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            ABOUT ALIEN’S HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      A former prison planet is no place for a soft heart.

      Perrigaul’s a survivor. He’s also a thief, a con artist, and, very occasionally, a murderer. What he is not is a nanny, yet here he is, stuck with an impossibly tempting human female.

      Miriam is soft and kindhearted and completely unsuitable for this outlaw planet.

      How can Perrigaul keep her safe from the worst the planet has to offer? Especially himself?

      

      Alien’s Heart is a fast-paced romance banter, backstabbing, and a Happily Ever After. While it follows events from Alien’s Challenge, it can be read alone.

    

  


  
    
      THE WORLD OF OUTLAW PLANET MATES

      Reazus Prime is a hard planet. Once a prison, it was abandoned once the mines dried up and the Overlords could no longer turn a profit off the prisoners. Now it’s a haven for outlaws, pirates, and anyone holding a grudge against authority.

      It’s isolated, alone, and the only ships coming are the worst sort. One such ship carrying a cargo of abducted human women explodes in orbit. A lucky few were ejected in pods, only to crash on the outlaw planet.

      Now the race is on to find and claim the human females.
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      MIRIAM

      Miriam could admit when she was wrong. Unfortunately, she was wrong often, so she had a lot of practice. Or fortunately, depending on your perspective and how polished you liked your apologies.

      Apparently, she needed more practice because she absolutely bungled this one. Miriam screwed up at work by posting pictures of discarded books on the internet. How else would a library make room for new books unless they got rid of the old ones? Especially the ones that were falling apart. High schoolers weren’t gentle on books. There were greasy fingerprints, doodles in the margins, and so many stains—coffee, soda, melted chocolate, and what she really hoped was ketchup.

      The internet did not understand, and her friend Alice suffered the consequences of Miriam’s post. Miriam brought pizza—fine, with a cauliflower crust—to apologize, but clearly, Alice wasn’t in the mood for low-carb pizza.

      I should have brought the beer.

      Miriam had the six-pack in hand but decided that the locally produced craft beer was too pretentious.

      And cauliflower pizza isn’t?

      Following Alice to a campsite in the middle of the woods? Totally not creepy. She was enthusiastic.

      Mistakes were made. Miriam could own up to that—another thing she had plenty of practice at. Okay, full disclosure: guilt turned Miriam’s stomach into a swirling pit of acid. She had heartburn all day, and the idea of waiting until Monday to apologize was unbearable.

      Impulsively, she decided that fixing this couldn’t wait. Here she was, out here in the woods with pizza in hand because she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she fixed the mess she made.

      Apologies didn’t really matter when a bright white light blinded them and then the world went dark.
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      Three Years Later

      

      The world swam back into focus. Her head pounded and burned almost everywhere: behind her eyes, at the base of her head, and at the top of her head. Her hair felt heavy.

      Nausea surged through her.

      Miriam rolled to the side as her stomach heaved. Nothing came up except the bitter taste of bile and something. Plastic? Burnt plastic? Was this food poisoning? Too much beer?

      “Here. Take it easy.” Alice held a cup of water to Miriam’s mouth and tipped a small amount in.

      Fuzzy memories of the previous night came back. Pizza. Crashing Alice’s camping spot.

      Lights from above.

      Then nothing.

      Miriam took another sip, washing away some of the funk in her mouth.

      “What happened? Was the pizza bad?” She’d never gotten sick from that place before, but things happened.

      “This is going to sound out there, but it’s a hundred percent true,” Alice said. “We were abducted by aliens.”

      “Sure,” Miriam said automatically, not really hearing the words. “What time is it? Do you have some ibuprofen? My head is killing me.”

      “Aliens. For real. We’re not on Earth.”

      Aliens. Whatever.

      Miriam’s head lolled to the side. Alice was fucking with her. Had to be.

      Alice turned to speak to someone out of the room.

      It was weird that they were in a room and she was in a bed, come to think of it. Did they ditch the campsite and check into a hotel?

      Miriam struggled to sit up and ask when a red lizardman entered the room.

      She fainted.
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      MIRIAM

      Four Months Later

      

      Being abducted by aliens was not as exciting as Miriam expected.

      After being snatched, she had been kept in a freezer—sure, there was a technical name, but it was a freezer—for three years. Three years! While she slept with the popsicles, she missed out on a train robbery, fist-fights, high-speed chases, stealing shuttles, getting tossed in jail for stealing shuttles, and then busting out of jail.

      Did Miriam get train robberies or even a little grand theft auto? No. She got to haggle over falling-apart books in a perfectly safe marketplace in the perfectly safe human refugee enclave, all while her babysitter watched.

      Perrigaul folded his arms over his chest, scowling at everyone in the vicinity and generally radiating menace. He had a face made for menace: lizardy and covered in red scales. He wore a wide-brimmed hat, which kept his face in shadow. A thick red tail swayed behind him. Miriam wondered if the swaying tail was a sign of agitation like in a cat.

      Her charming babysitter.

      Nothing exciting ever happened for Miriam—other than the abduction, obviously. Ever since her friend Alice found her and woke her from her deep sleep, she’d been kept in a secure compound near a human-friendly settlement. She wasn’t allowed out of the compound unsupervised—hence her scowly, scaly babysitter.

      She was thankful she was safe. She’d been grabbed by aliens to be sold at auction to be a pet or a sex toy, and slept through the terrifying parts and post-traumatic stress, although confined, dark spaces freaked her out now. She skipped right to living happily ever after. Only this didn’t feel like the end of her story. How could this be the end when she never even started?

      Sure, interesting things and people were all around. She was on an alien planet with aliens from all over, even other humans. A surprising number of humans, to be honest.

      How many people vanished and no one noticed?

      A chip implanted in her head allowed her to speak and read almost any language. She had a literal galaxy of new books to read. It was a book nerd’s dream come true.

      “You have a good eye,” the merchant said from across the tent. The tarp kept off the worst of the summer sun, even though it was stiflingly hot without a breeze. The merchant had wings tightly folded against her back, a crown of horns on her head, and stone-gray skin, and she wasn’t the strangest alien she’d seen.

      When Alice opened the stasis chamber Miriam had been stored in for three years, she barely believed what Alice told her. Abducted by aliens. Sure. Miriam would have believed they were sharing a hallucination brought on by funny mushrooms on the pizza—the guy at the pizza shop was dodgy that way—but aliens? Come on. Miriam was open-minded, but she wasn’t gullible.

      Except all the evidence pointed to them being on a spaceship. In space. Her head had hurt, making it hard to think, and everything felt like she was swimming underwater, and then the giant red lizardman walked through the door…

      Miriam might have barfed and fainted. Not her proudest moment.

      Look, she had a bad reaction. She was also sick from weird drugs. That didn’t mean she was delicate and couldn’t handle dealing with the world. She could. She was dealing. She was dealing so well.

      Miriam turned the book over in her hands. It was a field guide to herbs. As curious as she was about the local plant life, she didn’t want to appear too interested. Apparently, on this planet, no one believed in simply putting the price on the product.

      “That is a very rare and valuable volume,” the merchant said.

      Cracking open the book, she pointed to a scrawled name next to a stamped logo on the flyleaf. The book was issued by the company that ran the place back when it was still a prison planet. Hardly rare, and this lady wasn’t a bookseller. She operated the equivalent of a flea market, rolling into the settlement once every few weeks with a new collection of odds and ends. The books were stuffed into a single crate.

      Miriam said, “You had a different copy of this book when you were here last month. The inscribed name is different.”

      The merchant’s wings fluttered, giving her an annoyed air. Perrigaul must have thought so too; he placed a hand on the holstered weapon on his hip.

      The wing fluttering ceased. “How observant, human.”

      Miriam lifted a shoulder in a shrug. The gesture probably failed to translate—different cultures, different bodies—but she didn’t feel like explaining herself. She was a librarian, not that her profession gave her super observation powers. She had a good memory for recalling what she read, which was extraordinarily useful when pulling references or helping a student find a book “that had a bridge and a dog” that they read last year but couldn’t remember the name.

      Not that any of her former life helped her now. Reazus Prime had no libraries. Schools, if they even existed, were informal and small. Actual physical books were scarce. Most data and literature were digital, read via tablets and specialized devices, which were pricey.

      Alice shared her tablet with Miriam, but two voracious readers sharing one tablet was a recipe for trouble. She should ask for her own, but Alice and her alien mate, Faris, had already done so much for her. They pulled her from the stasis chamber. They gave her the deluxe translation chip that allowed her to speak and read more than a dozen alien languages. They even gave her a modest allowance and didn’t expect any labor in return.

      Miriam couldn’t ask for more.

      Not even when she was bored out of her skull, sitting inside the compound, reading the same books day after day. When she tried to help chop veggies in the kitchen, Perrigaul took the knife from her hand. When she tried to clean the bathroom, Perrigaul hustled her out, claiming that the chemicals were too caustic. When she tried to pull weeds in the garden, Perrigaul loomed overhead and told her that exposing herself out of doors was unsafe.

      It was exhausting and suffocating.

      Alice got the same treatment, but Alice was pregnant. Apparently, that was a thing that could happen. Humans were universal breeders.

      Getting with an alien didn’t bother Miriam so much. She read certain books, watched certain movies. Her first childhood crush had been the entire cast of a popular show about mutant kung-fu turtles. She was okay with non-human love interests. Perrigaul was even sort of good-looking when he wasn’t being all, “No, fragile human, why do you insist on almost dying?”

      The constant babying had to stop. It was fine for Alice. This was her first pregnancy, and she was growing something more complicated than the basic human model. Miriam was in the splash zone—so to speak—and did not appreciate being drenched with secondhand overprotective care.

      In the four months since being pulled out of the stasis chamber, everyone still treated her like she was ill. True, sometimes she stumbled onto a gap in her memory or struggled to find a word for a thing she should know. Sometimes her mouth said something completely disconnected from what she was thinking. It was a side effect of the stasis chamber. Anesthesia-induced short-term memory impairment. Brain fog. She wasn’t ill. The physical side effects vanished after the first few weeks.

      All that was left was the brain stuff. She didn’t need a babysitter.

      Miriam knew what it was to be seriously ill. She survived childhood leukemia. Even after the treatments finished and she had been given the all-clear, there were still endless checkups and tests. Every bruise, every fever, and every time Miriam felt tired was met with overreaction from her two mothers. If they could have wrapped the world in bubble wrap, they would have. Instead, they swaddled Miriam to the point of suffocation. No sports, no playing outside, no dance, no karate, and absolutely no doing anything that could remotely be fun.

      Could anyone blame Miriam for going to a college on the other side of the state and immediately enrolling in martial arts classes? Some people rebelled with alcohol and tattoos. She rebelled with distance and self-defense lessons. Every bruise might as well have been a tattoo with as much defiant pleasure she gained from the mottled black and blue marks.

      “I think you are looking for something more intriguing,” the merchant said.

      “I’m looking for something to read, but you keep hauling back the same old box of tatty books,” she replied.

      She grinned, her stony skin stretching for a toothy and remarkably unsettling display. “Those? They are garbage. Let me show you a true, one-of-a-kind tomb.”

      “Tome,” Miriam muttered, filling in the mistranslation. At least she hoped this gal didn’t mean tomb.

      She disappeared behind a curtain, reemerging with a small, flat box.

      Miriam recognized the shape of the archival box, or her brain slapped that label on the box. The merchant could have anything in there: buttons, kittens, cigars. Okay, probably not kittens. The box was way too small and lacked air holes.

      The merchant set the box down on an overturned crate with dramatic flair. She lifted the lid to reveal a tattered leather journal. “Behold, the personal diary of Kiani Mer’len.”

      PERRIGAUL

      The Khargal merchant was insufferable. The female played Miriam, showing her the obvious junk, then dazzling her with more junk disguised as promised treasure.

      “Merlin,” Miriam repeated, like the name was magical.

      “Kiani Mer’len, one of the original Overlords on Reazus Prime. He tamed this wild planet with hard justice and even harder labor,” the merchant replied, turning up the drama to ridiculous levels. She held the journal in one hand, flipping through the pages. “Mer’len plundered Reazus Prime for his gain, and his lavish tastes were well known. He surrounded himself in an opulent palace, spending his fortune on treasures from all across the quadrant. The Emperor’s Eye of Nakkon. The Exiled Heart of Duras. The Key of Evil. When the Overlords fell, he vanished, but not before securing his treasures in a hidden location. Did he leave clues? Perhaps. Can you puzzle out the clues with the journal? Who can say?”

      It took all Perrigaul’s control not to laugh. The Key of Evil? That was not an actual thing.

      Miriam, the poor female, leaned forward, absolutely enraptured by the merchant's falsehoods.

      “That is fake,” Perrigaul said, standing over her shoulder.

      “I assure you, it is the genuine article,” the merchant said, placing the journal back into the box. She slammed the lid shut, acting outraged.

      “No, wait,” Miriam said, her voice too eager.

      The merchant’s wings fluttered.

      The price just doubled, Perrigaul knew.

      “How much?” she asked.

      Rotza. The female is too soft for this planet.

      Perrigaul pulled her away and hissed, “Is this your first time at a market?”

      “It’s my money. I can spend it on what I want.” She jerked her arm away.

      Tripled. The price just tripled. The merchant practically rubbed her hands together with glee.

      “It is actually my currency,” Perrigaul said, and immediately realized his mistake.

      Miriam’s back straightened. She stared directly at Perrigaul, stubborn resolve burning in her eyes. She asked in a loud voice, never breaking eye contact with him, “How much?”

      She was rather intriguing when she was stubborn. For a scaleless human.

      The merchant quoted an eye-watering figure.

      Miriam had a small allowance, taken from the group’s shared funds. He had not been consulted on this so much as told. Miriam needed to feel independent and in control of her choices, Alice had once lectured him when he grumbled. Giving Miriam her own supply of credits gave her a sense of security. He could appreciate that. He valued his security and well-being. Having a generous reserve of credits certainly made him feel secure, but to waste it on such an obvious fake…

      It was an insult.

      She slapped down a credit chip on the crate. “Toss in the guidebook and we have a deal.”

      His heart sang for the wasted credits.

      “Miriam,” he said, stressing each syllable to give her as much respect as possible. “Do you know how much ore, weapons, or engine parts that amount of credit can purchase? Because I do.” He stole them, after all.

      “I don’t want weapons. I want to find Merlin’s treasure.”

      He ran a hand up the back of his head, fluffing the feathered quills. “You must learn better bartering techniques. Do not tell the merchant how much you want the item or the price will increase.”

      “I have another party interested—” the merchant started, but stopped when Perrigaul placed a hand on his holstered weapon. “Thank the stars we have already agreed to a price. I would not dream of charging you more.”

      “Liar,” Perrigaul muttered, removing his hand.

      Miriam’s eyes went wide, then they narrowed. “Was that necessary? Are you going to start shooting people because they’re trying to make a living?”

      “A living? No. Robbing me blind? Yes. Your heart is too soft.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my heart.” Her tone sounded brittle. She grabbed the journal and the previous book, a tattered field guide to Reazus Prime plant life.

      This was going to be a problem.
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      MIRIAM

      “Fine. It was a waste of money,” Miriam said, stuffing the books into her bag as they left the tent. Perrigaul hadn’t said anything, but he didn’t need to. He just had to look at her with those eyes, all judgy, and then his feather crest did a thing. You know, that thing where they went up once in surprise and then flat with disappointment.

      She wasn’t a violent person, but it was really hard not reaching over and plucking out those disapproving feathers.

      “You would have done better to set the credits on fire. At least then we’d have a fire to warm us,” Perrigaul said.

      “The last thing we need in this heat is a fire.”

      “That is… that is not the point I am making,” he said, stumbling over his words as if she flummoxed him.

      Good. Perrigaul deserved to be flummoxed.

      Miriam took off into the market, not entirely sure of her destination. It didn’t matter. Perrigaul wouldn’t let her out of his sight, which added to her irritation.

      She was a grown adult. She knew you didn’t happen across treasure maps at a flea market. This wasn’t Treasure Island. She understood the difference between reality and fantasy, even if books had been her friends as a kid. Her only friends, really. Leukemia kept her out of school for a long time, and when she was finally able to attend, Miriam discovered she didn’t know how to talk to kids her own age. It was like all the other kids at school had a secret handbook on how to make friends, and all Miriam had was a gap in her developmental socialization.

      See. That right there. No seven-year-old should know words like that, yet seven-year-old Miriam had been acutely aware of the lack of development in her socialization skills.

      She stooped to pluck a fluffy purple blossom growing between the paving stones. It reminded her of a dandelion when the fluff was ready to be scattered on the wind. She took a breath and visualized what she wanted.

      Intentions and actions. Visualize and actualize. It was cheesy, but the phrase popped up one day on her daily meditation app and it stuck.

      “That is a weed,” Perrigaul said.

      “I think it’s pretty.”

      Right. She knew what she wanted. She closed her eyes and blew, scattering the fluffy seeds.

      Now, time to actualize her intentions. She resumed her walk.

      “Miriam,” he said, stressing each syllable of her name. Meer. Ree. Um. She almost wanted to like how oddly formal it sounded, except when he was being condescending.

      He trotted alongside her, matching her hurried steps with ease. “Tell me where you are going.”

      “I’m getting a drink,” she said. The moment she said it, she wanted nothing more than a cold beer. Not that she was a big fan of beer, but she needed something with alcohol in it.

      “We have beverages at our abode.”

      “Herbal tea and fruit infusions.” She rolled her eyes.

      “You like herbal tea and fruit infusions.”

      She did, particularly a tea made from dried violet-colored flower petals that tasted like caramel.

      She stopped in front of a dingy yellow door. “This place looks good.”

      “No.”

      “I’m going to need more than no.” Her voice went gruff, mocking Perrigaul’s stern tone. Most days they got along like oil and water: incompatible but fine as long as they remained unshaken.

      She wanted to grab him by the shoulders and shake him so hard.

      “That is not the place for a female like you,” he said.

      She was going to shake him like a can of soda and stand back when the lid popped.

      Miriam sighed. She just wanted a drink with booze. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Incorrect—”

      “You are a fragile human female,” she intoned as he said his catchphrase.

      His feathers went back. “You mock me, but I am tasked with your safety.”

      She appreciated that she was on an alien planet. Really. And this planet was apparently a lawless pirate haven. No rules. You only survived if you could take care of yourself and females were a valuable commodity. The settlement was safe, or as safe as any place ever got here, but bad stuff happened. Someone could snatch her, and that was why she had her babysitter. “I thought your job was to glare at people to keep them from getting ideas.”

      “Yes, and it is prudent to avoid taunting the opportunist. Do not wave your tail in the face of opponents you do not wish to fight.”

      “So you don’t know how to handle yourself in a fight?”

      He gave her a cool look. “Insulting me will not work.”

      Yeah, well, being patient and understanding hadn’t worked either.

      “If I can take you down, we drink where I want.” Her words flew in the face of the code of conduct of her Krav Maga training. Her instructor would be disappointed, but her instructor wasn’t here, and really, she only suggested a round of friendly sparring. She wouldn’t think too hard about the fact that she desperately wanted to teach Perrigaul a lesson.

      If she twisted logic enough, she was acting in self-defense. He was smothering her. This whole planet was smothering her. She had to stand up for herself before his misplaced concern and care smothered the life out of her. This place only understood violence and only respected those who could hurt you, so that had to be her tool.

      I shouldn’t like it so much.

      His feathers went up and down in that judgy way. “You cannot.”

      Try me.

      Miriam gave him a slow smile. “If you best me, we can have an iced fruit infusion or share a milkshake,” she said.

      His tail twitched, as if sensing a trap, and glanced around. They were attracting a few curious watchers. She was new to this world and probably too trusting, but even she understood that spectators were not a good thing. This needed to be over. Fast. But if she backed down, Perrigaul would never respect her.

      Right. Only one thing to do.

      “I do not wish to hurt you,” he said. “Faris will pluck my scales out one by one if I hurt you.”

      She huffed. “I’m not afraid of a bruise or two.”

      “Very well,” he said.

      She dropped the bag to the ground and stretched her arms overhead. The white blouse and plain trousers were simple and allowed ease of movement.

      She moved into a fighting stance and eyed her opponent.

      Visualize and actualize.

      Perrigaul was taller than her by a few inches and had more muscle, but most people did. Her height was perfectly average, but her build was slender and she had a baby face. As a teen, she despaired of being pint-sized forever. Finally, at the ripe old age of sixteen, she shot up two inches one summer. The baby face remained.

      Okay, taller and heavier. Not a problem. Most of the people she sparred with at the studio were, and they underestimated her. Judging from the way Perrigaul huffed, he underestimated her too. She could use that to her advantage, but only for the first bout, so she’d need to end it fast.

      Good thing she was fast.

      Street fights were dangerous because no one pulled punches like in the gym. They aimed to hurt. Miriam was counting on Perrigaul to go easy on her. He would be too afraid of hurting her to hit with any real conviction.

      Mentally, she made a list of places to strike and avoid. Eyes, yes. Throat, maybe. She wasn’t sure how much protection his scales offered, so best to avoid them. Jaw, no. He had a few small spikes at the corner of his jaw, near his ears, and she wasn’t sure how hard they were. Alice kissed her Faris, so they couldn’t be terribly sharp, but they definitely wouldn’t feel good if she slammed her fist into one.

      The frill on the side of his neck? The membranes looked vulnerable, even delicate. Better avoid. She wanted to make a point, not damage him.

      Head feathers? Yes. Pull those suckers out. They regrew.

      Tail? Stomp if she had a chance.

      Balls?

      She eyed his groin area. He had balls. Probably. Not that she’d seen any alien genitalia, but she operated under the impression that his kind had wieners.

      Miriam positioned her arms defensively and gestured for him to attack.

      He gave her a mocking grin, then charged.

      Miriam dashed forward, wrapping one arm across his chest. She moved to the side to place her hip under his and leaned forward, dragging Perrigaul back.

      He was heavy. The tail—she forgot to account for the tail. It battered at her feet, making her unstable. Perrigaul flipped over her back. Nothing short of reversing gravity would stop that, but it wasn’t a clean throw. He dragged her down with him.

      She landed on his chest, her elbow digging into his abdomen. That wasn’t intended, but she went with it, scrambling to straddle him and pin his arms down with her legs.

      He bucked, trying to dislodge her. She grabbed a handful of feathers.

      “Do not,” he warned. “I am too pretty to be bald.”

      “Then yield.”

      He growled in reply. It… it was hot. It shouldn’t have been, but she felt the growl all the way to the center of her body. For the first time since she had been dragged out of that pod, she felt… warm. Alive, like the fog finally burned away.

      The vertical slit of his pupils expanded.

      Not good. He was fighting dirty.

      She could fight dirtier.

      PERRIGAUL

      The female straddled him.

      Since liberating her from the stasis chamber, he tried not to look at her too closely. It was bad enough that she required constant supervision; he did not need the added complication of physical attraction. He did not dislike Miriam, but he disliked change. He disliked having to support another person from his dwindling savings. He especially disliked that Faris would not take another job while his mate was pregnant. So, to sum up, he was a petty male who took his dissatisfaction out on a blameless person.

      Whose hair glinted with red and gold in the sunlight.

      Who had him on his back.

      Who straddled him and had him by the quills.

      It was almost enough to make his two hearts beat in unison.

      “How—”

      “I’ll tell you when you’re older,” she said.

      “You will tell me now.” Although Perrigaul already knew the answer. She used his arrogance and hubris against him. “You pretended to be vulnerable and weak to trick me. That is admirable.”

      And attractive. He felt as if he were seeing Miriam with new eyes. She was no longer the fragile, confused human female they rescued from the pod, but someone bolder, someone capable.

      “You might as well yield,” she said.

      “I will not.”

      She stared down at him with her strange, round eyes. He could remove her if he wished. She weighed nothing. Rolling to the side, he could pin her to the ground. Oddly, he enjoyed this position.

      Her eyes flicked to the right.

      He grabbed the hand reaching for his pistol. “You are fast but not fast e-e-enough!”

      He gasped and laughed uncontrollably as her other hand tickled his frills. It was unbearable. Undignified. He couldn’t catch his breath long enough to think about stopping her. His body thrashed, his arms pinned to his side and his tail useless on the ground.

      “Have—have mercy,” he gasped.

      “Do you yield?”

      He’d rather pull his scales out than admit defeat by tickles.

      He rolled, easily bucking off her weight, and flipped their positions. With a triumphant grin, he planted a hand on either side of her head. He had her where he wanted her.

      She stared up at him, eyes wide in surprise. They were an interesting shade, brown but warm, like honey.

      Her lips were a dusty shade of pink and he wondered if they could possibly be as soft as they looked. She licked her bottom lip.

      A pistol cocked, then jabbed him in the abdomen.

      “How about now?” she asked.

      MIRIAM

      Some people didn’t know when to quit.

      Miriam waited as Perrigaul calculated the odds of avoiding getting shot in the gut. She wouldn’t pull the trigger—she wanted to prove a point, not murder the guy.

      He laughed, rolled to his feet, and offered her a hand up. “You are a cheater. I approve.”

      “There are no cheating moves in a fight,” she said, quoting an instructor from long ago. Of course, that had been about self-defense, not whatever just happened.

      “You wanted a drink,” Perrigaul said, retrieving her bag and handing it to her.

      A crowd had gathered. The extra eyes made her nervous.

      She clutched the bag to her chest. Maybe that bar was a bad idea at the moment. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder and moved in that direction. “I think I’d like an iced fruit, actually.”

      His quills went up, but he didn’t question her. “I dare not complain or you will pluck the quills from my head.”

      “I’d grab your earrings first,” she blurted out, for some unknowable reason.

      “That is a strategic choice,” he said with a nod. Warm approval filled his voice.

      Miriam nearly stumbled in surprise. He never spoke to her that way. Patronizing, irritated, even vexed? Sure. All the time. He didn’t like having to babysit her as much as she disliked having a babysitter.

      Now it sounded like they might be, well, not friends, but strangers who were forced into the same orbit because their friends were dating and they begrudgingly respected each other.

      Or whatever the word was for that.

      A street over and through the marketplace, Miriam ordered two shaved iced fruits. The frozen treat was served in a half-shell of the fruit with a wooden spoon. The fruit—she wasn’t sure of the name—resembled a pineapple, down to the spiky exterior. When frozen, it had a smooth, custard-like texture. It was perfect on a hot day.

      Miriam shoveled in a few bites until she got the inevitable brain freeze. She hissed, flapping a hand at her face like that would help.

      Perrigaul ignored her distress, continuing to happily eat his order with a smirk, if you could imagine a lizard smirking. That insurance-shilling lizard? Yeah, that, but patronizing and vexed.

      “I’m not a total chump,” she announced. “I know the map’s a fake.”

      “Oh, good! Then you knowingly wasted my hard-earned credits on fool’s gold.”

      Miriam set down her fruit ice and pulled the journal out of the bag. “The map’s a fake. Obviously. But look at the details in the book.” She flipped it open to a random page and shoved the entire book in Perrigaul’s face. “There’s writing on every page, and it’s not nonsense. The journal is legit or a damn good fanfic, and I want to read it.”

      “Fanfic,” he grumbled, taking the book. He thumbed through the pages, pausing at the odd illustration. “My translator does not know this word.”

      “A fictional story written by a fan. You know, you love a movie so much you don’t want the story to end, so you create new scenarios for the characters.” She nearly confessed her to a cringey fanfic that she wrote as a teenager, but stopped herself. No one needed to know how she obsessed over the trials and tribulations of perpetual teen vampires.

      No one.

      She cleared her throat. “Some people are into that, I hear.”

      He harrumphed. He frowned. General grumbling and vexation. Such sweet, familiar territory. “No one on this planet would waste their time writing anything other than a very detailed death threat or plot.”

      “Grim, but yeah. That’s my point. No one is putting that much detail into a fake. Therefore, real.” She took the book back, rubbed at the sticky thumbprint he left on the cover, and returned it to her bag. “Aren’t you going to ask where I learned to do that?”

      “You do not have to explain your need to defend yourself,” he said simply, that odd note of approval back.

      Weird.
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