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  Chapter 1


  Thunder exploded in the calm of the night, jolting Claire Dermott from her deep sleep. Groggily, she opened her eyes, and turned her head to peer at the small clock sitting on her simple bedside table. The green glow of the clock told her it was just after one in the morning. Damn. She sighed and closed her eyes, hoping to fall back into the bliss of slumber.


  When the first roar of helicopters passed overhead, lights flashing all about the place, she knew she’d never get back to sleep. So much for living in remote North Queensland of Australia, where the thought of a window shade or curtain was far from her mind. She had no neighbors within a hundred kilometers.


  She threw off her sheets and stomped her bare feet through her house, shoving open her screen door to stand on the veranda. The mountain range, which loomed to the back of her property, lit up with three helicopter searchlights. Damn it! They hovered over the bulk of her land.


  What the hell is the army up to this time?


  She had an agreement with the neighboring army compound, signed and sealed. It stated no army exercises were permitted on her land without her written permission. Otherwise, she could prosecute them in a court of law.


  Claire spent two years hounding the local government minister to stop the army from encroaching on her land. The simple agreement stated they would leave her in peace, she would leave them alone.


  So much for a remote, out-of-the-way place to live. She scowled, as doubt flashed through her mind. Maybe some poor stupid hiker had gotten themselves lost in the remote Queensland rainforest. It wasn’t unheard of.


  The rumble of a military truck and the glaring of headlights, coming up her dirt track, told her something was definitely up.


  Claire grabbed her gumboots from the inside of her screen door and shook them out of habit before sticking her feet inside. She knew what dangerous spiders and snakes lurked in the tropics, and how they loved smelly, dark holes to crawl into. She grabbed the hair tie around her wrist while pulling back her dark brown, shoulder-length hair from the back of her neck. Securing it in the band, she waited.


  The truck came to a stop for them to open the gate she put up around her house, to keep her animals secure. At least they had the decency to close it behind them.


  Claire stood glaring with her hands on her hips, as the truck finally came to a stop outside her home. The single light from her porch lit up the face of Captain Randall Deer; he stepped down from the passenger side of the truck.


  She had come to verbal blows with the military installation captain more than a few times, especially in his off-duty time. He had started to make it a habit to pay ‘social calls’ trying to get her to ‘go out’ with him.


  Unfortunately, Captain Deer’s attractive six foot frame, with down-to-earth good looks and clear blue eyes hid the fact the man was an arrogant asshole and irritated the hell out of her. Not to mention he preened and strutted around like a peacock. No way in hell she would ever date a man like him. After all, being in love with himself, left little time for anyone or anything else.


  “You better have a damn good explanation for trespassing.” Claire folded her arms across her chest as he approached. “It’s the middle of the damn, fucking night!”


  “Claire, humble apologies for this intrusion.” Captain Deer’s gaze swept over her sleeping attire of navy blue shorts, and pink cotton tank top with spaghetti straps.


  She was far from shy, and would not suddenly act all girly by rushing inside and grabbing a robe to cover herself. Claire stood her ground, and simply continued to glower at him.


  “We received a report a plane came down in the area. We’re searching for the wreckage and survivors.”


  Claire’s whole manner changed to one of concern. A loud boom had awakened her in the first place.


  “Oh shit, I’ll join the search.”


  “Not necessary. We only ask permission to search your land.”


  “Oh, of course. I should come with you because I know this area better than any of you.”


  The captain shook his head. “No. Stay here, and keep the lights on in case any survivors stumble this way, then call us immediately, so we can get them to a hospital.”


  “Okay.” Claire gritted her teeth knowing she was being brushed off, but still wanted to help. “Take the fire break track; it’ll take you right through the heart of my property.”


  Captain Deer nodded. “Thanks, Claire.” He turned to walk back to the truck.


  “Let me know if you find anyone.” She suddenly got the creeps as Randall climbed into the passenger seat glancing at her again.


  “Sure.”


  From his tone of voice she realized he wasn’t going to tell her a damn thing.


  The army truck roared and drove towards the secondary fence, which accessed her forest land.


  Doubts bounced around in her head as she paced for a few moments, going over the brief explanation from Captain Deer. She studied the hovering lights across the mountain, and thought about the sound she had heard earlier.


  “Damn it to hell!” She yanked open her door and stalked inside. No way she was going to get back to sleep, or wait passively for someone to stumble through the tropical rain forest for help. She stripped off her nightclothes and reached for a pair of sturdy jeans, bra and top, before pushing her feet into her solid workboots. She walked out of the house, down the steps and marched across the yard to her horse shed. Patrick, her faithful, old brown brumby raised his head as she approached.


  “Hey, beautiful boy, we’re going for a midnight ride.” She flicked on the shed light. She set to work saddling Patrick and packing her saddlebag, filling it with a water bottle, torch and a large stretch of rope, then secured it to the saddle; she checked her crock rifle before slipping it into the saddle’s holster before mounting up.


  “Fuck the army!” She did know this land better than anyone else. She was going to conduct her own damn search.


  * * * *


  The pounding in Addassar’s head did not make thinking any easier. It was a good thing his natural, plated head ridges protected him from the impact. Lurr had not been so fortunate. His body slammed heavily against the side of the ship’s console when it crashed into the water.


  Addassar popped the emergency exit hatch, climbing out before helping his co-pilot and friend Lurr out of the spacecraft. The ship hissed and bubbled as it sank. Addassar managed to resecure the hatch lid, before water covered the top of the ship. They now sat on top of their ship in waist-deep water.


  Addassar thought back over the fight with the Xerson raider ship. It had done more damage to his Kelon Fire Skimmer than he’d first thought. At least they had destroyed the Xerson raider before it reached the round, blue planet.


  Lurr whooped out a victory cry before all systems in their craft started sparking, and the red warning lights flashed.


  Being too close to the planet’s atmosphere and too far away from the Kelon station, which now hovered in permanent orbit around the Earth’s moon, they had no choice but to crash land on Earth, and pray they survived.


  Addassar tried to direct the Skimmer to a remote part of the planet, to avoid detection from the human authorities.


  “Protect, do not interfere.” The Kelon council gave its directives, loud and clear.


  The Earth, with its valuable resources, had to be protected. Unfortunately, after the last attack by the Methrill, the Earth governments were extremely skittish, and untrusting.


  The Kelons informed the Earth government they were now under their protection. It came as no surprise when they rejected the offer of protection, but it did not deter the Kelon government. The Earth would be protected, despite their accusations that the Kelons only wanted to steal human women, even though they tried to explain the women had freely chosen to live on Kelon. They understood their Kelon mates cherished and adored the human women.


  In time, the humans would come to understand they were protecting Earth’s interests, by keeping them safe from their enemy, the Xersons, one out of the half-dozen races which made up the Federation. Nonetheless, Earth’s government ordered them to keep their distance and not land on their planet without permission, as it would scare the people.


  Addassar had a soft spot for human women; the few he’d known only fueled his desire to have one for himself. He had come close to having his own woman—the beautiful, bountiful Rachel. He sighed thinking about her soft curves, but his commander and long-standing friend had claimed her, much to his disappointment and those of many others.


  He and Lurr had put up their hands to volunteer their service to staff the newly built space station and protect the Earth from any further attack. Addassar felt, in the back of his mind, the faint hope a human woman would look upon him with favor. But they were not allowed down on the planet. Being so close to something you wanted, yet not permitted to touch made many of the Kelon men edgy with frustration.


  “This is not good.” Lurr carefully cradled his injured side, his face grimacing in pain.


  “You think I do not know this?” Addassar gripped his arm, helping him onto the bank of the small lake, as he watched the Skimmer sink down further into the water.


  “I think I have broken my encasing bones.” Lurr touched the side of his ribcage and winched in pain. “Why is it when you pilot, we always crash?”


  Addassar glanced up as he heard the approach of the human sky crafts. He had no wish to be caught by the human military forces. He threw Lurr’s arm around his shoulders and half-dragged, half-carried him into the shelter of a rock outcropping, hiding them from view as the sky crafts’ lights moved across the area of their crashed Skimmer.


  “I do not always crash! Both times we have been under attack. Be silent!” Addassar glared indignantly at Lurr.


  He almost held his breath watching as the lights moved on to search another area. Lurr’s breath came in shallow pants as he struggled to draw in air, before he slumped down to the ground.


  “Lurr, on your feet.” Addassar got no response. He dropped to his knees and felt for Lurr’s pulse, and found his heartbeat steady and strong. He needed the healing kit, but it was submerged along with the Skimmer.


  Addassar stretched Lurr out and half-covered him with brush from the forest floor to keep his body hidden.


  From the studies his people had done of Earth, he understood the planet had many different landmasses, split into many separate countries. They had crashed into the country known as Australia. He knew this because three human women, who now lived on Kelon with their Kelon mates, had come from this country.


  Addassar needed help and wasn’t sure where to search for it, other than the Earth forces. By the blessings of Elron, he hoped to find someone to aid them.


  Able to see perfectly well in the dark, Addassar started picking his way through the vegetation and down the side of the mountain.


  Chapter 2


  He probably thinks I’m stupid! Claire simmered at how easy she’d given Captain Deer and his military goonies free reign on her land. Downed aircraft indeed, they are up to no damn good. She would find out what, then take them to court for misleading her.


  Patrick, even in the dark, knew the way up the path to the east mountain lake.


  The army searched the west side, so there was no reason she shouldn’t check the east. It is my land, damn it! She had every right to ride wherever she wanted, when she wanted. Reins in one hand and a flashlight in the other, she did an occasional sweep across the fern shrubs, and tall ghost gums of the tropical rain forest.


  Most people knew remote North Queensland for its heat, humidity, the occasional cyclone, and lots of dense, natural, tropical flora. In the lower ranges of the area, a few hundred kilometers south, there were cattle stations, with thousands of head of cattle for the Australian beef industry.


  Claire, a native tropical fruit farmer, discovered a huge international market for rare Australian juju berries; she’d converted a whole acre of land over to producing these tiny berries. Some health food nuts were going crazy over them as some miracle weight loss fruit. Claire didn’t care what they did with them, but her bank balance continued to reap the rewards of the craze. Along with some chooks, a cow, and a large vegetable garden, she had solar panels and a backup generator, making her extremely self-sufficient.


  The gleam of wallabies’ eyes startled her, forcing her attention back to the trail and why she was out here. The fine hairs on the back of her neck suddenly prickled with awareness. She got the strange feeling of someone watching her. Patrick pranced nervously about. She slid her rifle out of the holster, dropping the reins, and gripped the weapon with both hands.


  “I know someone’s there. Come out now, or I’ll fire a shot which will let your army buddies know just where to find you.”


  She waited a moment. “Last warning.” Claire aimed her gun in the air, placed her finger on the trigger, ready to fire.


  Leaves rustled in the darkness and an extremely large man stepped into the light of her torch.


  “Holy shit! Are you from a crashed airplane?”


  The man growled softly, then nodded. He took another step forward. Does he have dark eyes? Claire couldn’t be sure in the darkness. By the light of her torch she could see he had rugged angular features, a large hawked nose, and the most devastatingly sensual full lips Claire had ever seen on a man.


  He glanced at Patrick, to her, then to the gun she pointed at him. He opened his arms and the palms of his hands to show he held no weapon.


  Claire’s heart loudly thumped with mixed fear and uncertainty; now that she’d found someone, she didn’t know what to do next.


  This huge strange man continued to keep his hands where she could see them, giving her a friendly smile in an effort not to be threatening, but his sheer size made him appear dangerous. Black clothing, stretched over his frame, outlined the huge muscles underneath. Claire couldn’t be sure, but it looked like some kind of uniform. The damp fabric molded to his body defining every ripped muscle. This guy is built! Claire could only guess they had crashed on or near the lake.


  A search and rescue mission? Not likely, the army wanted this man. Claire’s irritation and anger flared up once again. If the army wanted to screw around with her, she would do the same to them.


  “Are you hurt?”


  He touched his brow, and then shook his head. Claire realized he had a line of raised ridges near his hairline. She swallowed when she realized this man may not be human. He pointed up the sloping hillside.


  “Someone else is hurt?”


  He nodded eagerly. Okay, so he could understand her, but why wasn’t he talking back? Maybe he couldn’t.


  “You don’t speak English?”


  He touched his lips, and shook his head; he then touched his ear and nodded. Claire got his meaning; he could understand her but not talk to her. One out of two isn’t bad.


  She took her finger off the rifle’s trigger then put it away. “I don’t mean you any harm, as long as you can offer me the same assurance.”


  Claire sucked in a sharp breath; the man is gorgeous—on an off-the-planet scale. He placed a hand over his heart, moved it to his lips and blew her a kiss. Claire couldn’t stop the small smile spreading across her face.


  “Okay then, we’ll go help your hurt friend. Do you know which way?”


  He nodded. Claire dismounted and the man stared at her horse curiously. She held the rains and patted Patrick’s muzzle slowly. Addassar stepped forward extending his hand and let Patrick give a sniff.


  Claire gasped when she saw his height. While she knew her height as five foot eight, he must be at least six and a half feet tall.


  “Um, this is Patrick, my horse, and I’m Claire Dermott. I live down the hill on a farm.” She held the torch between them as she watched his dark eyes sweep over her, while he smiled.


  Claire was glad of the dark night surrounding them, feeling her cheeks warm under his appraisal. She saw something else in his gaze, a hunger, desire. She lowered her flashlight. He gave her another friendly smile, then turned and indicated for her to follow. Clearly, he had good night vision as he walked through the forest without once tripping over anything.


  Claire went over the numbers in her head, as she carefully followed. She kept her flashlight pointed at the ground, so she wouldn’t fall, keeping a tight hold of Patrick’s reins.


  A loud boom startled her, probably from the army search party. She looked back at him, and, with the silence broken only by their walking, thought about this big man with strange features, and the way he was unable to speak English, yet clearly understood it.


  Raised on science fiction television, comics, and novels, her grandfather had a large collection of old sci-fi books, which still proudly graced the shelves in her home today. She fondly remembered the times they would lay under a tent of mosquito netting, gazing up at the stars.


  “There is life out there, Claire. Space is so vast how could there not be?”


  Claire still believed her grandfather’s words without question, even to the scoffing by her friends in school and college. Here and now, everything made perfect sense; this large man is a real, live alien.


  “Are you an alien? I mean it’s okay with me if you are. I’ve always believed aliens existed, even if other humans don’t. I just want to know if you’re a friendly one.”


  The man halted and whirled around so fast Claire almost ran into him. She raised her light to see his face, trying to read his expression, and wasn’t sure if it was irritation or amusement he showed. Without warning he grabbed her hand, and dropped to his knees. Claire gasped as he raised her hand to his lips. The sudden contact between his hand and hers sent electrified currents through her, making her body shiver with sexual awareness. And when his lips touched the back of her hand, a sudden white-hot jolt of desire shot up her arm and into her core, making her want to melt into a puddle of goo at his feet. She stood stunned, as he slowly rose to his full height, letting the torch fall from her hand as his big strong arm wrapped around her waist, lifting her off her feet against his hard, muscled chest. The way his lips touched hers, warm and soft, scattered her sense of reason.
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