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It was after two in the morning, and the one person who could make his day end as well as it started wasn’t answering his damn phone. To make things worse, it was pouring with rain and he was struggling to keep his car on the road with only one hand on the wheel. A thin layer of ice covered the asphalt, and with freezing temperatures having settled in during the day, it made any attempt to drive pure hell, especially in the condition he was in. With his concentration slipping and his frustration growing, Ben Sandmor was rapidly losing patience with himself, the weather, and his goddamn dealer.

“Come on, you bastard! Pick up the damn phone!”

He was utterly exhausted and unfocused and his vision was blurry from a pounding headache, symptoms he understood only too well being a nurse at St. Benedict’s Hospital. When his dealer hadn’t turned up the same time he always had for the last two months, Ben panicked and decided to go find the man by car. The problem was he didn’t really know where his dealer lived. They’d always met at six like clockwork. Except today. Today Paru hadn’t come, and for the first time in his life Ben was truly terrified. The last thing he needed was his superiors discovering his secret when his nose started running or bleeding uncontrollably during a shift and he couldn’t function anymore. And taking uppers to keep going wasn’t ideal working around doctors who’d easily recognise his symptoms for what they were. Then the awkward questions would start. As it was, keeping his addiction a secret was hard work; wearing goggles and a mask all day helped hide his dilated pupils and, fortuitously, his dark brown eyes made them even less noticeable. Inevitably, the terror of discovery had given birth to desperation, so he’d decided to go find Paru. But it was turning out to be a bad decision. The search was now in its second unsuccessful hour.

“Come on! Come on!” he yelled into the phone, hitting the steering wheel hard enough with his free hand to bruise it. But Ben didn’t feel it; all he felt was the ache of need and growing panic for what he knew was coming if he didn’t find Paru soon and get another hit—along with his supply for the next few days, of course. 

Paru’s stuff was the best when it came to quality, that’s why Ben used the dude. His coke was always perfectly smooth with no lumps, making the time he took to cut it and snort it in the staff toilets short and sweet. Ben also trusted him. Finding another dealer now was not ideal because it would be impossible to tell what he’d be getting. If it was crap he could die, or worse, slip into a coma. He’d promised himself that using would be a temporary thing. His plan was to get through these last two insane months at the hospital until Christmas was over and then go to rehab during the holidays and shake the addiction before starting work again in the new year.

The phone slipped from his sweaty fingers when the car skidded unexpectedly. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands, his heart in his throat, and a sharp pain lanced across his eyes, making him wince. The tyres struggled to gain purchase on the icy surface of the steep incline, and Ben stopped breathing when the tail end of the car slid sideways and the front wheels spun uselessly. He slammed on brakes, but with the wheels locked firmly to the left, the car simply went into freefall and began sliding towards the barriers and flashing amber lights erected along the side of the road that warned drivers of the swollen, churning river ten metres below street level to his left. Fortunately, this early in the morning he was the only one on the road, but if he ended up in the river and sank to the bottom, no one would ever know what had happened to him.

“You piece of shit, Paru!” he yelled in frustration and fear. 

The car hit a water drum and sent the tail shooting back over to the right, and Ben cursed fervently while it did its own thing. After spinning in a full circle, it thankfully began slowing down, but then not too gently the passenger side hit one of the wooden barriers with a painful screeching sound before the car finally came to a halt. Ben quickly engaged the handbrake, hoping it would hold, then dropped his forehead onto the steering wheel, panting and sweating heavily. Through the haze of his discomfort he understood he’d been damn lucky and tried not to throw up, and as one did after such a scary, life-threatening experience, he took a moment to take stock of his life.

This was his fourth year at St. Benedict’s and his second year as Head Nurse, and it had taken him only one Christmas shift to realise he couldn’t cope with the long hours and inhumane pressure the season brought to all the staff at the hospital. Just the thought of facing another eight weeks of relentless exhaustion made him want to run away screaming. But nursing was all he had and it was all he could do, and every day he thanked God he was good at it. 

About two months ago his colleagues had dragged him to the local bar to unwind after a particularly tough nightshift. Coming out of the men’s restroom, he’d noticed his friend Mari receiving a small package from a heavily tattooed Hispanic man standing in the shadows near the rear exit. When she’d returned to her seat beside him, his curiosity had led him to ask what she’d been doing. Mari had been at the hospital two years longer than him, and when she’d quietly told him that she couldn’t get through her Christmas season shifts every year without a little help, he decided to give it a try. He hadn’t planned on becoming an addict, of course, but the clarity and energy he had after snorting a line became more addictive than the drug—an illusion everyone falls for in the beginning. It had started with quick bombs taken every two hours or so, or when needed it, but that had gradually changed into doing lines, especially when his shifts had doubled and he found he needed more energy and a clearer head for longer.

His natural talent for nursing and his charming personality made him hugely likable with the doctors, his colleagues, and his patients. (At twenty-six his boyish good looks didn’t hurt, either.) This had led to rapid promotions and increased responsibility over the years, and now he was the Head Nurse of the entire fifth floor—the ICU for children. His superiors were consistently impressed with his ability to deliver exceptional work, but his delectable cocaine was capable of making anyone superhuman. He managed it well, making sure his appearance was always immaculate and his record flawless. He was never late and he was always prepared to work an extra shift if asked. He kept tight control of the drug, not wanting the drug to control him and render him useless to his young patients. Any downer he could get his hands on easily in the hospital dispensary helped him sleep after a double shift, and all he needed was a line before leaving for work the next morning, re-energised and ready for anything.

Right now, however, he felt nothing like a superhuman and certainly nowhere near immaculate and in control. Everything hurt and his nose was running like crazy. When Paru hadn’t shown up to give him a boost, his symptoms had started to adversely affect his concentration, so before they got out of hand, he went to his superior and begged off sick half an hour before his night shift ended at 1 a.m. to give her time to call in a replacement. Working in ICU made taking off time easier as nurses were not allowed anywhere near the patients if they had so much as a sniffle; also, in his entire career he’d only ever asked for sick leave twice. He was sent home immediately and reached his car just as the symptoms started escalating. 

After Paru hadn’t answered his phone the first six times, Ben had started thinking about other options. When they’d first met, Paru had told him that he mainly operated from his house and only did private drop-offs for regular clients like Ben. He didn’t know where Paru lived exactly, only that he was from the city’s southern suburbs, but so far he’d had no luck in his search. He did have a second option, though. He’d heard of dealers hanging around under Banna Bridge, so he’d decided to start heading in that direction while he continued to try and reach Paru. But the freezing weather had been an unexpected and frustrating obstacle.

Reaching down, he searched for his phone under the seat. Numb fingers eventually found it and he speed-dialled Paru again and waited impatiently to hear his comforting voice. They had a good relationship—as much as dealers and addicts do—and Ben trusted him implicitly. But Paru had never let him down before and it scared him more than he cared to admit. His vision blurred again and sour sweat continued to pour off him, soaking his clothes. The car heater was cranked to full, but it did nothing to stop his shivering and he blew his nose violently into his hanky, hoping he didn’t rupture any blood vessels.

“Come on, Paru. Answer the phone. Please, man. Pick up pick up pick up,” he chanted over and over again, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel and bouncing his knees up and down. Desperation consumed him now. “Come on! Pick up your goddamn phone!” He kicked the pedals and hit the steering wheel to emphasise each word, but the annoying ringtone just went on and on and on.

Suddenly, mercifully, the tone ended and someone mumbled a greeting. “Yes, yes, hello? Paru, is that you? You have no idea—” He paused when a stranger spoke back. “What? I don’t understand. Where’s Paru?” He listened again, his heart rate and disbelief increasing with every word. “He was arrested? When?” The heavily accented voice explained and Ben’s head swam. “Shit! What am I going to do, man? I need some coke now! Can I meet you somewhere? Please, man I’m des—” The rough voice told him to shut up and Ben nearly sobbed. He was then told, rather cruelly Ben thought, that with Paru in jail another dealer for his territory would have to be found. Until then, though, Ben was out of luck. Then the phone went dead. “Hello? Hello? Motherf . . .” 

The phone slipped out of his hand again and he slumped over the steering wheel. It felt good to rest. He wanted to sleep so badly. Soon he wouldn’t be able to drive anymore, so he had to move now or fall asleep right there in the car, something he had no intention of doing. He’d eventually be spotted by the cops on night patrol and get arrested for damaging city property for a start, and then he’d get taken to the nearest police station for the rest of the night. He didn’t like to think what he’d go through physically without topping up, and having a record would get him fired for sure. He looked at his watch and swore. He was expected back at work in less than seven hours and he desperately needed to sleep before then. He hit the side of his head with the heel of his hand repeatedly as though it would help him think through his exhaustion and pain, and amazingly it did. The bridge! The bridge is the only place, you dick, now move! 

Ben was just about to put the car into gear when a loud bang directly above his head scared the crap out of him and he screamed and instinctively ducked. It sounded like something had landed on his roof! He craned his neck to try and see what it was, but when the car tilted to the right, he gasped and gripped the steering wheel hard enough to turn his knuckles white. Whatever it was, it was heavy and big.

“Shit! What is that?”

Again, the car bounced and shifted, this time to the left. His heart rate shot up and pain skittered down his left arm, and he squeezed his eyes shut and gasped for air. Oh great, now I’m having a goddam heart attack! Forcing himself to think calmly and rationally, Ben made up his mind to head for that blessed place that would end all his pain and confusion, where his beloved, sweet drug awaited him, and whatever was on his roof wasn’t going to get in his way. The moment he opened his eyes, however, a hooded shadow flew through the dark night directly at his windscreen and he screamed again and shielded his face with his arms. Just when he thought the apparition would crash through the glass, it bounced off the hood and landed on the roof. For some bizarre reason his roof was the place to hang out tonight for weirdos. Just what the hell was going on? Was he having auditory and visual hallucinations now? The rain had dissipated so he could clearly hear everything going on above him. Grunts and unrecognisable guttural utterings were heard between the sounds of his car roof being dented and scuffed, and by the way the car was moving—well, rocking to and fro—there was some kind of fight going on, which meant there were two people on his roof. Ben flattened his sweaty cheek against the driver’s side window to try to get a visual, but all he saw was the occasional flap of a coat or cape or whatever the hell they were wearing. 

The constant rocking of his car made his nausea a hundred times worse, and he decided that whatever this was he had to simply ignore it and get to the bridge. He noticed he wasn’t far. Its lights sparkled prettily in the wet night about half a mile up the hill, beckoning to him invitingly. Banna Bridge linked the more affluent north and less savoury southern parts of the city, and beneath its rusty iron frame on a graffiti-marked, piss-stained walkway beside the river was relief from all his misery. Reaching the bridge meant driving with whoever it was still on top of his car. The question was, could he risk hurting them? His first instinct was to answer no because of his training, but he had a more urgent need right now. His own life was at stake, quite literally. He didn’t think he was being overdramatic. No, not at all.

With his mind made up, Ben slammed the car into gear and released the handbrake. Suddenly, one of the figures rolled down his windscreen and onto his hood with a loud bang then fell off the front of the car and didn’t get up. He put his foot on the brake and waited to see what would happen next; he couldn’t drive off now and his frustration escalated. The second figure followed almost immediately and cracked the windscreen on its decent, causing Ben to yelp in fright. It must have heard him because after it landed in the headlights, it turned and sneered at him, revealing very sharp, yellow-stained teeth. Ben was sure that this time his heart actually stopped. He saw a seven-foot giant with an impossibly elongated face that reminded him of a jackal. Its skin beneath its odd clothes was pitch-black and hairless, and slanted, narrowed eyes, the colour of obsidian, regarded him with cold hatred. 

No, wait, that isn’t a face, it’s a goddam snout with lots and lots of teeth! “Oh God, help me,” Ben squeaked. Black spots danced before his eyes and the pressure on his chest became crushing. Please, God, let me be hallucinating. Pleasepleaseplease! 

The creature suddenly howled in pain and doubled over, and all the hairs on Ben’s body stood up at the eerie sound. The other figure had apparently recovered and had done something to it before jumping up and striking it hard under the chin in a classic uppercut. The large creature sailed backwards into the barrier that had halted Ben’s car and wood and amber warning lights shattered, sending debris flying in all directions. Ben winced imagining the bruises and broken bones from the impact and returned his wide eyes to the front of his car where the much smaller figure, about five foot nine in his estimation, swayed unsteadily on its feet and turned to look at him. All sense of reality shattered when Ben saw a girl with bedraggled, wet hair framing a pale, narrow face and an odd mark on her right cheek. A bruise or scratch, perhaps? Some kind of blue liquid leaked out of her mouth and from a gash at her temple and she looked furious and not all that interested in him. She spat to the side and wiped her mouth with a hand that contained a wicked looking curved knife covered in something green. It was clear to his trained eye that she was in pain. No surprise there. The other creature-thing was nearly twice her size. He was about to open his car door to offer assistance when she charged towards her opponent, who had astonishingly recovered from his thrashing and had dropped into a defensive crouch.

How the hell are they both still standing? he wondered, and watched in fascination as the vicious fighting recommenced right in front of him.

The combatants both wielded unusual weapons. The girl had the curved knife in her left hand and a lean sword had materialised in her right, and by her skill and fearlessness, Ben could tell she’d been doing this for a long time. Her enemy expertly wielded a long metallic staff that shortened and lengthened, depending on how he was fighting, and he clearly had the advantage in height and weight. But the girl fought with such speed and precision that her enemy didn’t have time to block her before either sword or knife landed slashing blows to his torso and limbs. (Ben had decided the creature was a he due to its otherworldly appearance and size.) Strange alien cries of pain and effort echoed around Ben, keeping him rooted in place. He was glad that no other vehicles had come past because they for sure would have stopped to witness this unbelievable, inexplicable sight. Each time metal connected with metal, flashes of blue sparks erupted around the fighters as though their weapons were somehow charged with electricity. Nothing about this cold, dark night felt real to Ben, except how shit he felt. That was very, very real. For the moment, though, he was distracted and couldn’t move or look away.

Ben gasped when the giant found an opening and struck the girl square in the chest with a fist, sending her flying across the road to smash into some water barrels on the sidewalk. That had to have been fatal, Ben’s frantic mind surmised. It just had to have been! The creature stalked towards the unmoving girl and adrenaline and fury flooded through Ben’s pain-racked body. No matter who was wrong or right in this confrontation, seeing a smaller person being hurt by a much bigger one sent his sensitivity, now super-enhanced by his awful physical condition, into overdrive. He’d always believed that being sensitive to people’s physical and emotional needs made him good at his job, especially having kids as patients, so he took pride in it.

The car was still in gear, so all Ben had to do was release the brake pedal and hit the gas. Tyres skidding madly on the icy tarmac made a dreadful noise and the giant’s attention snapped towards the moving car aimed at him. Pushing away the voice in his head telling him that he was about to cause harm to another living thing, Ben drove directly towards the creature. Even when his coat or cloak or whatever billowed intimidatingly around him and his ugly, impossibly shaped body was fully revealed, Ben did not slow; in fact, he accelerated, and for a wonder the battered car obeyed him. The creature tilted his head as though trying to understand what was happening, and when Ben’s car was only a few metres away, he seemed to comprehend. An unearthly howl shattered the night and the creature pointed its staff at Ben, his eyes glinting and its teeth bared, and Ben was sure he peed a little when the car struck him.

Well, that’s what Ben intended to make happen, but the creature astoundingly managed to jump onto the hood of the car, and with the force of impetus smacked into the windscreen, his long arms spread wide for purchase. The snarling face, filled with rage and loathing, regarded him inches from his own behind the glass, and in his shock, Ben’s foot pressed the accelerator pedal all the way down and the car sped up, heading for the bridge. A horrible looking serrated knife appeared in the monster’s hand and he began beating the cracked windshield with the hilt. The cracks grew and Ben knew it wouldn’t be long until he broke through, which meant there was only one thing left for him to do.

Drawing in a deep breath and holding it, he said a quick prayer to whoever was listening then turned the steering wheel all the way to the left and accelerated. The car crashed into the iron railing with a loud crunch and the creature was ripped off the windshield. With a nerve-shattering howl, he flew over the railing and plummeted into the icy river below, and then there was silence. With all the snow and sleet the area had been having the past few days the levels had risen, sending the roiling frothy water rushing towards the sea. Nothing could survive the strong currents. At least Ben hoped so.

As he forced air into his lungs and tried to calm down, he became aware of the bruising the seatbelt had given him and groaned. Unfortunately, this old model car had no airbags. He wouldn’t be surprised if his chest, shoulder, and ribs turned black and blue over the next few days. Not sure if the fire coursing through his veins was adrenaline or withdrawal, he was however sure that having a snort of coke would make it all much better. He hoped that the car was still drivable as he watched steam rising from under the buckled hood. It was still running, which was a good sign. He only needed to make it under the bridge then everything would be okay.

Trying to ignore the agony that started at his toes and ended in his hair follicles, he put the car into reverse with a trembling hand, and the moment before he depressed the accelerator, he lifted his heavy head to look in the rear-view mirror and saw the girl standing directly behind the car. Because of the shock of the accident, then the murder he’d just committed, and lastly, his awful physical condition, his reactions were too slow. The car jumped backwards, making a terrible sound as it disengaged from the buckled railing and slammed into the girl with a sickening thud.

“Shit!”

Ben yanked up the handbrake and put the car in neutral, fought with the release mechanism of the seatbelt for what felt like an eternity, and flung open the door. As soon as his feet hit the tarmac, fatigue slammed into him and he fell to his knees. Trying not to throw up when hot bile rushed into his throat, he forced himself to his feet, leaning heavily on the car. He had to reach the girl, the beautiful, possibly dead, girl. Ignoring the vile headache ripping his head apart, Ben stumbled to the rear of the car to see her in an unconscious heap. Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! He knelt beside her and gently turned her head towards him. Her face was covered in the strange blue liquid he’d seen before, and after the bizarre events of the night he could only conclude that it was blood. Yep, he had a bona fide alien before him and the quicker he accepted it, the less chance he had of losing his already shattered mind entirely. 

Ben felt for a pulse at her throat, afraid he wouldn’t find one, and breathed a big sigh of relief when it jumped under his fingers. At least this alien had her jugular in the same place as humans and wondered if the monster alien did, too, but doubted it. That thing looked like a completely different species to this girl—if she was even classified as a girl to her people. “Thank you, God,” he whispered, then proceeded to check her for other injuries. As suspected, she had many but none that seemed to indicate she was on the verge of death, like a punctured lung from a broken rib. How she didn’t have broken bones he couldn’t begin to understand. She could still have fractures or internal bleeding, though. He’d put her in the car, go find a dealer, then take her straight to St. Benedict’s. He’d have to sneak her in because there was no way on God’s green Earth he was going to try and explain what had happened to him tonight and who this girl was, this fascinating alien girl who had blue blood. 

Ben stroked her cheek, the one with a tattoo of an azure spiral that he’d thought was a bruise below a very high cheekbone. Her narrow features were distinctly alien with eyes and eyebrows slanting upward above a delicate nose and mouth and not too pointy chin. Drawing in a deep breath in anticipation of lifting a dead weight, he blinked in astonishment when she came up easily. She hardly weighed a thing! How was that possible after facing off with such a massive creature and easily being the better warrior? These were mysteries he hoped to get answers to when she eventually woke up. But now, first things first. He laid her gently down on the back seat and closed the door, then winced and grunted his way back to pick up her weapons. Careful not to touch the green stuff on the blades, he got into the car then placed them on the floor in front of the passenger seat. The fan belt screeched as he accelerated and the car first lurched then smoothed out with a hollow thud and he sighed with relief. The street lights glinted brightly through the cracks in his windscreen, but he could still see if he squinted a bit.

He knew he’d found the right place the moment he guided the car onto the side road that led under the bridge. He spotted at least three dealers, each selling something different or they would’ve killed each other by now. He identified the one that was selling coke by the way it was packaged then approached cautiously in his car with both hands in full view on the steering wheel with the roll of fifties he was supposed to have given Paru. The dealer, seeing a stranger, stared at Ben for a long time from the shadows before deciding he wasn’t a threat. He bent down to look through the open window and Ben told him what he needed and they quickly did the exchange. When the dealer saw the girl and gave him a knowing smirk, Ben quickly pulled off and made his way back to the main road, staying well below the speed limit. The last thing he needed now was for a cop to stop him and ask about the damage and the unconscious girl on his back seat. 

He found an alley and did his business as fast as his trembling hands would allow, using all his willpower to only take two bombs instead of snorting a line; it was just enough to see him through the next hour and get him out of his funk so that he could help the alien girl. Also, he had to sleep before his next shift and he didn’t want to take a downer and possibly freak out his system before working on his young patients. He had to be one hundred percent focused for them. The effect of the high quality drug hitting his system was instantaneous and highly satisfactory and he trembled with pleasure, enjoying the wonderful orgasmic ride and feeling all kinds of grateful for finding another good supplier. Most of the pain and fatigue disappeared and he dropped back his head and sighed deeply.

Minutes later, with his senses sharper and his focus restored, Ben drove to the hospital of his name’s sake and parked the car in a weedy abandoned parking lot at the rear of the building near a rusty service door that was no longer in use. It was where he’d always met Paru. Now he’d have to use the dealer under the bridge until he could hook up with a more discreet dude. Perhaps he’d find another dealer in the same bar he’d found Paru? He certainly hoped so.
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This early in the morning the hospital was like a cemetery, perfect for his little clandestine activity. He propped open the service door with a brick then went to fetch the girl. She was still unconscious and her breathing was hardly discernible—not a good thing. He knew of a room not far from the service door in an abandoned section of the hospital (doesn’t every hospital have one?) that still had an old x-ray machine and a small lab with outdated but fully functioning equipment. He had discovered all this when he’d first searched for a safe, quiet place in the hospital’s unused lower levels to do his lines and wait for the drug to kick in without being seen. It was very risky using the public bathrooms on his floor, so he very seldom did lines there. One way or another he had to solve the mystery of this girl. She might be an alien but he still felt obligated to take care of her and help her, especially because he had been the cause of more pain. As a healer this mortified him. He’d never hurt anyone in his life, and seeing her in his arms so vulnerable and still urged him to move faster.

He entered the room where the hospital’s internal heating still reached and warmed them both and lay her down on a metal gurney before going in search of clean linen, blankets, and supplies. He doubted she’d wake up before he got back. Most of her wounds were superficial cuts and scrapes and had stopped bleeding, so he didn’t need to worry about her bleeding out. The possibility of internal injuries, however, meant that he needed to hurry.

After making sure his car was hidden from security cameras and the door to outside was locked, Ben took the stairs two at a time. When he reached his floor, barely out of breath thanks to the drugs, he headed for the men’s locker room. He badly needed a shower and a change into clean scrubs.

After a quick but glorious hot shower, he got dressed then snuck next door to the empty female locker room and found purple scrubs for the girl. On the same floor, he borrowed clean sheets, two blankets, and two pillows from a storage cupboard in a recently vacated room. Grabbing an empty medicine trolley in the passage, he placed the borrowed items on it then headed to the locked medicine cabinets. Even though the security cameras were recording, they were only ever checked if incidents of theft or criminal activity were reported or suspected. A nurse confidently going about his business wouldn’t draw the attention of the guards watching in the hospital’s large security room on the ground floor. Ben entered the supply room and opened the cabinet he wanted with his own keys and helped himself. After what he’d been through tonight, he found it quite odd and amusing that he didn’t fear being caught, although he checked the passages every now and then for the nurses he knew were on night duty doing their rounds. The mind-boggling event seemed to have given him courage over and above the confidence coke always gave him. He’d survived being attacked by a vicious monster alien thing and his first taste of withdrawal, so naturally he felt quite invincible.

Because the service elevator no longer worked all the way down to where the girl was, he rode it as far as he could then filled a sheet with his haul and proceeded the rest of the way on foot. He was relieved to find the girl where he’d left her. If he wasn’t mistaken, it seemed some colour had returned to her pale cheeks and he dared hope. He quickly made up a bed on another gurney then proceeded with great care and respect to undress her so that he could better tend to her wounds and wash her down. 

He first removed her black, knee-high boots (metal clasps released with snaps from top to bottom) and noticed the flat blades sheathed inside each one, then unclasped her short, hooded cloak and folded it neatly to put on a chair before looking for a place to start removing her clothes. They were made of a material he didn’t recognise and certainly couldn’t cut through when he tried. It looked like leather but was soft to the touch and fitted her like a second skin, and he eventually saw a seam running from her neck to her lower belly that appeared to be a zip of some kind. After first removing the range of impressive weapons she kept on her person—besides the sword and knife in his car and the two flat blades in her boots, she had two small knives fitted into her belt at the small of her back in a criss-cross position and one on her hip—he peeled off her clothes with surprising ease. Her black underwear was nothing unusual; Ben had seen similar garments in sporty underwear ads. He was used to seeing all shapes and sizes and unique physical features in his work, but he was still taken by surprise. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, and by her highly toned physique and low body fat he could tell she was extremely fit. After seeing her fight, he wasn’t at all surprised. Her pitch-black hair was straight and cut into a layered bob and tinged with blue when it caught the light just so. Her smooth, alabaster skin was covered in beautiful, swirling azure tattoos on the right side of her body that started on her cheek with the spiral and wound down her neck, over her shoulder, her arm, and the back of her hand to the tip of her forefinger. They started again from under her armpit and ran down the side of her torso, hip, and leg and all the way down to her foot where the elegant strokes and swirls ended just below her toes in the same spiral pattern that was on her cheek. There were no markings on the left side of her body at all. The only distinctly alien thing about her was small bumpy ridges along her spine from the base of her skull to her tailbone, along the top edge of her shoulder blades, and along both her collarbones. He also noticed less pronounced bumps on the outer edge of her hands from her wrists to the tips of her little fingers. These were the only things that made it obvious she wasn’t human.  

He filled a bowl with warm water, mixed in an anti-septic, and gently sponged her down, removing blood and foreign debris from her various cuts and shallow wounds. After dressing and bandaging the deeper lesions, he dressed her in the clean scrubs. Dressing unconscious or disabled patients had turned into an art he’d perfected during his years as a nurse. After moving her onto the clean bed, he wheeled her to the x-ray machine in the far corner, a dinosaur from an era long forgotten but still in perfect working order. He covered her with a lead sheet in the appropriate places and took shots of her body where he suspected her worst injuries were situated, revealed by the bruising and swelling he’d noticed during his visual examination. Leaving the x-rays to develop, he wheeled her back to the opposite end of the room where it was warmer and administered a standard IV reparative drip with vitamins, mainly for hydration, hoping it didn’t harm her. What the hell does he give an alien, anyway? Perhaps nothing at all or a much larger dose than a human . . . He had no idea. After agonising about it for a minute, he erred towards caution and gave her a weak dose on a slow drip and proceeded to watch her closely to make sure she didn’t have any adverse reactions. Five minutes went by with nothing happening, and Ben sighed tiredly with relief. 

The x-rays were quite fascinating. As he suspected, she had strangely shaped, unidentifiable organs interspersed amongst the usual heart, lungs, liver, and what looked like only one kidney on her right side, all pretty much in the same location as humans. Well, they looked the same as human organs but could quite possibly have different functions because they differed in size. Her bone density astounded him, and for the hundredth time that night he wondered where she was from. It was possible that the gravity on her world was a lot denser than on Earth. Fortunately, none of her injuries put her in mortal danger. He didn’t know what he would have done had she needed a blood transfusion or if an organ had been damaged. He wasn’t a surgeon and he didn’t dare think of what it would have been like getting someone else involved in this alien mystery. How she wasn’t worse off, he didn’t know; after the pounding from the bigger alien and then getting knocked over by his car, the trauma should’ve produced some pretty serious injuries, surely?

By the time the girl was comfy and wrapped up in blankets, and he’d triple-checked the slow drip wasn’t causing any harm, Ben saw he had around four hours before he needed to wake up and eat and wash before his next shift. It was enough time for him to get some rest before facing another day, and he was glad he’d resisted the urge to have a full line of coke because now he actually felt sleepy. His incredible adventure had truly wiped him out, it seemed. He quickly cleaned up the other gurney then switched off the lights in the room—leaving the passage light on for some illumination—and grabbed the other blanket and pillow and lay down on the gurney next to the girl. He set the alarm on his phone and placed it beside him, and when his head hit the pillow he fell asleep instantly.

***
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THE ALARM TRILLED RUDELY and Ben sat up with a gasp of fright then fell back down with a groan. He forced open swollen eyes and saw water-stained ceiling panels above him and two broken lights, and for a panicked moment wondered where he was. Then he remembered. His dreams had been plagued by giant nightmarish shadows with red glowing cat-eyes chasing him through the city. He turned to look at the girl and noticed she’d rolled over and was lying on her side facing him. What a way to start his day! Her alien features were exotic and incredibly striking and serene, and he was glad the alarm hadn’t woken her. Surprisingly, he no longer saw any bruising or swelling on her face. Humans tended to look a lot worse while recovering from a severe beating, but apparently aliens healed overnight. Fascinating!

He groaned and winced when he climbed off the gurney, surprised at how stiff he felt. His body had obviously gone through quite a lot more trauma from the various impacts against barriers and one massive alien than he realised. He peeked under his scrubs and saw a dark-purple bruise in the shape of a seatbelt across his torso and left shoulder and grimaced. That was going to hurt for a while and he hoped it didn’t affect his ability to do his work. He also didn’t want to explain to his colleagues why he was injured. He shuffled to the basin like an old man where he splashed freezing water on his face to clear his head. It did the trick and he returned to the girl to study her while he dried himself with his sheet. He had no idea what aliens needed in the mornings, but seeing as she had teeth and a stomach, he concluded she would require sustenance and a toothbrush. He’d buy the toiletries from the pharmacy near reception and some food from the cafeteria before he started his shift. By the clock on his phone, he had about forty-five minutes to do everything. Cool! First things first, though. A quick line would give him all the vitality he’d need until early evening, depending on how busy he got, and he reached into his pants pocket for the small bag of coke.  

Mind clear and energy restored, Ben made his way upstairs. This time of the morning he couldn’t avoid people. The hospital was abuzz with doctors, nurses, and patients and he greeted many on his way to reception. Fortunately, he managed to acquire everything he needed without being questioned, although a nurse from radiology did ask him why he was there so early and he made up the lie that he was helping the night nurses deal with a difficult patient before their shift ended. She bought it; it was a valid story, after all.

He made his way back to the room and saw that the girl hadn’t moved. He was glad because he wasn’t quite ready to face her when she recognised him as the one who’d run her over. But a part of him was disappointed. He was dying to ask about her, the monster, and her origins. Wouldn’t any science fiction nerd like him want that? Star Trek and Star Wars—his two favourite film and television franchises—had hundreds of gorgeous looking aliens in them, and as a typical adolescent he’d often fantasised about bedding one and having the greatest sex of his life. Ben chuckled and shook his head. Yep, he still wondered what sex with an alien was like. For God’s sake, this one was hot enough to send his desires into overdrive!

“Shut up, you dorky prick,” he admonished himself out loud.

He left the food and water and toothbrush where she’d see them, then wrote her a note (he had no idea if she understood or read English) and left it beside the items. The note warned her not to leave the hospital in case she was seen, and he asked her to wait for him to come back so that he could check up on her when he had the chance. Before leaving he removed the drip; it seemed to have done her some good, at least. After checking her vitals one final time, Ben quietly left, hoping she wouldn’t be gone when he returned.

***
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THREE HOURS INTO HIS shift he finished suturing a nasty cut on a little boy’s arm and discovered he was surprisingly free before his lunch hour. He flew down the stairs and into the room to find the girl half dressed. Her head snapped up and a surprisingly familiar fire flared in her midnight-blue depths. He hardly noticed the dagger she held in her right hand that had materialised there as if by magic because her beauty whipped his breath away.

“Uh . . . um . . . Sorry. I, uh, I’ll, uh, turn around.” Ben turned away and closed his eyes in embarrassment. “I apologise for leaving you,” he said over his shoulder. “I work here in the hospital. That’s where you are, in a hospital.” He had no idea if she understood him, so he risked looking around and to his relief saw that she was dressed and slipping on her second boot. After snapping the clasps shut, she stood to face him, her wide-legged stance, hands in fists, and narrow gaze making it clear she was upset. Ben lifted both hands to show he wasn’t a threat or hiding anything and turned to face her. “I’m so sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to hit you with my car.” She shifted onto her right foot and he tensed. She looked ready to run at him. He softened his voice and tried not to tremble. “It was an accident. Do you understand? An accident. I was scared of that . . . that big thing fighting you and what I did to him.” He used gestures to try and explain what he was talking about and her eyes followed his moves with wary interest. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He made direct eye contact so she’d see he was being open and honest. A small frown wrinkled the spot between her slanted eyebrows and he took that as a sign she understood something of what he was saying. “I brought you here to help you,” he continued to explain slowly. “I’m a nurse, a care-giver. I help people. Do you understand?”

The alien girl shifted to her other foot and regarded the human man with growing interest. He was a little taller than her with a slim but soft physique. He had hair the colour of sand and fair skin with small brown spots sprinkled across his nose and upper cheeks, and his big, brown eyes regarded her with wonder but also apprehension. He appeared harmless enough. She recognised him as the one who had witnessed the battle between her and the Faktu, the one who’d beaten the Faktu by throwing him off the road and into the river with the machine humans use to travel in. This human had surprising courage, but he did hurt her. If she understood him correctly, he was trying to apologise for it, though. But could she believe him? She started by returning her knife to her boot. He was speaking too fast so she tried to tell him to slow down by using hand gestures. She’d only just begun learning the main language of this race. It wasn’t difficult just . . . different. She wasn’t sure if the human understood her signs by the way he was looking at her.

It was Ben’s turn to frown when the girl did an odd hand gesture. She turned her right palm down and placed the left palm on the back of the right hand. Then she did a pushing down action and closed her right hand into a fist. “Um . . . I don’t understand,” he said, and saw a flicker of frustration in her eyes. She pointed to her mouth and made like a fish then repeated the hand gesture again, and Ben scrambled to understand. Something about eating maybe, or speaking? “Are you hungry?” he asked. She shook her head and bit her bottom lip in a way she had no idea was very human and frowned in thought. A moment later, she pointed to herself then her mouth and shook her head. Ben got it immediately. “You can’t speak?”

Her eyebrows shot up and she nodded then decided to add something more. She pointed to him then her mouth then did the first gesture again. This was followed by her shaking her head and slapping the back of her right hand with her left palm rapidly. She pointed to him again then her mouth then did the gesture slowly again. It couldn’t be simpler. 

While she waited for the man to understand, her frustration escalated, mostly because she sensed the presence of another Faktu outside the building; maybe more than one. The Faktu always hunted in pairs, so she’d been surprised when only one had attacked her. It could be that the other had been aware of the human’s presence and had waited to see what would happen before joining the fight. When his pack-mate had landed in the river, he must have decided to follow her and the man when he brought her here. She was surprised he hadn’t taken the opportunity to kill the human and capture her while she’d been unconscious and hurt, but the Faktu might still be unsure of what humans were capable of, and from the little she’d seen of this building, it seemed secure enough to keep him out. But it wouldn’t stop the single-minded Faktu for long, and depending on how long she’d been asleep, he might have called for reinforcements by now. 

She stared at the man, willing him to understand. They were both in danger and that meant she had to leave and take him with her. Her scent was on him now because he’d obviously taken care of her while she’d been unconscious. She didn’t know whether to be furious he’d undressed her without her permission or grateful that he’d made sure she was comfortable and that her wounds were bandaged and clean. She had healed during the night but she was still weak and sore. The battle had been particularly vicious because the Faktu had been desperate to capture her and discover her secret mission. However, if he had known what she had in her possession
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