head before
the painkiller he’d injected knocked him stone cold.

His last thought before he lost
consciousness was that he was liable to wake up dead--or a
prisoner--because he thought it very unlikely the woman would react
well to finding him in her bed.

* * * *

Between her rush, her burden, and the
heat, Maggie was huffing for breath by the time her van came within
view. Relief flooded her--mostly, she thought, because it was still
there.

But also because her arms were burning
from the weight of her groceries and her shoulders felt like they
were going to fall out of the sockets.

To say she regretted the decision to
save her gas and walk to take care of her errands was an
understatement.

She couldn’t afford to squander gas
for her comfort and convenience, however.

And, really, it hadn’t been that
bad.

And it was her own damned
fault.

Canned peaches and soup had been on
sale and she hadn’t been able to resist stocking up.

Because those were the mainstay of her
diet since she’d had the fight with Mack and ‘abandoned
ship’.

Well … run when she could get up and
gather her wits.

It was the first time--and
absolutely would be the last time--the bastard was ever going to take his
anger out on her!

He’d taken
her van--which was
actually what had precipitated the beat down. She’d refused to give
him her keys.

Because he was high as a damned
kite.

Fortunately, she’d had a spare set and
she’d known where he was headed.

She’d followed him, taken her van, and
headed back to his place to grab her stuff--everything she could
round up in a hurry--and she’d been in hiding ever
since.

That was one of the reasons she’d
decided to tuck the van away and walk the couple of blocks to the
store.

She hadn’t seen him since.

She had been careful to steer clear of
any of the places he hung around.

But there was always chance--bad
luck.

And she hadn’t actually been left in
peace even though she’d managed to avoid Mack.

The cops didn’t like her parking her
van--anywhere. She’d been chased out of every other place she’d
tried to park and threatened with arrest.

But she was afraid to park in the
areas where the cops weren’t inclined to patrol nearly as
assiduously.

Because then she had human predators
trying to get into her van.

Homelessness was a very, very scary
address.

She thought, if she hadn’t burned her
bridges with Mack so thoroughly, that she might have been willing
to put up with being roughed up instead of dealing with the specter
of murder hanging over her.

But she had made an enemy of Mack, she
was pretty convinced, so that was absolutely off the table. She
didn’t even want to think what he might do to her for snatching her
van back and leaving him on foot.

Sighing with relief when she reached
the van, she looked around to make sure there was nobody close
enough to grab her, fished her key out of her jeans pocket and
unlocked the rear door to unload her supplies.

There was a man curled up on her
bed.

She jolted so hard she lost her grip
on her bags and dropped them.

But she was frozen with shock for a
handful of seconds, staring at the man while her brain struggled to
‘interpret’ what her gaze was fixated on.

Sucking in a terrified gasp, she
whirled away as she detected movement, intent on
running.

She couldn’t run, though, couldn’t
move at all.

It was like she had been flash
frozen--minus the ice.

Well, she could move her eyes and she
did, recording with a building of horror as the … not human man
climbed out with obvious effort and turned to stare at her as if he
was frozen with horror just as she was.

He had a hand pressed to his side, she
saw, and he was hunched over slightly.

His expression wasn’t
anger.

It was pain.

She didn’t notice anything beyond the
fact that he was huge and he was not human for many long moments,
though, before it finally penetrated her mind that he was hurt and
that he hadn’t made any attempt to attack her, hadn’t moved
closer.

There was almost a dazed look in his
eyes as he surveyed his surroundings. “Peace,” he finally managed
in a gravelly voice that her brain interpreted as filled with pain
and or sickness. “I no harm.”

The bottom fell out from under
Maggie’s sheer terror.

She was still scared, but her wits
seemed to gradually gather once more as she slowly assessed him and
her surroundings.

He was alien.

He was hurt or sick, or sick because
he had been hurt and hadn’t been treated, and had climbed into her
van … because of that.

And very likely to hide himself from
people that would harm him.

That, she thought, probably included
pretty much everybody.

She felt an odd sort of … drop. Like
those weird ‘falling’ sensations she sometimes got when she was
sleeping that woke her right up. As if she’d lost touch with
gravity, briefly, and then regained it.

The paralysis that had frozen her
vanished at the same time.

The urge to run washed over her
again.

She met his gaze, though, and felt
something else--empathy.

He was running from people that wanted
to hurt him and he was already hurt.

“You’re hurt,” she said
when she’d scanned his length and stared hard at the spot he was
holding one absolutely huge hand over.

Then she glanced around. “It’s ok. You
can lie down on my bed.”

He looked doubtful. “Dis you …
ting?”

“Yeah.” She glanced around
again, but he’d hardly moved since he’d gotten out. She thought he
must be hurt pretty badly.

She thought she could always bail out
and run if he threatened her. “Get in before somebody sees you. I
should … move the van. The cops will come to look and run me
off.”

He hesitated for several moments and
finally climbed back inside with obvious effort. She tried to help
him when she saw he was having a lot of trouble folding himself
into such a small space--for him--because he was huge. It wasn’t
just her eyes/mind playing tricks on her because she was so
unnerved. He was massive.

Despite the desire to
help, though, she couldn’t think she managed much. Everything on
him felt like lead. The van
looked like it was trying to sit down, despite
the heavy duty suspension in the back because it had originally
been a work van. She did manage to help him bend his knees and get
his feet inside, though. Then she closed the doors and leaned down
to pick up the bags and groceries she’d dropped and moved to the
side back door and set them inside and then went around to the
front and climbed in.

There was a fucking cop car pulling
into the front of the parking lot when she’d started the van.
Pretending she hadn’t noticed him, she put the van in gear and
slowly pulled out of the parking spot.

Instead of turning away from the cop,
she pulled straight out and headed toward the entrance the cop had
used, pretending complete unconcern.

Thankfully, although he looked her
over, he dismissed her and kept going.

She was shaking like a leaf when she
reached the street, paused there to decide where to go and finally
headed for the nearest gas station. She had a little money left
over from the grocery shopping and figured she was going to need
gas.

She had enough to get a gallon and a
half.

When she pulled out again, she pointed
the van toward the city limits. It was still daylight and there was
a mostly abandoned state park just outside the city limits that
she’d used a few times as a camp.

She didn’t try to hide the
van.

Cops took that as an indication that
someone was up to no good and immediately investigated it. If she
parked in plain view, there was still a chance of it, but maybe a
better chance that they’d decide it was out of gas, broke down, or
something non-nefarious.

When she’d parked, she got up, climbed
between the front seats and moved to her cooler in the back.
Opening it, she took out a bottle of water for herself and one for
the space man.

He opened his eyes as she reached
him.

Twisting the cap off of one of the
bottles, she held it up for him. “Water. You thirsty?”

He reached for the flimsy bottle,
squeezing it hard enough water shot out the top. She dropped her
water bottle and grabbed his hand, pulling at his fingertips to
loosen his hold. “Not so tight. The bottle will collapse and
squeeze all of the water out.”

He eased his hold.

It certainly wasn’t because she’d
tried to peal his fingers loose.

Or rather, she hadn’t managed to. It
might be in response to her effort to loosen his hold.

Pushing himself up far enough to use
an elbow as prop, he put the opening to his mouth and swallowed
half of it in one gulp.

Maggie blinked at him, her jaw going
slack.

She took the empty bottle back, stared
at it blankly for a moment and finally opened her own bottle and
gave it to him.

He shook his head. “You.”

It took her a moment to realize he was
insisting that she drink it. “You drink it. I think you need it
more. I’ve got another one.”

He hesitated, but clearly he was
dehydrated. He took it at her insistence and gulped that down,
too.

When she took the empty bottle back,
she lifted a hand and placed it on his forehead before she
considered that he was alien. He felt hot to her touch, but she
realized she couldn’t really tell if he had a fever or
not.

Girding herself, she met his gaze.
“Let me see where you’re hurt, ok?”

He was reluctant. She could see that.
Finally, though, he moved his hand.

She hissed with empathetic
pain.

There was blood on his clothing and
she felt a wave of dizziness wash over her. A cloud of dismay
followed. If it was more than a scratch, he was fucked. She
couldn’t take him anywhere for medical help and just about the only
thing she could do was get her bandages and alcohol out.

Getting up after a moment, she got her
first aid kit out. Then she moved to the little sink she’d made for
herself and cleaned her hands with the disinfectant she had before
she moved back to him.

The bed was raised. She’d put storage
lockers under it and unfortunately the height wasn’t the best for
‘doctoring’. On her knees, she couldn’t really reach him well. If
she stood up, the ceiling of the van wasn’t high enough and she had
to bend over him anyway.

Finally, she grabbed a heavy plastic
storage container, placed it by the bunk and got on her knees on it
to examine the wound better.

His clothing seemed to be stuck to his
skin with the blood.

Her belly clenched at the thought of
pulling it loose.

Finally, she soaked down a folded
piece of gauze and carefully touched it to the spot, rubbing
lightly when it seemed to dissolve the dried blood.

He was watching her she discovered
when she flicked a glance at his face to see if she was hurting
him.

She couldn’t tell anything about his
expression.

The uneasy thought wafted through her
to wonder if he was thinking about smashing her like a
bug.

He hadn’t made a sound, though--so he
either hadn’t felt pain or he was just that stoic.

The fabric came away fairly easily,
though, when she tugged at it with her fingers.

There was a long, angry streak of red
beneath the tear--not torn skin, thankfully, or worse, a gaping
wound. She relaxed fractionally. “It’s closed.” She looked at him.
“Did it crack the rib, you think?”

She didn’t see comprehension in his
eyes. After a moment, she placed her hands carefully on the area,
trying to see if she could feel anything that felt like a broken
rib.

The feel of his skin beneath her hands
made her belly shimmy.

She would’ve felt better if she
could’ve identified that reaction as revulsion--or just nervousness
at getting so personal with an alien.

He made a faint
sound--almost like she’d knocked the breath out of him. She stopped
instantly, flicking an anxious look at his face. “I am
so sorry, honey! Did I
hurt you?”

He sent her a strange sort of look.
“No.” He hesitated. “Am Torin.”

She blinked at him before it settled
inside her that he’d told her his name. “That’s your
name?”

“Yes. Torin.”

She smiled at him. “I like that. It
suits you. Sounds big and strong. I’m Maggie.”

His gaze flickered over her face
almost like a caress. “Mag-gie?”

“Yeah.” She removed her
hands from him a little self-consciously.

Because her awareness of him spiked
when he gave her his name. “Does it hurt to breathe?”

Again she got a blank look of
incomprehension. She demonstrated, taking a deep breath in and
letting it out. “Hurt to breathe?”

Something flickered in his
eyes.

She shook her head after a moment. She
wouldn’t know what to do about it, she realized, if he did have a
cracked rib.

It made her feel better, though, to
think, maybe, it was ok.

She didn’t really know what to do
about a fever if he had one, she realized--saying she could even
tell. He’d felt a little warm to her, but that might be normal for
him.

Water would help, but she didn’t
actually have that many bottles. After a few moments, she got
another bottle out of the chest for him and then took the two empty
bottles and got out. She’d found a working spigot when she’d camped
overnight before. “Be right back.”

The sun had set while she was playing
doctor, she discovered, and it was getting dark fast. Rushing
toward the spot she remembered, she crouched down and refilled the
bottles, twisted the caps on and then hurried back to the van,
climbed in and locked all of the doors.

Her star man looked like he was
sleeping.

She felt a jolt go through her,
though. Moving toward him she settled a hand on his forehead and
then touched his cheeks. He seemed a little cooler--she
thought.

Thankfully, he was still
breathing.

He was watching her, she discovered,
when she eased away and looked at him. She smiled at him with an
effort. “Hungry?”

Something flickered in his eyes. “No
hab hungry.”

She ignored his disclaimer. “I have
soup. That would probably be good. Chicken with noodles. That’s
always good for when you’re sick.”

She warmed some for him anyway in her
electric hot pot/coffee pot, poured it into a mug and then gave it
to him and moved back to the pot to heat a can for
herself.

He was holding the mug, she saw when
she settled to eat hers with her only spoon. “Sorry. I’ve only got
one spoon. You want it?”

He shook his head.

“You’re sure?”

“Sure.”

Shrugging inwardly, she scooped up the
soup and noodles and ate, her mind on her ‘guest’. He’d emptied his
mug, she saw, when she’d finished and moved back to check on him.
“Was that enough? Or you want more?”

“Enough.”

She smiled at him. “You’re a big guy.
I’m thinking it wasn’t nearly enough, but I’ll take your for it. I
have plenty, though. I just stocked up.”

She doubted it was enough to fill him
up, but he’d drank a lot of water, so maybe he was ok. “Anything
else I can get for you, honey? Do to make you more
comfortable?”

“Need sleep.”

“Ok. I’ll quit bothering
you,” she said, gathering the cups and bottles and putting
everything in its place. Then she turned off the camp lantern she
used when she needed light.

It was good thing they’d had a sale on
the soup, she thought ruefully when she’d moved to the driver’s
seat, tilted the seat back as far as it would go and then wiggled
until she’d found a comfortable sleeping position.


Chapter Two

Despite her lingering uneasiness about
the alien she’d befriended, Maggie fell asleep as soon as she
managed to get comfortable and slept deeply. That was why she was
caught completely off guard when Mack showed up--still in a
towering rage.

Or maybe just enraged all over
again?

Because he’d been saving it up for her
for when he tracked her down?

It had been almost a week since their
‘difference of opinion’.

Not that she’d gotten a lot less wary
of running in to him, but she supposed just having the huge man in
the back of her van gave her a sense of safety it shouldn’t
have.

Because he seemed to be hurt pretty
bad and she didn’t know if he would try to defend her if he hadn’t
been.

And, possibly, the fact that they were
far enough out that she didn’t figure Mack could or would run
across her--even if he was looking.

Whatever the case, she had no clue
she’d become a target of violence until the door was snatched open
behind her, her arm was seized, and she was dragged out of the
van.

“You bitch!” Mack roared,
slapping her hard enough she saw stars and her legs, wobbly already
from poor circulation from her sleeping position, feeling like
cooked noodles, refused to support her.

Or maybe he hit her hard enough to
send her flying?

Because she did.

Or maybe he let her go when he’d
dragged her out and then hit her?

She did manage to connect
what was happening to Mack--mostly because she recognized his
voice--although her first thought--fear was that it was the alien
man. Unfortunately, her brain was too sluggish before he hit her to prompt her to
try to protect herself.

And her state of barely conscious
didn’t actually shield her from the pain either.

It was enough to identify Mack, but
not really anything useful.

Ignoring the pain, she tried to
scramble away from him with some thought of escape, but he caught
her hair and dragged her back. She cringed, throwing an arm up to
shield herself, expecting another blow.

He didn’t hit her again, though, and
she looked up in time to see her friendly alien lift him clean off
the ground by one arm.

Then he threw him--about three yards,
where he came into contact with a large tree hard enough it rattled
the tree.

That was when she
discovered it wasn’t actually her
alien buddy that had pitched him.

Her alien buddy had scrambled out of
the van and was leaning against the side of it.

The one that crouched beside her
examined her for injury--she supposed. “Are hurt?”

Maggie grunted as she tried to
straighten up and examine herself.

Her face was throbbing from the
blow--slap--that had been hard enough her neck hurt. And then
everything else was throbbing from hitting the ground.

And the skin on her head hurt from
being dragged by her hair.

The urge to cry assailed her suddenly
when she’d accounted for all the pain. She didn’t know where it
came from or why, but it was a struggle to beat it back. She
sniffed. “I’m ok.”

He didn’t look like he
believed her. After a moment, he dragged his gaze from her and
looked at the other star man. “I think she
is battered but not injured enough to require medical attention,
Torin.”
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