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“I’m going crazy,” Mala murmured.  Jumping to her feet, she strode to the plate glass window overlooking the pristine city surrounding her townhouse.

The planet Nerak, where the light never faded and everything was white.  So horribly white—colorless, stark and cold.  Just like everything on her planet.

“Would you like a hormone smoothie?” Barton asked over the monitoring system.

She stuck her tongue out.  “No, I wouldn’t like a smoothie.”

A small aero unit whizzed past, rattling her window.  Everything moved too fast.  Instant gratification.  Sad?  Drink a happy smoothie.  Tired?  Drink an energy smoothie.  Horny?  Drink a hormone smoothie.  Everything was a quick fix.

“You get this way every year.  I’m only suggesting a smoothie because it usually calms you.”

She cocked an eyebrow.  “Maybe because it has a sedative in it?”

“We could copulate.”  A door that blended with the wall whisked silently open.

She turned as Barton stepped inside the room.  He was like no other.  Six feet three inches of rugged, sexy male.  Blond hair, blue eyes...she should be happy.  She should.  Shouldn’t she?

Then why was she so frustrated!

“It’s been three years, twenty-one days, fourteen hours, twenty-two minutes and nine seconds since you’ve had an orgasm,” he informed her.

And he was driving her crazy.  She didn’t want perfection, but Barton was exactly the way she’d ordered him.  A gift from her cousin on Mala’s twenty-first birthday.  Together they had chosen everything about him.  He was their creation.

At the time, her older cousin, Kia, had been going through a rebellious period and had smuggled a catalog of male specimens into Mala’s apartment.  Barton was born from a sketch they’d compiled.

But they had taken their creation a step further.  They’d practically breathed life into him.  At least, as much life as could be breathed into a companion unit.  Barton had all the emotions of any Nerakian.

He was the perfect male.

He was still perfect five years later.

Everything about her life was perfect.

She hated it.

“You’re grinding your teeth again.  I take it sex is not an option.”

“No, sex is not an option.”  She turned back to the window.

“Ahh.”

“Ahh, what?” she asked without turning around.

“You’ve been looking at that book again.”

She stiffened, then quickly relaxed her shoulders.  “What book?”  That was the most un-innocent sounding question she’d ever asked.

“You’re being evasive, aren’t you?  You know perfectly well what book I mean.  The one from your grandmother’s travels.  The one about that other place...Earth.”

Why had she even thought she could fool him?  He’d been around her too long.  There was nothing she could hide.

So why did she even try?  She might as well confess.  But first things first.

Her eyes narrowed as she faced him.  “You swear on the promise stones that you won’t say a word?  Even if they threaten to remove your microchip?”

His chin jutted forward.  “Have I ever betrayed you?” 

“Sorry.”  Damn, she had to remember that Barton was special.  Although very analytical, he still had feelings.  She’d made sure of that even though her cousin had warned against adding the sensitivity chip...among others.  But she didn’t want just a companion unit.  She had to have more than a machine.  Well, she’d certainly gotten more than she bargained for with Barton.

She went to the bookcase and pulled three reference books from the shelf, then reached to the back of the case, pushing a hidden button.  Her fingers tingled when they brushed over the book—her grandmother’s diary, and even more precious...the film.

She glanced behind her before bringing them out.  “Hide the window.”

Barton waved a hand and the window disappeared, soft lights automatically came on, only then did she bring the materials out.

“Do you realize how much trouble you can get into by just having these documents?”

“Of course I do,” she told him as she carried everything to the lounging sofa.  “They barred distant travel after my grandmother’s last voyage—the year I was born.  They said our society was being tarnished by the ideas that were brought back.”

“You do realize the Coalition is looking out for your best interests.  From the small amount of information on space travel that I have programmed into my system, Earth is by far the most untamable.”

“But don’t you see, that’s what makes it so exciting.  People can actually think for themselves.  They don’t have a Coalition of Elders telling them what’s in their best interest.  They’re allowed to make their own mistakes.  They can grow and learn from them.”

She placed the film in the change port.  A hologram filled the room with sound and color.  She could almost reach out and touch the trees, could almost feel the spray from the waterfall as it cascaded over the mountain and splashed down into the pond.

She inhaled.  “I wonder what it smells like on Earth?”

“Earthy?”

She frowned at Barton before letting the unfolding scenes capture her attention once more.

The hologram wasn’t much different from the ones she inserted into the port when she wanted to go to a park or just get away from the noise inside the town bubble.  This hologram depicted a place that really existed.  That was the difference.

Her grandmother had labeled the documentary an XXX rated western movie.  Whatever that meant.

Not that it mattered that much.  This was her proof there was more in the universe than Nerak.

There was even a title on the box: Callie Does the Sheriff.  She wished her grandmother had explained more instead of leaving so many unanswered questions.

She returned her attention to the waterfall.  The woman washed herself beneath the spray of water, her thin pink dress transparent as she slid a small white brick over her body.  From the expression on the woman’s face, the sensation must have been enjoyable.

Her grandmother’s journal had described something similar and called it bathing.  She said it was a barbaric custom Earth people did to cleanse their bodies.

How odd they had to run a white brick over their bodies.  Every morning Mala went to the chamber, waved her hand and beams of light rid her body of bacteria.

But the woman did seem excited.  For a moment, she wished she had a white brick to rub over her body.  It looked much more enjoyable than beams of light she never felt.

Sighing, she watched what happened next, even though she’d secretly watched the film before.

The woman hadn’t seen the man yet.  When she turned from the waterfall, her pupils dilated.

The man sat atop a four-legged beast, gazing upon her, but there was something in his eyes that made Mala’s thighs tremble.  It was as if no one else existed for him.

He climbed off the animal.  The shiny metal star he wore on his shirt sparkled in the sunlight.  She held her breath, watching his face and the lazy look he gave her before he sat on a rock and pulled off his boots.

“Sheriff, what are you doing?”  The woman’s voice trembled.

“What I should’ve done a long time ago, Callie May.”

He removed his clothes before stepping into the water, every inch of his backside displayed for Mala’s enjoyment.  Muscles rippled as he waded farther out, then dove beneath the murky green water.

When Sheriff emerged, he was beside Callie May, taking her into his arms, lowering his mouth to hers.  He moved his hand to her breast, massaging.

Mala could barely swallow, let alone breathe, her gaze riveted on the couple.

Sheriff tugged the front of Callie’s dress and it opened.  “I want to see you, darlin’.  You’ve been teasin’ me for a long time.”

“But we’re out in the open.”  She glanced furtively around, her eyes wide, but Mala didn’t think she looked that upset.  “What if someone sees?” she said in a breathless voice.

“I don’t care.”  He cupped her breast before lowering his head and covering it with his mouth.  He suckled for a moment, then raised his head.  “I’m going to make love to you, baby.  The hot, dirty kind.  You ain’t never had an orgasm like you’re gonna have with me.”

“Isn’t he magnificent?” Mala breathed.

“This was what I was designed from?  He seems rather savage if you ask me.”  Barton sniffed.

Sometimes she wanted to remove Barton’s sensitivity chip.  She turned off the hologram.  “It’s a primitive planet.  I’ve read my grandmother’s journal.  The beast the man sat upon is a horse.”  She frowned.  “Or maybe a cow.  I’m not quite sure.  Her journals are a little difficult to translate.  She was only there to gather the minimum amount of information.  Her time on the planet was very brief.”

“And the couple in the hologram?  They were about to copulate?”

“I’m not sure.  I think so.”  She bit her bottom lip.  “Yes, I’m almost certain of it.  Some of the film was damaged so I’m not positive how their encounter ended.  I think they joined, but it was more intense than just copulating, more going on than relieving stress.”

“Would you like me to do what Sheriff did?  I can, you know.”

How did she tell him something would be lost in the process?  She didn’t want to join for the sake of release.  She wanted someone who would...who would make love to her.  Was that asking too much?

“Why are you so fascinated with Earth?” he asked, changing the subject.  “It’s not like you’ll ever go there.”

A half smile played around her lips.

“Mala?”

“I have her journal.  It contains all the information I would need to survive.”  She took a deep breath.  “I know where they store the space travel crafts.”

“Those old scraps of metal?  I doubt you’d be able to get one of them out of its port.”  His beautiful blue eyes grew round.  “You don’t actually plan...”

“Yes!”  She flung her arms wide and twirled around the room.  “Barton, I don’t belong here.  I want to experience life, not watch it on a hologram.  I want to know what dirt feels like.  I want to walk barefoot through a meadow.  I want to stand beneath a waterfall.”

“But you can do that now.”

“No, a hologram isn’t the same.  I don’t want to find myself transported to a make-believe park.  I want the real thing.”

“But with reality comes other things—like pain.  There are no thorns to step upon in the Coalition’s Safety Travels.  You can have the pleasure without being hurt.  It’s perfect.”

She plopped down on the lounging sofa and drew her knees up.  “Don’t you see?  I don’t want perfection.  I want to experience everything.”

“I...see.”

Now she’d hurt his feelings.  Barton had been programmed to see to her every need.  There were no men left on her planet.  He was the perfect male specimen.

“You’re my friend,” she told him.  “But I need more.  Please try to understand that it’s not you.  It’s me.”

He raised his chin.  “When are we making the journey?”

She flinched.  This was the hard part, but she couldn’t risk putting him in danger.  “Just me.  I won’t take a chance with you.”  When he opened his mouth, she hurried on.  “Besides, the Coalition won’t even realize I’m gone if you’re here.  I just want to see what this planet is like.  I’ll be gone no longer than a few rotations.”

He hesitated.  “You’ll swear on the promise stones?”

“I’ll swear.”

“I still don’t like it.  They may be closer to us in language and atmosphere, but their culture is so far behind ours.  How will you manage?”

“Grandmother’s book.”  She raised the journal.  “I’ve studied it very carefully.  I know their favorite saying is, well, hell, and that it’s early summer on the planet.  I have everything I need right here.”  She tapped her finger on the book.

What she was about to embark on finally sank into her brain.  She was going to Earth.  A slow smile curved her lips.  Maybe she’d even meet the man in the hologram.  The one called Sheriff.

*     *     *

Mala stared from the window of her craft. Earth!  It was beautiful.  A big round...ball.  Much bigger than she’d expected.  A lot bigger than Nerak.  Her planet wasn’t much more than a dot in the sky.

But Earth sparkled.

Mala sighed with utter joy and tried to focus, but it wasn’t that easy.  She was here—at least, almost.  Her palms began to sweat.  Her heart beat faster.  This was it, and the most important part, so she had to stay calm.

The craft began to shake as she entered the atmospheric pull.  Her grandmother hadn’t mentioned such violent movement, but then, the craft hadn’t been nearly as old, either.

“Please don’t fall apart,” she breathed, grasping the guidance bar and manually steering the craft.  She would be fine.  She was almost positive.  Her coordinates were exactly with her grandmother’s—sort of.

She pointed the craft toward Earth.  It plunged downward.

Here I go!

The blue sky filled her glass shield.  She was moving faster than she could maneuver the small ship.  Mountains whizzed past so fast she barely had time to get out of the way.

“Tree!”

She dodged it; limbs slapped the side of her craft.

“Bushes!” 

She steered to the right, then the left.

Oh, no, this wasn’t good.  Things were moving way too fast!

Bam!

Her head rammed against the craft’s guidance panel as the craft jerked and bumped to a grinding stop.

*     *     *

Dry, powdery dust swirled behind Mason McKinley’s Jeep like a small tornado in the fading light of day.  If they didn’t get some rain soon, his small ranch would dry up and blow away.  He glanced upward.  Not a dark cloud in the sky.  He wished he could say the same about his life.

Too many complications.

He stopped in front of his modest log home and killed the engine, slipping the keys into his jeans pocket as he climbed out and started toward the house.  His dog, Blue, jumped out of the open back and took off at a run, chasing an imaginary jackrabbit.

Good old Blue.  He shook his head.  The dog wouldn’t know what to do if he ever caught a rabbit.

The radio on his hip crackled.

He stopped, one foot on the bottom step, knowing the dispatcher at the office was about to speak.

“Sheriff, we have a situation.”

Francine’s new word this week—situation.  Everything was a situation.

He removed his Stetson and ran a weary hand through his hair before taking the radio out of the leather holster and keying the mike.  “What kind of situation?”

“Harlan says he saw a flying saucer.”

He gritted his teeth and counted to ten.  If Harlan didn’t stop this nonsense, he was going to lock him up for disturbing the peace—namely his own.

Mason’s gaze shot toward the town he’d just left.  The reporters from The National Gossip were still at the motel.  Somehow, Harlan had convinced them Bigfoot roamed the surrounding woods.  Bigfoot, of all things!  How could anyone actually believe that kind of nonsense?

Now there were about three reporters wandering around their small Texas town in search of anything they could claim was the mythical beast.  They weren’t even looking at it from a scientific standpoint.  They were only in it to make a buck, but all they’d accomplished was to piss off a lot of people who in turn kept the phone lines to his office lit up.

Jimmy Wilson said some idiot was snapping pictures of his Brahma bull.  Mason shook his head.  Old Red was the meanest bull in the county.  The reporter was lucky to get back across the fence before the angry animal trampled him.

His radio crackled again.

“Sheriff, he said it was on the north side of your property.  Close to the highway.  Said there was a bright light—like maybe it crashed.”

He keyed the radio again.  “It was probably one of the big rigs going around Devil’s Bend.  You know when it gets close to dusk the lights flicker about.  People have been reporting spaceships for years now.”

“You want me to tell him that?”

Harlan wouldn’t give him any peace until he checked it out.  Damn, how the hell had his life become so problematic?

His gaze moved to the barn.  He hadn’t ridden Dancer in a couple of days.  The ride would do them both good and he still had a couple of hours before it got good and dark.

“Tell him I’ll check it out.”

*     *     *

“Ow!”  Mala’s head pounded horribly.  Was this what physical pain felt like?  She wasn’t sure she liked it.  In fact, she was positive she didn’t like it.

Tentatively, she reached up and lightly touched her forehead.  Her finger came away wet...and tinged red.  Oh, no, she was starting the deep-sleep cycle, her lifeblood draining from her body.

Her bottom lip trembled.  Not before she set foot on Earth.  She’d at least have that much before the air left her body.

Except the door didn’t open when she stood in front of it and waved her arm.  She pushed on the button.

Nothing.  Not even a little squeak.  It didn’t budge.

Now what?  She didn’t want to fade away without at least stepping on Earth’s surface.  That wouldn’t be fair at all.

She pushed the manual button again.

And again...nothing.

She glared at the door.  Not that she could move it with the force of her thoughts.  One of her cousins had that kind of power, but she didn’t.

But what she did have was a temper that could flare up.  As it was doing now.  “I am going to get out!  A mechanical object will not beat me!”

Grunting, she planted her back against the metal door and shoved as hard as she could.

It swished open.

She toppled through and landed with a hard thud on her bottom.  “Ow!”  She rubbed the tender spot.

So far, all she’d discovered about Earth was that it hurt.  There had to be more than this.  She took a deep breath, blew her hair out of her eyes, and glanced around.

Oh, no.

Her bottom lip trembled.

The light was going out.  Her final minutes were upon her.  In the book of death it stated that when the dimness came upon you, then you would begin the final hours of life.  

She sniffed.

It wasn’t a bit fair.  Her end shouldn’t come for at least another one hundred and twenty years.

She raised her chin.  Better to die having lived her dream than to have lived without experiencing Earth at all.  Poor Barton, he would miss her.  Her cousin Kia would be distraught.  She and Kia were closer than any of her other cousins.

But she was here...on Earth.  That had to count for something.

She planted her palms on the ground to push up and realized she was actually touching dirt.  Tingles traveled over her.  Dirt!  Real dirt.  She scooped up a handful and rubbed her hands together, laughing when it sifted through her fingers.

And leaves!  She grabbed a handful of green leaves.  Magnificent.  She brought them to her face and inhaled, but couldn’t detect a scent.  It didn’t matter, she liked the texture.

Before her light faded, she wanted to walk on this Earth.  She would have that much before her life slipped away.  She pushed again with her hands and stood.

A wave of dizziness swept over her, but she clamped her lips together and forced it to go away.  She refused to let her life extinguish before she had time to see some of the planet.

Her gaze swept the area.

Trees.  She bit her bottom lip and touched the bark, feeling the bumpy outer core she’d only seen in a hologram.  Rough wood and...and...

She jerked her hand away.  It was alive!  Her grandmother hadn’t mentioned trees as living beings.  Leaning forward, she looked closer.

No, it wasn’t alive.  There were tiny black creatures crawling up the bark.  Maybe these were the insects her grandmother mentioned.  She reached out and let one crawl on her hand.

“How cute,” she murmured.  “Little insect...ow!”

She slapped the insect, smashing it, and furiously rubbed where she’d been bitten.  Her grandmother hadn’t mentioned things that bite.  Now, not only her head hurt, but so did her hand.  So far Earth wasn’t all her grandmother claimed.

There had to be more to this planet.  Grandmother had written about so many things.  Maybe if she could leave the dense forest she might find something on the other side.

She struggled through the brush, thorns scraping her legs, letting more of her blood flow.  Where was the weakness that came with the end of her life’s cycle?  If this was what it felt like to extinguish, then it wasn’t so bad.  She might yet see a bit more of this planet.

If she hurried.

A burst of energy bolted through her as she pushed forward, clambering into the clearing, landing on her knees when her legs tangled with bushes.

Exhilaration, and yes, regret swept over her.  She’d made it out and was still alive, even though the light around her was fading fast.

“Ma’am, you okay?” a deep voice spoke from high above her.

She jumped, her gaze jerking upward.  He sat upon a black shiny animal that pranced beneath him, the fading light washing over man and beast.

His hat was pulled low on his forehead, practically obscuring his rugged features.  What little breath she had left, he was stealing away from her as her gaze traveled over the handsome stranger.  Her inspection of the human came to an abrupt halt when her gaze landed on the star pinned to his shirt.

“Sheriff,” she whispered.  Tears formed in her eyes.  How appropriate that she should see the man in the documentary.  Not that this one looked exactly like the other one, but he was the same breed.

“Ma’am, you okay?” he repeated.

“No,” her voice hitched.  “I’m...”  She sought words he would understand.  “Well, hell, I’m dying.”

All the strength drained from her body and she collapsed on the ground.
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Mason jumped off Dancer and rushed to the girl, questions running around in his head.  Had there been a wreck on the highway and she’d stumbled through the woods looking for help?

Or maybe a snake had bitten her.

He did a quick survey of the area.  Nothing out of the ordinary except where she’d plowed through the underbrush, but it was getting dark and harder to see.  Any number of things could’ve happened.

Kneeling beside her, he checked for a pulse.  It was steady and strong.  He breathed a sigh of relief even though he knew CPR.  Knowing and doing were two different things.

He didn’t rule out internal injuries, either.  He moved his hands slowly over her shoulders, but didn’t feel anything out of place.  The thin dress she wore clung to her curves, which would make it easy to detect if something wasn’t right.

His hesitation was brief before he slid his hands over her ribcage, brushing the contour of her full breasts.  He swallowed past the lump in his throat.

Damn, he needed to get out more often if an unconscious woman could turn him on.

Taking a deep breath, he continued with his exploration, rocking his palms against her hips before moving his hands lower, over her bare thighs and down to her ankles.

At least she didn’t have any exposed bones, but she did have a small gash on her forehead.  He brushed her long golden-brown hair away from her face.  Her skin was pale, delicate features, almost like fine porcelain.

He drew in a deep breath, reining in his thoughts.  He wouldn’t know how bad her head injury was until he had the doc check her out.

The cut had stopped bleeding.  It didn’t look so deep it needed stitches, but she did have a knot the size of bird’s egg and it was already turning purple.

He had two choices.  Wait on an ambulance, and he wasn’t sure how far one would get across the rough terrain.  He could almost picture the medics stumbling around in the dark with only flashlights and the full moon to light their way.  It would take hours.  Or he could get her to the emergency room himself.

He didn’t really have much of a choice at all.

Gathering her in his arms, he stood.  She didn’t weigh much more than a good-sized bale of hay, but Dancer wasn’t going to like the added weight.

He hefted her over his shoulder, soothed Dancer with a few soft words and managed to climb on without dropping the girl.  As soon as he was in the saddle, he eased her across his lap.  She moaned, her bottom shifting against him.

He sucked in a deep breath.  “Lady, you’d better quit moving or you’ll have us both hurting,” he mumbled.  Damn, like he wasn’t already in pain.  The sweet kind though.  The kind right before he had sex, except he wouldn’t be having sex so maybe it wasn’t so sweet after all.

Maybe he should just concentrate on getting back to the ranch.

It would take him a little longer than it had coming out.  He didn’t want to move too fast and jar something loose inside her, besides, it was dark and it would be too easy for Dancer to step in a hole and get them all bungled up.

But it damn sure didn’t help that the warmth of her body pressed close to his.  He drew in a deep breath and caught an unusual fragrance.  Bewitching.  For a moment, he let her scent swirl around him.  It defied description, but he liked it.

Suddenly, the moon slid from behind the clouds, lighting their way and he could at least breathe a little easier.  It might not take as long to get home as he’d first thought.

He glanced down into her face.  Damn, she was sweet to look at.  Long dark lashes hid the color of her eyes, as they rested on the paleness of her skin.  She hadn’t been close enough for him to see what shade they were before she’d fainted, but it didn’t stop him from looking at the rest of her.  Her features were delicate, like a perfectly carved statue, except she didn’t feel cold and hard.

His gaze moved lower.  She wore a gold-colored dress—the material soft to the touch.  He couldn’t remember ever feeling fabric quite like this.  She must be from a city.  New York, maybe?  They seemed to be on top of the latest fashions up North.  They’d had New Yorkers come down occasionally.  Nice people, but they had some odd notions sometimes.

He glanced up.  The ranch was in sight.  He breathed a whole lot easier.

When Dancer started for the barn, he nudged the horse toward the front porch instead.  He shifted her weight as gently as he could, but she still moaned when he climbed off the horse.

“Barton, what happened?”  She opened her eyes.

The light from the front porch cast shadows over her face but he could see the color of her eyes now.  They were a clear shade of turquoise that captured his attention and wouldn’t let him look away.

“You’re not Barton.”  Her forehead bunched.  “Ow.”  She tenderly touched her head before her eyes widened.  “Oh, I made it, and there’s light once again.  You saved my life.”

He smiled, glad to see she looked a little better than when he’d first seen her.  There was even some color in her face.  “I wouldn’t say I saved your life.  Do you think you can stand?”

She nodded, then frowned.  “My head.”

“You took a pretty hard hit.  Want to tell me about it?”

Her hesitation was brief, but he caught it.

“I don’t remember?”

He set her on her feet, keeping his arm around her shoulders to steady her.  “Do you have a name?”

“Mala.”

“Last name?”

She paused.  “I don’t remember?”

“You can’t remember your last name?”

Again, she paused.

“No, I can’t remember.”

“Who’s Barton?”

“Barton who?”

She might have a concussion.  That could bring on a case of temporary amnesia.  Or she might be a criminal.  Great, another complication in his life to add to the growing list.  At least this was a sexy one.  Now that he could see her in better light, damned sexy.

The pale gold dress clung to every soft curve.  He’d already discovered just how soft those curves were, too.  He cleared his throat.  “Do you think you’ll be okay long enough for me to put my horse in the barn?”

“Horse.”  Her eyes widened.  “Oh, I see.”

“See what?”

“Nothing.”

He felt like he’d been cast in a movie and only one of them had a script.  Maybe he was just more tired than he thought.  He took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair before readjusting it to a more comfortable position.  “You can wait in the Jeep.”

“Jeep.”

“Yeah, the Jeep.”  He pointed to it.  She seemed steady enough, just not quite cognizant of her surroundings.  He took her hand and led her to his vehicle.  When she stood silently beside the passenger door, he opened it.

“Well, hell.”  She slid in the seat.

A simple thank you might’ve been more polite.  His vehicle was a little rough around the edges, but it got him where he wanted to go.  She was injured though, so he’d cut her a little slack.

“It won’t take me that long.  Just try to relax.”  He shut the door behind her.  “I’ll hurry and put Dancer in the barn, then I’ll take you in so Doc can check you out.”  He tightened his hand on the reins and led Dancer away.

Mala watched as Sheriff hurried toward the wooden structure.

“Barn,” she repeated.  The word sounded strange when she said it aloud.  No, she didn’t think her grandmother had mentioned the structure.  Mala had an excellent memory and she would’ve remembered barn.

Her gaze stayed on Sheriff as he walked away.  He had a very nice structure, too.  When he’d removed his hat, she’d seen his dark thick hair.  It was the color of night.  And his eyes were a deep mesmerizing shade of green.

She couldn’t have done better if she’d designed him herself.  He was a human, too.  She had known it as soon as she’d awoken in his arms.  There was something different about him.

For one thing, his manhood had risen to very nice proportions when she wiggled against it.  She hadn’t pushed any buttons, either.  She would enjoy discovering all there was to know about this man.

But first, she had to wait for his return.  Her gaze drifted around the interior of the Jeep.  Apparently, his automatic opener was broken, too.

She tentatively poked her finger against the door.  Metal, not as strong as her craft.  Strangely built.  She moved the handle up, then down, pushing on it to open, then pulling it closed.

It had a clear shield, just like her craft.  Except his had dead things stuck to it.  Bleh!

There was something shiny attached to the shield.  She wiggled it around, jumping when she saw a face inside it.  Did they capture people and somehow get them inside the shiny object?  She eased closer and peered inside.

When she bumped her head she must’ve loosened her brain, she thought when she realized it was her refection staring back at her.  A looking glass, nothing more.

Her gaze fell on what appeared to be some sort of circular steering mechanism.  That at least looked a little familiar.

She shifted in the seat.  Not as comfortable as her hover air seat, but it would do.  This was after all a primitive planet.  There would be discomforts.  That was all right.  She wanted to try new things.  Sort of.

As she waited for him to return, she looked around at the darkness.  How foolish she’d been—again.  Her life force had not been draining away.  Barton would laugh when she told him she’d forgotten this planet experienced darkness, after one rotation the sun would rise again so the people understood a new day had begun.

Her planet had two suns, each rotating opposite the other.  One always shone brightly, keeping her planet in the light.  How lucky humans were to be covered in a blanket of stars.  It seemed rather magical.

Sheriff returned to the Jeep and opened the opposite door.  “I’ll take you to the ER so Doc can check you out.  He’ll probably want to run a few tests.”

“Well, hell.”

“Don’t worry.  It won’t be that bad.”

She loved the sound of his voice: husky, the words lazily rolling off his tongue.  It sent little bumps over her arms.  Barton could be too formal at times, but Sheriff’s voice was deep and soothing.  She liked the way it sounded.

He adjusted his looking glass, turned a metal object, and his craft roared to life.  She grasped the edge of the seat, hoping he knew how to guide it properly.

They bumped down the road, her teeth rattling inside her head.  Soon, he would take off and they’d be airborne, then the horrible bouncing would stop.

Apparently, he wasn’t well trained in maneuvering his aero craft because the voyage did not get any better.  Once, she was even raised up several inches out of her seat and had to grasp the side so she wouldn’t fly through the shield.

She sighed with relief when they pulled under a concrete canopy.

“You’ll like the doc,” he told her again.

It made her wonder what this man called Doc would do to her if Sheriff had to keep reminding her he was good.  She was thoughtful for a moment.  Doc.  Ah, now she remembered.  Doc was a shortened version of doctor.  A healer.  She remembered her grandmother mentioning a healer.

She hadn’t mentioned this conveyance, though.  But then, her grandmother hadn’t actually spent a lot of time on Earth.

Sheriff came around to her side and opened the door, holding her arm as she stepped out of his Jeep.

There was more concrete beneath her feet.  Her grandmother had spoken of the structures and how they were made of different materials.  She found it odd, yet was pleasantly surprised by the multifaceted layers of humans and how they constructed their buildings.

As they approached the glass doors, they whished open.  Ah, this door worked.  They approached a desk and the plump woman sitting behind it.

“Hey, Emma, I need Doc to check this young woman out.  She was in an accident.”

The woman stood, coming around her desk, staring at Mala as if she’d grown two heads.  Her species hadn’t done that in eons.  They’d evolved and become what they were now, which was much like the human species.  She resented that this woman treated her like she was an oddity.

“Oh, my goodness, that’s a bad bump you have there.  I bet that hurt a lot, you poor dear.”

She’d been so wrong!  Mala’s bottom lip trembled.

Compassion was nice.  She had a strong urge to lay her head on the woman’s shoulder and tell her all about the rotten experience she’d had entering the Earth’s atmosphere.  How she’d bumped her head, then was bitten by a crawly thing.  But rather than explain what exactly her day had been like, she only nodded.

“Why don’t you go into that room right there? I’ll send the doc in and he can examine you.  The sheriff will help me fill out the paperwork.”

She nodded again, not trusting herself to speak.  Earth people were so kind.  She walked to the door, slamming into the wood.

“Ow.”  She held her head.  “Ow.”

“Here let me help you,” Sheriff said rushing forward.  He turned the knob and pushed on the door.

“It didn’t open.”  She sniffed.

“Sorry, this isn’t New York or some other big city.  We’re not as high-tech.  I should’ve opened the door for you.  I’m afraid we do a lot of things differently in our small town.”

She sniffed again and went inside.  He helped her onto a paper-lined table that crunched when she sat upon it.  A very hard paper-lined table.  Didn’t people on Earth believe in comfort?

“You going to be okay now?”

His eyes looked worried.  She sniffed again and downed her head.  This was a big mistake.  She should’ve been happy living in her perfect little world, but no, she had to look for something more.  She’d found more, all right.

Suddenly, there were two very warm fingers lifting her chin.  She met Sheriff’s tender gaze.

“I always say things can’t be as bad as they first seem.  I know you’re feeling sort of lost and all alone right now, but just know that I’m here and I won’t let anything happen to you.  Okay?”

She nodded, unable to trust herself to speak.  What were all these emotions running through her?  She didn’t much care for the sad feeling, but she liked the reaction she got from Sheriff.  It made her want to lean forward and absorb his warmth, but before she could, he left, closing the door behind him.

For a moment, she stared at the space where he’d been.  His body heat lingered a moment before slowly fading.

She exhaled a deep breath.

What had he said?  That she was from New York?  She wondered about this place that was apparently different from this one.  She would file the information away in case she needed it in the future.  “New York,” she said the words aloud, testing them on her tongue.  It sounded strange to her ears, but not much different than when Sheriff had said it.

The door opened and another stranger appeared, a man with lined and wrinkled skin.  He must be more ancient than one of the Elders.

She wondered what their custom was.  Should she bow before him in deference to his years?  She settled for slipping off the table and lowering her eyes.

“It is a great privilege to be in your presence, sir,” she murmured.

“Now that’s the kind of respect I deserve but I don’t get a blasted ounce of it around here.”  He looked over the top of his glasses at Emma who’d followed him into the room carrying a thin board with papers on it.  “Maybe I should move to New York where they apparently know how to treat doctors.”  His eyes narrowed on her.  “You are from New York, aren’t you?”

She smiled.  “Yes, New York.”

“That would explain a lot of things.”

She had no idea what that meant, but she had a feeling it would be wise if she kept it to herself that she was from another planet.  They might not understand.

“I’m Dr. Lambert and I’ll be making sure you’re okay.”

He glanced down at the chart Emma had brought with her.  His eyes narrowed and a frown marred his features before he looked up at her again.

“So, young lady, what exactly happened?”

“Well, hell, I don’t remember.”

He patted her on the hand.  “Quite all right.  I’m sure it’ll all come back to you so don’t you worry one little bit.” 

He stepped closer, and helped her back onto the table.  Taking an instrument from the wall, he shined a light in first one eye, then the other.  When he moved it away, she had to blink rapidly so she could see again.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen eyes the color of yours before.  Quite remarkable.  Not blue, not green, but a beautiful turquoise.”

She smiled, liking this gentle healer.

“Are you hurting anywhere?”

“My head.”

He nodded.  “Let’s draw some blood and get an x-ray.”

“Draw blood?”  She gripped the sides of the table.  He was going to take her lifeblood.  Oh, this was a barbaric planet.  No doubt why the Elders had discontinued interplanetary travel.  They tortured people.

He patted her hand.  “Only a little.  Don’t worry.”

Some of her tension eased.  She trusted him.  She wasn’t sure why, but she did.

He walked out of the room but Emma stayed, gathering up supplies.

“I take it you haven’t been to many hospitals.”  The woman moved a tray closer to Mala.

“I’ve never been to a hospital,” she truthfully answered.

“Well, this may sting a bit.  You might want to turn your head.”

Like the crawly thing in the woods?

She didn’t think she was going to like this, but if it had to be done, then she would be brave.  She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes.
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​​​CHAPTER 3
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Mason jumped when the scream echoed down the hall.  The lights began to wildly flicker on and off.  A housekeeper looked up before quickly moving farther down the hall, pulling his mop and bucket behind him.

He frowned as he came to his feet and strode toward the closed door of the examination room.  What the hell were they doing?  Electrocuting her?  He remembered an old movie where they shocked people in an attempt to restore their memory or something.  Surely that wasn’t what was happening.

Doc said all they were going to do was draw a little blood.  From the sounds coming from the other side of the door, he’d say they’d were doing more than drawing her blood.

He turned the knob and shoved the door open...and met chaos.

“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know you’ve never had blood drawn before or I would’ve warned you.”  She turned as Mason pushed inside, her face stricken with worry.  “All I did was draw a little blood.”  She held up the tube for him to see.

“That’s my blood,” Mala gasped, her face draining of all color.

Mason had seen enough women faint in his time that he was able to get to Mala before she passed out and fell off the table.  He caught her slight form in his arms and laid her carefully back on the paper covered exam table.

“This is just awful.  I feel so bad, but I swear that I was really gentle with her, Mason.”

“I know you weren’t rough, Emma.  Hell, I’ve known you all my life and you hate causing anyone pain.  I suppose she’s just not used to needles.”

“She did tell me she’d never been in a hospital.  That alone would be enough to scare anyone.”

“What’s all the ruckus?”  Doc came running into the room.  “I heard her scream all the way down the hall.  Then the lights were going on and off.  Damned squirrel in another transformer again.”

“She’s never been in a hospital before,” Emma explained.  “I think her accident and not remembering, then me drawing her blood, might have been too much for her.  Poor little thing.”  She reached over and patted Mala’s hand even though she still hadn’t come around.

“I think we’d better keep her overnight,” he said.

Mason took one look at Mala, then his gaze moved around the white sterile room, before he looked back at the small form lying on the cold table.  Something pulled at his gut.  He didn’t want to think of her here, lonely and scared.

He made a quick decision.  “Why don’t I take her to my ranch?  She seems more comfortable around me.  I can check on her during the night.  Don’t you think her memory will have a better chance of returning if she’s under less stress?”

Doc reached into a drawer and pulled out an ammonia capsule, looking thoughtful as he did.  He broke it open and waved it under Mala’s nose.
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