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"Karen Kelley certainly knows how to draw a reader in from the very first page and keep them hooked until the very end. Humor runs rampant page after page and the sex is actually very beautiful. I can only say that this is one paranormal romance you do not want to pass up."—Liadan, Coffee Time Romance. 

"This third book in the Nerakian Quest series is hysterically funny, with crazy alien antics, a surprise character cameo and literal out-of-this-world lovemaking. Readers will laugh out loud at the latest Nerakian desires and distractions and be pleased with the plethora of details finally revealed about Nerak."—Jennifer Maddsen, Romantic Times reviewer. 

"This third book in the Nerakian Quest series by Karen Kelley is another fantastic book that features the travelers from Nerak. The interactions between Sam and Laura had me cracking up! There was also a lot of heat with this couple that kept things humming."—Tammy, Fallen Angel reviewer. 

"Karen has put together an fantastic read. It has scenes so hot that it scorches the pages, so funny that you laugh out loud, unexpected turns with interplanetary travel and the planet Nerak. I would recommend this read to anyone, and am eagerly looking forward to the next book."—Cryna Palmiere, reader.

Dear Reader,

This is the third book in my Nerakian Quest series. 

I’ve had a lot of fun with these books. I’m thrilled to be updating them and releasing them once again. If you enjoy ‘fish out of water’ that are sexy and loaded with sarcastic humor then you will like these books.

You can find out more about my books at www.authorkarenkelley.com

Best Wishes and Happy reading,

Karen Kelley
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Sam Jones stepped on the elevator and pushed the button.  His life was about to change for the better.  Rest and relaxation, here I come. The only thing he was going to worry about is if the fish were biting and there was enough beer in the fridge.

He didn’t want to think about the bad guys on the streets of Dallas.  Hell, he and Nick had put away one of the biggest kingpins in the city and gotten commendations from the captain and the mayor.

With the help of Kia, of course.  He couldn’t leave her out.  Man, she was something else.  Nick had all the luck.

But they’d had to be extra careful where she was concerned.  They’d shielded her from the press as much as possible.  At the time, she’d come off as his happy, beautiful fiancée, and nothing more.  But then, she didn’t really look like an alien from the planet Nerak.

Now it was vacation time.  He’d gone months without a decent day off. His little two bedroom cabin in the piney woods of East Texas was calling his name.  He could almost smell the fish frying.

When the elevator stopped, he got off whistling a jaunty tune as he strolled to Nick’s apartment.  Another fifteen minutes, and he’d be on his way.

He tapped on the door.

Nick opened it, then frowned when he saw who it was.

“Hey, buddy.” Sam grinned.

Nick slammed the door.

Now that wasn’t nice, and after everything he’d done for his friend.  “Hey, did I say anything when you went on your honeymoon?  No, not one word, and I had to partner with Hank the Skank.  The man never bathes.  He could stink a dog off a gut wagon.  At least you’re working with Trudy.”

The door opened, and Nick glared at him.  “You think Trudy’s better than Hank?”

Sam stepped inside.  “No.”  He chuckled.  “You just have to tune her out.  The woman never shuts up.  At least with Hank, I could roll the window down.”

“If I tune her out, then she pokes me in the ribs.”  He grimaced.  “The last time I worked with her I carried bruises for a solid week.”

“I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Nick could complain all he wanted, but Sam was leaving on vacation and nothing was going to stop him.  He dug in his pocket.  “Here are the keys to my apartment.” He dropped them in Nick’s open hand.  “Just put the mail on the table.”

“You’re too damn happy about all this,” Nick grumbled.

His deep sigh was full of contentment.  “Why shouldn’t I be?  I haven’t had any time off in six months, at least none to speak about.  I’m ready for a little fishing, tossing back a few beers, and a whole lot of peace and quiet.  There’s nothing like my cabin in the springtime.”

Kia came from the back of the apartment, all four of her shih tzus following right on her heels.  You’d think they were her babies the way they trailed after her.

“Sam, I didn’t know you were here,” she said, smiling.

“I was just dropping off the keys to my apartment,” he told her.  He couldn’t stop his grin from forming when he thought of all the hell she’d put Nick through.  He was glad everything had worked out, but he’d take single life any day.

He looked around at the garish colors on the apartment walls.  “By the way, I like what you’ve done with the apartment.  Very psychedelic with the hot pinks and bright greens.  Did Nick help you decorate?”

Nick shot him a look that said he was not amused.  Sam kept his expression innocent—not that he thought Nick bought it.

“I did it while Nick was at work.”  Kia told him

“Boy, was I surprised,” Nick muttered, then quickly smiled at Kia.  “You did a wonderful job.  I love it.  All our friends are envious.”

“Oh, good!  I was thinking about doing our bedroom next.”

Sam smothered a laugh.  If he didn’t watch out, Nick would be poking him in the ribs.

“You’re leaving for your cabin?” Kia asked.

He nodded as one of the pups jumped up, begging for attention from Nick.

“Have a good time and try to relax.  Nick said you don’t relax enough.  He said you should learn to bend the rules a little and let your hair down.”

She studied him for a moment before looking at Nick, then back to him.

“I think that must be a figure of speech since your hair isn’t long enough to let down.  He also said you needed to get laid.  Are you tired of standing?”  She went on to the kitchen, not waiting for an answer.

“I’m not a bit tired,” Sam called after her.  “I think Nick needs to worry about his own life rather than mine.”  He looked pointedly at his friend.  “And I do bend the rules.  I just don’t warp them completely out of shape like you do.”

Nick cleared his throat and reached down for the pup.  He picked up the ball of black and white fur, rubbing her behind the ears.  For a man who’d sworn he’d never have a girly dog, Nick had changed his mind fast enough.

And Nick thought he needed fixing?

Sam did sort of feel bad leaving Nick with Trudy.  “Try to follow the rules while I’m gone and I’ll try to bend them a little.”

Nick grinned.  “You think I won’t follow them?”

They both knew the answer to that.  “Hell, no.”

Nick shrugged.  “I can’t be like you.  Life wasn’t meant to be point A to point B.  Sometimes you have to veer off the track to see what else life has to offer.”

“That’s why I worry about you, Nick.  While I’m taking a little R&R, I won’t be there to keep you out of trouble.”

“Like Kia says, try to relax.  You deserve it.  I’ll keep my nose clean, promise.”

Sam chuckled.  “I always relax at the cabin.  You know me, I’m a natural born explorer.”  He could easily see himself traversing across new terrain in undiscovered lands.  “If I’d been born a hundred years or so ago I might’ve discovered all kinds of new countries.” 

Before Nick could comment, a loud rumble shook the apartment.

“Thunder?”  Strange.  He glanced out the window, but the sky looked bright and blue.

“Oh, no!”  Kia rushed back to the living room, her face a shade paler.  She grabbed the pup from Nick and hurried to the bedroom.  The other three puppies followed.  

“What is it?” Nick called after her.

Sam had never seen her this upset, except maybe when Nick had gotten shot.  What was going on?

She hurried back into the living room after shutting the pups in the bedroom.  “The Elders.  I know the sound of their crafts.”

“I won’t let them take you,” Nick said, his expression grim.  “We’ve been through too much already.  No one is going to come between us.”

Her smile looked a little wobbly.  “I told you that I wouldn’t go back to Nerak, but sometimes, we don’t have a choice in what we want.”  She drew in a deep breath.  “It sounds like they’re landing on the roof.  We’d better meet them.”

“I’m not staying behind,” Sam said and followed.  Damn, after all these two had been through, this was the last thing they needed.

They quickly took the stairs to the roof.  

“What about your neighbors?” Sam asked.

“Either working or old enough they probably didn’t hear a thing,” Nick said.

Before Nick pushed the door open, he glanced over his shoulder with a troubled expression.

Sam’s stomach churned.  He’d heard about the Elders, the supreme rulers of Nerak.  If they wanted to take Kia back with them, there wouldn’t be a whole hell of a lot Nick and Sam could do.  But he wouldn’t tell Nick that.

“Don’t worry, buddy. I’ve got your back,” Sam tried to reassure him.

“I never thought you wouldn’t.”  Their gazes met for a brief moment before Nick opened the door and they stepped out to the roof.  Sam closed it firmly behind them.

“An Elder’s craft,” Kia breathed.

Sam had still been holding on to the belief they were worrying for nothing, and that it had been thunder...or a sonic boom.  What he was looking at wasn’t either one.

A billowing gray cloud enveloped the tube-shaped craft sitting on the roof.  The door swished open, and a woman stepped out.  She wore an emerald green silk robe, and her pale blond hair reached to her waist.  But he couldn’t see her face.

Kia’s mouth dropped open, then snapped closed.  She quickly bowed before the woman.  “Greetings, Healer.”

“This is an Elder?” Nick whispered.

“No, my sister, but she’s also a healer.”  She waved for Nick to bow.  He looked at Sam before shrugging and bending slightly at the waist.

“It isn’t an Elder then?” Sam asked.  So it might not be as bad as they’d first imagined.  Kia had a lot of sisters.

“No,” she whispered, head still bowed.

He might have thought about bowing if it had been an Elder, but one of Kia’s sisters?  Sam wasn’t about to bow.  Instead, he watched and waited to see what was about to happen.

The woman faced him as the rest of the gray cloud dissipated and looked Sam directly in the eye before one eyebrow rose disdainfully.

His stomach did a crazy flip-flop as it hit him.  This wasn’t just any sister.  This was the woman from the hologram Kia had shown him when she’d tried to convince him that she was an alien.

Lara, her name was Lara.  In the hologram, she’d come across as ethereal, angelic, and pure. My God, she was even more beautiful in person.

Sam frowned.  She had her head held high and acted as if they should be paying homage since she’d gone to the trouble of gracing them with her presence.

Man, something must’ve happened on the flight here because she sure didn’t act angelic.

“It’s good to find you well, Sister,” Lara said, turning her attention back to Kia.

“You stole an Elder’s craft,” Kia whispered.  “You are in so much trouble.”

Oh, great, Sam thought.  They would have all of Nerak after them now. He raised his gaze to the sky but didn’t see a legion of women warriors coming after them.

“Of course I didn’t steal the craft,” Lara said.  “The Elders sent me to Earth.  I’m here on a mission.”

Kia stiffened.  “I won’t return to Nerak.”

Nick draped an arm across Kia’s shoulders.  Sam stepped to her other side.  They wouldn’t let her go without a fight.

“I’m not here to take anyone home,” Lara said.  “There’s trouble on our planet.”

Kia squared her shoulders.  “Someone has dared attack Nerak?”

“So, the warrior code enforcer still lives inside you.  I would’ve hated for my sister to forget her heritage.”

“Why have you come to Earth?” Kia asked, apparently deciding to let the chastising note in her sister’s voice slide.

“There has been no attack...yet.  When our cousin’s craft returned, there were aliens from Earth on board—three men and a woman.  One became ill and infected an Elder.  I must find a cure before it’s too late.”

“Cast the invisibility shield around the craft and come inside,” Kia told her.  “I found out the hard way it’s not good for anyone to learn where we come from.”

“There are men with you,” she said, not leaving the safety of the craft.

Kia looked at Nick, then him.  “They are good men.”

Both Lara’s eyebrows rose.  “There is such a thing?”

“Yeah, there’s a few of us left on Earth,” Sam told her.  She might be beautiful, but when she opened her mouth, she reminded him of one of his ex-girlfriends—real uppity.  Now he remembered why they’d split.

She turned her gaze on him, studied him for a moment, then just as quickly dismissed him as she focused once more on her sister.  “I will go with you.”

It was no skin off his nose what she thought about him.  Hell, the sooner he left for his cabin the better.  Just as soon as he made sure Nick and Kia were okay.  And he wasn’t leaving until he did know.

He let everyone go in front of him, watching Lara as she took in her surroundings.  She seemed cautious but curious, until she looked down at the floor, then she quickly raised her hem.

Hell, the floor looked clean to him.  He didn’t see a problem.  Apparently, Miss High and Mighty did, though.

Nick shut the door behind them after everyone was inside, and they all turned as one to look at Lara.

Man, he shouldn’t have looked directly into her pale green eyes.  He’d never seen eyes the color of hers.  They drew him in, made him feel as if she caressed his soul.

Maybe she was like Medusa because he was starting to feel as if she could turn him to stone—at least one part of his anatomy.  God, she was sexy as hell.  He wouldn’t argue that.

Not that he was even remotely interested since he’d witnessed firsthand her haughty attitude.  Nope, he didn’t want any part of that.

“It’s imperative that I find a cure for the Elder,” Lara repeated.  She tilted her head to the side.  “What is that scratching noise?  It’s very unnerving.”

“The puppies,” Kia said and went to let them out.

Lara took a cautious step back as they came barreling out from the other room and headed right toward her.

“They won’t hurt you,” Kia said.

Tentatively, Lara leaned down and touched one.  When it licked her finger, she jumped.  “It tried to eat me,” she said accusingly, rubbing her finger.

“The puppy was showing you affection, that’s all,” Kia told her, picking one up and holding it close.  She nuzzled her face in the softness of the fur.

Lara didn’t look at all comforted by this knowledge as she straightened.  “You’ve succumbed to Earth’s temptations,” she lightly scolded.

What person didn’t want to pet a puppy?  So what if Kia was tempted to cuddle them?  What difference did that make?

“Which Elder is it, and what do we need to do to help find the cure?”  Kia returned to the subject at hand, looking genuinely worried as she set the puppy back on the floor.

“Torcara.”

Kia drew in a sharp breath.

Sam felt sorry for her.  He knew the Elders were the ones who ruled Nerak.  This one must mean a lot to Kia.

“The disease came from Earth, so this is where I’ll need to find the cure,” Lara explained.  “I must test the plants and see if one of them will work as a remedy.”

“Yes, of course we have plants here” Nick said.

Lara looked at Nick, then just as quickly turned back to Kia.  Sam frowned.  This Nerakian was starting to piss him off.

“I’ll work here then.  You’ll take me to where these plants grow.”

“We don’t actually have a place here,” Nick tried to explain.

“Then you lied?”

“No, not exactly,” Nick said.  “This is the city.  Plants grow in the country, unless a nursery will work.  That’s a place where people grow plants from seeds and cuttings.”

“You will take me to the country.  I need to test them in their natural environment.”

“Do you even know what you’re looking for?” Sam asked.  He wondered if she realized how many plants there were on Earth.

“I’ll know it when I find it.  I only need one that will react with the chemicals I will be adding.”

Kia and Nick looked toward him at the same time and acted as if he was supposed to say something.

“What?” he finally asked.

“You can take her to your cabin,” they spoke in unison.

“Me?  Uh-uh.  I’m not taking her with me.”  This was his vacation, and he damn sure didn’t want to spend it with this...this Nerakian who thought she was better than everyone else.

“Please, Sam,” Kia pleaded.  “For me?”

This wasn’t right.  Not right at all.  They shouldn’t even ask.  Not that it was going to do them a bit of good.

“I’m not taking her to my cabin.”

“But...” Kia started.

He shook his head.  “No way, no how.  It’s not going to happen.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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“How much farther is this cabin?”  Lara sat stiff as a board on the passenger side of his pickup.

Was she afraid she might accidentally touch him and soil herself.  Oh, hell, he’d hate for that to happen.  It would be a crying shame.

“Don’t you ever get tired of asking the same question?”  Sam glared across the seat at her.

“You keep saying the same thing, ‘not long’, but I think you’re lying because we’re still not there.  So, how long before we arrive at this cabin where I’ll be able to do my research?”

“Not long....”  He watched her mouth turn downward.

What the hell was he supposed to say?  She probably didn’t know what a mile was.  When she continued to stare at him, he decided he wasn’t going to win this round.

“We’re about to turn off the highway, then we’ll go down another road until we get to the cattle guard and cross it.  We’ll go over a small ridge, and the cabin is sitting in the middle of a cluster of pine trees.  There, are you satisfied?”

“Don’t you have a craft that goes airborne?” she asked, changing the subject.  “This ride is very uncomfortable.  I can feel every bump.  On Nerak, we have aero units.  The ride is quite enjoyable.”

“Well, you’re not on Nerak.  You’re on Earth, and no, we don’t have aero units for everyone to fly around in.”

“That’s because this is an inferior planet.”  She turned her gaze out the window.

He really liked his pickup and had gotten a sweet deal when he’d traded in his car.  It was a rusty brown—more rust than brown, but he planned to have it sanded and repainted someday.

“Your craft appears quite antiquated,” she continued, and he wondered if she got a kick out of irritating him.  “Will it complete the trip?”

Sam gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.  It was safer that way for Lara.  He couldn’t very well strangle her if he was choking the steering wheel.

“It will.”  He didn’t add that she might find herself sitting on the side of the road, though.

Nick would owe him for this the rest of his life, and a few years after that.  How the hell could he let himself get talked into taking Lara on his...his vacation?  This had to be the most hair brained thing he’d ever been talked into doing.

He was a sap.  That was his problem.  Kia had kept looking at him with those beautiful deep blue, pleading eyes of hers, silently begging him to help.

He’d crumbled like a stale cookie.

“I have to use the elimination facilities,” Lara said.

“You have to what?”  It dawned on him that she needed to use the bathroom.  “Why didn’t you go when I stopped for fuel?”  Exasperating woman—no, make that alien.

She raised an eyebrow.  “I didn’t need to go at that point in time.”

“Worse than traveling with a bunch of kids,” he grumbled but took the next exit.

When he stopped the pickup, she waved her hand as she had from the moment she’d arrived.  At the apartment, whenever she’d waved her hand, Kia had rushed to open the door for her, treating her like royalty.  Now she was doing it again, as if he was a damned flunkey or something.  He gritted his teeth, then strode to her door and opened it.  He should make her open it.  Force her to wait on herself.

The bathroom was on the inside of the gas station.  He went with her, noticing how everyone stared.  Why the hell wouldn’t they when she wore her green robe thing that she held up so it wouldn’t brush the floor, like she was a queen or something.  She certainly acted like royalty.

A royal pain in the ass!

“There’s the ladies’ room.  Just go in, and you’ll see the...uh...toilets.  You know how to...uh...use one of them?”  This was damned embarrassing.

Her eyebrows shot up again as if he was an ant beneath her foot and she was about to squash him.  He should tell her that he didn’t squash quite so easily.

“I’m quite capable of understanding how to use the equipment, even as primitive as it must be.”  She waltzed toward the ladies’ room, waved her hand, and then ran smack-dab into the door.

“Ow.”  She reached up and touched her forehead, then looked accusingly at him.  “The door is broken.  Just like the door on your craft and the ones at my sister’s dwelling.”

“This is a primitive planet, Princess.  You said so yourself.”  He pushed on the door.  “You have to open it manually.”

Okay, so maybe he’d been wrong about the waving hand thing she’d been doing.  That must be the way they opened doors on Nerak.  Must be nice.  

The look she was giving him right now made him wonder just what she was thinking, though.  Then again, he had a feeling her thoughts were about him, and maybe he didn’t want to know.

*     *     *

Lara didn’t care for Sam’s attitude at all.  She frowned.  Why had he called her a princess?  She wasn’t of royal blood.  She had a feeling he was being sarcastic.  How rude of him.  She’d only been pointing out the truth.  Compared to Nerak, Earth was primitive.

It was as the Elders had warned before she left.  Men would try her patience if she had the misfortune of coming into contact with them.  How right they were.

“You going inside, or do you want me to just stand here holding the door open all day?” Sam asked.

She raised her chin and walked inside the facility without saying a word.

“A thank you would’ve been polite,” he said.

She looked over her shoulder.  “Thank you.”  She would not get angry with this man, instead she would learn his customs while on Earth.

As soon as the door closed, she bit her bottom lip and glanced around.  Her nose twitched.  There was an odor here that did not please her.

She quickly reminded herself why she was here.  She would deal with doors that did not open, the smells, and Sam.  It was her duty to the Elder, and Nerak, to face these hardships.

She barely managed to fit in the tiny stall with her voluminous robe.  Maybe she should’ve listened to Kia and changed into something more Earthlike.  But she had refused to abandon the ways of her people.  Still, Kia had placed Earth clothes in a carrier that she called a suitcase and sent them with her.  Not that she thought she would need them.  They’d looked quite uncomfortable.

She finished and moved to a counter imbedded with basins.  But when she ran her hands beneath the spouts, nothing happened.  There were no beams of light to rid herself of bacteria.  How did one clean one’s hands on Earth?  Or the rest of their body, for that matter?

A woman came out from one of the stalls and gave her a funny look before going to the counter where she turned a knob.  Water poured from the spout.

“Water!”  She turned her knob, and water poured from hers, too.  Amazing.  She rotated the handle again, and it stopped.  She opened it, and once more, water came out, then she stopped it from flowing again with another turn.

“You okay, honey?” the woman asked.

The woman looked nice enough—for an Earthling-although she talked rather odd.  She’d drawn out the word okay so it sounded more like okaaay.

Lara turned the spout on, then off again.  “Water.”

“Yeah?”

“Isn’t it wonderful?”

“You’re not from around here, are you?”

“I come from Nerak.”

“Thought as much.  A foreigner.  But that’s okay.  My name is Mary Lou.”

“I’m called Lara.”

“That’s a pretty name.”

Lara turned the water on again and splashed her hands beneath the flowing stream, then splashed it on her face.  Laughter bubbled from her.  Water was fun.

There was another spout, only smaller.  She pushed it, and a blob of pink stuff dropped on the palm of her hand.  She held it toward the other woman.  “And what is this?”

“Soap.  You rub it between your hands.  It’ll clean them, and it kind of smells nice.”

She cautiously rubbed her hands together.  Oh, this was marvelous.  Tiny bubbles appeared, and when she blew on them, they floated away.

“You okay in there?” Sam called from the other side of the door.

“Yes,” she called back.

The other woman handed her some brown paper.  “This is to dry your hands.”  She smiled.

Lara took it from her and copied what the other woman had done.  She remembered what she was supposed to say.  “Thank you.”

“No problem.  Enjoy your time in Texas.”

The woman tossed her paper in a can that stood in the corner and left.  Lara tossed hers in the receptacle as well.  It was going to be quite easy adapting to Earth.  She left the elimination facility, remembering to push on the door to open it.  Very primitive.

“You discovered water, I see,” Sam said as she joined him.

She looked down at her robe.  It was quite damp in front.  She didn’t care.  The water had been fun.

But when she returned to the pickup, she realized she’d inadvertently enjoyed one of the temptations that Earth had to offer.  The Elders had not mentioned how insidious these temptations would be when they’d briefed her prior to her journey.

No, they’d only discussed men and something called chocolate.  Apparently, both could be very addictive, and she had to be careful.

She glanced across the seat.  Sam had been infuriatingly rude.  She didn’t think she’d have any problem resisting him.

He was nice to look upon, though, with his blond hair, blue eyes, and wide shoulders...but he had a bad attitude, and she had a feeling he didn’t like her.  That was hard for her to comprehend.  Everyone liked her on Nerak.  What wasn’t to like?

She was kind and generous and a healer.  She could take care of Nerakians if they became ill.  Except no one ever became ill on Nerak.

That is, until now.

It was quite an exhilarating feeling knowing someone needed her.  Not that she wished the Elder this disease that wracked her body with chills and fever.

Sam couldn’t see how important she was to her people and that she was due respect.  She had a feeling she would have to remind him often.  How tedious.

He turned off the road he’d called a highway.  Finally!  Her backside was sore from all the bumping and jarring.  She had thought the torture would never end.  This other road would have to be smoother.  It couldn’t be any worse.

Or could it?  Her eyes narrowed.  “It isn’t as wide as the other road,” she said as he turned onto it.

“Wow, you’re really observant.”

“You’re being sarcastic again, aren’t you?”

“Ya think?”

She didn’t say anything.  What could she say?

He drew in a deep breath.  “I’m sorry.  I usually don’t talk to women like this.”

“Only me.”

“You rub me the wrong way.”

“I haven’t rubbed you at all.”

“It’s a figure of speech.”

“Oh.”  She thought about what he’d said for a moment.  “How do I rub you the wrong way?”

He frowned.  “It’s your attitude.  I guess I expected you to be different.”

“How could you expect me to be different when we’ve never met?”

“Kia showed me a hologram.  You looked very...very...”

“Very what?”  She was curious to know what he’d thought of her.

“Very beautiful.”

“And you don’t think I’m beautiful?”

She noticed that his forehead wrinkled as he concentrated on what he would say next.

“Yes, you’re very beautiful.”

“I know,” she preened.

“That’s it!”

She jumped.  “What’s it?”

“It’s your ‘greater than thou’ attitude.”

“Earth people are so very confusing.  First, you tell me that I’m beautiful, but I’m not supposed to agree with you.  Yet when I look at my reflection, I know I’m beautiful.  Am I supposed to lie and say I think I’m ugly?”

The creases in his forehead deepened.  “No, but you don’t have to be so thrilled when you’re right.”

Her head was beginning to ache.  She needed a relaxing smoothie.  Earthmen were so very difficult to understand.

And the road he’d turned on was worse than the last one.  So much so that she thought her teeth would jar loose and fall out.  But the passing scenery was beautiful.  She couldn’t deny that.  The trees reached across like a canopy above their heads and cast patterns of light and shadows on the road in front of them.

Maybe there was something good about being on Earth.  She would try to explore some of this land while she was here so that she might report back to the Elders.

But she would have to be very careful of temptation.  Like the water and puppies.

They had been adorable.  She’d wanted so badly to pick one up and cuddle it, but she’d quickly seen the puppies for what they were—a trap.

As was Sam.  He’d made her body grow warm in a way she’d never experienced.

Until she’d been around him for a while.  She wasn’t sure he was so much of a temptation anymore.  Unless it was the temptation to do bodily harm to him.  But healers didn’t cause bodily harm.  They healed.

She’d have much to tell the Elders when she returned.  About men, puppies, and water, too.  Water was good, but it still wasn’t enough to make her want to stay.

They went across a row of pipes that caused her to bounce on the seat.  Thankfully, it didn’t last long, or she wouldn’t have been able to stand it.  The Elders would certainly give her high praise for being so brave.

Maybe she would even get a shining star to hang on her wall.  There was nothing better than a shining star.  It didn’t do anything, but it was pleasant to look at.  She had many on her walls now.

“Listen,” Sam began,  “I haven’t been the nicest person, and I know you don’t have the same customs as we have on Earth.  I’ll try to be a little more understanding.”

She respectfully lowered her gaze.  “I accept your apology,” she said.  She would also try harder to understand this Earthman.

“Here we are,” he said, his voice thickened with pride.

She looked up.  Her mouth dropped open as she stared at the leaning structure.  Maybe the cabin hid behind this atrocity of a building.

“Where is it?”  She tried to see through the trees as she looked for the place where she would be living while she researched the plants.

He raised his hand and pointed with one finger.  “Right there in front of us.”  He pulled up close to the wooden structure and stopped his craft—no, his pickup, then got out.  He came around to her side and opened her door.

She hesitantly stepped out, still staring at the structure.  Surely, he wouldn’t expect her to live in something that looked so deplorable.

“It leans,” she said.

“Just the porch.  I’ve been meaning to brace that side.  The inside is level, though.” 

She wasn’t sure she wanted to find out, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her alongside him.  She tugged it free of his grip.

“What?”  He looked genuinely surprised.

“You touched me.”

“And?”  He planted his hands on his hips.

“I’m a healer.  No one ever touches a healer.  It’s not permitted.”

“You’ve got to be kid...”  He stopped, drew in a deep breath, then exhaled.  “I’m sure I’m going to love this one.  Okay, tell me why no one is allowed to touch you.”

She wasn’t sure she liked his attitude, but she would attempt to be more reasonable.  He was, after all, an Earthman and therefore not as intelligent.

“By touching a healer you can disrupt the flow of balance between her and the very air she breathes.  A healer’s equilibrium must stay equalized at all times.”  Anyone with any intelligence should know this, but then she remembered who she was speaking to.

He laughed.

She stiffened.  “Did I say something that amused you?”

“Lady, you’ve been amusing me this whole trip.”  He bent at the waist and motioned for her to proceed.

She swept past, glad that he had the ability to understand her.  When she came to the door, she hesitated.  He reached around her and placed a metal object inside a hole.

She inhaled, closing her eyes—nice.  His scent pleasantly teased.  Not soft like the ones the Elders used to mist the bubble that all Nerakians lived beneath.  No, this was different.  It made her body tingle and her nipples tighten and started an ache deep inside her.

What could be causing this rush of warmth that swept through her every time he came near?  It would bear further scrutinizing when she had a moment.

He turned the knob at the same time he pushed on the door, “Home sweet home,” he said as he stepped inside.

Against her better judgment, she followed.  It didn’t look sweet to her, as he’d claimed.  Her nose wrinkled at the musty smell.  A layer of grime covered everything.  The room was dark and stuffy and completely unappealing.  She tentatively reached out and touched a table.  Her finger came away dirty.

Sam removed a filthy cloth that draped a lounging sofa.  The cloth might have once been a lighter shade but was quite despicable now.  He shook it before tossing it into the corner.

She coughed, almost gagging as the dust stirred up around her.  No, this wouldn’t do at all.  Already she could feel her body reacting to this environment, and not in a good way.  She needed pure, filtered air.

“Sorry about that.  It’s a little grubby,” he told her.  “I haven’t been here in a while.”

A shudder swept over her.  “It’s quite deplorable.  If you diligently apply yourself and clean it properly, then I might be able to function in this hovel while trying to find a cure.”

Sam’s face turned a deep shade of red.  He sputtered and coughed.

There, he’d just proven her point.  The filth was affecting him, too.
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Deplorable!  Hovel!  The cabin was his pride and joy.

“Don’t hold back, lady,” Sam told her.  “Go ahead, and tell me what you really think.” 

“But I just did.”  Her forehead wrinkled.  “It’s wrong if I perceive myself as beautiful.  And yet, I’m supposed to lie and say your cabin is quite wonderful when in reality it’s the opposite.  Is that correct?”

Sam opened his mouth, then snapped it closed.  He turned on his heel and marched back to his pickup.  Once there, he rested his palms on the side of the bed as he fought to regain control of his anger.

Take a deep breath.  Don’t explode.

He wouldn’t kill her.  Kia would never forgive him if he killed her sister.

Lara came to the door.  “You are going to clean the cabin, aren’t you?”

Okay, maybe he would kill her...

No, he had a better idea.  “If you don’t like my cabin, then you clean it.  The cleaning supplies are in the kitchen under the sink.”

He reached in the back and retrieved his fishing pole, tugged his hat further down on his head, and glared at her as he grabbed his tackle box.

“I’m going fishing.  This is still my vacation.”

“You expect me to clean your cabin?”

“Lady, I don’t give a...a...”  He looked at her as she stood on the porch looking so damned regal and—sexy.  How could he be attracted to her when he didn’t even like her?  “Do whatever you want.”

He took off on foot.  There was a narrow river that ran through the woods not too far away.  Maybe a little fishing would calm him down.  That, or maybe a little Valium would be nice.

Damn, where the hell was his temper coming from?  He’d never acted like this.  He stomped through the woods, not even looking twice at the squirrel that scampered away.  He usually liked watching the animals and exploring the woods that surrounded his cabin.

As soon as he got to the river, he let out a deep breath, then another until finally he began to feel like a human again.

Lara wasn’t at all like he’d expected.  She’d seemed so angelic in the hologram.  Well, hell, of course she would.  It was a hologram.  Kia said they used them rather than writing a letter.  And just like a letter, she’d put her best foot forward.  Man, he’d really been taken in.  Maybe that was his problem.  He didn’t like being made a fool of.

He cast his fishing line in the water and slowly began to reel it back toward him.  The last time he’d been here, the bass weren’t biting but he’d put a new lure on his line that was supposed to be good.

Nothing.

He cast the line out again and reeled it back in.  It didn’t look like the fish were tempted to bite today, either.  Had he ticked someone off upstairs?

Ah, man, he knew what his problem was with Lara.  He’d fallen a little in love with her when he’d watched the hologram.  She’d been safe.  It wasn’t as if he’d ever see her in the flesh.  No, she was someone he could put on a pedestal and never worry that she’d fall off.

Boy, she’d shot that image out of the water.  Hell, what could he expect when she came from a planet of all women? 

He realized his line was out of the water, the lure dripping water onto the ground.  He frowned.  Fishing was supposed to relax him but all he could think about was Lara.

He tossed his line out a little too hard.  It spun across the river and tangled in a fallen branch on the other side.

Damn, was nothing going right in his life?  Apparently not.  He tugged.  Did the branch move?  He moved closer to the bank, leaned his pole out over the water, and jiggled it.

This time, he saw the branch move.  A little more, and he could probably pop the line loose or at least jar the branch enough that it...

His feet went out from under him when the bank gave way.  He landed in the water with a big splash and came up sputtering and spitting.

“Son of a bitch!”  He sucked air.  Damn, the water was freezing!  It was only chest deep, but man, was it cold.

He was already soaked.  He damn sure wasn’t leaving without his new lure.  He waded across the narrow river and grabbed the branch, untangled his line, then waded back to the other side.

A hell of a way to start a vacation.

Sam climbed out of the water, stomping toward a large rock, then leaning against it.  A squirrel chattered at him from an overhead branch as if it were laughing at him.  He glared at the rodent, but it just sat there, staring.

“I’m the talk of the woods.  Great, just great.”

He removed first one boot, then the other, dumping the water out of them.  Nick would owe him the rest of his life for this.  He’d take Talking Trudy any day.

He tugged his boots back on.  Damned hard, too.  It wasn’t good to get leather wet.  Man, he really liked these boots.  He’d had them for fifteen years and only resoled them four times.  He grabbed his pole and tackle box and headed back to the cabin, squishing with every step.

Back to Lara.

Ethereal goddess, his ass.

She’d talked about his cabin, for Pete’s sake.  No one talked about his cabin.  He’d scraped and saved for years to buy it.  She could sleep in the pickup if she hated it that much.
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