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​​CHAPTER ONE
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Kia hoped one day her cousin stumbled across her charred remains and felt remorse!

The craft tilted.

Hang on!

Oh, noooooooo!

She scrambled to flip the lever that would switch her to manual control, then gripped the guidance bar with both hands. This wasn’t good! Her teeth rattled and her body shook from the violent vibrations that overtook the craft. She was going to crash into Earth, and her life cycle would extinguish!

It was all Mala’s fault. If her cousin hadn’t decided she just had to go to Earth in search of something more than their perfect world, then Kia wouldn’t be in this predicament.

Her concentration switched back to the orb she raced toward. It grew bigger and bigger. Her anxiety level mounted higher and higher.

The craft began to spin as it entered Earth’s atmospheric pull. Clouds rushed past, then mountains, blurs of colors.

Oh Great One, in all your infinite wisdom—Help!

The craft suddenly slowed. Okay, this was better. Some measure of control returned.

Until she crashed into an immobile object and came to an abrupt stop. It was all she could do to keep from slamming her head into the control panel.

She swallowed past the sick feeling in her stomach. Not even one millisecond on Earth and already she felt ill. The planet was probably rife with disease and pestilence.

Okay, she could do this. She drew in a deep breath, raising her chin. After all, she was a warrior—brave and true of spirit.

And queasy.

Oh Great One, creator of every living, breathing Nerakian, the contents of her stomach were about to depart her body. Not good. She’d never been sick a day in her life.

Deep breath. Slow inhale, now exhale.

Better.

When the world stopped spinning, she stood, waving her hand in front of the door.

Nothing.

She raised her foot and executed a perfect kick, connecting with the metal. It groaned and creaked, then trembled open.

Her craft would not be safe to travel in again. Not that she wanted to return the same way. No, she would face the Elders' wrath and ask them to transport her and Mala back to Nerak in a tube transporter—a much smoother way to travel. There was a lot to be said about the newer models.

Freezing air swirled inside the craft. She shivered. Earth was a cold planet. Why would Mala want to stay here? She’d said it was because she’d wanted imperfection. That no one could survive in their perfect world.

It would seem Mala had gotten her wish. Earth did not look at all perfect. And what was wrong with perfection? It certainly hadn’t done her any harm.

No, she had a feeling it was more than that. Her cousin had been stuck on the idea of being with a real man, rather than a machine, since finding their grandmother’s secret diaries and her video of interplanetary space travels to Earth.

Kia had never seen the attraction of having a man, Nerakian or otherwise. Not that there were any men left on her planet.

Now that she thought about it, Mala had been particularly interested in the documentary Grandmother had stashed away: Debbie Does the Sheriff. Her cousin had been extremely excited with her found treasure. Kia hadn’t cared to view it. She’d been quite content with her life.

She grabbed her satchel and jumped down. Her feet landed with a thump.

Solid.

Good. She would’ve hated to be sucked down into nothingness.

No, it didn’t matter what Mala found so intriguing about Earth, Kia was here to take her back to Nerak by whatever means necessary

Kia had been given the DNA of a warrior, not that she’d ever had the chance to actually use her skills since they were at peace. But if she had to use force, she would.

She removed her locator from her front pocket and flipped it open. After putting in the necessary data, she pushed a button.

Nothing.

She jiggled the instrument. The small screen remained black.

Broken. Now what?

Mala was living on a ranch. That was the only information she had. A ranch, possibly with herds of animals.

A loud rumbling vibrated the ground beneath her feet. An army of brutish men? She slipped behind a tree and waited to see if warriors would appear, but the rumbling faded.

Her gaze moved upward. A tree. But up close, it felt... different from what she’d expected. The description in the archived books described it perfectly: brown, rough-textured bark.

Another loud rumble shook the ground. What could be making that horrible noise?

She was a warrior—she stood taller, one eyebrow quirked, she would investigate.

She touched a button, shrouding her craft in invisibility, then removed a black cape from her satchel and fastened it under her chin. She would look into the rumbling and maybe locate Mala. Soon, this nonsense of staying on Earth would be forgotten, and they could return to Nerak.

An hour later, Kia came to the realization that she might be going in the wrong direction when she came to a fence and beyond that was a road. It didn’t look like a ranch.

Ranches were supposed to be dwellings with smelly cows and...and cow-men. Although she hoped she never came face-to-face with a half-cow, half-man. That might even test her beyond what she was prepared to encounter.

But the rumbling didn’t come from animals. It came from the wheeled craft traveling on the road.

“Primitive.” She shook her head and tossed her bag over the fence. A few seconds later, she stood on the other side. Now what?

Just when she thought her day couldn’t get any worse, one of the large crafts pulled close to her, swirling up a cloud of dust that made her cough.

“Need a lift?” a burly earthman asked as he leaned his head out the window.

“A lift?” Why would she want this overgrown beast of a man to lift her?

“Yeah, need a ride? I’m going to Dallas if you’re headed that way.”

“Do they have a ranch there?”

He nodded. “You must be talking about that one from the TV show—Southfork. Yep, it’s still there and open to tourists.”

Tourists? What was a tourist? No matter. She would soon be with Mala. “Good, then I will ride with you.”

He leaned over, disappearing. She wondered if he might have dissolved into a puddle. Adam-1, her companion unit, had gotten too close to an incinerating machine once and melted into a shiny blob of metal. Very messy.

A few seconds later, part of his craft opened, and then he straightened.

“If you’re goin’ with me, then you’d better hurry. I gotta get this load on in.”

“I’m... goin’.” She hurried around the side of the conveyance and climbed inside.

She would observe this man while she searched for Mala. The language on this part of the planet was similar to her own, although he talked rather peculiarly. She would learn his manner of speech so that she could blend in.

She climbed up and into the front of his machine and tried to make herself comfortable on the lumpy seat. Her hover seat was much better. And her craft cleaner.

Her nose wrinkled. What was that odor? It was quite possibly the worst thing she’d ever smelled. The sooner she found Mala, the better. Surely her cousin was ready to leave this awful, imperfect world by now.

She waved her arm, but the door didn’t close. Apparently, the closing mechanism was broken. The man leaned across and pulled it shut. His body odor filled her nostrils. If he didn’t move from her immediate vicinity, she really would empty the contents of her stomach.

“You’re a cutie.” He moved back to his side.

She looked at the man. Part of his hair was missing. The top part. Only the side hair remained, and it stuck out at odd angles. His uniform comprised a wrinkled orange shirt with the logo of his department: “I’m a Mother Trucker and Proud of It!”

He was disproportionate, too. His abdomen protruded over his pants to an alarming degree.

“Name’s Hank. You got a name?” He wrestled with a stick that came up from the floor, then pulled onto the road.

The motion of his craft jerked her forward. She grabbed the door and held on. “Yes, I've got a name. It’s Kia.” Her teeth felt as if they’d be jarred loose any second. “Does it go airborne?”

“That’s what I like, a woman who likes speed.” He grinned, and she noticed the bouncing craft had already caused him to lose most of his teeth.

Hank shifted the stick, then pulled a cord above his head that set off a loud horn, leaving her wondering if the noise had damaged her eardrums.

“Ye-haaaaa! We’re truckin’ now!” he said as the dial jumped to ninety. “Yep, this eighteen-wheeler will dang sure get you where you’re goin’.”

No, they weren’t going airborne. They were still stuck on the road. When this horrendous episode was over, she would tell Mala how displeased she was about everything. She would probably tell her with each passing of the suns until their life cycle ended just so Mala wouldn’t forget.

“We gotta have some tunes playin’.” He turned a knob and pushed a button.

Screeching filled the craft, bouncing off the interior. It was a horrendous sound like nothing she’d ever been subjected to. Earth torture. It wouldn’t work. She’d die before she revealed Nerakian secrets!

“That’s my brother Elmo on the CD. He made it hisself. Danged if I know why he hasn’t hit the big time.”

Your taters are turnin’ mushy in the fields and the infernal revenue service says you owe back taxes. but you gots the love of a good woman and...

“Enough!” Her ears were aching from the obnoxious noise. She turned the same knob and peaceful silence filled the interior. Hank’s brother would make a good interrogator, but apparently he was harmless, except for his voice.

Hank frowned. “You got an attitude problem, don’t ya?”

“You will take me to this Dallas and you will do it quietly.”

His eyes narrowed. “And what if I just pull over and let you out? You can hoof it the rest of the way. I dang sure don’t need a mean-spirited woman riding with me.”

She raised an eyebrow. He backed down, turning his attention to the road once more. He mumbled something else but she couldn’t understand what he said. It was for the best.

Soon her eyes drifted closed. Traveling to Earth had drained her. If she slept for a few minutes, she would awaken refreshed.

“Hey, lady, wake up.”

She roused slowly to that incredible stench again. Hank leaned into the conveyance on her side, the door open. When she turned her head away, she realized darkness surrounded her. Had the end of her life cycle started? Was her light fading away? The man was extinguishing her with his body odor.

Would she never see her sisters or Mala again?

“Boy, you slept like the dead. It’s already night.”

“Night?” It took a second for his words to sink in, but when they did, she sighed with relief. She remembered now that Earth only had one sun. Nerak did not have night as the two suns rotated opposite each other.

“Yeah, you been sleepin’ about four and a half hours. You didn’t even stir when I stopped to fill up.”

He already looked pretty full to her. Not that she cared as she peered through the front glass at the darkness that surrounded her.

“Is the ranch near?”

“I ain’t goin’ that far. You’re on your own from here.”

Kia climbed down, jumping the last part. She’d been sitting so long, her legs almost buckled. She grabbed the door until she felt steady.

The crisp night air seeped into her bones. Nerak was a comfortable temperature year-round. She hugged her arms around her middle as a cold shiver swept over her. Cold wasn’t good. Mala must be ready to return by now.

“There’s a bathroom inside that bar across the street there if you’ve a mind to use their facilities, but it’s a biker bar so you best be watchin’ yourself,” Hank told her. “Someone in there can tell you where the ranch is. Not the best place to be hangin’ around, though.”

He shuffled his feet, then let out a deep breath that made her nose crinkle in distaste.  

“Talk to the man behind the counter. Fred knows me, and he’ll help you out.”

She nodded and started to walk away.

“Most people would at least say thank you seein’ as how I gave you a lift.”

She would have to remember that. “Thank you.”

He muttered something about ungrateful women, but she’d already started walking away. She stretched her sore muscles as she made her way toward the dark, squat building with the bright flashing light proclaiming it as Paw’s Roadhouse. She watched until it was safe, then hurried across the road.

Other than the bar, there was little else on this strip of road. A flashing light declared the structure beside it as a motel, except the last letter didn’t light up, so it looked like Mote.

There was a row of small conveyances in front of the bar. She ran a hand over the sleek metal and leather of the nearest machine. It was nice. Maybe these vehicles went airborne.

As Kia started toward the door, a woman came out. Not like any woman she’d ever seen, though. Blazing bright red hair matched her bright red lips. She wore a tight pink top so low her voluptuous breasts almost spilled out, and skintight shiny pink pants that sparkled when she moved.

Kia frowned.

And she chewed something that made a smacking noise.

The woman’s gaze ran over Kia. “Honey, you’re in the wrong place.”

Kia tested her new words. “I gotta see Fred.”

The woman thumbed over her shoulder. “He’s inside. Last I saw, he was cleaning off the counter. I never would’ve thought he was your type.” She shrugged as she moved past Kia.

Not her type? Kia wondered what her type was.
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Nick Scericino sat in the back corner of the small, smoke-filled bar, baseball cap pulled low on his forehead and his elbows resting on the table. His back was to the wall as he hunkered over, nursing a longneck that he’d had in front of him for the last hour. It had already grown warm. Not that it mattered. He was on duty, the beer only a prop so he wouldn’t look conspicuous.

He tensed as familiar warning signals sounded in his head.

Something was about to happen. Not the drug deal. This was different. A gut feeling that didn’t have anything to do with the bust.

Slowly, his gaze scanned the room. Had someone slipped inside? He quickly discounted that idea. The way he’d positioned himself, he had a good view of the front and back entrances. He suspected that whatever was about to go down wouldn’t be good.

The door opened, letting in a blast of cold air. His gaze swung in that direction.

Then she came into the bar.

Windswept coal black hair that hung past her shoulders, skin warmed to a deep golden tan, as if she spent a lot of time in the sun. Her black top molded to her delicious curves, inviting a man to look. Black pants fit her like a second skin, inviting a man to touch. A black cape reached almost to her boot-clad feet, warning him to stay the hell away.

She scanned the smoky room. Her gaze stopped and held his for the briefest amount of time before moving on.

She had the deepest blue eyes he’d ever seen. Or maybe they were black. She was too far away to know for sure. Either way, he’d been sucker punched by the burning heat from that one look.

Sweet.

And definitely trouble.

Why the hell was she here, in one of the roughest bars on the outskirts of Dallas? She didn’t look like the usual biker bitches that trolled the bar for drugs or a cheap thrill with some badass gang member.

He let his gaze slide over her. No, she didn’t look like her taste would run to cheap thrills or drugs, but then, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been fooled. It just didn’t happen very often.

She glided over to the bar. He couldn’t hear what she said to the bartender over the noise of a heavy metal song playing on the jukebox. Apparently, one of the bikers did because he sidled up to her, running his hand over her shoulder and squeezing her arm.

The heat in her eyes changed to an icy stare. The biker should’ve been frozen to the spot, but he didn’t seem to take the hint the lady wanted to be left alone.

Nick raised his bottle to his lips, concealing what he was about to say. “We have a problem.”

“No, we don’t, Nick,” came the voice of his partner into the earpiece Nick wore.

“You saw her?” He took a drink of the lukewarm beer.

“I couldn’t miss her, but it doesn’t matter. We’re here for a drug bust. As soon as the mark comes in and makes his buy, we take him down. It’s the only way we’re going to get any info on the Russian mafia. We’re not here to get you laid.”

Yeah, yeah, he knew the drill. Get someone on the inside to talk—a stoolie. Sometimes they would do anything to stay out of prison. Hell, they’d rat out their own brother if it kept them out of the pen.

That’s why they were staking out the bar. Doobie makes the buy, and they have him. The street had it that he was on good terms with the Russians.

Except he hadn’t shown. Nick glanced at his watch—after midnight. And he probably wouldn’t. Had someone tipped him off? Hell, they were probably wasting their time.

He glanced up. There was still the girl. Man, she was a looker.

“We are talking about the same woman, aren’t we?” he asked.

“Leave it alone, Nick,” Sam warned.

“Do I have a choice? Some biker is hitting on her, and I don’t think she’s going to take much more of his pawing.”

“Nick, think about it first. You’re already in hot water because of Elizabeth.”

“That wasn’t my fault. How the hell could I have known she was the mayor’s niece? Besides, the last time I checked, twenty-eight was legal.”

“For Christ’s sake, you talked her into stripping at a nightclub.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering. Man, Elizabeth had been so hot that night. Gone was the tight bun that held her pale blond hair in place, gone were the heavy glasses and restrictive clothing.

Sweet.

He sighed and reined in his wayward thoughts. “It wasn’t a big deal. She kept her thong on. What she did lose were all those stuffy restrictions her family had weighted her down with.”

“You’ll never learn.”

The lady in black shook off the biker’s arm, but he grabbed her again.

Sam had once told Nick that he didn’t have to look for trouble, it found him.

Maybe he was right.

“I can’t let this slide. What the hell good are we if we don’t protect everyone? Don’t worry. I won’t screw up the bust. Not that I think it’ll be going down tonight.”

Sam muttered something that sounded vaguely like a curse, but Nick blocked his words as he stood and made his way to the bar. All wasn’t lost if he could convince the biker he’d be better off leaving the lady alone.

Nick drew close. “Hey, buddy, I don’t think she cares for your attention. Maybe you should just back away. Give her a little breathing space.”

The biker turned around to face Nick, looked him over, then grinned. Half his teeth were missing, and the few that were left had already turned yellow. He was an ugly cuss: long, dirty hair, sporting a single earring, and the foulest body odor Nick had ever had the misfortune to come across, and in his line of work, he’d come across a lot of reeking bodies. Hell, even the ones that had been dead a week smelled better than this creep.

“And what if I don’t want to? What’cha going to do about it?” the creep asked.

The biker had taken his measure and found him lacking. Damn, now his feelings were hurt. Nick straightened to his full height of six-two, but the biker was still taller, still bigger.

Nick was a firm believer in the bigger they were, the harder they fell. What he had a problem with was getting the bigger ones to the point where they’d fall.

“If we’re going to battle it out, then let’s take it outside.” All he had to do was get the big bruiser away from the bar, then maybe they could get him cuffed and out of the way.

“Battle?” The lady straightened.

Now she decides to open her mouth? He wanted to mention that it might not be the best time.

“I can fight my own battles,” she continued. “I’m a warrior, trained to fight.”

He’d figured there had to be something wrong with a woman who looked this good. Now he knew. She was crazy. Damn, she was going to get them both killed. She was going to...

“I’d like to battle you, baby.” The biker rubbed his crotch.

“Then we shall battle.” She slammed the heel of her hand up and into his nose, then shook her hand with a pained expression on her face. “Ow.” Her frown deepened as she examined it.

The biker grunted and grabbed his face as blood poured out of his nose.

“That hurt!” She glared at the biker as if he’d been the one to ram his face into the heel of her hand.

She brought her knee up, landing it with a resounding thud right square in the man’s groin. Nick grimaced when the biker groaned and doubled over, then crumpled in a heap on the scarred wooden floor and held his crotch a hell of a lot differently than he had a moment ago.

Man, that had to have hurt. The lady had good moves; he’d give her that. Maybe she wasn’t crazy after all. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

“Piss off? I don’t know this.” Excitement glittered in her eyes. “That was very exhilarating.”

Damn, he could lose himself in her eyes. He forced himself to concentrate. “Who the hell are you?”

Before she had a chance to answer, chaos erupted. Someone threw a chair across the room, and two women started exchanging blows at the back of the bar.

A biker came toward them. “Hey, that was my friend you just took out.”

Nick’s fist connected with the biker’s face. Blood spurted from his nose. He grunted, stumbled back a few steps and tripped over a chair, then landed with a splat on his ass.

“We’ll battle some more?” the lady asked.

She bounced on her toes, ready to duke it out with anyone who came near. He didn’t have any desire to get his head bashed in, and there were three more bikers making their way toward them and looking like that was exactly what they had on their minds.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” he yelled as he grabbed her arm. For a moment, she only looked at him. “Sometimes retreat is the best defense.”

She nodded. “Of course.”

But that didn’t stop the look of disappointment from crossing her face. He’d seen a lot of men who got an adrenaline rush when it came to fighting, but this was the first woman. Hell, he loved a good fight as well as the next man, but she... she...

Damn, she reminds me of myself.

Now, that was a scary thought.

Something crashed to the floor. He didn’t look to see what, but instead tugged on her arm. “Come on!”

They hurried toward the front door, ducking and dodging like they were in the middle of a war zone, and right now that’s exactly what it felt like. The captain was going to kill him for screwing this one up.

Sam was rushing toward the bar as they were running out. “This way,” he called.

Sam didn’t wait to see if Nick followed. That was pretty much a gimme. They’d been partners for seven years and knew what the other would do.

They jumped into the nondescript deep green, battle-weary Chevy they were using for the sting. Sam started it and peeled away, spraying loose gravel everywhere as a couple of the bikers ran out of the bar.

Sam didn’t talk. Just weaved in and out of back streets until he was positive they weren’t being followed. He only took his attention off his driving once, and that was to cast a dark glare in Nick’s direction. A look Nick had seen more times than he wanted to count.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Sam finally asked. His jaw had begun to twitch.

Sam’s dark expression wasn’t good. Nick had seen the twitch before, too. The twitch meant Sam was barely controlling his anger, and that didn’t happen often.

“You’re on probation,” Sam continued before Nick could say anything. “We’ll be lucky if the captain doesn’t suspend us both.”

“It was my call, not yours.”

“Then why the hell do I catch as much flack as you? Why the hell is my ass always on the line the same as yours? Just answer me that.”

Nick couldn’t. Damn, he didn’t mean to screw up. Shit just happened. What was he supposed to do? Let the woman fend for herself? That wasn’t going to happen, no matter who came down on him.

Sam stopped at a red light, took a deep breath, then turned to the woman who sat between them quietly listening to their discussion.

Sam’s mouth turned down. “You shouldn’t have been in that bar. It’s bad news.” He glanced at the light, then back at her. “Where’s your place?”

“I don’t have a place.”

Sam and Nick exchanged questioning glances.

“You don’t live here?” Nick asked.

“I’m searching for my cousin, Mala.”

“Does she live here?” Sam asked.

“On a ranch.” 

“Does it have a name?”

“The man who brought me here said the ranch was called Southfork. You can take me there.”

“Uh,” Nick began, then looked at Sam. Sam let off the brake and drove under the light before he looked at Nick. Sam’s expression told him the lady was Nick’s problem, not his.

A lot of help he was.

“I think the guy who brought you this far might’ve misunderstood. Do you have any money? We could drop you off at a motel, maybe?”

She looked at him. God, she had the most beautiful eyes, and his first assumption had been correct. They were a deep blue.

His brain quit functioning. He couldn’t think, couldn’t say a word as he lost himself in those fathomless orbs. He’d never been this fascinated by a woman. What was it about her that reeled him in like a starving fish?

“What’s money?” she asked in a voice that was soft and sultry. Her words caressed him, sliding down his body, promising more than just a touch.

Sam’s laughter filled the car’s interior, bringing him out of his daze. He glared at his soon-to-be ex-friend, then softened his look when he met the lady’s confused expression.

Okay, so she didn’t know what money was. Big deal. She was probably from another country.  

“Where are you from?”

“I’m from Nerak,” she said with pride.

Sounded foreign. “Is that in Russia?” Nick asked.

“I don’t know this Russia you speak about. I’m from Nerak. I must find Mala.”

Nick caught the full force of those magnificent eyes once more when a streetlight illuminated the car’s interior.  

“You’ll help me?” she beseeched.

“Yeah, I’ll help.” His mouth had gone so dry he could barely get the words out.

She looked down at her hands, then back up at him as if she remembered something she was supposed to say.

“Thank you.”

The words were spoken so softly that he barely heard them. No woman had affected him the way this one was doing right now. He wanted to wrap her in his arms, protect her, keep her safe... kiss those pouting lips, caress every inch of her body, have hot, wild sex with her all night long.

Ah, God, he was in deep shit.

Sam’s chuckles didn’t make him feel any better.
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Kia didn’t understand Sam’s laughter. “I don’t think your friend is...” She sought the word she wanted. “I think your friend’s... crazy. Am I correct?”

The one called Sam abruptly stopped laughing, but then Nick started. When Sam glared at Nick, he stopped. They were very odd men. No wonder the Elders had genetically altered the DNA so only females would be born on Nerak.

“What are you going to do?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know.” Nick’s forehead furrowed into tiny lines.

Was something wrong? She couldn’t imagine what. They had won their war. At least, they had until Nick said they should retreat. But it had seemed their only choice at the time.  He was wise to suggest it. He must be a great warrior.

Why wouldn’t he be great, though? He probably used his skills every day while she’d only practiced with companion units. Certainly not the same.

The Elders were correct about men fighting all the time, though. Even Hank had been argumentative. It was exactly as was stored in the archives. Not that there was a lot of information and most of it was dated since the Elders had forbidden interplanetary travel.

“We could always take her to the station,” Sam suggested.

“You know damn well they’d...” He cast a quick glance in her direction. “You know where they’d send her. Can you see her staying in a homeless shelter?”

She had no idea what Nick spoke about, but she liked his voice. It was deeper than her sisters’ and deeper than that of Adam-4. Nick’s words sounded raspy, rough, and they sent tingles over her body. Very unlike the man who’d brought her to this area. She was almost certain Hank’s dialect wasn’t the right one to use after all.

She continued to study Nick. He didn’t look perfect. There was a thin scar near his ear that ran down his jawline, and his nose was a little crooked. He had very black, thick, windblown hair. As if he needed to brush it, but she liked it better this way. Nothing about him seemed to fit, but everything seemed to come together quite nicely.

She inhaled a deep breath. And he smelled good. She didn’t know this scent, but it stirred something pleasant inside her.

When he looked at her, he met her stare unflinchingly. Since she had a tendency to intimidate people on her planet, this was quite a unique experience.

And meeting his gaze wasn’t difficult. He had beautiful eyes. Deep brown. They made her feel... strange. The burst of adrenaline running through her veins abruptly changed to liquid heat. Her nipples tightened and were suddenly sensitive to the material rubbing against them. 

“I’ll take her to my apartment,” Nick finally said.

“Are you sure?” Sam turned his gaze from the road for a second to stare at Nick.

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

Sam gave Nick a funny look.

“We’re not going to the ranch?” she asked. She really wanted to see Mala and tell her it was time they left. She frowned. But then she would have to find her craft.

“I think the guy who brought you here was a little confused about where you wanted to go,” Nick said. “There are a lot of ranches in Texas, but your cousin isn’t on that one.”

Oh. This wasn’t good. How would she ever find Mala? Worse, what if she was stuck on Earth? She glanced Nick’s way. That might not be so bad. She would like to interact with the human for a short time. Purely for research, of course.

“Your apartment?” Sam asked once more.

“I’ll be safe enough.” Nick cleared his throat. “Sorry about tonight.”

Sam sighed heavily. “Who could say I wouldn’t have done the same.”

“Thanks for backing me up. For everything.”

Too much talking—and riding. She only wished they would get to their destination. Their vehicle apparently couldn’t fly. Her body felt bruised and sore, especially her hand after hitting the man who was being obnoxious. If only Lara were here to mix one of her healing smoothies. Her sister had many talents to make one feel better.

But Lara wasn’t, so she’d have to suffer. At least she didn’t feel quite so alienated now. She watched the one called Nick. It was good that she would meet one of her own kind—a warrior. He would no doubt be able to help her find Mala.

Maybe they would have sex later. Excitement from the battle still ran through her veins. Sex would help to slow her heart rate. Who would have thought using her skills would be so exhilarating?

Sam finally stopped in front of a building and Nick got out. Kia scooted out right behind him. It was good to be able to stand on solid ground again.

Nick leaned into the car and spoke to Sam, talking low enough that she couldn’t hear what he said, not that she was really listening. She was too absorbed in looking around.

A long row of two-and three-story buildings lined the concrete walkway. On the other side of the street were buildings with glass fronts. One displayed clothing. She would’ve liked to walk closer for a better look but Nick straightened and Sam drove off.

“You can stay the night on my sofa. Tomorrow, we’ll find out more about this cousin of yours.”

She nodded and followed him inside the building. This was good. She knew he would not harm her. He’d been in protective mode when he told the man at the bar he should leave her alone. Only the very best warriors had the protective mode.

Besides, she could always zap him with her phazer.

They went inside a small box that shook, then ascended. When the door opened again, they were on another floor. 

Ah, a very primitive beaming station of sorts, except it didn’t disrupt one’s cellular structure.  

“This way,” Nick said and led her to a door.

She stepped from the station, then watched as the door shut behind her. At least this one wasn’t broken. It had swished shut without even waving her arm. Maybe some things on Earth weren’t as backward as she’d thought.

When she turned around, Nick stood in front of an open door. She hurried to catch up. He motioned for her to go ahead of him, into another room.

“Welcome to my home, such as it is.”

She stepped inside at the same time Nick came in behind her. There was a click, then light flooded the room.

Her gaze moved slowly around the littered space. Articles of clothing hung from every piece of furniture, and he had quite a lot. She sniffed, at least it didn’t smell too bad. Not like Hank or the man in the bar.

She raised her eyebrows at him. Warriors should set an example.

“The maid had the week off,” he murmured. He kicked the door shut and moved around the dwelling picking up his discarded clothing.

“Maid?” Maid, she’d heard of this word. It was someone who took care of you. Companion unit? Did men have companion units on Earth? If his had been gone for a while then maybe he would have sex with her. She still felt the need to expel energy.

“Yeah, a figure of speech.” He tossed clothes into a corner of the room, then straightened and looked at her. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Kia.” She removed her cape and folded it neatly before placing it inside her satchel and setting it on the floor. When she straightened, his gaze slowly moved over her. Her body tingled with pleasure.

“The couch lets out into a bed,” he mumbled.

“Then you would like to have sex now?” She separated the material of her top and let it fall to the floor, baring herself to the waist.

He started coughing and sputtering. It was as she had thought. Earth was full of disease. Nick suffered from some sort of malady.

“No, I mean, well, hell.” He strode to her and scooped up her top.

“You have moisture on your face,” she observed.

“No, shit.”

She peered closer at his skin, then frowned. “No, I believe it’s just moisture.”

“Funny,” he grumbled, shoving the top at her, concealing her breasts.

She glanced down. “You don’t like my body?”

“I like it just fine.” He placed her hands over her top so it didn’t slip down again.

“But you don’t want to have sex.”

“Who wouldn’t want to go to bed with you?”

“Then we can have sex and relieve our excess energy.” Earthmen were very strange. She only hoped whatever he had wasn’t catching.

“Damn, lady, are you always this forward?”

“Yes. When I’m ready for sex. I haven’t had sex for a few months. There has been no reason, but I would like to have sex now.”

“You just don’t... I mean... oh, screw it.” He took her into his arms, his mouth lowered to hers. Her hands were caught between them.

She hadn’t expected his lips on hers. She assumed they would have intercourse and that would be the end of it. But this unexpected turn was rather nice.

Had this been what Lara meant when she said companion units were cold? Nick didn’t feel cold. Not at all. Maybe she’d been too quick to judge.

His tongue slipped inside her mouth.

Oh! She stepped back, still holding her top. “You stuck your tongue in my mouth.”

He frowned again. “Haven’t you ever French-kissed?”

“I’ve never had anyone stick his tongue in my mouth.”

His eyes narrowed. “You have had sex before—with a man?”

“Of course.”

There was such a small technical difference between a companion unit and a human that she didn’t think it important enough to mention.

She’d had sex plenty of times since reaching the age of discovery, just not with an earthman. Maybe she wouldn’t tell him that. Learning she was from another planet might shock him, and she wanted to experience sex first. A comparison with her Adam-4, nothing more.

Not that she expected to get much out of the union, but she would at least be able to tell Lara that men were nothing special.

She would explain she came from another planet later.

“You may stick your tongue in my mouth again.” She opened wide and closed her eyes. He’d closed his when they’d joined lips and she wanted to blend in while she was here.

But he didn’t stick his tongue in her mouth. Instead, he slipped his hand behind her neck and lightly massaged. Oh, that was nice. She closed her mouth. A moan slipped from between her lips. Maybe he was part healer? He massaged very well.

His lips brushed across hers, followed by a sweep of his tongue. Tremors swept over her. Oh, yes! Her lips automatically parted and when his tongue caressed hers, her knees almost buckled. She really liked this French kiss.

He moved back all too soon. She dropped her top.  Something much like a gurgle escaped from him. She glanced down at her naked breasts. He really had a problem looking at her nudity.

“Do you want me to put my top back on?”

He shook his head. “No, I just want to look. My God, you’re beautiful.”

For some reason, his words pleased her. Maybe he’d like to see more. Then she would have him undress so she could compare him to Adam-4. After she studied his body, they would do more of this French kiss.

She tugged on her pants and they came away from her body.

He swallowed hard. “Boots and a thong. You’re every man’s fantasy.”

She tugged on the thong and it too was gone, then she sat on his lounging sofa and raised one leg. “Would you pull off my boot?”

He shook his head. “No, I think I want you to leave them on. They’re kind of sexy.”

He knelt in front of her, nudged her knees apart, slipping between them. “Sweet.” He leaned forward, taking her breasts in his hands and massaging, tugging on her nipples.

She gasped. Adam-4 had never... but then, he wasn’t programmed to... A flush of heat stole over her. His hands created tingles of pleasure inside her.

Nick leaned closer, taking one breast into his mouth, sucking, and running his tongue over the nipple. She melted into the lounging sofa. He cupped her other breast, giving it equal attention.

The lights flickered. He moved back and glanced up, then at her. “Power surge.”

Who cared? She just didn’t want him to stop. She arched toward him, wanting more.

“Kia, that’s a pretty name,” he whispered. His gaze slowly moved down, leaving a trail of heat behind, stopping at the thatch of curls between her legs.

“You want to discuss names? Now?” She didn’t think so!  

She leaned forward, pulling his mouth against hers, needing to feel his tongue caressing hers again. And while they kissed, she tugged the front of his shirt apart
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