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Dedication




 For the book that started my journey—and for everyone who believed in Janaya from the beginning.
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Introduction




Janaya is a bodyguard on a mission. She must protect her Aunt Hinekiri from mercenaries and return to Dalcon in time to take her captain’s exam. A simple assignment for an officer of her caliber—except nothing goes as planned. Their spaceship crash-lands on Earth. No spare parts available. Big problem. 


Janaya is stuck on a tiny outpost called New Zealand. She’s going to bungle her promotion chances. And because she neglected to have her travel inoculations in her urgent hurry to protect her aunt, Janaya has bonded with an Earthman.


Police officer Luke Morgan seeks a quiet life. No press. No nosy reporters. No women. Just lots of fishing and fresh country air. He doesn’t count on meeting a pair of aliens and a talking dog or participating in a shootout with purple-suited aliens. Nor does he expect the surge of lust he experiences for Janaya. Suddenly, a routine callout turns into a huge problem that Luke suspects might only be the tip of the iceberg.


A steamy sci-fi romantic comedy featuring:





	Fated mates who didn't ask for this


	Forced proximity (stranded alien edition)


	A meddling aunt with zero boundaries


	A talking dog named Killer


	Fish out of water meets small-town charm


	Found family worth staying for


	Perfect for fans of Katie MacAlister and MaryJanice Davidson and quirky paranormal romance














  
  
Chapter One




“We’re gonna crash. Buckle up.” 

“What?” Janaya spun around to gape at her aunt, Hinekiri. One look told her the truth. Hinekiri wasn’t teasing.

Janaya gulped and scowled out a porthole at the rapidly approaching blue planet and muttered a succinct curse, trying to halt her escalating panic. Tendrils of icy terror curled around her insides. Her worst fear come to life. “I thought you said this…this antique had plenty of life yet.” She fumbled with the harness straps, and another weak curse slipped out when the ship plunged into white, fluffy clouds and sent her stomach swooping toward her toes.

“Ah, good.” Her aunt’s voice held satisfaction, despite their impending doom. “You worked your way through the Earth-speak tapes.”

Janaya stared at her aunt, speechless for an instant, before her gaze slid past the porthole once more. She swallowed and imagined shaking Hinekiri until her teeth rattled and good sense reigned. The image didn’t ease her panic.

“We’re gonna bloody crash!” Janaya shrieked. “Pay attention. What do I do? I don’t know anything about flying this bucket of bolts. I’m a bodyguard.”

“Yes, dear, and I’m very proud of you.”

“Hinekiri!” The only reason she’d boarded this ship was because fear for her aunt’s life was greater than her dislike of flying. She was beginning to regret her impulse big time.

“I said we were crashing,” her aunt said. “I don’t believe I mentioned death.”

“You… When we land, I’m going to damage you,” Janaya gritted out.

“Tsk-tsk.” Her aunt waggled her forefinger while she nonchalantly maneuvered the manual steering controls. The ship groaned in a metallic protest and, if anything, they picked up in speed. “I thought you stowed away to protect me from the bad guys.” A teasing grin flashed, lighting up her angelic face. “Not do their dirty work for them.”

“Tell. Me. What. To. Do.” They were gonna die. Janaya was sure of it. She’d never live to set foot on Dalcon again. She’d never get the captain’s promotion she was aiming for, the promotion she’d earned by sheer hard work, and Santana would find someone else.

“Harness up and let me concentrate.”

Tension seeped through Janaya’s body, finding an outlet in her white-knuckled grip, as she watched her aunt calmly prepare to crash.

“I thought you said most of the Earth’s surface is water,” she blurted, her gaze darting from the porthole on her right to her aunt and back.

“That’s right, dear.”

“Are we going to land in water?”

Her aunt looked up from the panel of controls and frowned. “Can’t you swim?”

Janaya bit her bottom lip to keep the curse that trembled on her tongue contained. “Yes, I can swim.” The quirk of Hinekiri’s mouth gave her away, and Janaya’s shallow breaths eased out with a relieved hiss. Chances were good that her aunt was…ah, yes…pulling her leg. When she stood with both feet firmly on the ground again, she’d feel more in charge. After an aggrieved glare at her aunt, she amended the thought. Maybe not.

“Assume crash position.”

Janaya stared at her aunt. Then, with morbid fascination, her gaze drifted to the bridge viewport. Instead of the water she’d expected, she saw land. Flashes of green, trees, then a sea of gold.

The initial impact jolted her body and clacked her teeth together. Behind her, something crashed to the floor—probably one of the stupid Earth-speak tapes her aunt had insisted she view and assimilate. The ship hurtled off the ground then hit again.

“Hee-haw!” her aunt shouted, one hand raised in the air, her wiry body riding the impact despite the constraints of her harness.

Janaya lacked the same exhilaration as they bounced across the ground, barely missing a large tree. The sturdy branches gouged the protective outer shell of their ship as they zipped past.

“I’ll try for up in those hills.” Her aunt jabbed at the controls, and the ship responded sluggishly before hurtling to the ground again. Trees and hills passed in front of Janaya’s horrified eyes.

What felt like hours later but was probably only a matter of minutes, they settled feet short of a dilapidated building up on the hill. The stench of metal fatigue lay heavy in the air.

“I need to stand on the ground. Now. Is it safe?” Nausea worked up Janaya’s throat. In a panic, clumsy fingers clawed at the restraining harness. In the end, her aunt leaned over to release the lever.

“No problems with the atmosphere here,” her aunt said. “New Zealand, according to my charts. Clean and green.”

Janaya needed no further urging. She stumbled out of the hatch, dragging in huge breaths of fresh air until her lungs ached. Gradually, the panic attack subsided, leaving her shaky and embarrassed. Make that mortified. Thank the Gods her aunt had been the sole witness.

Hinekiri strode down the narrow exit steps from the ship and stopped beside her. She patted Janaya on the shoulder in a silent gesture of comfort. “Janaya, we need to camouflage the ship so the Earth people don’t stumble across it.”

“All right. I—” The small hairs at the back of her neck prickled to life. Janaya stilled, her eyes narrowing as she surveyed the area around the ship. Her hand slid toward her hip.

“Back on the ship,” she snapped to her aunt as she pulled her weapon free. “Now.”

To her right, the leaves of a fern shuddered. Janaya scented the air. Sweat. Torgon sweat.

“Come on out with your fingers poked inside your ears,” she ordered, aiming her neutralizing weapon at the dark green bushes.

“That would be, hands in the air,” her aunt said.

Janaya shrugged, not taking her eyes off the leafy plant. “Whatever. I have a weapon. Come out.”

The fern leaves shook, dried leaves crackled underfoot. Janaya’s outstretched hand never wavered, the heavy weapon still pointing at the bushes.

“Don’t shoot.” A black nose thrust past a lacy fern leaf.

Janaya’s eyes widened.

A black face with black eyes poked into view. “Are ya gonna shoot?”

“Janaya, put the weapon down. It’s a dog. Nothing to get trigger-happy about.”

“Yeah,” the little dog said. It stepped into full view. The dog stood below knee height and had white fur peppered liberally with black spots. It trotted closer, tail wagging. “Do ya have any food?”

Janaya reholstered her neutralizer and rolled her eyes. “Talking animals?”

“I never met a humanoid who talked back,” the little dog said. “Hitched a ride with other space travelers. They stupid. Food? Do ya have any?”

Janaya glared. “The sooner we leave this blue planet the better. How long will it take for the ship repairs?”

“Two, maybe three—”

“Days? Cool.”

“Months.”

“Months!” Janaya saw her promotion chances slipping away. Those in charge would note her absence, especially with the big top-secret mission looming. They’d declare her AWOL within five Earth days. Janaya swallowed her regrets. The protector would become the hunted.

“Parts are hard to find. Besides, I intend to sightsee while I’m here. I’m not slaving over a smoking spaceship without a little fun. And I’m not leaving Earth until I see what I came for.”

“Yeah.” Janaya sighed, having heard the refrain all the way to Earth. No matter how logical Janaya’s arguments Hinekiri never wavered from her goal. “The migration of the wildebeest.”

“I didn’t ask you to come. It was your idea to stow away.”

“The Torgon want your galaxy exploration charts and your journals. And once they get them, they won’t care if you’re dead or alive. They’ve put out a mercenary contract on you.”

“Contract, somtract. They’ve got to catch me first.”

“Someone’s coming,” the little dog said. “Perhaps they’ll have food.”

Janaya scented in the direction the dog indicated. She felt a curious swooping pull that zapped all the way to her clit. Excitement sparked within. Her heart thudded, and she shifted, uneasy with the sensation and the way her new Earth clothes—courtesy of Hinekiri—clung to her breasts.

A steady, buzzing drone filled the air. Janaya frowned, every instinct hyperaware at the new threat of danger. A clean scent drifted to her on the breeze, one that reminded her of the mountains and spruce forests of Dalcon. Then her eyes focused on a small dot on the horizon at the bottom of the hill. The dark blue dot grew steadily larger, her apprehension growing in direct proportion.


      [image: ]Hunger ate at Luke Morgan’s insides. He pictured the medium-done steak he’d left on the kitchen table. One bite less in size than when he’d taken it off the grill. Luke squinted through the late-afternoon light, wishing he were back in his kitchen raising the second bite to his mouth.

Flying saucers.

Mrs. Bates had been at the vicar’s homemade wine again. He knew it. His second-in-charge knew it. But he still had to check it out. Sometimes it plain sucked being a cop. The grumbling protest of his stomach provided a great punctuation mark for the thought.

His radio blasted into sudden life. “Have you sighted the UFO yet?” Eager anticipation colored his receptionist’s voice.

“No,” he muttered. “Mrs. Bates said the North Ridge, right?” Luke figured he’d better follow procedure and do this thing right, even if the sighting was wine-induced and a figment of Mrs. Bates’ fevered imagination.

The rutted track disappeared. Native totara, karaka and manuka covered the hilltop and a narrow path edged the trees before ending at the clearing on the summit. Luke sighed, knowing he was going to have to hoof it. He coasted his Land Cruiser to a halt and yanked on the park brake.

Damned flying saucers.


      [image: ]Janaya squinted through the sunlight at the tall figure who climbed from the vehicle and tried to ignore the spark of anticipation. Totally weird. Phrull it, she couldn’t wait to leave this god-forsaken outpost. Had to be a twenty-four-hour bug. Her body ached all over. “What are we going to do? We haven’t had time to hide the ship.”

“I hope he has food,” the little dog said, cocking its head to survey the approaching man.

“Is that all you can talk about?” Janaya demanded, eyeing the creature with disfavor. “Aunt?”

Unbidden, her gaze slipped back to the male. He was tall, and even from this distance, she knew he would tower over her medium frame. Dark brown hair, tousled and untamed, touched his collar.

Janaya sucked in a deep breath. The same clean scent she’d smelled before bubbled through her senses like a sparkling tonic.

“Rather nice specimen, isn’t he, dear?”

“Humph,” Janaya said, trying to ignore the pounding of her heart and the flip-flop of her stomach, the sudden moist dampness between her legs. She ripped her gaze from the Earthman and tried to quell her aunt’s smart-ass remarks with a frosty glare.

“I bet he has a nice tush. That would be rear end to you.”

Heat suffused Janaya’s face. “I have no interest in the man’s front end or his back end. I have an agreement with Santana.”

“Santana!” Hinekiri’s mouth firmed to a straight line. “That male was a horrible child, and he hasn’t improved as an adult.”

“You’re not the one joining with him,” Janaya snapped.

“Praise Lord Julian. If I were merging with a male, at least I’d check out the merchandise first.”

Janaya whirled away from her aunt to stare at the approaching male. Unbeknownst to her aunt, she’d already checked out the merchandise. She cringed as she recalled the fiasco. Then her shoulders squared. Next time, she’d get the mating procedure right. Santana would have no complaints on that score. It was true that Santana wasn’t as imposing as this male, but he bore good qualities. And she liked his family.

Longing seeped into the region of her heart when she thought of the empty spaces that only family could fill. Once she’d secured her captain’s bars and completed formalities with Santana, everything would work out with her father. He’d realize she loved him and would recognize her worth. He’d finally accept her as a blood daughter instead of calling her a nuisance.

“How do we hide the ship?” Janaya asked, changing the subject to forestall the fierce argument building within her aunt. Hinekiri could debate all she liked, but Janaya had chosen Santana, and her decision was final.

“Oh, didn’t I say? There’s an emergency camouflage button. The ship will appear invisible for as long as the power source lasts.”

“Why didn’t you—never mind. Do it. He’s nearly here.”

The little dog sniffed and sighed loudly. “He doesn’t have any food.”

“You’re right. I don’t smell any.”

The dog wagged its tail. “You scent better than most humans.”

Hinekiri pulled a small control box from her low-slung Earth trousers. Jeans, she’d called them when she’d handed a similar pair to Janaya. “Camouflage on.”

Janaya glanced over her shoulder. The ship was still visible. “The system’s failed,” she whispered in a terse voice. Was nothing going to go right on this mission? Irritation with both herself and her stubborn aunt shot through her body, finding vent in gritted teeth. Her right hand slid to the weapon at her hip, ready to defend her aunt.

“No, wait. Don’t shoot him. Watch.”

The man she’d seen earlier strode into the clearing where they stood. He didn’t hesitate or even blink on seeing the ship, but continued toward them with a loose-limbed gait that reminded Janaya of a two-toed tigoth—sleek and muscled. Confident that he’d catch his prey. Janaya’s skin tingled. The sensation crawled through her body, across her lips, tugging her nipples to tight peaks and finally settling low in her belly. She slid her weight from foot to foot in a slow fidget, then froze when she caught the grin on her aunt’s face.

“Something wrong, dear?”

“This damned G-thing you gave me to wear is right up my—”

“Hello there.” The man’s voice slid across her skin like soft, satiny monterey petals, drawing her body tight with unexpected sensual need. Fascinated by the Earthman, her gaze drifted down to the column of tanned flesh showing in the V of his blue shirt. An urgent need to slide her tongue across the same path her gaze had taken gripped her mind. She took half a step forward to complete the action before her brain jerked into gear and screeched to an appalled halt. A soft choking noise drew her gaze northward to gleaming dark brown eyes. Hot eyes that simmered with an answering passion.

Janaya took another half a step to close the distance between them.

“Down, girl,” her aunt murmured, placing one bony hand on her arm in warning.

The clear transparency with which her aunt saw her need brought a blush of hot color to her cheeks and that too, flowed down her body, converging in one achy spot.

Janaya opened her mouth but all that emerged was an undignified croak. Instead of interrogating him, her mind drifted to wonder what his dark hair would feel like as it slid between her fingers, if the passion that arced in the air between them would translate to hot, uninhibited mating. There had to be more to the process than what she’d discovered so far with Santana.

Aware of his laughing eyes scanning her face, her body, Janaya tried to dislodge the huge lump in her throat with a dry swallow. The throbbing silence stretched. Luckily, her aunt came to the rescue, interrupting her frantic thoughts by taking the initiative.

“Good afternoon,” she chirped. “And it’s a great one, too. I’m Hinekiri Jones. And this is my niece, Janaya Smith.”

False names, Janaya noted with silent approval.

The man halted in front of them and nodded politely. “Police Constable Luke Morgan,” he said in a husky voice that plucked at Janaya’s nerve endings. He grinned, showing dazzling white teeth, and shared the grin between both of them before stooping to pat the dog on the head. Straightening, he said, “I know this is going to seem like a weird question, but I’ve had reports of an unidentified flying object. Did either of you see anything strange in the last hour?”

Janaya gasped. Her croak of denial turned into a cough. Did he really not see the ship parked right in front of him?

“A UFO?” her aunt demanded, her violet eyes widening in excitement. “How exciting. If you find it, holler ’cause I’d love to meet one of those little green men.”

The man chuckled. “Personally, I’d rather not come face-to-face with an alien but I’ll keep your request in mind.” After a brisk nod for Janaya and a wide grin for her aunt, the man—Morgan—strode past them, a mere two feet away from the ship.

“He didn’t even glance at the ship. How come he can’t see it and I can?”

“There is a scientific explanation, but I don’t have time to explain. Your unauthorized presence on my ship has created a little problem,” Hinekiri said. “You shouldn’t have stowed away on my ship.”

“I had to protect you. What sort of problem? The crash wasn’t my fault.” Indignation dripped from Janaya’s voice. Someone had to protect her aunt from the Torgon, and she didn’t trust any bodyguard except herself. Apart from her estranged father, Hinekiri was all the family she had left and Janaya didn’t intend to lose her to a butt-ugly Torgon.

“You didn’t have travel inoculations before you left.”

Janaya hated the smug tone her aunt used. Every survival instinct rose up and shrieked of danger. Her eyes narrowed. “What haven’t you told me?”

“Earth’s atmosphere varies from ours on Dalcon.”

“The oxygen content is the same. I checked.”

“Ah, but did you check the trace elements?”

The smugness had grown to a smirk. Janaya was beginning to loathe that smirk. “Tell me.”

“The trace elements on Earth act like a booster to our systems. Inoculations counteract the effect.”

“What? What effect?” It was like drawing teeth from Dalcon’s national bird, the fodo.

“The senses are amplified.”

“Hearing, sight, you mean?” A relieved sigh eased through her lips. That didn’t sound too bad. She could live with enhanced senses, especially if it helped to keep Hinekiri safe. Janaya glanced at her aunt again. The smirk had turned toothy. Very toothy, and it stretched from one side of her aunt’s angelic face to the other.

“What else?” she demanded.

“Sexual desire.”

“You mean…” Janaya turned to study the figure of the retreating Earth male. Even with the distance between them, Janaya saw how well the man’s trousers cupped his buttocks. Her palms itched as she thought about fondling.

“Yeah, like I said before, nice tush. Pity Santana isn’t here with you. He could take care of the emotional…ah…overflow.”

Janaya wrenched her gaze from the Earthman’s butt with difficulty. Her heart beat faster, and her breath wheezed from her lungs as though she’d only just finished a heavy training session. Her eyes landed on her aunt’s face. The smirk hadn’t lessened any. She bit back a groan. She may as well hear the worst of it now. “Out with it,” she said. “Tell me everything.” To enforce her request, she took two steps toward her aunt and set her face in a threatening scowl.

“No need to hurt a little old lady,” her aunt chirped. “I’d like to point out that this is your fault for jumping before checking the consequences.”

“You’re not old.” Janaya took another step, and this time she didn’t have to force a glare. “Tell me the worst.”

“There’s no need to shout, dear. What I was about to say is that even if Santana were here, he couldn’t help. I’m afraid you’ve imprinted on the Earth male.” Her aunt beamed. “Nice choice, dear. If I was a little younger… Perhaps I’ll meet a nice Earthman while I’m here. We could double date.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Luke Morgan resisted a glance over his shoulder, but it was a close thing. His brain pounded as if he’d tied one on the night before. Lust simmered through his body, bringing his cock to unwilling life. Even if they hadn’t told him, he’d have guessed the two women were family—one glance at their violet eyes confirmed the relationship. 

“Hell,” he muttered. “Keep your mind on the job.” Mrs. Bates would expect a full report on his return. But when he compared Mrs. Bates’ wobbling chins with the violet-eyed siren’s long legs and smooth skin… Trim waist and rounded breasts… He shook his head to clear the red cloud of lust that fogged his brain and sent blood galloping to his cock. Nothing to compare at all. With luck, the two women and their dog were passing through Sloan instead of hanging about to taunt his self-imposed celibacy.

He didn’t need distractions now that he’d finally gotten his act together. Stopped the booze and cut out his sexual antics, trying to prove he wasn’t a failure as a man.

Come home to Sloan, son. Help me out of a spot while I take time off.

His father had presented a strong case, and Luke had found himself in Sloan, where life in law control was peaceful, and he didn’t have to see his ex-wife and his ex-best friend every other day. Fishing. Now that was a real occupation—one he’d reacquainted himself with since his arrival.

“Just as I thought. No damn flying saucers up here.” Luke paused at the edge of the cliff. From the rim, there was an excellent view over the wide plains of Sloan below. At this time of year, wheat covered the fertile land down by the Gibson River. As far as he looked to the north, he could see golden ears of wheat waving softly in the breeze, almost ready for harvest. Not a UFO in sight. As he suspected, a wild goose chase. Luke turned away, eager to get back to his lunch. In his peripheral vision, he caught something out of place.

“What the hell?” He whirled back to stare out at the wheat fields in stunned disbelief.

Two perfectly formed circles showed in the far eastern field. No tracks leading in. Luke squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again. Yep, just your average, everyday crop circles. A heartfelt groan escaped. Goddamned bloody crop circles. He could already picture the headlines in tomorrow’s Sloan Gazette. Something along the lines of, Aliens from Outer Space Visit Sloan.

After one last glare at the crop circles, he turned to stomp back to his vehicle. Mrs. Bates could take her UFO and—

“Holy shit!” Luke froze on the cliff’s edge, staring with half-horror, half-morbid fascination at the silver disc parked in the clearing not far from the old Rycroft barn. A hydraulic drone jerked his gaze to the lower portion of the thing—he refused to call it a UFO—and a narrow set of stairs slowly extended outward. Luke’s heartbeat picked up. A warning inside his head told him to run, but training held him firm.

“Janaya, wait,” an elderly voice shouted.

“I will bond with Santana.”

“It’s too late, I tell you. There’s nothing you can do to change fate.”

“I want to hit something. You’d better hope a Torgon shows up because otherwise you’re it.”

Luke straightened. Aliens that spoke English?

“I don’t want an Earthman. I want Santana.”

Yep, definitely English. He’d understood the close panic in the young feminine voice.

“I didn’t ask you to stow away.”

“Someone had to protect you.”

Bemused by the talk, Luke relaxed, letting his breath ease out slowly. They sounded more intent on attacking each other rather than picking on a Kiwi cop.

Footsteps thumped closer. Luke watched a pair of slender legs encased in tight denim appear. Being male, he couldn’t help but imagine what the rest of the package would look like. Before he could even start to join the dots, the female materialized at the bottom of the steps. Oh, baby. It was the younger of the two women he’d met earlier. His lips pursed in a silent whistle of appreciation.

Janaya Smith—if that was her real name—was young but not too young. A light blue midriff top hugged generous curves, and she’d pulled her dark blonde hair back in a braid, which highlighted high cheekbones and sensuous lips. A sexy beauty. Lust reared its ugly head again. His cock stabbed against his uniform trousers in a demand for playtime. Pissed with the sensation and with himself, he cursed.

The woman spun and lifted a weapon from a holster on her hip all in one smooth move. Before Luke could react, she fired.

Luke dived to his right and found himself over the edge of the cliff, falling into empty space. His hands snatched at rocks, a scraggy plant. Anything to halt his fall. He grabbed at a flax bush. His shoulders strained as his body jerked to a sudden halt. Small pebbles rained down on his head.

Hinekiri Jones peered over the edge of the cliff. “Are you all right?”

“I’m hanging on the edge of a cliff,” Luke said, trying to keep his voice calm when he felt like cursing a blue streak. “I’d rather have both feet on the ground.”

“You sound just like Janaya.”

Looking up, Luke saw the dog appear beside the old woman. “Any food down there?”

He’d fallen down a damn rabbit hole! Luke’s arms throbbed. His shoulders ached from holding his body weight. And he worried for his sanity. Little green men and talking dogs. Yep, he was losing it.

“Are you going to help me or not?” Okay, he was starting to sound a little testy. Must be something to do with the psychosis he’d suddenly developed. The woman disappeared from his sight, but Luke could hear her issuing orders to the younger one.

At the top of the cliff, Hinekiri glared at Janaya. “Help him.” Then she fixed her glare on the dog. “And you, shut up about food. We’ll find some later.”

The dog wagged its tail. “Shutting up right now.”

Janaya gaped at her aunt. “How can I help him?” She wasn’t going anywhere near that cliff edge.

“Janaya.”

The crisp no-nonsense tone of her aunt’s voice had Janaya moving like the well-trained protection officer she was. Swallowing, she inched closer to the cliff edge. Instantly, vertigo made her head swim, and she jerked back to safety. “I can’t.”

“You’re a bodyguard. Go guard his body.”

Janaya’s guilt grew. She’d been so rattled with her aunt’s revelations about bonding with the Earthman, she hadn’t thought first. She’d merely reacted to the noise and fired her weapon. A failure of a basic bodyguard principle—confirm the target before discharging a weapon.

“Are you gonna bloody help me or not?”

He sounded irritated, and she could hardly blame him. She’d have to help. She couldn’t let her aunt put herself in danger, and Hinekiri would go over the edge if Janaya didn’t do something quickly. Janaya sucked in a deep breath and pushed every scrap of fear to a compartment at the back of her mind.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” her aunt snapped.

Janaya felt a shove in the middle of her back. She stumbled forward and fell headlong over the cliff. A panicked screech emerged as her arms windmilled. Somehow, she slowed the fall, and her body righted itself. “Hinekiri!” she cried, her heart pounding so loudly she could hardly hear herself think. “What’s happening?”

“I’m here.” Her aunt’s concerned face peered down at her. “Fly,” she ordered. “Use your strength.”

Fly? Her aunt had flown her bucket of bolts too close to the sun.

No sooner had she thought about flying than she hovered in the air beside the man. Janaya looked down. Terror jerked her into a frenzy of movement. Her hands shot out to clutch at the man’s waist. Their combined weights strained the flax bush. Dirt pelted their heads, and the plant roots made a cracking noise as one by one they released their grip on the cliff. Janaya screamed. The Earthman cursed fluidly with words she’d never heard before.

“Janaya! Drag that man back up here this instant. Don’t make me come down there.”

“No! Stay there!” Terror made Janaya tense. Couldn’t her aunt follow instructions for once?

“Do you have a rope?” Luke shouted up to her aunt. He didn’t believe Hinekiri’s assertions any more than she did.

“Janaya, move your butt. Now.” Something in her aunt’s voice told Janaya to obey. Without looking down, she thought about flying again. Traces of panic shimmered through her mind as she clung to the man and raised her head to look up at her aunt’s encouraging face.

“That’s it, Janaya. Think about moving upward. Imagine solid ground beneath your feet.”

“Get a rope,” the man gritted out, his hands gripping a fist full of flax leaves so hard the color bleached from his hands. “Don’t listen to your damn-fool aunt. That’s a hundred-foot drop below.”

Janaya looked down. She gasped and clutched at his shirt. She was very aware of the Earthman’s hard muscles pressed against her breasts, her belly, her thighs. His clean scent teased her nostrils, making her heart beat faster. Then remorse surfaced at the direction of her thoughts. She was promised to Santana.

“Sweetheart, as much as I’m enjoying being personal with you, this is neither the time nor the place.” For an instant, dark eyes held a hint of amusement along with masculine interest. Then his eyes glinted with determination to survive. “A rope. Now.”

Janaya jerked her hands from behind the Earthman’s neck and pushed against his chest. Instantly, she dropped several feet down the cliff. A screech squeezed past her lips.

“Center your mind, Janaya,” her aunt hollered. “Pretend you’re training.”

The words pierced her rising panic. In a leap of faith, Janaya loosened her grip on the out-jutting rock she’d clutched. She pushed away from the cliff and found herself hovering beside the Earthman. Unattached to anything. For an instant, fear strangled her. She grabbed for the nearest handhold. Sharp spikes pierced her palms, and she let go as quickly as if she’d grasped flames. A masculine hand grabbed her outstretched hand.

“Concentrate, dammit,” the Earthman growled. “At least fly up to the top and get a rope so you can haul me up.”

Fly to the top. Huh! Ungrateful lout. Janaya grabbed the Earthman by his shirt collar and hauled upward. They shot upward like a cork from a bottle of sizzling cacjuice. At the top of the cliff, they barely missed her aunt. Janaya twisted her body to compensate. The Earthman flew through the air like a lightweight trainee. Janaya glanced down at the ground. They were hovering half a body’s height above the ground. And Janaya wanted to stand on solid ground. Desperately.
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