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Chapter
One



Rixx groaned as he woke. His head throbbed, and his side twinged as he attempted to raise a hand to his aching temple. Breathing in, he was startled not to be inhaling bitter smoke. The last air he’d been breathing had been hot and acrid, as he and Zaandr had perched on the windowsill of the building where he’d been held captive by the Zevrians. He could not smell the smoke anymore, but he could almost hear his own words ringing in his head as he’d talked his friend into escaping first.

“You have someone waiting for you, Zaandr, and unless I’ve lost my touch at reading females, she has something she wants to tell you.” When Zaandr had hesitated, Rixx had given him a shove. “If you don’t get on the back of this green chicken, I’m going to push you out the window myself.”

Zaandr had reluctantly gotten on Pog’s back, and the goodbye between them had felt heavier than any before, even though this was hardly the only dangerous situation the two had been in together. But Rixx had ignored the ominous feeling that he would not see Zaandr again and had slapped the shape-shifting animal on the rump. He had forced himself to smile through the coughing. I’m right behind you, brother.

Then Pog had leapt into the air and unfurled his wings. Rixx had felt an unreasonable surge of hope as he’d watched his friend fly to safety—right before the building had emitted a deafening roar behind him. Then the floor had rumbled and dropped away, giving him only a heartbeat to decide to leap from the high window. The hot air had rushed up as he pinwheeled his arms and squinted through the smoke to get a look at where he would land. But then everything behind him had exploded and darkness had engulfed him.

He gingerly opened his eyes, expecting to see blackened rubble overhead or maybe a sooty sky. Instead, there were the pristine, wooden beams of a low ceiling. Not burned and not collapsed. There was no hint of a fire, and the only aroma was that of something savory. His stomach rumbled in response.

Had he imagined the fire, and Zaandr rescuing him with Tegan and a transformed Pog? Had that been some sort of fever dream? Was he still being held by the Zevrians, who enjoyed coming in every so often and beating him? Had he passed out from the pain? Was he dreaming this?

If so, he much preferred this dream to the one in which he feared the heat of the nearing flames. In this dream, there was a soft voice humming and a warm blanket covering him. Rixx sighed deeply, sinking further into the dream, closing his eyes, and hoping it would never end.

“You shouldn’t move too much. We don’t want your wounds to tear again.”

His eyes opened as the face of a female came into view. A human female with dark hair that was braided and wrapped in a bun on top of her head. He didn’t recognize her or understand why he would insert a mystery human in his imaginings. Then he attempted to sit up, and pain shot through him. He collapsed back onto the bed with a gasp. This was no dream.

“You aren’t a very good listener, are you?” The woman made clucking sounds of disapproval as she touched her hands gently to his side. “If you try to move too much, you’ll open your wound, and you’ve already lost too much blood.”

His head swam as, thankfully, the pain faded. “Who are you?”

The woman smiled at him. “My name is Myrria.” Then she tilted her head. “I could ask you the same thing, since I found you slumped in my doorway and covered in soot.”

“I am Rixx.” He frowned, as he tried to remember being slumped in a doorway. He had no memory of anything beyond leaping from the building in which he’d been held captive. He flicked his gaze around the cozy room. “I am still in the Den of Thieves?”

She nodded, her expression darkening for a beat. “My husband brought us here. He said it was a place for people who were blessed with luck.”

Rixx scanned the small room and peered through the open archway into a larger, common room. He saw no one else.

As if sensing his confusion, the woman pursed her lips. “I was not blessed by luck. My husband joined the crew of a ship, and he never returned.”

“He left you alone?” This was unthinkable to him. Why would a male leave his mate and take a dangerous voyage on a spaceship?

“Not all alone. I have a daughter.” She flicked her gaze to a small head peeking around the corner of the archway.

Rixx met her gaze. “And you took me in? A single woman and her child?”

Myrria lifted her chin. “If you’re asking if I was afraid of you, no. You were so wounded when I found you, my daughter could have fought you and won.”

Rixx chuckled, but the pain in his side stopped him. “Then I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“Kurril is not a kind place to strangers or the weak and injured.” She shook her head. “I know that too well. If I hadn’t brought you in, they would have stripped your body for organs or thrown you into the fighting pits as bait. Someone was kind to me here once. I am paying that kindness forward.”

“You will be well rewarded when I am returned to my ship.” Rixx’s head was clearing now. “I came here with a crew of Dothveks and bounty hunters.”

A glimmer of recognition sparkled in her eyes. “I don’t venture out much, but I did hear of some gold-skinned aliens who arrived on the planet.” Then her face fell. “But their ship departed.”

“Departed? They left?” He reached out his mind and found no trace of Dothvek thought.

She nodded. “Many days ago.”

“Days?” His voice cracked. How long had he been unconscious? “I have to get word to them that I’m alive.”

“Not if you want to remain alive.” She dropped her voice and glanced at the shuttered window, as if someone was listening in to their conversation. “As soon as the bounty hunter ship left, a fleet of Zevrians arrived, and they’ve been searching the city for any clues as to where it went or the aliens who crew it. They are hunting for Dothveks.” She shivered. “They are hunting for you.”

Rixx closed his eyes. He was stranded on Kurril with a fleet of Zevrians hunting him and no way to escape. When he’d left his home world looking for adventure, this had not been what he’d had in mind.


Chapter
Two



Myrria shooed her daughter from the doorway as she left, unhooking the heavy curtain so that it fell across the arched opening leading into the bedroom. “Don’t stare, Zala. It’s not polite.”

Her daughter met her gaze with her own intensely curious, hazel eyes, glancing at the curtain before sighing. “He isn’t as scary as I thought he’d be.”

“He isn’t scary at all.” Myrria waved her hands to move her daughter forward and into the main room that held their dining table, compact kitchen, and a pair of chairs huddled close to the hearth. “Most injured creatures aren’t.”

“He will be all right, won’t he?”

Myrria nodded, secure in her belief that the Dothvek would make a full recovery. He’d gotten through the worst part, and his wounds were healing nicely, although she’d done her best not to stare at the burnished-gold skin covering hard muscle when she’d changed his bandages. She released a breath, pushing aside thoughts of her fingers skimming across his bare flesh and lingering over the hard ridges.

“Mama?”

Myrria jerked her attention back to Zala. “Yes, he’ll be all right.” She held up a warning finger. “If some little girls will allow him to get some rest.”

Zala’s cheeks flushed as her mother swatted playfully at her and they returned to the kitchen, where a pot of soup was simmering on the stove and sending steam curling into the air. Myrria set herself to stirring the soup, peering into the oven for a beat to check on the baking bread.

There was nothing better for healing than some rich soup and crusty bread. Myrria might not have been a baker by trade, but there were some things she made well, and bread was one of them. If Kurril hadn’t already been fully stocked with bakers with even more skill than her, she would have considered selling her baked goods when she’d found herself with no husband and no means of support. But her oven was too small and too uneven for her to make a go of baking, so she’d turned to the other thing she did exceedingly well—sewing.

Myrria cast a glance at her sewing basket on one of the chairs by the fire and the pile of fabric next to it. She should be grateful that she’d found clients willing to hire a woman with a child who couldn’t work in a shop all day or even in the backroom of some tailor. Even if the dresses she created were for the brightly painted ladies in the pleasure houses and probably spent as much time being taken off as they did being worn.

Myrria snorted a laugh at this, thinking of how scandalized her own family would have been. Not that they had a say in her life anymore. They’d been happy to see her married young, even if it had meant her charming husband had taken her away from her home world so they could make their fortune in Kurril.

Myrria snorted again, but this time there was no laughter in it. The only fortune that had blessed her since her arrival in the Den of Thieves was the birth of Zala, but that had also been the catalyst that had spurred her husband to join a ship going off-world.

“I’ll come back a rich man, Myr,” he’d assured her, as he’d strutted around their small home packing his few clothes. “You’ll see. I’ll bring back enough to get us a nice house in a good area.” Then he’d slapped her ass and laughed. “You won’t have to take care of any cooking or cleaning. You’ll just have to take care of making me happy, and we both know you like doing that.”

He’d leered at her then, his gaze darting to the bedroom, and Myrria feared that he’d want another go at her. With a baby still in the crib, she did not want another again so soon, especially since he was leaving. “Won’t you miss the ship?”

He’d looked at the clock on the wall and his eyes had flared wide. “Curse the gods, you’re right.” He’d jammed the last garment into his leather satchel and then grabbed her by the waist and jerked her flush to him. “I guess you’ll have to wait for it a little longer.”

Myrria had not cared that his passionless rutting had been delayed, but she had cared that he had never retuned at all. The few coins he’d left had quickly dwindled, as had her food stores and supplies. No word came back about the crew he’d joined, although she’d heard her neighbors whispering that it hadn’t been a merchant ship, it had been a mercenary vessel.

She wished this had surprised her, but it hadn’t. Once the first blush of his flattery and charm had tarnished, she’d quickly become aware that he was skilled at spinning words to his will but not as good at honest work. He preferred a slick deal to simple labor, and he bounced from job to job, leaving before his supervisors could figure out that he was all talk and scant results.

So Myrria did not miss him as much as she missed the coins he brought home. She might not have trusted him to have come by them honestly, but he did provide them. Until he had gone and not returned, leaving her to make her way in the lawless city for herself and Zala.

She thought of what he would have said to her taking in a wounded alien, and the image of his spluttering outrage made her smile. What would he have done if he’d known that she had given up her bed for the Dothvek? The massive, half-naked, gold-skinned creature was sleeping in the bed she’d shared with her long-gone husband, which gave her a wicked burst of pleasure.

What did the man expect her to do? It wasn’t like she’d ever taken a man to her bed since him, anyway, even though she was all but certain he would not be returning. Not after six years. Either the ship had been destroyed, or he had decided that he liked life on a mercenary ship more than he liked being a husband and father.

Either way, he’d relinquished his right to say what went on in Myrria’s house. He didn’t pay the landlord anymore, he didn’t buy the food, he didn’t keep them clothed. As far as she was concerned, it was no longer his house, and she no longer owed him any loyalty.

She peered over her shoulder at the curtain shielding the alien from her gaze. Not that she had any intention of doing anything but healing the alien in her bed. He looked younger than her, and she was sure the last thing he was interested in was a woman past the flower of youth who had a child.

No, he would heal and then leave the planet. She swallowed down a measure of disappointment, even though his leaving would be one less mouth to feed. Bringing the Dothvek into her home had been the most exciting thing that had happened to her in ages, and it had made Zala light up like she’d never seen before. All of that outweighed the facts that she’d told Rixx. His ship was gone, and the Zevrians were hunting for Dothveks. He would not be able to hide forever.

She gave the pot of soup another stir, wondering if she’d taken too much of a risk.


Chapter
Three



Rixx swung his legs over the side of the bed and then winced from the sudden movement. He would need to remember that he was not in his peak form and could not move as quickly as he was accustomed. His bare feet easily touched the floor, the woven rug rough beneath his toes, but he was grateful for the scratchiness after so long in bed.

The female who had taken him in had been generous, but he could not continue to impose on her. Not when he needed to send a message to his ship.

He straightened with fresh resolve and stood up, then collapsed back onto the bed just as quickly when his knees buckled. “Sons of the goddesses.”

How was he so weak? He was a Dothvek warrior. He should not be felled so simply. Not that jumping from several stories and falling into burning rubble was simple. Rixx supposed he was lucky to have survived at all, but he was too preoccupied being frustrated to focus on gratitude.

“You shouldn’t do that.”

Rixx snapped his head up, his gaze landing on a small head poking through the curtain. “You saw that?”

She nodded, her eyes wide.

Rixx realized that he wasn’t wearing anything but his leather pants that had been shredded to the point that they exposed most of his legs below the thigh, and his chest was bare. Maybe the child hadn’t seen a Dothvek with gold skin and dark markings before. Maybe she hadn’t seen a mostly naked male before. “Should you be spying on me?”

Her curious expression morphed instantly into outrage. “I’m not spying. I’m watching you while my mama is gone.” Then she slapped a hand over her mouth, as if realizing that she shouldn’t have revealed that. “But she’ll be back soon.”

Rixx fought the urge to laugh at the little girl. What did she think he could do to her if he couldn’t stand? “You do not need to fear me. I have no intention of hurting you.”

The fear in her eyes faded. “Mama says that you aren’t a danger but that I shouldn’t bother you.” She hesitated. “Am I bothering you?”

Rixx jerked his head up and made a clicking sound in the back of his throat. The girl just stared at him, so he added, “You aren’t bothering me.”

“Good.” She stepped further into the room and let the curtain fall behind her. “I’m not supposed to bother you. Mama says you need to get lots of rest to heal up.”

Rixx thought about how long he’d been resting in the bed. Long enough for his ship to leave him behind. “I think I have rested enough. I have also caused you and your mama enough trouble.”

“It hasn’t been any trouble.” The girl took a tentative step forward and brushed one of her dark braids off her shoulder. “Mama and I don’t mind sharing my loft upstairs.”

He glanced down. “Am I sleeping in your mother’s bed?”

She shrugged. “It’s the only one on the ground level, and you were too heavy for us to drag up the ladder.”

His face warmed. What had he done to deserve this kindness and sacrifice? The woman did not know him, nor did she know of his people. She had seen someone injured and had made the decision to save him, even though it meant giving up her own room. “I am grateful to you both.” Then he cocked his head at her. “But I do not know who I owe thanks. What is your name?”

The girl puffed out her chest. “Zala.”

Rixx pulled himself to his full height and gave her as much of a bow as he could manage while still seated. “Thank you for your kindness, Zala. I owe you and your mother a great debt.”

Her round cheeks flushed. “You’re welcome. Mama says that some people were kind to us when we needed help so we should do the same.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “I don’t know if anyone had to hide us because bad guys were looking for us like they’re looking for you…”

“Are you scared the bad guys will find me?”

She paused and seemed to hold her breath before she vigorously shook her head. “Mama says that as long as we keep our secrets that no one will know you’re here.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “And I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

“I am again in your debt for keeping me a secret, but I promise that I will not let any bad guys hurt you or your mama.”

She nodded but did not seem convinced. Since she’d seen him fail at his attempt to stand, he did not blame her for not believing his promise to defend her. He knew he would die trying, but for the first time in his existence, he was not certain that he would prevail in a battle. That made him square his shoulders and take a deep breath, more determined than ever to regain his strength.

Before he could heave himself to his feet, the curtain swung back, and Zala jumped as she whirled around to face the intruder.

“What do you think you’re doing?”


Chapter
Four



Myrria stood in the doorway, shocked to see her daughter talking with the alien. Hadn’t she specifically told Zala not to bother the Dothvek?

She rushed forward and took Zala by the arm, shooting an apologetic look toward Rixx. “I am so sorry she disturbed you.”

The massive alien pushed himself to his feet, swaying for a beat before gaining his balance and straightening to his full height. “You have nothing to be sorry for and neither does Zala. She was keeping me company.”

Myrria hesitated, her gaze unwillingly drawn to his muscular, bare chest and then pulled lower to the ridges that formed a vee and disappeared beneath the waistband of the leather pants that were hanging in tatters and exposing most of his legs. Her pulse spiked, and her mouth went dry as she forced herself to look away. “She was told not to bother you. You need your rest.”

“I have had plenty of rest, and she was not bothering me.”

Zala peered at her mother with a hint of a smug smile teasing her lips. Myrria frowned at her. It didn’t matter than the Dothvek was fine with her talking to him. That did not mean that Myrria approved. It wasn’t just the Dothvek she was protecting. Even though her instinct told her that Rixx was safe, he was also a huge, male warrior.

The little Myrria knew about the Dothveks were that they came from a desert planet and had taken to the skies with some female bounty hunters. Before that, they had been sand dwellers who had lived primitively. Even now, they didn’t wear the typical uniforms chosen by space travelers. Rixx’s animal skin pants were barely hanging on his waist, a situation she would have to remedy if he was going to be standing and walking around her house.

She gave Zala a final quelling look before turning her attention to the Dothvek. “If you are well enough to stand and move about, we will have to set some rules.”

He nodded solemnly. “This is your home, and I am grateful for your care. I will abide by any rules you set.”

Myrria slid her daughter a look as if to say, even the big warrior can follow rules. Zala looked away, but Myrria was certain she could sense the rolling of eyes.

Myrria released her daughter and hooked the curtains so that the arched doorway was open to the main room. Then she crossed to the scrubbed, wooden table and dropped her cloth bag onto it. The fabric sagged, and an onion rolled out and came to a stop beside the bowl of bruised fruit in the center. “The first rule is that you must wear clothing that is not damaged and tainted with smoke.”

Rixx glanced at his ripped pants and the gold of his cheeks darkened. “They did not survive as well as I did.”

“You looked as bad as those pants when we found you,” Zala said before Myrria shot her a look.

Rixx laughed, the low sound warm and rumbling as it filled every corner of the small home. Myrria couldn’t help but smile with him.

“I have made you some pants to wear.” She strode to a small worktable in the corner and plucked a pile of dark fabric from the various swaths of material strewn across it. “I measured you while you were sleeping, so they should fit.”

As soon as those words left her lips, Rixx’s eyebrows lifted and Myrria’s face burned. What a scandalous thing to admit, she thought. But how was she supposed to sew him a pair of pants without taking basic measurements?

“You are as clever as you are kind,” he said, diffusing her embarrassment as he slowly walked toward her.

Myrria kept her gaze locked onto his face as it was impossible not to notice every leather-encased bulge as he moved. She only hoped she’d allowed enough room in the crotch of the pants she’d made. It would be mortifying if she had to remake them to fit his noticeably impressive size.

She thrust the pants at Rixx before he reached her. “It was nothing. I’m a seamstress by trade, although I don’t usually make clothes for males.”

“Mama sews beautiful dresses for the painted ladies at the fancy houses,” Zala said, her voice brimming with pride.

Again, Myrria’s cheeks warmed. He probably didn’t know what any of that meant if he wasn’t from Kurril, and she knew there was no shame in doing honest labor, even if it was for the prostitutes in the pleasure houses. She was proud of her work and the elaborate dresses she made for the working girls. She was also proud to call many of the girls and the madam of the houses her friends. Then why did everything seem to make her blush around Rixx?

“I am sure they are the best-dressed fancy ladies on the entire planet,” Rixx said without a hint of mockery. Then he glanced at the dark pants in his hands. “But I am grateful you made my pants unfancy.”

Zala giggled at this, perhaps imagining the bulky alien covered in the sheer, colorful fabrics used for the painted ladies. Myrria turned to her, flapping her hands. “Let’s let our guest change clothes while we work on dinner.”

Zala sighed, cutting a glance at the ingredients spilling from the shopping bag. “I hope you like stew.”

“Stew is one of my favorite things,” Rixx said.

“Good,” Zala mumbled. “We eat a lot of stew.”

“If you want, I can show you how to make Dothvek stew one day.”

Zala’s eyes brightened, the prospect of stew apparantly sounding much more interesting. “I’ve never had Dothvek stew.”

Myrria watched Rixx smile at her daughter, and a pang of longing seized her heart. It had been a long time since she’d seen her daughter smile like this and even longer since any male had shown her kindness. Zala had barely known her father when he’d left, and Kurril wasn’t the kind of place where you trusted strange males. You were safer not even making eye contact. But now Zala was practically humming with excitement as the Dothvek described the taste of stew on his home world.

Myrria shook her head brusquely as she forced herself to focus on the task at hand. It didn’t matter how kind or how handsome the alien was, he would be returning to his ship. He would not stay, so there was no point in getting attached or daydreaming about a life in which she and Zala shared a happy home with him. Even if she hadn’t still been married, it would have been an absurd dream. And Kurril was not the place where dreams came true. Not for a single mother with a long-missing husband.

Myrria had given up on happiness long ago, she reminded herself as she pulled the curtain closed, her breath hitching in her throat as she caught a glimpse of him dropping his pants before the fabric fell completely. Gods of old, she’d never seen an ass as fine as that one, she thought, as she pivoted around and caught Zala smirking at her.


Chapter
Five



Rixx smoothed his hands down the front of the pants that Myrria had made him, as he pulled aside the curtain and rejoined the woman and her daughter, who were bustling around the small cooking area. He’d never worn clothing that hadn’t been made of animal hide, but the cloth she had used was surprisingly soft against his skin. He was especially grateful, since parts of his legs were still healing from burns and the buttery fabric did not rub against the tender flesh.

“These pants are very comfortable.”

His voice seemed to startle them, and both females turned to him, taking in the new pants with wide eyes and open mouths.

“They are?” Myrria’s voice cracked, as she wrenched her gaze from the pants. “They don’t feel too snug?”

Rixx shook his head. He was accustomed to pants being fit to his form and stretching as he wore them. “They fit well. You are a skilled seamstress.”

Myrria made a strangled sound in the back of her throat. “I don’t usually sew for men, and I’ve never made a garment for a Dothvek, so…”

“Then you should be commended.” He smiled at her as he walked forward, his gait still slow.

“He won’t be leaving the house,” Zala said to her mother, even though Rixx could hear her whisper.

Myrria bobbed her head up and down. “That is true, but I should also make you a shirt. In Kurril, shirts are commonly worn.”

Rixx wrinkled his nose, the idea of wearing a garment to cover his chest reminding him of the Cresteks. His people’s longtime enemy wore cloaks to shield their skin because they had left the sands and allowed themselves to become soft. “Even warriors?”

“Especially warriors.” Myrria pulled out one of the stools around the table for him. “Some of them wear the most clothing. They even wear armor over clothes.”

Rixx sat, feeling the fabric of the pants pull tight across his waist. He had made sure to tuck the crown of his cock beneath the waistband of his pants because it could not fit down either of the legs, but that did make the pants snug around his waist. “It is a wonder they can win any battles.”

Once he was seated, Myrria seemed less unsettled, although she muttered to herself about making his shirt extra-long. Zala placed a wooden board on the table, topped with a small loaf of black bread. Even from where he sat, Rixx could smell the nutty flavor as heat curled up from it.

“Is this bread typical on Kurril?” The bread he was accustomed to at home was flatter and pale. Even the bread favored by the humans on board their ship was light-brown and puffy.

“Black bread is what I was raised on back home.” Myrria didn’t turn as she stood at the stove and stirred a heavy pot. “There are enough travelers here that I can find the right flour to make it. It brings a bit of home back to me, and Zala knows what bread from her home planet tastes like.”

“Zala was not born here?” Rixx asked, smiling at the girl as she scooted back to the stove.

Myrria released a breath. “She was, but that does not mean she needs to be like the natives here. Once I can save enough for our passage, we will return to our home.”

“After my father returns,” Zala added.

Rixx noticed that Myrria stiffened at this and wondered if any mention of her husband was painful for her. “Is he due back soon?”

Myrria clattered a stack of bowls. “The stew is ready, and we should eat before everything gets cold.”

She quickly ladled stew into green, earthenware bowls and handed them to Zala to place on the table. When three full bowls were on the table, Zala placed a pitcher in the center and distributed chunky glasses.

Rixx breathed in deeply as steam wafted up from his bowl of stem, the savory aroma reminding him vaguely of home. “This smells delicious.”

Myrria sat across from him, smiling but not meeting his gaze. “It is simple food, but it will fill your belly.”

Zala looked at her own bowl and grinned. “This has more meat than we usually have.”

Myrria shot her a look, but Zala didn’t notice as she plunged her spoon into the stew.

Rixx suspected that Myrria had splurged on more meat because of him, which made him feel both guilty and honored. This woman had shown him more kindness than any stranger should be expected to, and at grave risk to herself and her child. He owed her more than he knew how to repay, but he would find a way to return her generosity.

“If you need a way to return to your planet, maybe my ship could take you.”

Myrria snapped his head up. “You could take us to our home world?”

“You’ve saved my life. It is the least I could do.” Rixx stirred his spoon in his stew to release some of the heat. “I am sure my crew mates would agree.” Then he looked up and met her gaze. “Once your husband returns, of course.”

The woman’s shoulders sagged. “I could not ask you to wait for him.”

Rixx took in the resigned set of her shoulders and the line that had formed between her brows. How long had she been waiting for him?

“I want to go with Rixx.” Zala’s voice was almost fierce as she dropped her spoon in her stew and droplets splattered onto the table. “I’m tired of waiting.”

Myrria narrowed her gaze at the girl, and Zala’s fiery expression faded as she dropped her gaze to the table. “We will talk of this later. Now, we are eating dinner.”

Rixx recognized the signs of heartbreak in the woman’s beautiful, tortured face. He had never experienced it himself, but he had seen his Dothvek brothers tormented when they had believed they had lost their mates. Myrria was clearly heartbroken over her husband’s long absence and must be counting the days until he returned to her.

Rixx lowered his gaze to his stew. As much as he loved females and relished in pursuing them, he would never pursue a happily mated woman. Especially not one who had opened her home to him, even when many would have considered it scandalous.

No, he would ignore the flutter of desire that tripped in his chest every time she smiled. He would push aside the quickening of his pulse when he watched her move. He would stifle the desire to flirt with her and see her cheeks flush a pretty shade of pink.

All he had to do was keep his traitorous thoughts in check until he could find a way back to his ship. All the while sleeping in the woman’s bed. He groaned, glancing up when he realized how loud he’d been.

“The stew.” He motioned to his bowl. “It’s the best I’ve ever had.”

Zala cocked her small head at him. “But you haven’t taken a bite.”

Curse the godesses. The girl was going to be harder to fool than his own heart. He started to explain, but his stuttering words were interrupted by a heavy thump on the door.

Everyone swung their gaze to the door and held their breath.


Chapter
Six



Myrria was the first to move, standing and running her hands down her apron to hide the fact that her palms were sweating. She hesitated as she stared at the heavy, wooden door. There hadn’t been another thump, and if Rixx and Zala hadn’t also been gaping at the door, she might have doubted that she heard a sound at all.

“Maybe it was the wind,” Zala said, in a voice so quiet it was barely audible.

But Myrria knew that the wind didn’t thump on doors like that, and it also didn’t whip down their narrow alley.

Rixx had stood and pivoted toward the door. “Whoever made the sound did not stay to make another.” But even his voice was a hush that would not be heard through the wood planks.

“You should stand behind the curtain.” Myrria waved for him to step from the line of sight as she took tentative steps toward the door.

He complied, but he did not seem happy about it.

Myrria shook off her nerves, reminding herself that it was most likely a neighbor or her landlord or even a messenger from one of the pleasure houses bringing her a new order. With that knowledge fresh in her mind, she glanced over her shoulder to lock eyes with Zala. “There is no need to look worried, child. It is probably no one.”

Zala, who’d been half out of her stool, sat back down and plastered a smile on her face. One thing her daughter was skilled at was pretending that everything was fine even if it wasn’t. She’d had too much experience perfecting that for Myrria’s liking, but what could she do when it was just her and Zala?

Her gaze slid to Rixx. Well, now they were three again, and she suspected she was going to find out soon if that was a good or bad thing.

Myrria reached the door and put her eye to the peephole. She saw nothing, but that meant little. Anyone who wished to be unseen would merely need to squat below the view of the eyehole or to one side. She put a trembling hand on the bolt, sliding it back and swallowing hard before pulling the door back far enough for her to peek out the sliver in the door.

Nothing. She opened the door wider. There was no one on her doorstep. She swiveled her head from side to side. No one in the alley either.

“Foolish kids,” she muttered to herself, realizing that it was probably some bored children running down streets and banging on doors. She allowed herself to exhale fully, closing the door again, when a flash of white caught her eye.

She stopped closing the door long enough to see that there was something stuck to the outside of it. A squat metal tack kept the sheet of paper from falling, and Myrria suspected the thump was someone giving the tack a hard whack to fix the flyer to the door.

She didn’t bother to remove the tack, instead ripping down the paper and stepping back inside. She slid the bolt home again and allowed herself another relieved breath. “We were right. It was no one. Just this paper.”

She walked back to the table and Rixx joined her, the tension in the room breaking as they met each other’s eyes. Myrria found herself grinning, feeling silly for reacting so strongly. Of course, it wasn’t Zevrians looking for Rixx. For one, they wouldn’t knock once, and for another, they had no clue where he was.

Rixx returned her smile as he sat back down and picked up his spoon. “Do you often get papers nailed to your door?”

Myrria had set the paper beside her without glancing at it. She’d been so relieved not to have opened her door to an alien mercenary that she hadn’t even bothered to look at what it said. “Actually, we don’t.”

Now her curiosity was piqued. She flipped the wrinkled paper over and sucked in a startled breath. Huge block letters took up most of the top half of the flyer, the black ink blaring the word REWARD!

But it was the words below that made her blood run cold and made Rixx’s spoon clatter to the table.

1000 Credits To Anyone Who Finds

The Dangerous Dothvek Criminal

BE WARNED: HE IS ARMED AND DANGEROUS!

Before Myrria could flip the paper back over, Zala read the words and fixed her gaze on Rixx and then Myrria. “That isn’t true, is it?”

Myrria shook her head with more vehemence than she felt. “Of course, it isn’t true.”

Zala eyed Rixx, her expression more guarded than it had been.

Rixx’s gaze didn’t leave the paper. “This is the work of the Zevrians, although I am a bit surprised that they know how to write in the universal tongue.”

“They used the word dangerous twice,” Zala pointed out. “So they don’t write it well.”

Myrria smiled at her daughter, glad to see that her initial fright was fading. “You’re right, they don’t.”

Rixx reached for the black bread and tore off a piece from the heel. “This is very good news.”

Myrria tilted her head at the Dothvek as he casually took a bite of bread. “A flyer that offers a reward for your capture is good news?”

He nodded as he chewed, swallowing and closing his eyes for a beat. “I can see why you love this bread. You will have to teach me how to make it.”

Zala bounced up and down on her stool, the flyer and the ominous thump on the door clearly forgotten. “I’ll teach you.”

Rixx gave her a dazzling smile, which only dimmed when he turned to Myrria and saw her giving him a pointed look. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Why is being hunted by the Zevrians good?”

He leaned forward and beamed at her, making unwanted frissons of pleasure skitter across her skin. “If they’re posting these everywhere, it means they have no idea where I am or how to find me.”

If Myrria’s body hadn’t been tingling and her heart pounding, she might have been able to acknowledge that he was right. The wanted flyer meant he was safe—for now.


Chapter
Seven



Rixx’s breath caught in his throat as Myrria let her gaze return to her bowl, almost certain he’d felt a faint pulse of something. But it was only a whisper of an emotion that had dissolved as swiftly as he had detected it, so he did not know if it had been fear or excitement or something else. What else could it have been and who had it been from?

He eyed Myrria, but her gaze was locked onto the stew she slowly stirred. He shifted his eyes to Zala, who stared at the wanted poster with barely disguised excitement. It could easily have been her. She was a child and her emotions bubbled erratically on the surface. But why would he sense the child’s emotions? She was not Dothvek. He should not have been able to sense her feelings—or anyone’s on Kurril—now that his ship had gone.

“I’ve never seen a flyer like this before.” Zala tore her gaze from the paper and looked at Rixx. “You must have really upset the people who made this.”

Rixx thought about the Zevrian mercenaries who had held him captive. “Well, I escaped from the house where they’d been holding me prisoner, and my crew mates killed a lot of their people as they rescued me. Then the building caught fire and burned down, killing everyone inside.”

Zala’s mouth gaped. “That’s why your pants were burned and you smelled like the inside of an oven?”

Rixx couldn’t help chuckling at her description of his smell. “I am not surprised I smelled like the inside of an oven. I almost got cooked, and there was a lot of smoke. I jumped from a high window as the burning building collapsed behind me.”

Zala’s eyes grew even wider. “Can your people fly?”

Rixx jerked his head up and made a clicking sound with his tongue. “I wish we could, but I am afraid I fell like a stone. I don’t remember anything after that.”

Myrria looked up, her eyes soft. “You must have wandered away from the burning building and then collapsed. When I found you, you were barely conscious.”

“How far is the site of the burned building from here?” Rixx asked.

“Not far. Only down a few alleys, which is probably how you walked away without being seen.” Myrria shuddered. “It’s a miracle you weren’t taken by the scouts looking for fighters for the rings or by a slave trader.”

Rixx knew little about the Den of Thieves, since he had only spent a little while in the main market before being snatched by Zevrians. The rest of his time in the outlaw city had been split between his captivity in the Zevrian house and recuperating in Myrria’s home. He hadn’t seen any of the slave trading arenas, fighting rings, or pleasure houses that filled the city. He could only take Myrria’s word that the place was treacherous. Her word and the fact that he’d been abducted within minutes of his arrival.

“Why did they take you in the first place?” Myrria asked. “Abducted creatures usually end up in the rings or on the auction block. Why hold you?”

Rixx shook his head. “I do not know for sure, but one of our Dothvek brothers had been on Kurril before and had not left on good terms, especially with the Zevrians. He did not leave the ship this time for that reason, but maybe the Zevrians do not know how to tell Dothveks apart, or they did not care which Dothvek they used to get revenge.”

Rixx had a feeling that if the Zevrians ever found him again, they would not bother to hold him captive. They would simply kill him, especially since he’d been the cause of so many more of their soldiers dying. He took another bite of stew to distract himself from the knot growing in his stomach.

Zala had finished her bowl, and she scraped her spoon around the insides. “I’ve never known anyone who was wanted before.”

Myrria stiffened. “There is nothing exciting about the Zevrians hunting Rixx, and you can tell no one, no matter how thrilling you think it is, that we are harboring a fugitive.”

Zala reared back, looking offended. “I know how to keep a secret. I’m not a little kid, you know.”

To Rixx, she looked exactly like a little kid, but her expression was so stormy, he would never have dared say that out loud.

Myrria’s shoulders relaxed. “I know you do, it’s just…Rixx is not the only one in danger.”

Zala shifted on her stool. “You know I won’t tell. Besides, who would I tell?” She dropped her gaze to her lap. “You don’t let me have any friends.”

Myrria blew out a breath. “There are no children in Kurril who aren’t pickpockets or runners for the slave traders or members of a gang. This is not a place you make friends.”

Zala nodded, as if she’d heard all this before, but Rixx was struck by how sad the child’s life was. He had understood that life was hard for Myrria as a single mother, but now it hit him how lonely it was for Zala.

“Would you like me to tell you about growing up on a planet made almost entirely of sand?” He asked Zala in a low, conspiratorial voice.

She bobbed her head up and down as he stood and took his bowl with him toward the washbasin. “I’ve never seen sand.”

“On my home world, there is so much sand that it looks like an endless, gold sea,” Rixx told her as he turned on the faucet and began rinsing the bowl.

Zala joined him at the sink, pulling over a small step stool and standing on it with her own dirty bowl. “I’ve never seen a sea, either.”

“Then you’ve never surfed down a wave of sand or water?”

She shook her head from side to side, but he held up a finger. “This is how Dothveks say no.” Then he gave a small jerk up of his head and made a clicking sound with his tongue.

Zala imitated him perfectly.

Rixx grinned at her. “You would make an excellent Dothvek.”

Her cheeks mottled pink as they worked side by side to wash up the bowls, and he told her tales of surfing down massive dunes and hunting for sand snakes. He could feel her mother’s gaze on them from behind, but he could tell without looking that she did not disapprove. She was pleased, grateful even, although he did not want to think about how he was so sure about that.

Sensing anyone but a Dothvek was impossible, unless…


Chapter
Eight



Myrria kept her head down as she walked through the market. Her hood covered most of her face, but she took extra care not to make eye contact with anyone as she moved around the stalls and walked purposefully toward the vendors she knew. She avoided the old ladies who sold the pouches of spells and reeked of intense and dark magic. She had no use for the booths hawking oils and healing potions, and she did not need to stop at the stalls that boasted bolts of colorful fabrics. Not today. Even though she would have liked to visit the butcher again, she did not have enough coin for more meat. Not if she needed to feed three of them and the third was significantly larger and needed sustenance to heal.

Pausing at the greengrocer, she bent over a bin of potatoes that were bruised and misshapen. The owner sold them for less, and she could not afford to be particular. She selected three that would be large enough to bake and serve for dinner. She still had a few fresh herbs at home to give the flavor, so it would be palatable.

“Not every night can be meat stew,” she muttered to herself as she paid for the gnarled potatoes and dropped them in her sack.

If she was being smart, she would admit to herself that she could not afford to keep Rixx. Even before he came, she’d struggled to make ends meet. Now, with his extra mouth to feed, she did not know how she was going to do it. But what was the alternative? She couldn’t turn him out onto the streets. She would not have done that under normal circumstances, but now that he was being hunted by the Zevrians, it would be a death sentence.

It wasn’t only guilt that kept her from turning out Rixx. It was Zala. For the first time in as long as she could remember, her daughter was smiling and laughing. She’d been so enraptured by the Dothvek’s stories of his childhood that she had barely noticed that the two of them had done all the washing up after dinner. Usually washing dishes was good for a grumble or two, but last night she had gladly stood by Rixx’s side and dried every bowl and pot that he washed.

Rixx had actually washed dishes. Even now, she couldn’t stop herself from shaking her head in disbelief. Zala’s father had never helped her with the household work when they’d been together. Even when he hadn’t been working and bringing in money, he’d expected her to do all the women’s work. But the massive Dothvek, who was easily a head taller than her husband, had not even waited to be asked. He had done the work as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

Myrria had heard him mumble about goddesses when he’d been unconscious. Maybe on his world, females were more revered than on this one. Myrria’s cheeks warmed, as she thought about the sight of Rixx standing at her sink. She would not mind being revered, but at the moment, she was grateful for the help.

Then she gave herself a mental shake. Rixx was a Dothvek who did not belong on Kurril. He would be leaving as soon as his ship returned. She, however, was stuck in the Den of Thieves waiting for a husband she didn’t even know if she wanted to return anymore.

Pushing around a buzzing cluster of people, she headed for the stall that sold the flour she used to bake her black bread. As long as she could bake bread, she could keep them fed. There had been many days when she and Zala had survived on bread and tea alone, although she did not want to be forced to do that with Rixx.

A snatch of conversation made her slow her pace and she paused, pretending to eye a bin of fruit as she strained to hear what a group of women were saying.

“You saw those flyers?”

Myrria froze, realizing they were talking about the wanted posters about Rixx.

“Got one on my door. Don’t know why they think any of us would know about it.”

Another woman sucked on the end of a thin cigarette. “He’s got to be somewhere. They never found the body.”

“Mark my words, he burned up in that fire and they just can’t tell, ’cause all the bodies look like kindling.”

Myrria cringed at this thought, glad that she hadn’t seen the wreckage of the fire.

“Don’t matter. They’re sure he escaped. Even his own kind couldn’t find him and left.” The smoking woman took a long drag and blew out the smoke. “Now they’re going house to house looking for him, which means we all got to deal with it.”

Myrria went rigid. The Zevrians were going house to house? Were they doing that now? She felt a wave of nausea wash over her as she thought about Rixx back in her house with no idea that the Zevrinas might burst in at any moment. Then she remembered that Zala had begged to stay with him. Her daughter was with Rixx, and they were both in danger.

She backed away from the fruit stall and the women gossiping and even forgot about buying bread flour. Her feet slapped the paving stones as she hurried from the market and toward her home, muscle memory guiding her as her brain whirled.

She attempted to take deep breaths, but it was no use. She was practically running and panting before she’d cleared the market with only a handful of thoughts zipping through her brain. She had to get home. She had to hide Rixx. She had to keep Zala safe.

Most of all, she had to get it through her head that this was not going to end the way she wished it would. This was no fairytale, and she was no princess, even if Rixx did do a good job of playing the hero.

“Stories in the Den of Thieves do not have happy endings,“ she reminded herself, as she turned down her alley and stopped short.


Chapter
Nine



Rixx eyed the small head in his hands, the bright-red hair flopping as he waved the limp body and tried to get the legs to move forward.

“Not like that!” Zala scowled at him and reached for the rag doll. “You’re making her look like she’s having a fit.”

Rixx did not know what a fit was, but he guessed it wasn’t good. “Apologies. I have never played with a doll before.”

Zala blinked at him as she smoothed the yarn hair that he had mussed. “You don’t have dolls on the sand planet?”

“There are very few Dothvek females and the ones we have do not play with dolls. They learn to survive with us on the sands or become a priestess.”

The little girl wrinkled her nose. “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

They were sitting cross legged at the base of the bed that Myrria insisted he take since his strength was still low and climbing the ladder to the loft upstairs might open the wound on his side. He did not like the fact that his presence was relegating the woman and her daughter upstairs to a shared bed, but he also knew that he needed to regain his strength as quickly as possible. The faster he was back in fighting form, the safer they would all be.

“I have never thought about things being fun,” he told the girl. “There are many things you do to survive, especially on a planet like mine.”

Zala’s lips turned down as she ran her fingers through the doll’s hair. “And here. Mama always worries about us surviving on Kurril, especially since it’s just the two of us.”

Rixx’s heart twisted hearing the pain in her small voice. “She tells you this?”

Zala started to shake her head, then she caught herself and gave her head a quick jerk up while clicking her tongue. “Sometimes she says she isn’t hungry if we don’t have enough food, but I know she’s lying because her stomach growls. I hear her cry at night when she thinks I’m asleep. She doesn’t know I can hear when she talks to herself after I’ve gone to bed. I’m supposed to be asleep but sometimes I hear her talking to herself.” Her gaze darted to me with embarrassment. “Sometimes she’s talking to my dad, but not nice things.”

It did not take Rixx’s empathic skills to feel her pain. She knew her mother worried and she knew that her father had left them in a precarious situation, but she could not bring herself to speak against him. Rixx pressed his lips to keep from saying what he thought. Any male who left his wife and child alone in a place such as the Den of Thieves deserved to be consumed slowly inside the belly of a sand worm forever.

Rixx thought again about how much Myrria had risked to save him. How long could she feed him and keep him hidden if she could barely feed her daughter? Resolve settled inside the Dothvek like alien steel that forged sky ships. He would not allow Myrria to go hungry because of him. He would not be the cause of her tears.

“Your mother is as strong as any of the females on my planet and any of the bounty hunters on my ship,” Rixx said once he’d steadied his temper. “She has kept you both alive and safe all these years and she took me in when it meant inviting danger to her door.”

Zala seemed only mildly interested in his words about her mother as she handed him back the fabric doll. “You have bounty hunters on your ship?”

He suspected she did not want to dwell on the cruel realities of her life when she could instead hear more stories of far-away adventures.

“My ship is a bounty-hunting ship.” Rixx perched the doll on his knee. “It was an all-female crew of bounty-hunters when it crashed on my planet. Now the crew is as many male Dothveks as female bounty-hunters.”

“A ship of all women bounty-hunters?” She cocked her head. “How is that possible?”

Rixx grinned at her. “These females are pilots and engineers and warriors and spies. They are as tough and smart as any male—just like your mother.”

Zala didn’t look convinced. Rixx could tell that she could not imagine her mother being as tough as a bounty-hunter pilot or spy, but he knew that the woman had the strength of a warrior even if she did have bad judgment when it came to picking husbands.

“Tell me what it’s like to live on a ship with bounty-hunting women.” Zala had all but abandoned her own doll as she leaned her elbow on her knees. “Do they carry weapons?”

He laughed. “Most of the females do not walk around the ship with weapons, but our security chief always carries a blaster and wears metal spikes in her hair.”

Zala’s dark eyes were round with wonder. “Even on Kurril, the women don’t wear weapons in their hair.”

“Tori is not a typical woman,” Rixx said, shaking his head as he thought about his crew mate with wild brown curls. “She is also not human. She is Zevrian.”

Zala straightened and furrowed her brow. “Zevrian? Like the ones hunting you?”

“Tori has abandoned her Zevrian ways.” Rixx paused as he considered the truth of this. “Most of the mercenary ones, at least. There is no more loyal crew mate than her, and she would fight to the death for anyone on our ship.”

Zala let out a sigh. “I would like to meet her one day.”

“My ship will return for me, so I am sure you will.” He did not say that he wished he could take her and Myrria far from the trials of Kurril. It was not his place to make such a promise when they were waiting for Zala’s father to return. Even if it was obvious that the man had been killed or had abandoned them, Rixx could not say that. Not to a girl who still held out hope.

Talking about his ship and crew was yet another reminder that as soon as he was healed, he needed to find a way to communicate with them. He needed to tell them he was alive.

Rixx glanced over Zala’s head to the scrubbed kitchen table and the heel of bread wrapped in a cloth on the cutting board. Even if he could not reach his ship, he would need to leave Myrria’s cozy house before he was taking food from Zala’s mouth and leading the Zevrians to their door.

Then the door flew open and Myrria bustled in, slamming it behind her and leaning on it as she caught her breath. She locked eyed on Rixx. “We must hide you.”


Chapter
Ten



Rixx held his breath in the dark. Myrria and Zala had gone to sleep, and he no longer heard snatched whispers from the loft above. Still, he slowed his breath and waited until he was sure they were both sleeping, using breathing techniques he’d learned on the sands to quiet his heart rate and breath when hunting sand serpents.

He was not hovering on a dune with silent breath as he watched the sand for any ripples, though. He was waiting for the right time to sneak from the house.

Even as he thought about leaving Myrria and Zala, his stomach twisted. Zala would be upset. She would not understand. But Rixx knew he was doing this for her, for her and her mother. They could not be safe when he was in their house.

It was only a matter of time until the Zevrians landed on Myrria’s doorstep and found him. That much had been clear when she’d burst into the house, her eyes wild. She had tried to downplay her worry, but it had pulsed off her in waves that had almost made him recoil.

“We must hide you.”

Those had been her words, which had made Zala jump to her feet and sweep the small space frantically with her gaze. Then Myrria had reconsidered her outburst and reassured her daughter that Rixx would be safe until she could think of a better place to conceal him. But her lies had not convinced him. He could feel her fear.

Now as he prepared to steal away in the night so Myrria would no longer be afraid for her daughter’s safety and for his, he frowned. He should not be able to feel anything from the human. She was not Dothvek. She was not empathic. She had no way of sending her thoughts, her feelings, her fears, but he had sensed them, hadn’t he?

He touched a hand to his chest, sending nothing now. It was a relief to have only his emotions to deal with, but now that he couldn’t pick up anyone else’s feelings, he missed them. There had been something comforting and familiar about the pulse, hum, buzz of another’s emotions. Since he’d left his home world and then the ship, his thoughts and feelings had been desolately alone. Until he’d woken in Myrria’s home.

It does not matter, Rixx told himself. Picking up the faintest pulse from a human only meant that he was in a weakened state. He was in no position to defend Myrria and Zala. He was in no state to fight like a Dothvek warrior. The only way to save them was to leave.

When the rhythmic sound of snoring drifted down the ladder, Rixx padded from the bedroom to the front door, lifting the chair that Myrria had used to block it and placing it quietly to the side. He turned the handle and pulled open the door, pausing to make sure he hadn’t been heard. The gentle snoring did not falter, so he opened the door wider and poked his head outside.

The alley was only lit by the shadows of moonlight slinking through clouds overhead, but Rixx scoured the narrow, dark passageway. There was no sound, no movement. There was only the fetid smell of garbage and the lingering scent of mildew.

Rixx glanced over his shoulder to the warmth of the small house that had been his home for the past few days. Even in the dark, the shapes of the table and benches reminded him of dinner with Myrria and Zala, and the air carried a hint of the evening’s baked bread.

He steeled himself and glanced at the loft. “I am sorry I did not say goodbye.” Then he pulled the chair over and tucked it beneath the inside handle as he closed it firmly.

Rixx did not linger for more than a mournful moment before turning and walking down the alley away from the unassuming doorway. The more distance he put between him and his rescuers, the better, although he did not know exactly where he should go.

The Den of Thieves did not sleep. He knew this much from what he’d been told of the place and the many nights he’d spent as a captive. The low buzz of music and shouts never completely died, so he knew he had to be careful. The night would only provide a small amount of cover, especially since he did not blend.

Rixx darted a look at the baggy shirt that Myrria had made him. It did cover most of his exposed skin and his markings, but that did not mean he didn’t stand above most of the humans and aliens who populated Kurril. As soon as day broke and the sun hit his gold skin, he would be like a beacon to the Zevrians.

“Where does one hide in a city of criminals and those wishing not to be found?”

He turned from one alley into another, certain he was only one of many hoping to slip through the planet’s underbelly without being caught. So, where did those creatures hide?

As he reached the end of a deserted alley, he paused and took a deep breath. Charred wood and human flesh. He remembered those scents. The site of the burning building he’d escaped from was near, which meant that he should go in the opposite direction. He had no desire to see the destruction or get a stronger whiff of ashes and soot.

Just as he ducked down another narrow passageway leading away from the smell, he stopped in his tracks. There it was again, the pulse of fear he’d felt from Myrria. He shook it off, telling himself that he was imagining things. He wanted to feel her, but it wasn’t real.

Then Rixx was hit with a pulse of panic so powerful it almost knocked the wind from him. He had not imagined that. Myrria was in danger.

Rixx turned around and ran.


Chapter
Eleven



Myrria woke, not to a sudden sound but to a lack of sound. The house was too still, the air too heavy, the space too empty.

She sat up in the bed she was sharing with Zala, carefully pulling back the covers on her side but not her daughter’s, and swung her feet to the floor. As soon as her bare feet touched the wooden boards, fear tickled the nape of her neck. She took silent steps toward the edge of the loft, peering over to the dark room below. There was no movement, no sounds, no Zevrians creeping through the door.

Her gaze went to the door. The chair was still pulled underneath the knob. She allowed herself to exhale, but then caught herself.

The chair was tilted. It had not been tilted when she’d jammed it under the knob before going upstairs to sleep. Explanations raced through her mind as she gingerly climbed down the ladder. The chair might have slipped. She might not have noticed that it was tilted. Someone might have tried to come inside and knocked the chair to one side.

The last possibility made her whip around when she reached the bottom of the ladder, ready to defend herself from anyone who might be trying to break in. Had that been why she’d woken? Had she heard something and then woken once the noise had stopped? Was that why her senses were on high alert?

Myrria attempted to slow her breathing as she swung her head to take in the entirety of her home. One advantage to a small living space was there was nowhere for an intruder to hide, especially not one as big as a Zevrian.

She started to feel a sense of relief when she glanced at the bedroom. The curtain was open, and instead of the bed boasting the significant lump of the sleeping Dothvek, it was empty. It only took Myrria moments to work out what had happened. Rixx had snuck out and pulled the chair behind him so that the door would still be hard to open, but it had tilted when he’d closed the door behind him.

She stalked to the door, angrily pulling the chair out of the way. What did he think he was doing? Did he hear nothing she’d said before? Didn’t she tell him that the Zevrians were intensifying their search for him?

“Which is exactly why he left,” she murmured to herself. He left because of her and Zala. He left because if she got caught harboring him, there was no telling what the Zevrians would do to her. “He was being a bloody hero.”

As much as she was touched by the Dothvek’s sacrifice, it wasn’t one she wanted. She couldn’t live with herself if he was killed or captured, just like she couldn’t live with herself if she’d left him collapsed in that doorway. She knew it wasn’t the smartest way to survive in Kurril, but Myrria refused to live the rest of her life “just surviving.” She refused to let the corruptness of Kurril corrupt her. And she refused to teach her daughter that you gave into bullies.

Her heart was pounding when she opened the door and peeked outside. The alley was dark and quiet. How long had he been gone?

Myrria forced herself to think. She’d woken up because she’d either heard something or sensed a change, which meant that she must had woken not long after he’d pulled the chair back in front of the door. “And that means he can’t have gone far.”

She snatched her threadbare coat from the hook inside the door and jammed her hands through the armholes, shoving her feet into the shoes she’d left by the door. With a final glance inside, she tugged the door closed, assuring herself that she would only walk to the end of the alley to search for Rixx then come right back.

The night air was cool as she chose a direction and hurried down the tight passageway. She didn’t hear any footsteps ahead of her, and she wondered if she’d picked the wrong direction. Stopping at the corner, she looked left and then right, seeing nothing. Cursing, she turned and ran in the other direction, slowing at the end of the alley and looking around the corner.

Her heart seized when she spotted a flutter of a shadow darting around the end of the alley to the right. She dashed after it, sure that she was right behind Rixx. She wasn’t sure if she would scold him or hug him when she reached him, but maybe she would do both.

Her shoes were slapping the paving stones and sending up occasional splashes as she landed in puddles, but she didn’t stop to think what was in the puddles, although the stench of the area told her it wasn’t great. She rounded the corner and almost ran into the figure she’d been chasing, slapping a hand on a broad shoulder to stop him.

“Found you!”

Her confidence withered when the man turned and leered at her, a blast of stale beer and cigar smoke hitting her in the face.

Myrria stumbled back, instantly reminded why she never ventured outside after dark. “Sorry. Wrong person.”

“Who says I’m the wrong person?” The man grabbed her arm before she could back from his reach and jerked her closer to him. His face and neck were wrinkled, weathered, and etched with ink that told her he was part of a space pirate crew—and that he’d killed.

Fear choked Myrria’s throat, making it impossible for her to scream. Even if she did, who would come to her aid in Kurril? Everyone kept to themselves to keep from inviting trouble, which meant that there was no one to save her.

Myrria struggled in the man’s powerful grasp, desperately fighting him off as he dragged her deeper into the shadows, bile rising as his black-toothed smile widened.

“Who says we can’t have some fun?”


Chapter
Twelve



Rixx thundered down the close alleys, dodging trash and uneven paving stones as he was led, not by his memory of the path he’d taken or where Myrria’s house was, but by the growing fear pulling him toward it. His own heart pounded with terror as he rounded a corner and his gaze landed on a couple struggling at the far end. He didn’t pause his pace as he raced forward, knowing without a doubt that Myrria was the female thrashing in the man’s arms. Her fear was so palpable he could taste the metallic bite of it.

“Don’t make me hurt you now,” the man slurred as he yanked Myrria hard.

A growl erupted from Rixx moments before he grabbed the stranger’s arm and wrested it from Myrria. Once the man had stumbled back, Rixx eyed him. He was old and withered, but his eyes were hard and brutal.

“Find your own,” he spat out, lurching toward Myrria again. “This one’s mine.”

“This one belongs to no one.” Rixx bared his teeth, feeling a surge of primal protectiveness rush over him. “And you will not touch her.”

Rixx might have been wounded and weaker than usual, but his rage made him forget all of that. He was strong enough to fight off this drunkard and protect Myrria.

The man bellowed his frustration, flicked his gaze to Myrria, and then charged Rixx. With a quick sidestep, the Dothvek dodged the attack and spun, hooking his arm around the man’s neck from behind. He was considerably taller and broader than the old man who ineffectually slapped at Rixx’s arm.

Fury pounded through Rixx as he held the man in a chokehold, deaf to the gasps until the futile slapping stopped. Then he relaxed his hold and released his grip, letting the man collapse to the ground.

Only when the haze of anger faded and the buzzing in his ears quieted did he hear Myrria hitch in a breath behind him. He pivoted to her, quickly assessing that her coat was not torn and she had no visible injuries. The fear he’d felt from her had faded to a dull throb, and he swallowed down the bitter taste of it. “Are you unhurt?”

She nodded without speaking, her gaze locked on her assailant in a heap on the ground. She took a step closer to Rixx. “Is he dead? Did you…?”

“No.” Rixx knew he had released the man before the blood had stopped pumping through his heart, even though a part of him had wanted to keep squeezing until the man was cold and lifeless. “He is not dead.”

Myrria did not ask how he was so sure. Maybe she did not care, or maybe she hoped the man was dead. A part of Rixx wished he was. The fewer men like that in the universe, the better.

Awareness crept over Rixx, tingling the nape of his neck and causing him to be alert to the sounds coming from beyond the alley. They were alone for the moment, but nearby laughter and scraping footsteps told him they would not be for long. “We need to leave.” He grabbed Myrria’s hand. “I need to get you home.”

He noticed that her hand trembled in his and was cool to the touch. Rixx tugged her forward, but she moved woodenly, as if her feet were rooted to the spot. Her gaze had not left the crumbled figure, and Rixx wondered if she was in some sort of shock.

There was no time to snap her from her stupor or wait for her to emerge from it. They needed to put distance between them and the unconscious man before he woke or before someone came upon them. He already had a price on his head. He did not need another reason to be hunted.

Rixx bent down and scooped Myrria into his arms, surprised that she was so light and that his injury didn’t ache as he walked them both swiftly down the narrow passageway. He suspected that the rage from the fight had given him a burst of strength and energy, enough to overcome the weakness from his wounds. He also suspected that it would not last long, so he took long strides down the alleyways.

Myrria hadn’t protested when he’d picked her up, but she did manage to point him in the right direction when he took a wrong turn. There were no more people lingering in the alleys or loitering in recessed doorways, and the sound of voices faded into nothing. After rushing past rows of dingy fabric awnings and underneath strings of drying laundry that crisscrossed overhead like streamers, they reached a familiar door.

Rixx did not put Myrria’s feet on the floor until they were inside and the door was shut behind them. The small house was still dark and quiet with the chair that had barred the door pushed off to one side.

Rixx’s pounding heart slowed, although he was not sure if it was racing because of the fear of being caught or the shock that he had sensed Myrria’s emotions so powerfully that he had been able to track her as if she was one of his Dothvek brothers. If he was being truthful to himself, he’d felt her fear even stronger than he would have a fellow Dothvek’s. He’d experienced it as if it was his own.

Impossible, he told himself, as the rush of power finally started to drain from him and he staggered to the table.

“Well?” Myrria’s sharp voice stopped him. “Aren’t you going to explain yourself?”


Chapter
Thirteen



Myrria fought the urge to heave her guts into the sink, as she watched Rixx walk toward the table with only the moonlight peeking between a gap in the front window curtains highlighting his tall form. She’d been unable to say anything as they’d hurried through the tight passageways, her stomach roiling from the shock of being attacked and the greater shock of Rixx appearing and nearly killing her assailant. She still wasn’t sure if they’d left him alive.

Part of her was embarrassed that the Dothvek had been forced to pick her up, but another part of her was still livid that he’d left in the first place. She knew that chasing after him in the middle of the night had not been the smartest thing she’d ever done—it might have been the most foolish, come to think of it—but she never would have been outside in Kurril alone if she hadn’t awoken to find him gone.

“Well?” she snapped, her voice louder than she’d intended it to be. “Aren’t you going to explain yourself?”

Rixx stiffened, turning before he reached the table. “Me?”

Myrria hated the tone of his question, as if she needed to explain herself to him. “Yes, you. I woke up and you were gone. Were you really going to sneak out without a word of explanation?”

The faint light fell across the side of his face, highlighting the curve of his full lips and his square jaw, which tightened at her rebuke. “I did not think my departure needed explaining. The Zevrians are hunting me. That puts you and Zala in danger. It is safest for you if I leave.”

Myrria huffed out an exasperated breath. “That’s not a choice you get to make. I accepted the risk when I took you in. So did Zala.”

He frowned. “That was before the papers on the doors and the house-to-house search. I cannot ask you to continue to put yourself in danger for me.”

Myrria matched her frown with her own. “So what was your plan? How did you expect to stay alive in Kurril on your own? You have no coin, no credits. You have a bounty on your head. The first mercenary who lays eyes on your gold skin will know who you are and will turn you in. You would not have lasted until daybreak.”

Rixx folded his arms across his chest. “You did not last that long. What were you thinking running through the city at night alone?”

Shame flooded Myrria’s cheeks. She hated that he was right. Her actions had been just as stupid as his, and she had no right to scold him for being impetuous. “I was looking for you.”

He shifted and dropped his gaze. “You should not have come after me.”

“You should not have left.”

Rixx raised his head, his pained gaze meeting hers. “What if I had not reached you in time?”

Myrria’s heart twisted as she recognized the agony in his eyes, and for the first time she allowed herself to think about what would have happened if Rixx had not found her, if he had not fought off the man. Her stomach lurched, and she ran to the sink, heaving into it as the terror resurfaced as bitter bile.

She had always thought of herself as strong and capable. After all, she had survived her husband leaving her. She had survived on Kurril as a single mother for years. She had survived on her own hard work and frugality. And she had done it alone.

A hand touched her back as she hung over the sink after purging herself of every ounce of the sharp bile that had burned the back of her throat. She should have been humiliated that the Dothvek had witnessed so much weakness from her, but instead, she felt comforted by his presence. Even if she was still angry at him—and at herself.

If she was being honest, she was more angry at herself than she was at him. She should have known better. She knew Kurril. She knew the dangers. But she had been more afraid of losing him than of the Den of Thieves at night. And that should have terrified her.

Myrria flipped on the cold water, rinsing the sink and her mouth before she righted herself. “You can’t do that again.”

He dropped his hand from her back. “Save you?”

Myrria pivoted to face him and gave him a withering look. “You can’t run off again. It will break Zala’s heart, and I can’t see her lose anyone else again.”

Rixx’s handsome face was stricken. “A broken heart is better than what the Zevrians will do to you.”

Despite the strange sensation that she could feel his torment, Myrria’s determination returned to her and she straightened. “I have no plans for them to catch you or us.”

Rixx released a mirthless chuckle. “I had no intention of being abducted by the Zevrians.”

“But you were new to Kurril. You did not know the dangers.” Before he could remind her that she had ignored the dangers by running out into the night, Myrria held up a hand. “Despite tonight’s evidence to the contrary, I do know this city and how to evade its danger.”

“I am too much of a burden,” he argued. “I cannot take food from your table when you barely have enough for yourself. I must leave and find a way to summon my ship.”

Myrria shook her head, frustrated by the Dothvek’s stubbornness but touched by his selflessness. “You have already saved my life once. Having a male protector for me and my daughter is something I have not had for a very long time.”

“You do not owe me for saving you,” Rixx’s voice was husky, as he held her gaze with molten eyes. “I am only sorry I did not get there soon enough to stop that vile creature from touching you at all.”

Myrria wanted to ask how he’d known she was in trouble and how he had gotten to her so quickly, but another part of her wasn’t sure of she wanted to know the answer. The Dothveks were a curious species who appeared to have abilities that humans did not.

“You stopped him,” Myrria whispered, her throat tight. “That is all that matters.”

The air between them bristled as Rixx locked eyes with her. Then Myrria snatched her gaze away. “How are you at fixing things?”

He blinked at her in clear confusion by the abrupt change of subject, but before he could answer, a sound came from the loft above.


Chapter
Fourteen



Rixx eyed the broken hinge. He had not grown up working with metal, but his time on the bounty hunter ship had taught him how to work with substances not common on his home world. He had been assigned to work with Holly in engineering, which meant that he had learned firsthand how brilliant females could be and how much could be accomplished using steel and iron. The hinge on the closet door was no engine, but the concept for fixing it was not so different from repairing elements of the complicated machinery that powered the sky ship.

“Will this help?” Zala thunked a heavy box at his feet, the metal sides dented and speckled with rust. “It’s my father’s tools. I think Mama forgot we had it.”

It was clear to Rixx that Myrria had enough to worry about without fixing the various things in her home that had broken. He crouched beside the box and flipped open the creaky top, then he grinned at Zala. “It will help.”

The little girl grinned. If she remembered mumbling in her sleep in the middle of the night, she didn’t let on. Even though it had startled him and Myrria, it had been a good thing that she’d made a noise and reminded them that she was upstairs. Myrria had taken the opportunity to wish him a good night and dart up the ladder to the loft, leaving him to toss and turn before finally falling asleep.

In the light of day, the danger of the previous night did not seem so ominous, the fear he’d felt was not remembered so sharply. He could brush aside the feel of Myrria’s trembling body as he’d hurried her home. He could forget the rank breath of the repugnant man, the stench of his unwashed clothes, the black of his rotting teeth, the thud of his body when it had hit the paving stones.

Rixx pushed away the memories from the night before, even the ones of him standing close to Myrria as his fear had shifted to desire. He picked a long metal tool and stood. “We should finish this before your mother returns.”

“She won’t be back soon. She’s gone to visit the painted ladies and take them new dresses. That always takes a while because they try them on, and she makes adjustments there.”

Rixx nodded even though he did not fully understand. “You have gone with her to visit these colorful females?”

Zala giggled. “Sometimes, but they aren’t colorful. Well, not really. Mama calls them painted ladies because of how they paint their faces to look pretty.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t think she knows that I know what they do.”

Although Rixx was not scandalized by what he knew the females did to earn their living, his cheeks warmed at discussing it with the girl. He twisted the loose hinge into place and started tightening the screw.

“I know Mama doesn’t think they’re bad,” Zala continued. “She likes them and says they’re good clients. They always pay her fairly. But sometimes they get bruised up, and that makes her mad.”

Rixx scowled at the thought of females being bruised, his mind instantly going back to Myrria struggling with the drunk man in the alley. Once again, he wished he had squeezed the man’s neck for a little longer. “She should get mad.”

Zala nodded solemnly, her gaze going to the hinge that Rixx was tightening. “I think you fixed it.”

Rixx glanced at the screw that he’d tightened so thoroughly that it had started to disappear into the metal plate. He stood back and let his gaze fall to the shelves inside the closet, noticing a dusty machine on the floor. “What is that?”

Zala’s face brightened as if she’d just remembered that it existed. “That’s an old machine that Mama used to use for sewing. It broke, and it was too expensive to fix, so Mama started doing all her sewing by hand.”

Rixx bent low and lifted the machine, sending dust whirling into the air. This machine was far simpler than the contraptions on the sky ship, and Holly had taught him to fix almost all of those. He walked it to the table and set it down, dust motes dancing in the sunlight peeking through the curtains. “I don’t see why we can’t fix this, do you?”

Zala bounced up and down on her toes as she shook her head, caught herself, and then jerked her head up in the Dothvek way.

Rixx’s pulse quickened as he started to inspect the machine, analyzing how it worked just like Holly had taught him. Machines were not so complex once you realized that they all worked off the same basic principles, and this machine for making clothes would not be too hard to fix.

It gave him a great deal of pleasure to think of how happy Myrria would be when she came home to find the machine working. Too much pleasure, he thought as he brushed more dust off the old contraption. He was too content with Myrria and Zala, too comfortable, too happy.

They were not his family, he reminded himself. They belonged to someone else. Even if the man was not here, had not been here for a long time, that did not make Myrria free. She had a mate. It was not possible for her to be what he wanted her to be—his and his alone.

Rixx glanced at Zala’s eager expression. But it was possible to make the two happy, even if only until he left. He glanced at the door, knowing that it would not keep out the dangers forever. As a shadow passed in front of the gap in the curtains, his breath caught. In the Den of Thieves, danger was always waiting in the wings.


Chapter
Fifteen



“Turn for me.” Myrria swirled a finger in the air as she assessed the pale yellow dress draping from thin straps on the woman’s shoulders.

The woman with jet-black hair—who did not look old enough to have been considered a woman for long—spun on the spot, and the gossamer layers of fabric flared around her hips. She stopped and put one hand on her hip. “It’s perfect.”

Myrria smiled at the compliment but frowned at the bodice. “It isn’t too snug around the chest?”

“There’s no such thing as too snug if it makes the girls look better.” The woman laughed and winked. “The fellas liked the last dress you made me. They especially liked taking it off.”

Myrria shook her head and joined the woman in laughing. She’d been sewing garments for the nearby pleasure house for long enough that their innuendos and sly comments didn’t bother her. At least the ladies at this house were always in good spirits and seemed happy. Not all the houses could boast that.

The curtains separating the small fitting room from the rest of the madam’s office parted and a striking female with a tower of lavender curls walked in on a cloud of heady perfume. She flicked her gaze to the pleasurer and then to Myrria. “You’ve outdone yourself again, Myrria.”

Myrria smiled at the madam, her cheeks warming from the compliment. “It’s easy to create when I have such beautiful canvases to adorn.”

“She is lovely, isn’t she?” Madam Serena let her gaze linger for longer on her employee. “And quite popular with clients who like to play daddy.”

Myrria’s flush deepened, but she reminded herself that all the females who worked for Serena were well-paid and safe. That couldn’t be said about a great many females in Kurril.

The pleasurer in yellow thanked Myrria, winking again as she swished through the curtains.

“Was she your last fitting?” Serena asked.

Myrria cut a look to a nearby chair that had been piled high with garments when she arrived and was now empty. “She was.”

The madam pulled back the tasseled curtains and beckoned for Myrria to follow her into the large room that served as her office. She crossed to a gold and glass cart that was topped with decanters and bottles filled with colorful liquids and pulled the jeweled stopper from one. “That calls for a drink.”

Myrria considered declining. She usually did, since she didn’t like to leave Zala alone for long periods of time. But Rixx was with Zala, and he had assured her that the two of them would be very content repairing things around the house. What harm could come from a quick drink? “Thank you.”

Serena glanced over her shoulder and smiled then proceeded to pour a pale blue liquid into two crystal glasses. “You have been working for me for many years, no?”

Myrria thought about just how long she’d been creating gowns for the women in Serena’s pleasure house. It was impossible to think back without remembering how hungry and desperate she’d been when she’d bumped into Serena at a fabric merchant’s stall in the market. She’d been admiring the fabrics with no intention—or ability—to buy when Serena had asked her if she’d made the cloak she’d been wearing.

It hadn’t been an extravagant garment—and by that time, it had been well-worn—but Myrria had lined the heavy brown wool with a pale pink velvet to make it soft against the skin and because she loved pink.

She’d known at a glance that Serena was a female of some importance because of how the vendors attended to her, and she’d sensed kindness in her eyes. “I did.”

Serena had nodded as she’d looked Myrria up and down, although the scrutiny was not unkind. “You are a seamstress?”

Myrria had never thought of herself as a seamstress although she did sew all her own clothes and loved the details that went into creating garments. Maybe it was her desperation, but she nodded eagerly. “I am.”

“May I?” Serena had asked as she’d reached for the edge of the cloak and pulled it back to reveal more of the lining. She also revealed a sleeping Zala that Myrria wore in a sling around her chest.

Serena’s brows had quirked, and she had dropped the cloak. “I need a seamstress.” Then she’d given her an address that was very close to Myrria’s own home. “Call on me this afternoon, and we can discuss it.” Before she turned away, she’d slipped Myrria a few heavy coins. “An advance.”

Myrria hadn’t found her voice before the woman had slipped into the crowds, but she had used the coins to feed herself and Zala and had gone straight to the woman’s address. Any hesitation she’d felt at working for a madam had evaporated when she’d seen how warmly Serena treated her girls and how well she paid. Myrria only wished she could work faster.

Now, holding the glass of alien gin, Myrria cleared her throat. “Many years.”

Serena raised her glass. “This is the first time in all those years that you have looked happy. Should I ask if there has been news?”

Myrria stared at the madam for a few moments before realizing what she meant, who she meant. “About Tobert? No, no word.”

Serena took a sizable sip from her glass, her gaze never leaving Myrria. “Then I cannot help but wonder what—or who—has made you happy.”

Myrria shook her head. “No one. There is no one.” But her words had been too fast, and even she could hear the lie in them. But it wasn’t a lie. She had not been unfaithful. Not in all the long years she’d been left behind.

The madam sighed, tossed back the last of her drink, and walked swiftly back to the cart to refill the glass she drained. “I would not judge you if there was someone.” She glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “And not only because I run a house of pleasure and do not judge others for their natural desires, but because you have waited long enough.”

Myrria took a sip of the blue gin and let the tart, slippery drink slide down her throat. Serena had become a friend after so many years, but even she had never mentioned her husband’s long absence before.

Serena turned to face Myrria. “He is not returning, my love. His ship has been destroyed or he has decided not to return because life without a wife and child to support is easy. Either way, it has been too many years to hold out hope. Even the law does not consider you married anymore.”

Myrria couldn’t reply. It was what she had thought more times than she wanted to admit, but only in the darkness of night when the bitter recriminations bubbled to the surface.

“Even if he is alive,” Serena continued, walking closer, “he has abandoned you and Zala. Please do not fool yourself into thinking that he will have been faithful all this time.”

“That makes it right for me to take a lover?” Myrria’s voice cracked.

Serena smiled with such warmth that it made Myrria’s chest tighten. “You have been faithful enough to a man who does not deserve it. You deserve a life as well.”

Myrria knew that everything Serena said was true, and for the first time since her husband had left, she could see what happiness might look like. Rixx had shown her what it would be like to be protected, cared for, defended. She had not known how much she craved those things until he’d arrived.

“If I ask you for the truth, will you give it to me?” Myrria asked and then drained the last of her drink.

“Always,” Serena answered without pause.

Myrria forced herself to ask something she had wondered since the first day she’d walked through the doors of the pleasure house and breathed in the sweet perfume that hung in the air. It had not been an unfamiliar scent. “Did you know my husband? Was he a client here? Did he come here when he was married to me?”

Serena took a deep breath and exhaled as if she had been waiting to tell Myrria the truth for years.


Chapter
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Rixx gave the machine a pat as it whirred happily, satisfied that the mechanisms were working properly after a few simple tweaks. If he had better tools and some different parts, he might have been able to improve upon the design of the machine, but for now, it would have to do.

He thought back to how garments were constructed on his home world—careful hand stitching using animal sinew—and wondered if a machine would ever be a welcome addition. The Dothveks were a tribe rooted in tradition and devoted to the old ways over allegiance to modernizing, which their enemy the Cresteks had fallen victim to, but things were changing. There was a treaty with the Cresteks and many Dothvek males—like him—had taken to the skies with the female bounty hunters.

“She’s going to love it.” Zala rocked back on her heels and rubbed her hands together. “Her work will go much faster now.”

Rixx wished that he could give Myrria something more than faster work. The woman already worked too hard. He could see it in the wrinkle that formed between her eyes when she was deep in thought and believed no one was watching.

Footfall outside the door made him jump for the tenth time that day, but he no longer believed that the Zevrians were about to burst in each time. If they came, they would be loud and rough, pounding on the door and yelling orders. They would not arrive in a shuffling of feet or murmuring of voices. Even so, he whirled when the door opened, going instinctively into a battle crouch.

Myrria slipped inside and shut the door quickly behind her, holding up her hands when she spotted Rixx. “It’s only me.”

Zala was unable to hide her excitement or wait to reveal the surprise like they’d planned. “Look, Mama! Look what we did.” She stole a guilty look at Rixx. “Well, Rixx did most of the work, but I helped.”

Rixx smiled at the girl. “We did it together.”

Zala bobbed her head up and down. “We fixed it together.”

Myrria gave her daughter an indulgent smile, although Rixx detected strain on her face and a hum of something dark and tense beneath her forced grin. Then the woman’s gaze landed on the sewing machine on the table, dusted and polished so that it no longer wore years of grime. “You fixed…this?”

Whatever dark emotion had been simmering inside her evaporated like morning mist as she walked toward the table and placed her fingers cautiously on the gleaming contraption.

“Rixx said it wasn’t broken as bad as we thought it was.” Zala vibrated with excitement as she watched her mother. “He fixed up so it purrs like a…” She glanced at him to supply the unfamiliar word.

“A glurkin,” Rixx said, smiling as he thought of Pog, the green shape-shifting pet he’d shared a ship with and who purred loudly in its sleep. “A Lecithin shape-shifting creature.”

“This will make my work go much faster.” Myrria’s voice was a reverent hush. “I’ll be able to take even more work. Serena was just saying that she has more work for me if I ever get around to cloning myself.”

Zala nudged Rixx with her elbow. “I think she likes it.”

Myrria snapped from her daze and tipped her head to look Rixx in the eyes. “I do like it.” She gave her head a brisk shake. “I love it.” Then she threw her arms around him. “This might be the best present anyone has ever gotten me.”

Rixx was startled by her arms wrapped around him, and even more surprised when Zala jumped into the embrace, curling her small arms around one of his legs and her mother’s waist. Warmth pulsed through him, and he was sure it was as much from Myrria as from himself.

Then, just as quickly as Myrria had hugged him, she pulled away and smoothed her hands down the front of her dress. “I’ll bet that you two have been so busy you haven’t taken a break to eat, have you?”

Rixx had been too focused on the task of repairing the machine to think about food, but he also knew that they had finished the last of the bread that morning and there was little left in the house’s meager pantry.

Zala must have thought the same thing because she shrugged it off. “We haven’t been hungry, have we Rixx?”

He started to agree with her and assure Myrria that they did not need to eat, but the woman produced a paper sack from within her bag and plunked it on the table. “Madam Serena has a new cook and insisted I bring some of her pastries home to test them out. She claims that her girls should not eat any more of them or I’ll have to let out all their dresses.”

Zala didn’t wait for a formal invitation, setting upon the paper sack and pulling out two round, puffs of bread dusted with brown sugar. She handed one to Rixx and put the other one to her nose, inhaling so deeply he thought she might suck part of the bread up her nostrils.

Myrria laughed. “Serena buys the most expensive flour and sugar since she serves treats to her clients.”

“I love your bread, Mama,” Zala mumbled through a mouthful, “but this is…” The rest of her statement dissolved into a sigh of delight.

Rixx did not take a bite of his roll right away. Instead, he eyed Myrria, sensing a subtle change within the woman from when she had left the house that morning. “Then your visit to your friend was successful?”

Myrria shifted her gaze fully to him, holding his eyes with her for several beats before nodding. “In more ways than one.”

Rixx did not know what she meant, but there was none of the usual hesitation when she looked at him, none of the usual reserve. Something thrummed through him again, something he was certain came from her, but it carried no trace of fear.

His pulse tripped when it hit him that he was sensing desire. Her desire.

Then a sound jolted him from his confusion, and Myrria swung her head to the door where keys were jangling in the lock.


Chapter
Seventeen



Myrria’s mind raced as the lock to her door turned from the outside. Without thinking, she shoved Rixx toward the bedroom and he stumbled back, his face registering understanding only a heartbeat before the door swung open.

“Who do you—?” Myrria started to yell when she recognized the wrinkled face that poked around the door. It was her landlady.

She clamped her mouth shut even though she didn’t relax. Donya might not be the Zevrians, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t turn Rixx in if she suspected that he was in her house.

“Myrria?” The woman’s voice cracked as her shrewd gaze slid around the small interior. “I thought I heard voices in here.”

Myrria fought the urge to glance toward the bedroom where the curtain was half drawn. She suspected that Rixx has slipped inside the attached bathroom, but there was no way to know without looking, and that would be a sure giveaway.

Instead, she tipped her head toward Zala. “My daughter and I were talking. You remember that I have a daughter, don’t you?” She hadn’t meant for her words to sound so hostile, but she was still recovering from the shock of the woman entering her home unannounced.

Donya frowned at Zala, who beamed innocently at her. “It sounded like a man was in here.”

Myrria didn’t answer this. An outright denial would come to haunt her if Donya spotted Rixx. Kurril had no laws to protect tenants, and the only way to keep her lease was to follow all of Donya’s rules and pay her on time, which Myrria did. She knew well enough not to demand repairs or improvements, even though the home desperately needed both.

Donya was one of those bitter old women who believed that single mothers should not exist and that every home needed a man with a firm hand on things. Not that she had a man in her house. If there had ever been a husband, Myrria suspected that she’d killed him and probably eaten him, but that didn’t stop the landlady from turning her nose up at Myrria for having an absent husband. Myrria’s assurances that her husband would be coming back any day was probably one of the reasons Donya let her stay.

“Did you finally step out on your old man?” The woman grinned maliciously, as if ready to pounce on this as a perfect reason to turn her onto the streets.

Myrria folded her arms over her chest. “I did not.”

Donya snorted out a half laugh that said she did not believe Myrria, her small eyes narrowing in on the bedroom.

Myrria knew that Donya would not only turn Rixx in for the bounty but she would sound an alarm so quickly that there would be no chance for him to run. The old woman might look frail but Myrria had heard her scream before.

Donya’s gaze fell on the wanted flyer crumpled in the wastebasket. “You hear about the criminal that’s loose around here?”

Myrria knew better than to lie. “We got the notice nailed to the door. If he was anywhere near here, he’s long gone.”

“You think?” Donya cocked her head.

Myrria twitched one shoulder. “If I was a criminal, I wouldn’t hide here.” This much was true. The neighborhood wasn’t like parts of Kurril where you could disappear into crowds. “I’ll bet he’s near the slums or the warehouses. Those are good places to hide.”

Donya twisted her thin lips to one side as she considered this. “Maybe you’re right. You wouldn’t be able to hide in these parts.” Then she paused and gave Myrria a pointed smile. “Not without help.”

Myrria didn’t react to this, but Zala laughed.

Donya glared at the girl. “What’s so funny?”

“You think we’d help an outlaw. That’s what’s so funny.”

Donya’s glare didn’t soften, and Myrria wanted to groan. What was Zala doing?

“I know you two are hiding something.” Donya advanced on Zala, pointing a gnarled finger at her. “I’ve heard a man’s voice when I’ve walked by your door. I know I have.”

Zala crossed her arms over her chest and gave the landlady a defiant look. “So?”

Myrria shot her daughter a desperate look, but the girl was too busy locking horns with Donya. For a moment, Myrria wondered if she had anything she could use to knock out Donya long enough for Rixx to escape. She eyed the iron skillet hanging over the stove as cold resolve settled over her.

She could not let Rixx be taken. Not after she’d worked so hard to save him. Not after he’d saved her. But could she really strike down an old lady?

She cut her gaze to Donya, who was staring down Zala with a look of pure venom. In her landlady’s case, yes. Yes, she could.

Myrria sidestepped toward the stove, knowing she would only have a better of seconds to snatch the skillet and hit the woman over the head. There would be no time to hesitate. Not time to second guess herself. If she was going to save Rixx, she had no choice.

“Are you admitting that there is a man in here?” Donya’s voice was shrill and dripped with smug satisfaction. She glanced at Myrria, a malevolent smile spreading across her face like a virus. “Are you admitting that your mother is just as much of a whore as the whore she works for?” She wagged a finger at Myrria. “Don’t think I don’t know where you get your money.”

Zala shook her head slowly. “My father isn’t going to be happy to hear you call my mother names like that.”

Donya’s head snapped back to Zala so fast Myrria was almost surprised it didn’t spin all the way around. “Your father?”

Myrria’s stomach started to sink as she realized what Zala was about to do and she stopped moving toward the skillet.

“The male voice you heard is my father.” Zala gave the old woman a guileless smile. “He’s finally come home.”


Chapter
Eighteen



Rixx stood behind the open door to the bathing chamber and listened without making a sound, without moving a muscle. He had had just enough time to slip into the small room attached to the bedroom but not enough time to close the door without being seen. Now he listened as Myrria tried to convince the old lady who’d unlocked her door that I was nowhere near.

Rixx did not know who the woman was, but he could tell that she held some power over Myrria. He could feel Myrria’s distaste for the woman as sharply as he had felt her desire. He could not sense the old woman’s emotions, but he could tell from the tone of her voice that she was the kind of creature who enjoyed the pain of others. That did not take empathic powers to know. Her voice was laden with cruelty.

His heart hammered in his chest as he scanned the compact room for an escape but there were no windows, no skylight, not even a hatch to an attic. He was trapped. For a Dothvek raised on the open sands, being confined was akin to torture.

It had been a adjustment to live inside a sky ship, but the bounty hunting ship was sizable enough that he could almost forget that they were moving through space with only the steel hull protecting them from the frigid darkness of space. It had been torment to be held captive by the Zevrians in a small room with a blindfold over his eyes. And it was making his palms sweat to be cornered in the room barely large enough for him to take a step in either direction.

It was not only his fear that made his heart pound. Myrria’s fear had spiked as the old woman talked, and now that Zala was engaging the intruder, he could sense both regret and anxiety rising within her. She was planning to do something, something she did not want to do, but what?

Rixx was accustomed to reading the emotions of his fellow Dothveks, but he could also hear their thoughts. With Myrria, he was certain he was picking up her feelings but he could not detect her thoughts, which he found maddening. He knew she was frightened, but he did not know exactly why, which meant he did not know how to help her.

“Are you admitting that there is a man in here?” The woman’s voice was loud enough for him to hear clearly. “Are you admitting that your mother is just as much of a whore as the whore she works for? Don’t think I don’t know where you get your money.”

Rixx stiffened as anger flowed through him land he forced himself not to rush out and confront the female. How dare she speak to Myrria like that. It would take the work of a few moments to snap the creature’s neck, and he doubted the universe would miss her.

As rage pummeled him and he despised himself for not rushing to Myrria’s defense, Zala’s voice was high and clear. “My father isn’t going to be happy to hear you call my mother names like that.”

He went rigid. Her father? What did Zala mean? From what Myrria had said, her husband had been gone for years. She had not said as much, but it was clear that Myrria did not believe he was returning.

“Your father?” The old woman sounded as shocked as he was.

“The male voice you heard is my father.” Zala said, her voice brimming with confidence. “He’s finally come home.”

Rixx did not move for several seconds after Zala made her declaration. Was he supposed to play the part of Zala’s father? Wouldn’t the woman know he wasn’t Myrria’s husband?

“I know you never met him,” Myrria said, her voice carrying throughout the house. “Unfortunately, you’ll have to wait a little longer since he’s bathing after his long journey back to us.”

“Long journey?” The old words words were spluttered and halting. “He’s been gone for years. Everyone said he’d left you and the baby for good.”

“I guess everyone was wrong.”

Rixx shook himself from the shock of being promoted to the role of Myrria’s long-lost husband and Zala’s absent father and gazed around the bathing chamber. If he was supposed to be bathing then he had better start making some kind of sound before the old woman walked in on him. He reached for the metal knob in the wall and flicked it on, watching as water burst from the ceiling in spits and spurts.

He did not put it past the nosy woman to try to get a glimpse of him, even if she had never seen the husband before, so Rixx quickly shed his clothing and stepped under the flow of water, sucking in a breath at the bracing coldness. The rushing water made it difficult for him to hear what was being said, although he could hear the faint drone of voices. How long would he need to stand under the flow of water that was not getting any warmer?

After he’d been under the icy shower for what seemed like an eternity, there was a gentle tap at the door. He turned off the water and stood as it dripped off him, suddenly very aware that he was naked.

“You can come out now,” Zala said through the gap in the door. Then she giggled and added, “Dad.”


Chapter
Nineteen



Myrria sat at the table trying to remember how to breathe normally. Donya had left, but not without several sharp glances toward the bathroom. She might have been appeased for the moment because she’d been so surprised by Zala’s claim, but Myrria was under no illusions that she’d been convinced. Her landlady would be back in the hopes of catching Myrria in a lie.

Myrria didn’t know why the old crone cared. It wasn’t like the Den of Thieves was a hotbed of moral fortitude. The city was comprised of pleasure houses, slave markets, fighting rings, gambling dens, bars, and slums. If there were houses of worship, Myrria had never seen them. Any missionaries who dared preach their beliefs would find themselves run out of town—if they were lucky.

Maybe it was because the woman was old and alone and had nothing to do but meddle in others’ lives. Or maybe it was because she was convinced there was a reward in there for her. Myrria doubted Donya cared one way or another about her faithfulness.

She finally looked up when Rixx emerged from the bedroom, pulling aside the curtain and padding across the floor in bare feet and pants. Droplets of water clung to his bare chest and his wet hair dripped down his back.

“Jam the chair under the doorknob,” Myrria told Zala with a quick flick of her wrist.

Her daughter quickly did as she was told, rushing to the door and dragging one of the chairs under the knob. Now if Donya tried to enter, at least she would be slowed down and they would hear her. Even so, Myrria knew that a chair in front of the door couldn’t protect them forever, especially if Rixx was determined to walk around only half dressed. She could not pass him off as her long-lost husband looking like that.

The sight of his hard muscles and corded stomach made her own stomach do a curious flip. Her husband had never made her core churn and her skin tingle. Not even when they’d first met. She shook off that traitorous thought and stood.

“My landlord is gone—for now.”

Rixx wrinkled his nose. “That old female was your landlord?”

Myrria released a breath and nodded. “She inherited the building after a relative died, which was after I was already living here. She’s never met my husband, but she knows that he left on a mercenary ship.”

“Do you think she would be convinced that I was him?”

Myrria held back the laugh that threatened to explode from her lips. It would have been hard to imagine a man more different than her husband than Rixx. Where the Dothvek was tall and broad-shouldered, Tobert had been shorter and wiry. Rixx had black hair that hung around his shoulders, but her husband had been fair and had kept his hair short. Myrria didn’t want to think about all the intangible ways Rixx was different—his kindness, his courage, his willingness to help. None of those had been even a flicker within Tobert. All these years later, with a good deal of distance and hard-won wisdom, Myrria wondered why she had ever succumbed to her husband’s charms, what little he’d had.

“No one who knew him still lives in this area.” Myrria thought of Serena. She had known of him. “No one who would reveal the truth.” Myrria cut her gaze to Zala. Not even her daughter would know what her father looked like since she’d only been a baby when he’d left. “That doesn’t mean the old bitch will believe that you’re him.” She gave him a pointed once-over. “You don’t exactly blend.”

Rixx looked down at himself. “I can wear the clothes you made me.”

Myrria’s mind raced with plans for how they could make the Dothvek look less like himself. “I’ll make you more.” Her gaze alighted on the points of his ears. “And shirts with hoods.”

“You’ll need to talk like a dad,” Zala added, her eyes twinkling. “And talk to Mama like you’re her husband, not a guest.”

Myrria’s face warmed at the idea of Rixx talking to her like they were married.

Rixx’s expression was serious as he contemplated this, finally locking his eyes on hers. “I can call you my love, if that is amenable to you.”

Myrria’s throat was so dry that she could do nothing but nod. Not even her husband had called her his love. All she’d gotten was the occasional “woman” or “hon.” When he would get drunk, he’d call her “sugar tits,” which she’d despised.

“What will you call me?” Rixx asked with a teasing smile.

What would she call him? She regained her ability to speak and cleared her throat. “I think calling you husband will work fine.”

Zala looked disappointed by this but Rixx smiled. “I never imagined I would be called husband. It does not sound so bad.”

Myrria’s unease at calling the Dothvek husband was soon eclipsed as she realized that Donya would have no shame about sneaking in at night. Her landlady had made it clear many times before that it was her right to inspect her property at any time, and pop-in visits had not been out of the ordinary. The old crone also prohibited Myrria from using a dead bolt to keep her out, insisting that it would be a fire hazard.

That meant one thing. She and Rixx would need to share a bed.


Chapter
Twenty



For the rest of the day, they were careful to keep the curtains pulled tight as Rixx kept his voice low. Even though they’d told Donya that Myrria’s husband was home, the fact that she had heard him meant that others might also hear his deep voice from outside. Since the Zevrians were still searching the city, they did not want any reason to draw the search parties closer.

Rixx busied himself with more repairs while Myrria tried out the newly restored sewing machine. Her eyes lit up when it whirred to life, and she choked back a sob when it swiftly pulled the fabric through, creating a perfect hem in a matter of seconds.

“I’ll be able to take in so much more work now,” she told Rixx, her voice heavy with emotion. “This changes everything.”

Pride swelled his chest. “I am glad.”

Rixx had always considered himself skilled when it came to females. Even on a planet with a derth of females, he’d been known for charming the available ones. But pleasing Myrria brought him more satisfaction than all the fluttered eyelashes and breathy sighs.

Pleasing her was something real. There had been no artifice in what he’d done to help her and Zala. No attempt to seduce. No manufactured charm. No agenda aside from gratitude and a desire to make their lives better. But the rush of happiness he experienced was like nothing he’d ever felt before. Was it because his happiness was now also mixed up with hers?

Rixx brushed that idea aside, convincing himself his weakened state was the reason he’d been more attuned to her feelings. Unless she was part Dothvek. That would explain his ability to detect her emotions. He stole a glance at the fair-skinned female with dark hair and decidedly rounded ears, his breath going shallow. He allowed his gaze to drift lower, skimming along her ridge-less back to the curve of her ass before she moved to the kitchen, and he snatched his gaze away.

No, there was no hint of Dothvek blood, even if his people had ever ventured off their world before, which they hadn’t.

“Are you sure that’s doing anything?”

Rixx jerked his gaze back to the lamp he was fixing on the small side table while Zala assisted him. She held a long, metal tool in one hand and one eyebrow raised while he idly poked the gnarled wiring.

He forced himself to concentrate on the lamp, reminding himself that the simple light source was nothing compared to the illumination system on the sky ship. That complex tangle of wires and circuitry had taken him a long time to master, but this would be quick work. That is if he could stop thinking about all the ways that Myrria was unlike Dothvek females—her soft skin, her round-topped ears, her lack of ridges. He knew if he allowed himself to wonder about the parts of human females that his Dothvek brothers had talked about in reverent whispers—especially the part that made women gasp and moan—he would be unable to fix so much as a hangnail.

He was saved from having to explain his lack of concentration by a quick inhalation from Zala. He swiveled his head to the door, preparing himself to either fight or flee—or act like a fake husband—but it wasn’t the door that had grabbed Zala’s attention. It was Myrria holding out a dusty bottle.

“I’ve been saving this for too long.” She brushed the bottle’s label and coughed when a cloud of dust drifted into the air. “I think tonight is a night to celebrate.”

“Celebrate?” Zala’s expression was caught between excitement and confusion. “But Donya almost caught Rixx. She knows he’s here.”

Myrria shrugged. “She knows someone is here. Besides, my sewing machine is fixed, which means I will be able to make more than just what we need to scrape by, and Rixx is better.”

“And we were sure he was going to die,” Zala added.

Rixx couldn’t help laughing, even though Myrria looked horrified by Zala’s admission. “I would say that not dying is worth celebrating.”

“And we have more of Serena’s sweet breads for dessert,” Zala said, rushing to the bag on the table and forgetting all about the broken lamp.

Rixx met Myrria’s gaze before glancing at the bottle in her hands. “You are sure you don’t want to save it for something else?” He hesitated. “Maybe the day your husband actually returns?”

She smiled instantly faded, and she pressed her lips together with a quick look at her daughter. Then she shook her head and gave him a tight smile. “According to Zala and my landlady, you are him. Besides, I have been holding onto this bottle for far too long.”

Rixx was surprised by how fervently he wished he was Myrria’s husband. He had never desired a mate before. He had always loved the thrill of the chase, the excitement of flirting, the prospect of someone new. But now all that seemed like a waste of time. How was it possible that he’d never been happier than he was at that moment in a cramped house with a woman who did not wear fancy clothes or sweet perfumes? After craving the freedom of traveling the skies, how was he content in her small world?

It didn’t matter, he told himself. No matter how much he wished it, he was not her husband. Myrria was still married. It was all a game to keep him alive and them safe. It was not real, even if what he felt for her was so intense it sent sharp claws into his heart.

“If this is a party, I need to put on my fancy dress.” Zala spun on her heel and rushed to the ladder, practically hoisting herself up to the loft.

Myrria’s bright smile returned. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her this happy.” She pivoted to him. “Thank you.”

“You do not need to—“

She cut him off. “I do. You have made my daughter happy. You have made me…” She paused as their gazes fused, and the world seemed to stop spinning, then she glanced at the sewing machine. “You have made our lives better.”

Rixx’s face flamed. “I have done nothing that any honorable male would not have done.”

“Maybe on your planet, but not on this one.” Myrria’s soft voice hardened. “I am grateful that you have shown my daughter what a good man looks like.”

“But I am not a man,” Rixx reminded her with a grin.

She drew in a quick breath as her gaze roamed his face. “No, you are not.” Then she squared her shoulders and pinned him with a sharp gaze. “I know you have already done so much for us, but I need to ask you for something else.”

“Anything.” Rixx rasped as they stood facing each other, his pulse jangling.

“I need to return to my bed.”

Embarrassment flooded him. Of course, the woman wanted her bed back. He should have thought to vacate it earlier. Rixx nodded. “I will move to the floor.”

She shook her head, her gaze falling to the floor before she lifted it to his again. “I need you to share the bed with me.”


Chapter
Twenty-One



“Can I try a sip?” Zala asked as Myrria started to clear the plates from dinner.

Her daughter had been eyeing her and Rixx’s glasses of cherry red Verrilion wine all evening, and now the bottle was almost empty. Maybe it was the way the wine spread warmth throughout her body or the fact that she could no longer feel her fingertips, but Myrria twitched one shoulder. “If you wish, but I doubt you’ll like it.”

“Dothvek children drink wine from an early age.” Rixx poured the last of the bottle into Zala’s empty water glass. “But that is because water is not plentiful.” He winked at the girl. “And wine is far from the harshest thing on the sands.”

Zala’s eyes were wide as she lifted the glass to her lips, eagerly taking a gulp and then making a grim face as she swallowed. “I thought it would be sweet.”

Myrria and Rixx both laughed at her stricken expression and the slightly green tint of her cheeks.

Zala gave the bottle a sideways glance, as if the shiny glass had betrayed her. “It looks like it should taste like candy.”

“Compared the Dothvek wine, it does,” Rixx told her, his voice a low rumble.

Rixx stood and carried the rest of the dishes to the sink where he helped Myrria rinse them off while Zala kept her hand pressed to her stomach.

“You should go to bed,” Myrria finally told her daughter. “You look like you’ve had enough celebrating for one night.”

Zala nodded, mumbled goodnight, gathered the skirt of her fancy blue dress, and made her way to the ladder. Myrria didn’t tell her that she would not be joining her in the loft bed as she had since they’d taken in Rixx. She didn’t want to field questions or for her daughter to think that her sharing a bed with him was anything but a strategic move in case Donya made a visit early in the morning.

She still hadn’t explained her reasoning to Rixx, but he had not questioned her. He had agreed as soon as she’d asked, which made her wonder what he might think of her. Myrria knew that she was safe with him. Although it made no sense—he was significantly bigger and stronger than her—she knew in her bones that he would never force himself on her.

When Zala was upstairs and had stopped rustling around enough to convince Myrria that she was in bed, she dropped her voice. “I do not want my landlady to make a surprise visit in the morning and find me sleeping with my daughter and not my newly returned husband.”

“She can come in at any time?”

Myrria released a strained sigh. “It is her property, and she likes to remind me of it. She does not allow a dead bolt because she claims it’s a fire hazard. I think she likes to creep in when we’re out.”

Rixx grunted as he wiped the last plate dry. “You should leave this place.”

Hope bloomed in her chest for a moment before withering. “I can’t leave.” Before, she had always thought she couldn’t leave because she was waiting for her husband. Sh’d been sure he would return, and she had to be there when he did. But now, she was sure he was gone for good. She couldn’t leave because she had no place to go and no money to get there.

Rixx made a rough noise in the back of his throat, but he did not argue with her or ask why, but the levity that had been in his voice was gone. “You can prepare for bed first. I will come in once you are done.”

Myrria’s felt inexplicably sad that the gulf between them had widened again, but it was for the best. She hurried to the bedroom, ducking beneath the curtain and quickly shedding her day dress. She took a nightgown from the dresser and pulled it over her head, noticing that she’s inadvertently picked her nicest one.

“Not that it matters,” she whispered to herself as she slipped under the covers and clicked off the lamp on the bedside table. The room was suddenly shrouded in darkness, the only light slipping in through the gap in the curtain.

She hadn’t minded sharing the loft bed with Zala, but it was nice to be back in her bed with the thicker mattress. But even though it was her bed, it now smelled like him. She breathed in the spicy male scent that permeated the sheets and heat coiled in her stomach.

The light from the outer room was extinguished, and Rixx’s bare feet padded across the wooden floorboards toward her. It was ridiculous that she was holding her breath. She’d already explained why they needed to share a bed. He knew that her decision was all about convincing her landlady. So why was the blood pounding in her ears?

The curtain rustled as it was pulled back then there was the faint sound of clothing hitting the floor. Myrria stiffened. Was he taking off everything? Gods forgive her, she wanted him to be taking off everything.

The bed creaked as Rixx got in on the other side without speaking, readjusting himself until he was lying on his back with his shoulder almost touching hers. Myrria could feel the heat of his body as they both lay side by side.

“You do not need to fear me,” he husked. “I have no intention of touching you.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” Myrria insisted, although her wavering voice betrayed her.

“I can feel your fear.”

She swiveled her head to him. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark enough that she could see the silhouette of his profile. “What do you mean you can feel my fear?”

He released a breath and twisted his face to hers. “Dothveks are empathic. We can sense each other’s emotions and thoughts.”

Her breath caught as the shock of his admission hit her and she pushed herself up onto her elbows. “Have you been reading my mind?”

“Our empathic powers do not work like that. Not on other creatures. Only with Dothveks and only ones who allow us to access their minds.”

Her breathing steadied. She would die of embarrassment if he knew all the things she’d been thinking about him. Then she narrowed her gaze at him in the dark. “But you said you could feel my fear.”

He was quiet for a few moments. “I do not know how, but I am able to sense your fear. I cannot hear your thoughts, but I know when you are frightened. That is how I was able to find you when you were being attacked.”

Myrria sank back onto the bed. “Oh. But I’m not afraid of you right now.”

“I can sense—“

“I’m afraid of myself,” she interrupted before she could think better of it, “because I do want you to touch me.”


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Rixx did not move, did not breathe, did not speak. Had she said what he thought she had? “But you are—?”

Myrria sat up abruptly. “What? Because I’m married?” Her breathing was ragged but she lowered her voice. “My husband is either dead or gone for good. Everyone knows it, and I’ve been fooling myself by saying I’ve been waiting for him.”

Rixx did not know how to respond, but he could sense the turmoil of her emotions. She was not lying. Dothveks could sense deception. She believed that she was alone in the world, that she’d been left alone by the one person who was supposed to be by her side.

“Do you want to know the crazy part? Myrria asked. “I’m glad he’s gone. He was never a good husband, and he would have been a lousy father if he’d bothered to stick around long enough. But the truth is that he left when things got hard and he got bored. I don’t miss him, and I don’t want him back.”

Rixx had never gone after a mated female. He had always considered them off-limits, so even as she told him that she considered herself free, he hesitated.

Myrria twisted to face him, her face in shadows but her eyes locked on him. “I’ve been loyal to him for all these years, but he never deserved it. My friend at the pleasure house admitted to me that he frequented her girls even when we were married, when I was pregnant.” Her voice broke. “I guess I always knew he was no good, but I had to tell myself that he wasn’t as bad as I thought because if he was so bad, why did I choose him? Why did I stay with him? What kind of fool am I?”

“You are not a fool.”

She waved a hand at him. “It’s okay. I was a fool, but I’m not anymore. I don’t owe him one more second of loyalty. He’s gone forever, but I’m not.” Her breathing was heavy. “I’m right here.”

Rixx’s heart hammered so wildly he was sure it was going to burst from his chest. He had never had a problem seducing females before, but there was something about Myrria that made him not want to rush things. Maybe it was the fact that he’d grown fond of her. Maybe it was because he was fond of her daughter. Maybe it was because he feared hurting both of them when he left because there was no way he could remain on Kurril with them, even if they asked. He was a hunted Dothvek who still needed to leave the planet as soon as possible, which meant leaving Myrria.

“I cannot stay with you,” he finally said, his words hoarse. “Kurril is not safe for me, but I do not want to be like your husband. I do not want to abandon you.”

Myrria reached out a hand and brushed her fingertips down the side of one cheek. “You could never be like him.”

Her fingertips scorched his skin, her desire pulsing into him and sending heat arrowing straight to his cock. Rixx bit back a groan as he fought to control himself. He was not a beast who was powerless over his hunger, but he was also not immune to the power of their connection. His head swam as need stormed through him hot and fast, as much of it hers as it was his.

Impossible, he thought, even as he knew it was not. Not if they were mind mates. His Dothvek brothers had formed mind mate bonds with their human females. But how could his true mate be a claimed woman?

Because she is not claimed. She is yours. She was always meant to be yours.

Rixx groaned and rolled his head back as the last shreds of self-control snapped like the thinnest threads. “Do not ask for something you do not want. I no longer have the strength to resist you. Not when I know that you are mine.”

“I don’t want you to resist me, Rixx.” Her whispered words danced across his skin like silk. “I am yours. I’ve been yours since the moment I saw you in that doorway.’

He raked a hand through her hair, tipping her head so her gaze was on his, her dark eyes sparking with fire. “And I have wanted you since the second I opened my eyes in your bed. I have wanted you in this bed with me every night, but I was sure it would never happen. I was sure I could never have you.”

Her eyes fluttered and the pulse on there side of her neck throbbed beneath the hand that cupped the back of her head. “You already have more of me than you know.”

“I want all of you.” He pulled her face close to his, his gaze going to the curve of her lips.

And I want you inside me.

Her words echoed in his head, jolting him with desire so potent he crushed his mouth to hers. Her wish was his command.
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His kiss caught her by surprise, but it only took her moments to sink into it. She could feel his need coursing through her, stoking her blood just as surely as she felt his lips moving urgently against hers, soft but so dominant. He’d told her he was empathic, but how was it possible that she could feel him?

Rixx parted her lips with a dominant swipe of his tongue, tangling it with hers. Clutching the back of her head, he pulled her in deeper, exploring her mouth with an intense hunger. His large hands caressed her back, skimming the fabric of her nightgown as he pulled her to him. Her heart thundered, and she instinctively arched into him, her hard nipples straining against the silky fabric and brushing his bare chest.

Suddenly, the gown that had seemed too daring, too sexy was nothing but a hinderance. She wanted nothing between them. She wanted nothing keeping her from being pressed skin to skin with him.

As if he’d heard her—and maybe he had—Rixx slid the thin straps of her nightgown down her shoulders. He broke their kiss, tearing his mouth from hers and pinning her with a ferocious gaze.

Myrria didn’t wait for a question. She nodded as her breath came out in short bursts. “Take it off me.”

A growl rumbled from his chest before he set his mouth on her again, kissing his way down her neck and across her collarbone. Myrria dropped her head back as the Dothvek tugged the straps of her gown off her shoulders and down her arms so that her breasts were exposed, and her arms were pinned to her sides.

Even though she was partially immobilized and her breasts fully exposed to Rixx, there was no part of Myrria that felt trapped. She wanted this. She wanted to give herself to him. She wanted him to touch every inch of her, lick every bit of bare skin, fill her until she didn’t know where she ended and he began.

It had been so long since she’d allowed herself to need, to crave, to desire that she could not stop herself from wanting it all. Myrria had barely felt anything for such a long time that she gasped as the emotions slammed into her like relentless waves.

When she arched her back higher, the peaks of her nipples dusky in the faint light, Rixx cupped one full breast in his hand and lifted it to his mouth. Myrria’s eyes rolled back in her head as he sucked the nipple hard, sending heat straight to her core. He released one breast and moved his hand and mouth to the other, suckling it as her pussy clenched.

“I could lick these all night,” he husked when he pulled away, his gaze riveted to her breasts.

“Not all night,” she whispered.

A deep laugh escaped his lips. “No? You have something else you would prefer me to do?”

Myrria had never been one to be bold or demand what she wanted. She had learned to accept what she got and be happy with it, but that was because she’d known there was nothing else she truly desired—until now. Until Rixx.

The Dothvek’s arrival, her reckless decision to save him and hide him, his defense of her, the way he’d almost killed a man to protect her. All of that had shattered her fear, obliterated her cautious nature, and released something primal within her. Maybe he wasn’t the only one who was a barbarian.

“I…I..want you to do everything,” she said.

The sound that emanated from Rixx’s chest was like a velvet purr that slid down her spine and curled around her bones, melting away any resolve she had left. “You do not mean that.”

Myrria locked her eyes on his and she shimmied first one arm and then the other from the straps of her nightgown. “If you can sense what I feel then you know that I do. You know that I want you. You know that I want this—all of this.”

His eyes were molten, the whites almost entirely devoured and the black pupils burning into her as his gaze raked her face and then down her body. She could feel the reins he’d used to restrain himself stretching as he teetered on the edge, but she was so desperate for him, so eager to be the object of his unbridled passion, so willing to be overwhelmed by the torrent of emotion he held in check that she could not stop herself.

Myrria lifted her hands to the sides of his face, feathering her fingers across his cheeks and to the tips of his pointed ears. As he released a soft moan, she held his face so that their gazes fused and their warm breath mingled. “You have to be a convincing husband, after all.”

Rixx pushed her back onto the bed, his voice a dangerous rasp. “Then spread your legs for me, wife.”
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Rixx did not wait to pounce, capturing her mouth again and savoring the faint hint of the wine they’d drunk during dinner. Her words drove him mad, and the fact that he could feel her hunger for him made his cock ache for release.

He loved feeling her pleasure, but he needed more. He needed what she wanted, what she’d demanded. He needed to make her his, to claim her, to take her as if she was his mate. A primal, possessive urge took hold of him, making him as dizzy as her yearning kisses.

Rixx snatched his lips away, his gaze raking through the darkness and across her lush body. He was used to peering across dark dunes and detecting movement from far away. His eyes had no problem with the scant light in the room. In fact, he preferred seeing the her curves in outline and allowing his other senses to take her in.

He moved his hands down her long neck and bare chest, detecting her pounding heart and fluttering pulse. She had none of the hard flesh and ridges of Dothvek females, but he thrilled at her soft curves. He loved the gentle swell of her belly and the flare of her hips, all of it such a contrast to his own hardness.

Rixx inhaled the sweetness scent of her, a faint flowery perfume in her hair mixed with the savory aroma of bread that clung to her from cooking. It was so viscerally her that he had to bite his lip to keep from letting loose another growl.

“So perfect,” he finally murmured, enjoying watching the silhouette of her chest rise and fall and her peaked mounds quiver.

Her breathy sigh snapped something inside him. Need was drumbeat pounding through him, making his hands urgent as he pulled her gown the rest of the way off her body. “I thought I told you to open your legs for me.”

Myrria slowly spread her legs for him, and he dragged one hand down the length of her, teasing her opening that was already slick with her juices.

“You are so wet for me, wife.” His voice was husky, almost cracking with desire. He pressed one finger inside her, and she let out a breathy sigh, her hips lifting to take more of him. “So tight.”

“It’s been a really long time since I…”

“Good.” He pushed his finger in farther, imagining how good his cock would feel buried inside her. He used his thumb to part her folds, finding her slick nub and circling it gently while he moved the finger sunk deep within her tight heat. “You are mine now.”

He could feel how much this thrilled her, how much she wanted to be his.

Rixx dragged his finger out. As much as he wanted to drive himself into her, he wanted to taste her first. He had heard too much about the delights that human females had between their legs to miss any of it.

He slid his hands down the sides of her hips, lifted them high, and savored the sharp intake of her breath. Her hips moved restlessly as he hooked her knees over his shoulder and lowered his head between her legs.

Rixx breathed her in again, relishing the honeyed slickness of her sex. Dragging his tongue through her, he could not stop the rumbling sound that swelled in his chest. There was nothing more primal than tasting one’s mate, and Rixx lapped at her like he’d been wandering on the sands without water. He was rewarded with moans that were anything but quiet, and when he found the bundle of nerves that he’d heard so much about, Myrria scraped her fingers through his hair and gasped.

He didn’t need to read her thoughts to know that she loved him swirling his tongue around the slick nub. Her fingernails dug into his head as he sucked, and soon she was rocking her hips and moaning.

“Rixx,” she cried as she bucked up, holding his head firmly in place even as she jerked and twitched.

He grasped her hips to keep his mouth on her, only relaxing his grip when her body sagged and she went limp.

Rixx pulled back, kissing the inside of her thighs before unhooking her legs and sliding her down until her ass bumped the hard bar of his cock. He slept in nothing, so there were no clothes to shed, nothing to keep him from her. He adjusted her so that the crown of his cock was notched at her entrance.

Before he could thrust inside, she lifted her head. “Wait.”

He paused, not sensing hesitation from her, which confused him. “You do not—?”

“I want to touch you,” Myrria’s voice was soft but needy.

He pressed his lips together as her soft fingers danced along his shaft, her tiny hand bumping along his ridged rings but not closing all the way around him. Her eager touch was like fire in beneath his skin, enflaming his desire and threatening to engulf them both.

“You’re so big,’ she whispered. “I didn’t know you had ridges everywhere.”

“They are there for you,” he gritted out. “Do you want me to show you?”

Myrria bobbed her head up and down, reluctantly releasing his cock.

Rixx forced himself to go slow, even though his need to claim her was so powerful he had to clench his jaw to keep from rutting her like a beast. He clutched her hips as she stretched to take him. Her breathing became shallow, and she bit down on her bottom lip when he bottomed out inside her.

Rixx held himself deep as she steadied her breath and gazed at him. Then he bent down and brushed a soft kiss over her lips before tilting his hips so the vee of ridges above his cock dragged along her bare flesh.

Myrria’s eyes flared wide with pleasure. “So that’s what those ridges are for.”
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Myrria had never imagined that bumps could feel so good. Even thought she’d guessed he would be big, she hadn’t thought that he might have ridges all over. Not only did he fill her more than anyone ever had—by a lot—the hard rings around his cock made her lose the ability to think.

“Do you like them?” Rixx asked, holding himself inside her.

“They feel amazing.”

“They do not feel as amazing as you do, wife.”

Myrria loved hearing him call her that, even though she knew she shouldn’t. It shouldn’t turn her on that he called her his wife when she wasn’t, when it was all a ruse. But it did. She loved that this huge, gorgeous alien was in her bed taking all the rights of a husband. And she knew she should probably feel some guilt for so eagerly spreading her legs for him, but she didn’t.

She wanted to take his cock. She wanted him to fill her. She wanted to be his, even though her rational mind knew she couldn’t be.

For now, she didn’t care if she wasn’t actually his wife. She’d been alone for so long that she craved connection. And as his gaze held hers, she could feel their connection, his hunger for her tangled up in her mind. She didn’t care that he was an outlaw from a primitive planet who would have to leave. It didn’t matter that she had a child to support and a missing husband or that he was a member of a crew that lived in space. She didn’t care about any of that. She only cared about how good his cock felt inside her, and how he made her feel—like she was his.

Myrria wrapped her legs around Rixx, bracing her feet against the small of his back.

His brows lifted in surprise as she started to move, but he didn’t hesitate to match her strokes, driving in hard each time and dragging his ridges across her clit. She’d never known how much she would love the sharp bite of being stretched along with the pleasure of it, but she wanted more.

As if reading her mind, Rixx rolled them both over until he was on his back and she was straddling him, his cock still lodged deep. Myrria braced her hands on his chest, loving the challenge of being on top, even though sitting fully on him made her breath hitch in her throat. He held her hips but let her control the pace until she was making soft keening noises, and her hands were slipping on his slick chest.

Then Rixx used his hold on her hips to angle her over his ridges again. Her entire body spasmed and she let her head fall forward, her hair spilling across her shoulders.

“Myrria,” his voice was low and deep. “Look at me.”

She opened eyes she hadn’t know were closed, focusing on him as he continued to move her up and down his cock.

“That’s right,” he said, his own jaw tight. “I want to watch my wife ride me.”

Myrria was overcome with an absolute sense of belonging. At that moment she was completely his. Nothing existed outside the two of them. Not the past. Not the future. Only her and Rixx as one.

He thrust up hard. “Such a perfect wife.”

Even in the dark, she could see him looking intensely at her, his eyes hot and blazing. She could feel his hunger, raw and primal, and it reminded her that he came from a barbarian planet. They were so different yet no one had ever felt so right.

“Tell me,” he ordered, tearing her from her thoughts.

Tell him what?

“Tell me you are mine.” He continued to drive her down on his cock, each motion taking her breath away and sending pleasure pulsing through her.

She moaned and ran one hand through her hair. She would say anything he wanted her to as long as he didn’t stop. Her body burned like it never had before, his desire pounding through her and making her head swim. “I am yours.”

He shifted his grip on her ass and thrust up as he drove her down. “Only mine, wife?”

“Only yours,” she said, then added, “husband.”

On the next thrust, he swiveled his hips, his ridges circling her clit. Her body shattered, contracting around him as her release barreled through her. As she clenched around his cock, he let out a husky cry, holding her onto his cock as he emptied into her with a guttural sound that rattled her bones.

Myrria had never felt more like anyone’s wife before that moment. And she knew that no matter what happened, she would always be his.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



Something warm was pressed to his side, and Rixx wondered if Pog had snuck into his bunk again. The little, shape-shifting pet had an incredible talent for sneaking into places, and more than once, he and Zaandr had found the bright green puff curled up next to one of them while they slept. Of course, Pog only snuck in their quarters on the bounty-hunting ship if he couldn’t get into Tori’s quarters. Despite the security chief pretending to despise the glurkin, Pog loved nothing more than cuddling with her.

Rixx reached down to pat the ball of fluff, but his hand did not touch fur. The warm body pressed against him was not a glurkin.

He stiffened, his brain whirring. It wasn’t uncommon to sleep rough on the sands and for Dothveks to sleep side by side, but as he lazily blinked his eyes, he knew he was not on the sands. He rubbed his hand over the soft form curled next to him, and it all rushed back to him—the escape, the house, Myrria, the night before. Everything.

Instead of panic surging through him as he remembered that he was on the run from the Zevrians and his ship had left the planet, he let out a deep breath. If he could continue to hide out in bed with Myrria, he would not mind being stranded. If he had more nights like the one before, he might not want to leave the Den of Thieves at all.

He remembered her breathy sounds and his cock twitched to life. What were the chances that he could outlast the Zevrian search parties and remain with Myrria? There were less pleasant ways to spend the rest of his life than with Myrria and Zala. For the first time ever, he did not mind the idea of staying in one place and putting down roots.

He might have taken to the skies for adventure, but being abducted by the Zevrians had provided him with enough excitement for a lifetime. He would gladly trade in adventure for contentment. And at that moment, Rixx was as content as he had ever been.

He hummed as he rolled over, pulled Myrria so that her ass bumped his thickening cock, and buried his face in her tousled hair. She matched his humming sound and wiggled her back closer to him, which did nothing to stop his cock from hardening.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice soft and sleepy.

Rixx moved her hair to one side and kissed her neck. “I know what would make it even better.”

She laughed and swatted playfully at him. “The sun is up, which means Zala will be waking soon.”

Rixx stilled and listened, but he heard no sounds of footsteps on the ladder. “She is not awake yet.”

“You making sounds like you made last night would be sure to wake her,” Myrria said with mock severity.

Rixx pulled back, his laugh deep and resonant. “Me?”

Myrria laughed again, and the sound warmed him, sending pleasure bubbling through him as if he’d swallowed Karrilian giggle wine. “Are you claiming you were silent?”

“No, but how could I be silent when you were so hot and tight and—?”

Myrria swatted him harder this time, twisting her head to give him a scandalized look. He loved seeing the flush in her cheeks and sparkle in her eyes, knowing that he was partly responsible for bringing joy back into her life. He no longer regretted being taken by the Zevrians or even almost dying in a raging inferno. Not if all the pain had brought him to Myrria. She was worth all of it.

Just as he was about to roll her over and prove to her that he could be quiet if the occasion called for it, a sound from the outside room stopped him.

Myrria went rigid in his arms. “Was that a knock on the door?”

The sound repeated, but this time it was a distinct thump, and it was coming from her front door.

“Do you think your landlord has returned?” Rixx asked as Myrria jumped from the bed and dressed in a frenzy.

“Maybe, but she would just as soon have walked in.” Myrria kept her voice low then pinned him with a look. “You should dress and hide, just in case…”

Just in case it was the Zevrians looking for him, Rixx thought, as he got out of bed and pulled on his pants and shirt. He started for the attached bathroom, but Myrria waved for him to follow her.

“Not there. Anyone could find you in two seconds.” She pushed the curtain aside and pointed to the ladder. “Go up there. Worst case, you can use the hatch that leads to the roof.”

Rixx eyed the darkened loft area where Zala still slept. How had he not known there was a hatch to the roof?

As if reading his thoughts, which he did not think she could yet do, Myrria shrugged. “I didn’t think you were healed enough to get up there until, well…”

Her words drifted off, but it was obvious that she meant last night. It was only when they were in bed that Myrria had known that his injuries were healed, although if Rixx was being honest, he would not have felt his leg snapping off while he was inside her.

A heavier thump on the door made him scramble quickly up the ladder and scoot to the shadowy recesses of the loft, as Zala sat up groggily and rubbed her eyes. Rixx put a finger to his lips as Myrria crossed the room downstairs and opened the door.

Her gasp made Zala’s eyes pop wide and Rixx’s body tense as if readying for battle.

“I’m back, Myrria!” The man’s rough announcement was followed by a raspy laugh. “Did you miss me?”
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Myrria stared at the man as he grinned at her, unable to believe what she was seeing. Tobert looked much like he had the day he’d walked out the door to join the mercenary crew that would take him off planet. His face had a few more lines and gray strands were interspersed with the brown in his short hair, but he didn’t look much worse for wear. He certainly didn’t look like he’d suffered for the past seven years.

“What are you—?” she started to say, her voice barely a croak.

Her husband pushed past her into the house with another harsh laugh. “You don’t look happy to see me, darlin’.”

Myrria’s shock quickly morphed to fear. Rixx was hiding upstairs in the loft, but there was no way he hadn’t heard everything. There was no way he wasn’t witnessing her awkward reunion with her long-lost husband.

Her hands shook as she closed the door behind Tobert. If he found Rixx in his house, she didn’t know what he would do. Rixx might be bigger and stronger, but she knew very well that Tobert fought dirty and would make such a racket that the Zevrians would be sure to come running.

She needed to stay calm and keep him distracted. She wasn’t sure what her plan was after that, but her top priority was making sure that Rixx was not discovered. Technically, Tobert’s name was on the house, and he could cast her out as an unfaithful wife without anyone in Kurril thinking twice about it. It wouldn’t matter that he’d left her and Zala for years and hadn’t paid a single coin toward the rent. The Den of Thieves was not known for being fair—or kind to females.

“It’s been so long.” Myrria said as Tobert strode into the house like he had merely stepped out for bread. “Everyone said you were dead. Everyone thought your ship was lost.”

Her husband sat in one of the armchairs and stretched his legs long in front of him. “You can see I’m not.”

Myrria had the strangest sensation of watching a stranger invade her home. It had been so long since he’d shared the house with her, and they hadn’t even been married for very long before she’d gotten pregnant and he’d left. The time he’d lived in her home had been a blip compared to the years she’d lived there raising Zala and working herself to the bone to support them both.

“What happened to the short commission that you promised would make enough money to set us up for years?” Myrria had thought she’d shed her anger at being left ages ago, but seeing him saunter in without a care for her or a worry about how she’d supported their baby made all the old fury rise up fresh and sharp.

He flicked his gaze at her and sighed. “Don’t start on me. I came back, didn’t I? Aren’t you going to welcome me home like a good wife should?” He let his gaze roam her body without hesitation. “The years haven’t made you any less of a treat.”

Myrria’s face flamed. Her inner thighs still carried the traces of Rixx’s seed and her skin held the memory of his hungry kisses. Tobert might be her husband, but she was no longer his to command. He’d given up his rights when he’d left her and Zala.

She took a step back toward the kitchen area, hoping her movement would mask the rustling sound coming from the loft. She made a point of clattering a pan and hoped that Rixx was escaping.

Tobert propelled himself from the chair with a ravenous look in his eyes, and Myrria said a prayer to the old gods that Rixx was no longer upstairs. If she had to fight off her husband’s unwanted advances there was no way Rixx wouldn’t show himself. Even now, she could feel his fury thrumming through her. What she didn’t know is if he was angry at her or at her husband? Or was he angry with himself for getting involved with a woman who was not free?

“Mama?”

Zala’s high voice made both her and her husband look to the ladder. Zala was dressed, which meant that she’d been awake long enough to know that Rixx was hiding in her loft and why.

“Is this the…?” Tobert scraped a hand through his hair, all the bravado and bluster knocked out of him as he stared at his daughter. “I’d almost for…”

He let his words die off, clearing his throat and shifting from one foot to another, possibly realizing the stupidity of his own words. But it was too late.

Myrria fought the urge to slap him as Zala flinched almost imperceptibly. If she’d held any lingering fondness for Tobert, it died in that moment. Not only had he left them without thought or worry, he hadn’t remembered that he’d left behind a baby.

In the past, Myrria might have let him off the hook or smoothed over his boorish behavior, but she was no longer that innocent woman who believed every honeyed lie a man told her.

“You forgot you left behind a child? Did your crew suffer mind maladies or is it only you who did not remember his family?”

Tobert swung his head back to her, his eyes narrowed. “Your tongue has gotten sharper, woman.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “That’s what happens when you have to fend for yourself while raising a baby.”

He frowned, clearly not enjoying the reunion he’d expected. “She’s not a baby now.” He gave Zala a wide smile that Myrria recognized as the smile he whipped out when he wished the charm women. “I’ll bet she’s a good little helper.”

Zala returned his smile, but Myrria could tell it was forced.

Tobert stretched his arms overhead and then thumped his stomach. “Why don’t my two girls fix me some breakfast while I wash off all the grime from the ship?”

Myrria opened her mouth to tell him that she was no longer at his beck and call, but Zala nodded. “I think we still have some sweet bread.”

Tobert shot Myrria a smug smile. “That’s my girl.”

Myrria bit her tongue as he walked toward the bathroom, but she knew his confidence was misplaced. She was sure he had not won over Zala that easily.

Her belief was proven when the water flicked on and her daughter walked to her, pulling her down and cupping her hand around Myrria’s ear like she always had when she wanted to tell her a secret. “He’s gone. He went out the hatch. I gave him directions to someplace safe.”

Myrria could imagine very few safe places in Kurril. “Where?”

Zala gave her mother an innocent smile. “Serena’s place.”

Myrria swallowed a groan. Zala had sent Rixx to take refuge in a pleasure house.
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Rixx crouched on the flat roof of the building, cutting a quick glance at the closed hatch. He had not wanted to leave Myrria, but Zala had practically pushed him up and out the square door cut into the roof. His mind reeled with the shock that Myrria’s husband, who she had assured him was long-gone—had returned. He had almost let himself believe that Myrria was his wife, but now reality had cruelly intruded and reminded him that Kurril was not his home, Myrria was not his, and the planet was not safe.

He scanned the tops of the other low buildings and the taller rooftops, grateful that no one else was on them. At least, he would not be spotted ambling across the tops of the city’s houses as he searched for the one that Zala had promised would be a safe haven for him.

Two streets over with a red roof and yellow awnings. That should not be hard to find.

Zala had whispered to him that he should ask for Madam Serena and tell her that Myrria and Zala sent him.

“Be sure to say my name too,” the little girl had whispered as the two voices downstairs had grown louder.

Rixx had nodded solemnly, but he’d lingered as he listened to Myrria’s voice rise. He did not like the sound of this man, even if it was him who belonged in the family and not Rixx.

Zala had given him a push, and he’d hoisted himself through the hatch as the sound of clattering dishes reached him. Then the door was closed, and he was alone on the roof.

Rixx peered up at the sun rising higher in the sky, breathed in the air that was already heavy with heat, and forced himself to move. His footsteps were silent—something he’d learned from hunting on the sands—and he crept quickly from one roof to the other. He stayed close to the edge so he could peer down and mentally chart his progress.

At the corner of the street, he eyed the gap between buildings before taking a small running start on his toes and leaping across. He landed in a crouch and stayed immobile for a few beats, hoping that no one below had heard him. If they had, they didn’t care. There were no shouts, no tempos on the ceiling, no one hanging from the windows and yelling up.

He continued crossing rooftops, sometimes leaping up higher and sometimes dropping low, until he came to another corner. There was the building with the red roof and yellow awnings, just as Zala had described.

Rixx hesitated. Unlike the other buildings that were weathered and unkept with dirty shutters and litter on their roofs, this building glittered like a jewel. The fabric awnings were clean and edged with tassels, the paint on the outside wasn’t faded and stained, and the roof was spotless. Not only that, but music drifted out from an open window along with a heady scent that was both sensual and welcoming.

His stomach clenched as he realized that he’d smelled that scent on Myrria when she’d returned from her errands the day before. She’d been in that building, which meant that Zala had sent him to a pleasure house.

When he’d first arrived on Kurril, the only thing he’d wanted to see was one of the famous pleasure houses. Then he’d been taken captive by the Zevrians and all thoughts of females who were free with their favors had been banished from his mind. But now he had been sent to one. But not as a patron, as a wanted criminal.

He took a deep breath as he eyed the rungs bolted into the side of the building and hoped that Zala was right about her mother’s name being enough to get him inside and well hidden.

“There is only one way to find out.”

The Dothvek quickly climbed down from the roof and dropped to the ground, swiveling his gaze to both sides. It wasn’t early morning, but Kurril was not the kind of place to rouse early. And he was sure that the pleasure house would not be the type of establishment to open before dusk.

He tapped the shiny red door, trying not to knock too loudly and draw attention to himself. A curtain in a side window fluttered, and the door opened a crack.

“The girls are sleeping.” The voice was soft and dreamy, not what he would have expected from someone manning the door. He’d thought the house would be guarded by some burly males, if not on the outside then certainly on the inside.

He focused on the wide, blue eye in the crack of the door. “I’m not here for the girls. I’m here for Serena.” When the eye narrowed, he added, “Myrria sent me—and Zala.”

The shrewd gaze softened and the door opened. “Come in. I will get Serena.”

Rixx stepped inside, the cool air and dim lighting instantly slowing his pounding heart. The music he’d heard outside the house was coming from the upper levels, and he tipped his head to see that the interior of the house featured a central open hall with balconies and rooms winding up to the top. Twinkling lights were strung across the opening and there were even swings and colorful silks suspended at various levels by heavy wires. He imagined that both the swings and silks were occupied by costumed females when clients were present.

The lower level of the house was a single great room filled with various clusters of chairs, settees, and enormous cushions. At the far wall was a long, hammered-copper bar backed by a massive mirror fronted by shelves of bottles. But instead of the surface being littered by glasses and remnants from the previous evening, the bar was spotless.

Now that Rixx studied the interior more closely, he saw that everything was pristine. There were no stains on the furniture, no grime on the wooden floors, no surly men passed out, no weary female pleasurers lounging on the velvet cushions. He quickly knew that this was not a place for desperate and hopeless females or for males who dared to step out of line.

He turned to the female who’d let him in, and his breath caught. She was petite, with large blue eyes set into a dark brown face, but when she smiled, she bared rows of enormous, pointed teeth that could have flayed him in a matter of seconds.

“We’ve never had a client sent to us from Zala,” she said, eyeing him from top to bottom now that he was inside. “Or Myrria.”

Rixx tried not to focus on her teeth, reminding himself that Zala would not have sent him someplace dangerous.

“Don’t toy with him, Velen.”

The sultry voice immediately pulled his attention to the winding wooden staircase that ringed the interior of the building and the female who was descending the final few steps. It wasn’t only her lavender hair that was striking, but the fact that her sheer blue dress barely covered her impressive curves. Even though she was barely dressed, the female radiated power and dominance.

Rixx’s mouth went dry. He had never seen a creature like her. Not on his home world and not in his travels through space. She might have been human, but there was something otherworldly about the way she moved and about the way her gaze bored into him, as if she could peer into his soul.

“Sorry, Serena.” The toothy female giggled as she stepped aside. “Just making sure he’s not trouble.”

Now Rixx understood why they did not bother with big males at the door. They did not need to when the small creature could rip anyone apart with a few bites. He suspected that it only took a well-timed grin to keep rowdy patrons in line.

When Serena reached him, she touched a hand to his cheek and nodded approvingly. “Any friend of Myrria’s and Zala’s is welcome here—even if he’s got a bounty on his very handsome head.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



“I’d forgotten how good of a cook you are.” Tobert leaned back on the stool and unbuttoned his pants.

Myrria faced away from him at the sink, gritting her teeth and forcing herself not to snap back at him with the smartass comment that was begging to trip off the end of her tongue. After so many years away, she was surprised he remembered anything about her.

He’d made it clear while they ate that he barely remembered the existence of Zala, much less the fact that she was so grown up. Zala, for her part, didn’t seem interested in getting to know the stranger who claimed to be her father, and only cast him sideways, suspicious glances.

“You should finish your wine.” Myrria made herself smile as she turned around and motioned to the glass that she’d refilled multiple times during dinner. He’d finished almost the entire bottle of cheap wine by himself, and his glassy eyes and slurred speech told her that he was far from sober. She only hoped he was drunk enough to fall asleep before he could think of trying anything with her.

Myrria might technically be his wife, but there was no way she was letting the man who’d abandoned her and Zala slide back into her bed as if nothing had happened. Not only was Myrria not the meek woman he’d left behind, she’d gotten a glimpse of what it was like to be cherished by a decent guy. There was no going back to being neglected and dismissed after Rixx.

Tobert chugged the last of his wine and thumped the goblet back on the table, swaying slightly on the stool. He gave Myrria a leering smile. “I knew coming back here was the right thing. I knew you’d be glad to see me.” He let out a hiccup that turned into a belch. “You always were a good wife who did what she was told.”

Myrria was sure the sound of her teeth grinding was audible, but she made herself smile as she bustled toward him. “You look like you need to lie down before dessert.”

“There’s dessert?” His thick eyebrows lifted as she hoisted him up under one armpit and steered him back to the armchair.

Zala popped up from the table and helped her, although she didn’t bother to hide her grimace from being so close to the man. Not that Myrria blamed her. The man reeked like sweat and fish.

Once they dropped him in the chair, he rolled his head back and mumbled something about resting his eyes before his mouth fell open and he started to snore.

Zala slid her gaze to her mother, a look of horror on her face. “He can’t be—“

“He is,” Myrria cut her off and turned away. “I was not the same person I am today.”

“Were you blind and noseless?” Zala muttered as she backed away from the smelly, snoring man.

Myrria should have told her not to be so disrespectful, but one look at the sad, scrawny man in the chair made a sob and a laugh battle their way up her throat. Then she started laughing so hard she had to walk to the other side of the room and put a hand over her mouth as her shoulders shook.

A reluctant smile finally banished the look of disgust from Zala’s face, as she joined her mother at the table, the two of them trembling with laughter that they tried but failed to control.

Once they’d laughed until tears streamed down their face, Myrria swiped at her cheeks and sighed. “I was sure he was dead.”

“I can see why you’d hope that.”

Myrria attempted to summon a severe look. “Zala, he is your father.”

The girl shook her head. “No, he isn’t. He didn’t raise me or support me. He didn’t even remember I existed.” She shot a look of pure scorn at the heap in the chair. “He wasn’t dead. He’s been alive all this time, but he didn’t care about us enough to come back.”

Myrria opened her mouth to respond, but what was there to say? Zala was right, and Myrria marveled that the girl sounded so much older than she should have because she’d had to grow up fast. Life hadn’t been easy for the two of them in the Den of Thieves, which meant that her little girl was shrewd instead of innocent.

“What are we going to do?” Zala asked, the laughter gone from her voice. Now she did sound like a little girl. “Are we supposed to let him live with us like he never left?”

The idea of that made Myrria’s stomach churn. She could not let him back. Not after everything.

Not after Rixx, a small voice whispered in the back of her mind.

Rixx.

If all had gone according to plan, he was hiding with Serena. As much as she trusted the madam, Myrria didn’t like the thought of the Dothvek living in a pleasure house. She knew what the beautiful women wore because she made it for them, and it left little to the imagination.

Myrria looked at Tobert again and headed for the door. “He won’t wake for a while.”

Zala didn’t ask where she was going. She didn’t need to ask.


Chapter
Thirty



Rixx stared into the fire, already drowsy after eating a hearty meat pie and sipping some of the sweet ale that had been delivered to his room. He glanced at the tray he’d set aside on the side table, but he knew better than to attempt to return it to the kitchen. Serena had given him strict instructions not to leave the cozy room, promising him that it was for his safety.

“If Myrria sent you to me, I must protect you,” she’d said, glancing at the closed doors that ringed the winding balcony. “I suspect she would like you safe from your pursuers and the ones I employ.”

Then she’d laughed and winked before opening the door to the single room with a lit fire and a bed covered in a floral blanket and a pile of cushions.

Even though he had not opened the door, Rixx knew that it was getting late. The noise outside his room had been escalating, along with playful shrieks and the occasional moan. He suspected that the pleasures had emerged from their rooms as patrons had started to arrive, although there was no window in his room so he had no way of knowing how much time had past since he’d arrived that morning seeking asylum.

A past version of Rixx would have been intrigued by the idea of a building filled with beautiful females whose only job was to pleasure their clients. He would have ached for a glimpse of them in their alluring outfits that might not have covered much. He would have been eager to charm them himself. But not anymore.

Now, Rixx could only think of Myrria. His mind would not stop replaying the last night in his head, no matter how many times he reminded himself that it was over.. She had given herself to him when she believed her husband was gone, lost in space, dead.

But he was not gone. He had returned, and no amount of wishing could change that. It did not matter that Myrria did not want him back. It did not even matter if he was a bad husband. The fact remained that she was married to the man. She was not Rixx’s wife, as they had pretended. She was his.

The thought soured his tongue. He had only heard smatterings of conversation when her husband had arrived, but even from his position in the loft as he’d prepared to escape, Rixx had despised the sound of the man’s voice. He had hated the lazy way he’d greeted Myrria, the arrogance in his voice as he had presumed that she was still his to command.

Rixx curled his hands in fists on the arms of the chair, fighting every Dothvek urge to storm back to the house and challenge the man to a fight. That is how it would be settled on his planet. Then he choked out a laugh. As if any Dothvek would dare leave their mate behind.

“The coward does not deserve her,” he said darkly beneath his breath.

The sounds of female chatter rose for a moment, the din seeming to enter his room as the door opened behind him. He turned, expecting to see Serena or maybe the terrifying female who guarded the door and had brought him his food. But it was neither.

The female standing inside his room was striking, but he was sure she was not one of the females who worked in the house. For one, she had short white hair that was spiked up like many of the human men he’d seen. For another, she was dressed in a snug black pants and top, making her look more like she should be burgling houses.

Rixx stood to face her, although he did not get the sense that she was a threat. “Who are you?”

Her green eyes assessed him as she rested her hands on her hips. “You can call me Rose. I didn’t think I would ever encounter you personally, especially after we helped your friend find you.”

Rixx’s heart stuttered. “Zaandr? You helped Zaandr?”

“And his lovely friend.” Rose smiled. “We hid them in a place very similar to this one, although several streets away.”

There were so many questions darting through Rixx’s brain. He knew nothing of how his best friend had located him after he’d been abducted, and even less about how he and Tegan had become so close, but he had a feeling that this woman knew.

“We all thought you were dead,” Rose continued, walking across the room and standing close to the crackling fire. “Your friends searched for your body for days before they gave up. They finally left because they could not feel you.”

Rixx’s throat tightened. He knew his Dothvek brothers would not have abandoned him so easily, but they would not have been able to sense him if he’d been unconscious and at death’s door. It pained him to know that they had believed him dead and had probably mourned him.

Rixx cleared his throat. “I was found by a local woman. I was wounded, but she nursed me back to health.”

Rose lifted a brow. “So I’ve heard.” She pivoted and held her palms to the fire. “I also know that the Zevrians continue to search for you, which means that you are in danger, and you’re a danger to anyone who harbors you.”

“I do not wish to put anyone at risk because of me.”

Rose made a sound in her throat. “We need to get you off Kurril.”

He eyed the woman. It was clear she was not a pleasurer, but he still did not know who or what she was. “How—?”

“I can get a message to the bounty hunting ship that you arrived on,” she paused, “if you still wish to return to it.”

“Yes, I do.” Rixx almost tripped over his own words. “There is no reason for me to stay on Kurril.”

Now that Myrria’s husband had returned, he could no longer pretend that there was any reason for him to remain. The Zevrians were hunting him, and the life he had been pretending was his had only ever been a fantasy.

Rose gave a sharp nod and strode to the door. “Do not let yourself be seen until I can arrange for your safe passage back to your crew. I do not want to plan another rescue to save you.”

She opened the door and hesitated, glancing back at Rixx and giving him a sly smile. “If you change your mind, let Serena know.”

Rixx was about to assure her that he would not be changing his mind when he spotted Myrria standing in the hall outside his room.


Chapter
Thirty-One



Myrria stepped back when the stunning woman stepped into the hall, peering past her into the room where Rixx stood. He was fully dressed and the woman looked nothing like any of the females in Serena’s employ. Myrria had never even seen the woman before, and she was certain she knew all of Serena’s girls.

The woman, who looked more like a rogue assassin than a pleasurer, gave her a knowing smile as she passed. “He’s all yours.”

Myrria was struck dumb as the woman glided away, disappearing into the bustle of scantily-clad females leaning over the balcony to peer to the main floor below, leading clients into rooms, and laughing over the music. Then she remembered herself and why she was there, and she hurried into the room with Rixx and shut the door behind her.

Even though she knew the female couldn’t have been one of Serena’s girls, she could not completely suppress the flash of jealousy she’d felt when she seen her emerge from the room. “Who was that?”

Rixx hesitated, his surprise at seeing her clear, although she could not sense his emotions like she’d been able to the night before. “I am not entirely certain, but she is sending a message to my ship so they can return for me.”

Myrria’s breath caught, her heart twisting as if a clawed hand had reached in and pierced it. “You are leaving?”

She should have been happy for him. Leaving was the only way he would survive. Rixx would never have been able to stay, not with a bounty on his head. But she’d foolishly allowed herself to imagine that he could. Pretending to be his wife had been the most magical fantasy, but it had been crushed the moment her actual husband had returned from the dead.

“I cannot stay.” His voice was measured and steady, nothing like the deep growls that had trembled her spine the night before. “It will only bring danger to your friend.”

She nodded. This was true, but there was also what he did not say. He had nothing to stay for because she was not free. Despite everything she’d said and believed, she was another man’s wife, and there was nothing she could do to change that. Not under the laws of Kurril. Not without losing everything, including the house she had paid for and the daughter that she had raised.

“How are you here?” he asked. “I thought your husband—“

Myrria stopped him before he could finish. She couldn’t bear to hear him call Tobert her husband, even if it was the truth. “He is sleeping.”

Rixx flinched, and she instantly knew what he thought. A husband who came home after such a long time away would be eager to take his wife to bed. Rixx thought she’d left Tobert in bed after they’d reunited. He did not know that she’d gotten him drunk enough to pass out and deposited him in a chair because the thought of him being in the bed she’d shared with Rixx had been unthinkable. Not because she was ashamed of what had happened with Rixx but because she did not want Tobert polluting her memories.

Then dread settled in her stomach like ice. It would be better if Rixx did not know how miserable she was by the thought of living with her husband again. He needed to leave Kurril and return to his life on board the bounty hunting ship, and she would have to stop pretending to have a life that wasn’t hers. Rixx had been a beautiful dream, but it had never been hers. He had never been hers. Not really.

“I wanted to make sure that you’d made it to Serena’s safely,” Myrria said, steeling herself for the lies she needed to sell. “Zala said she gave you directions but I wasn’t sure if she was clear, and you were navigating from the roof…”

“I was afraid I would not see you again.” Rixx stepped closer to her. “There is so much I need to say to you, so much I wanted to say before—“

“You don’t need to say anything.” Myrria was afraid that if he said something sweet to her she might break down. “Last night never should have happened. I should not have acted like a free woman when I wasn’t.”

Rixx’s brow furrowed. “He had been gone for all of Zala’s life. He did not deserve anything after abandoning you and your daughter.”

“Maybe not, but he’s back now. I can’t turn him out onto the street.”

“Why not?” Rixx’s gaze flashed dangerously, and I sensed that he would like to bodily throw Tobert from a tall building. “You told me that he was a bad husband. He was unfaithful. He left you. You do not owe him anything.”

“You don’t understand.” Myrria’s voice cracked. “It doesn’t matter how bad he is or what he did. This is Kurril. Men are not punished for cheating or leaving. It is only women who pay a price for that. No matter what I feel about him or how much I wish he had never returned, I am legally bound to him. That means he has power over me and over Zala.” Bile churned in her gut. “If he wanted to punish me, he could take Zala and no one would stop him.”

“I would stop him.” The look in Rixx’s eyes was murderous.

Myrria’s heart twisted again. “I know. And that would only get you in trouble. You are lucky to have survived this long without being caught by the Zevrians.” She took a step back. “I cannot be the reason they find you.”

“Myrria,” he started to argue but she held up a hand.

“I am married to that man and Zala is his daughter. Those are the only facts that matter.” She took a deep breath. “You need to leave the planet as soon as possible and pretend that you never met either of us.”

He narrowed his eyes, and she could feel the rage storming inside him. “I cannot do that.”

“Please,” she begged. “No one can ever know that you were in my house. No one can ever know that you were in my bed.” She shuddered to think what Tobert would do to her if he ever heard even the faintest whiff of a rumor. “If you ever cared for either of us, you need to leave this place behind and leave us in the past.” She locked eyes with him. “We never happened.”

Rixx grunted and tore his gaze from hers. His body was so tense she thought he might snap as he clenched his fists and stared into the fire. When he looked back, his expression was shuttered. She could see nothing of the fervor that had blazed in his eyes. She could feel none of the torment that had pulsed off him. “If that is what you want.”

The coolness of his words was like icy water poured over her head. “It’s whats best for both of us.”

He nodded, turning away and walking to the fire. He braced his hands on the wooden mantle, his knuckles going white. “You will tell Zala goodbye from me?”

Myrria’s throat closed as tears stung the backs of her eyes. She bobbed her head up and down even though he couldn’t see her. “I will.”

Rixx gave a single nod but kept his gaze pinned to the fire. Myrria rushed from the room before the tears fell, stumbling past the staggering patrons being led to rooms and the brightly painted females dancing up and down the stairs as the music thrummed relentlessly.

She was sure she’d done the right thing, the only thing. She was also sure that she had just walked away from the only true love she’d ever experienced.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Rixx made his way down the stairs, stepping lightly even though every door was shut tight and the raucous sounds of merriment had dwindled to only the faint hum of music and the occasional hiccup. He’d promised to stay hidden, but after tossing and turning most of the night, he needed to leave the small room, even if it was only to walk around the interior of the house.

Not that walking would cure anything. He’d tried downing the rest of his ale after Myrria had left and that had done little to dull the ache in his heart. He knew that she was right, but that didn’t make losing her hurt less.

“It’s over,” he told himself as he reached the bottom of the stairs and scanned the evidence of the previous night’s entertaining.

A couple of females were slowly clearing glasses from tables, moving silently around slumped, snoring bodies. He suspected that Velen would be in charge of removing the stragglers at a certain point, and he was sure one toothy smile from her would snap them from the deepest slumber.

He wove his way through the tables, settees, and piles of cushions until he found an alcove with fabric draped around the intimately grouped, low chairs. Then he sat so that he had a view of the deserted room, breathing in the scent of extinguished candles and spilled booze.

Although Rixx wasn’t trapped in his small room, sitting in the larger space did not do much to improve his mood. It only served to remind him that he was still trapped in the outlaw city, but now he was no longer with Myrria and Zala. He might not have known them for long, but they had felt like family to him.

And now he would never see them again.

His heart seized, a physical pain making him touch a hand to his chest. How was it that one night could have tied him so deeply to the female? He had spent nights with females before, but never had he felt the instant connection that he had with Myrria. Never had he felt a female’s emotions. Never had he heard their thoughts.

Because they were not the one. She is.

Rixx shook his head brusquely, banishing this thought. It did not matter what he felt or heard. It did not even matter if he was sure Myrria was his one true mate, his mind mate. It did not matter if she was not free to be his and if she refused to be with him. He could not force her to feel what he did, even though he was sure she felt it too.

He rubbed his chest and told himself that it would not matter. The woman who’d visited him the night before would get a message to his ship, and they would return for him. Soon, he would be back among his Dothvek brothers and safely away from all the dangers that threatened him in Kurril.

He hated that he would be leaving Myrria and Zala to the cruel fate of the Den of Thieves, but as Myrria had reminded him, he was not her husband or Zala’s father. It was not up to him to protect them or provide for them, even though he knew in his heart that he would do a better job than the worthless waste of air that had abandoned them for so long.

Thinking of the man made his blood bubble and roil, and imagining Myrria allowing him to touch her made him want to put his fist through something solid. He would be glad to return to the ship and get in some sparring time with Zaandr, although his best friend did not know how much rage he needed to excise in the grappling ring.

Every time he struck a blow it would be with the image of Myrria’s husband in his head. Each time he slashed his blade, he would envision slicing open the coward’s throat. Rixx could not even bear to think of the man’s name, although he knew he was also unable to forget it.

“Too bad…Tobert…his old lady…”

Rixx jerked to attention as snatches of conversation drifted to him from across the room. He quickly peered through the sheer fabric to where a group sat around a far table clutching the dregs of their drinks. He hadn’t noticed them when he’d walked downstairs but they could have very well just roused themselves. He leaned back, certain they did not see him—or they did not care who heard them. One thing he did know, the name they’d said was the name of Myrria’s husband.

“He missed a good time,” one of the men said after taking a long drink from his tankard.

Another choked back a rough laugh. “As if he hasn’t had his fair share of good times while we were away.”

Rixx narrowed his gaze, noticing that the group dressed like mercenaries and consisted of several different species.

A spindly creature with blue skin ran a six-fingered hand through his snow-white hair. “Don’t know if he had as good a time as we did last night, especially since he had to explain why he’d been gone so long.”

A beefy man with no hair snorted. “It’s not like he’s gonna tell her the truth. Not if he wants her to take him back.”

The blue alien laughed. “You don’t think she’d like to know that she’s his second wife?”

Rixx stiffened, his hot blood going cold.

“Can you have two wives?”

“Not on Kurril. His second wife isn’t a wife at all.” One of the group barked out a laugh. “Not that she’ll ever know.”

Rixx’s shock kept him immobilized. Myrria was not truly married?

“Tobert sure does have it made.” Blue shook his head. “A wife on every planet. Though I don’t know why he keeps marrying them.”

“So they’ll wait for him.” The burly man swiped a thick hand across his mouth. “Just look at him now. He’s off getting taken care of and fed by a willing female, and we’re here with each other.”

One of the crew drained his mug. “Maybe I should take a few wives.”

Then the group devolved into loud laughter and one of the females cleaning the room came along and swatted at them gathering their empties and telling them to move along. Rixx was still as he watched them stagger toward the door, laughing and slapping each other on the back. When they had gone, he leapt to his feet.

He didn’t care that he’d been told to stay hidden. He didn’t care that he would soon be leaving the planet. He didn’t even care that he was still being hunted.

He needed to tell Myrria the truth, and he needed to take care of the man who had deceived her.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Myrria cast her gaze toward the bedroom where the rhythmic sound of snoring was muffled by the curtain. The sun was already peeking through the windows in the main room, but Tobert was still sleeping. Had she given him too much wine?

It wasn’t that she wanted him to wake, but she and Zala had been walking around in silence since getting up before dawn. Even when Rixx had been healing, they hadn’t been as cautious and careful not to make noise.

Rixx.

Thinking of the Dothvek made her stomach clench. Every time she thought about him, she recalled the look on his face when she’d told him that they could never be together. But it hadn’t only been the pained look, it had been the throb of sadness that had come off him in waves. She hadn’t been able to shake that feeling until she was out of the pleasure house and halfway down the street.

Myrria was sure it was for the best. He would be rescued and return to his crew. He would be safe. That made her feel better. But every time she allowed herself to dwell on her own future, her thoughts turned dark and hopeless.

She could not go back to being Tobert’s long-suffering wife who cooked for him and submitted to his every desire. Not only had she been on her own for too long to stomach that, she’d now experienced what it was like to be desired, taken care of, and properly fucked. There was no going back to Tobert’s rushed coupling that had never once left her satisfied—or had even raised her heart rate.

Before Rixx, she hadn’t even believed it was possible for her to enjoy being with a man like women talked about. She’d always thought they were lying or at the very least, exaggerating. But after one night with Rixx, she knew it was possible. And it was something she’d probably never experience again.

She shot a murderous look at the curtain, her mental wanderings drifting into dangerous territory as she wondered who would really miss her husband if he was gone. People went missing all the time in the Den of Thieves. What was one more?

Before she could come up with a solid plan or talk herself out of murder, there was a soft knock on the door. Then her name was spoken on the other side of the door, the voice a velvet hum that shot desire straight to her core.

Zala’s face brightened, and she raced to the door before Myrria could stop her. She opened the door and wordlessly threw herself at Rixx.

The Dothvek wore a dark cloak that covered his head, but he pushed back the hood as he stepped inside, wrapping his arms around Zala and hugging her tightly.

She peered up at him. “I knew you wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.”

Rixx smiled at her, but Myrria instantly sensed that he was there for another purpose. She picked up stirrings of passion, but also anger that seethed hot beneath his calm surface.

“What is it?” she whispered, instinctively glancing at the curtain. “Why have you come?”

“I had to talk to you.”

Myrria shook her head. She understood that he felt betrayed and hurt, but he’d been reckless coming to her house when her husband was sleeping in the next room. What if Tobert had been awake? What if he’d answered the door? What had Rixx been thinking? “You can’t be here. You need to go.”

His jaw was tight as he locked eyes with her. “You need to listen.”

He kept his voice low, but the energy between them crackled, and Zala stood between them, swinging her small head from side to side as she tracked their hushed argument.

“There is nothing more to say. I am not free.”

“Yes, you are.” His words were no longer whispered, but she didn’t know what he meant. Maybe on his planet there was no such thing as legal marriage or adultery, but there was on Kurril.

Before she could insist he leave before Tobert work up or pull him outside to continue the heated discussion in the alley, the curtain flew back.

Myrria’s stomach dropped as Tobert swaggered from the sleeping area. He was shirtless with his pants hanging low on his waist, which meant that he appeared even more wiry. Compared to the Dothvek, he looked almost like a child.

“You didn’t tell me we had company.” If Tobert realized that he was outmatched in size and strength, he didn’t let on. He walked with all the swagger of a man twice his size, although Myrria had always thought that men with half the brains had twice the bravado.

Zala shrunk back toward Rixx, which made Tobert’s gaze narrow in anger. Red splotched his cheeks as he eyed Rixx. “Is there a reason this fella is in my house?”

Myrria bit back the urge to tell him that this wasn’t his house because he hadn’t paid a coin of rent in years. That would only anger him more, and she did not want to have to deal with his rage once Rixx was gone.

“He’s a salesman who was just leaving,” Myrria said, heading for the door so she could push Rixx out it.

“Salesman?” Disbelief dripped off Tobert’s voice. “What is he selling?”

Myrria realized that Rixx held nothing and carried nothing. She could also sense a subtle shift in him as he moved his feet into a fighting stance.

Tobert ambled toward the chair and took his time picking up the jacket he’d discarded the night before. “I don’t think he’s a salesman at all.” He whipped out a blaster and leveled it at Rixx. “I think he’s that criminal the Zevrians are hunting, and I think I’m about to earn myself a big bounty.”

Myrria had stopped breathing. The blaster was pointed at Rixx, which meant it was also pointed at Zala who was standing close to him.

Tobert jerked his head at her. “If you don’t want me to shoot your friend, I’d go find something you can use to tie him up.”

Myrria didn’t doubt for a moment that Tobert would shoot Rixx. Now, she had to do whatever she could to keep him from doing that or turning Rixx over to the Zevrians. But first, she had to tie up Rixx and convince Tobert that she was on his side.
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Rixx did not move, although his body vibrated with rage. Zala stood near him, but she did not run when her father pointed the blaster in her direction. She actually stepped closer, her small chin lifting.

Strangely, he could sense her anger—raw and fresh and unfiltered—just as strongly as he could feel his own. Rixx put a hand on her shoulder. “You should go with your mother.”

Zala shook her head, her eyes shining with tears, but Rixx held her gaze and hoped she would understand that he needed her to be safe and out of the way if he was going to take on Tobert. She blinked a few times before wiping furious tears from her eyes and nodding.

“Let’s obey your father.” Myrria took Zala by the hand as she passed by Rixx, brushing her fingertips across his as she walked by.

If he hadn’t felt the feathering of her skin against his, he might have believed the cool control of her words. He might have thought that she was truly going to find something to tie him up. But the electric charge between her fingertips and his hand jolted him back to the reality he knew.

Myrria cared for him. She cared for him enough to risk herself. She cared for him enough to sacrifice herself. But he knew that she did not need to stay with the husband who was not really a husband.

When Myrria and Zala had dipped behind the heavy curtain separating the bedroom from the rest of the small house, Tobert gave him an oily smile.

“It’s just us now. How ‘bout you tell me why you’re here talking to my wife?”

Rixx ignored the blaster aimed at his heart. “She isn’t your wife.”

The man barked out a laugh, but fear danced behind his eyes. “Did she tell you that? Did she pretend she was a free woman when she invited you into her bed?” His hands trembled. “Into my bed?”

“Myrria never invited me into her bed.” This was true. She’d put him in her bed when he’d been unconscious. “But she never told me you were not her husband. I learned that from your crew mates.”

The man’s face twisted with fury and confusion. “What?”

“Your fellow mercenaries lived up to their name by talking loudly about you and the fact that you have more than one wife on more than one planet.” Rixx drew in a breath to keep himself from striking the pathetic excuse for a male. “Myrria is the second woman you married, which means that she is not legally your wife.”

Tobert took a step closer and jammed the blaster as if it was a pointed finger. “That doesn’t mean I’m not the girl’s father. It doesn’t matter how many wives I’ve got. The girl is still mine.”

“The girl has a name, Rixx growled, “and you did not raise her. You know nothing about her. You know nothing about being a father.”

The human’s hand shook so hard that Rixx was sure if he fired the blaster, the shot would go wide. “None of that matters. Myrria knows her place, and so will the girl. She’ll learn.”

The idea of Zala being taught to serve this weak man, to make herself small for him, sent fresh waves of anger pulsing through Rixx. He did not care if Myrria did not want him, if she did not choose him, but he would not let Zala be taught that this man was what she should accept or that this was what a father’s love looked like.

“You think Myrria will stay with you when she knows that she is only one of many wives? You think you have any claim over her loyalty?”

The man raised his trembling hand to Rixx’s head. “I know that you won’t be around to poison her mind.”

“You don’t want to collect the Zevrian bounty?” Rixx asked, his gaze locked on the man as Tobert’s finger touched the trigger.

The human hesitated. The bounty was a big thing to sacrifice, and Rixx felt confident that the man was as greedy as he was cowardly. He shifted his aim to one side. “They won’t mind if you’re wounded.”

Tobert was so preoccupied that he hadn’t noticed Myrria slipping through the gap in the curtain behind him gripping an earthenware pitcher. As he leveled the blaster and took a breath, Myrria lifted the pitcher and brought it down hard on his head. The container shattered and the man collapsed to the floor, dropping the blaster, which skittered across the floor.

Rixx met her gaze as she stood over Tobert breathing heavily. “You didn’t get anything to bind me.”

Her eyes flashed. “I don’t take orders from him.”

Rixx did not know if she’d heard everything but it pained him if she had. “I am sorry that—“

“Don’t apologize,” she said as Zala rushed out and joined them. “I couldn’t let him turn you in. Not after keeping you safe all this time.”

“We wouldn’t let the bad guys take you,” Zala said, barely glancing at the man crumpled on the floor. Then she held up some strips of fabric. “This is to tie him up.” She grinned at Rixx. “I knew you would win.”

Myrria took one strip of fabric from her daughter. “Then we’d better tie him and gag him before he comes to.”

Before I could help, there was a rap on the door.
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Myrria held a finger to her lips as she proceeded to gag Tobert, lifting his head and then letting it thump back onto the floor.

Zala’s eyes widened at her mother’s quick, determined movements, but she quickly joined her and held the man’s limbo legs together to be bound.

“We need to tie him and hide him,” Myrria whispered as Rixx glanced at the door. “Then we can deal with whoever’s out there.”

Rixx grunted in agreement as she and Zala finished tying Toberts’s wrists behind his back. He bent and lifted the man under the armpits and dragged him through the curtains. Myrria heard another dull thump as Tobert was unceremoniously deposited on the floor again.

She wiped her damp palms down the front of her apron and squared her shoulders, knowing the knocking on the door was not going away. When Rixx poked his head from behind the curtain, she waved him back. “Stay hidden.”

The knock wasn’t hard or insistent enough to be a Zevrian search party, but it could very well be her landlady again. She gave Zala a smile that she hoped was reassuring before crossing to the door and opening it just enough to peek outside.

“Is he here?”

Myrria backed up as the female with short alabaster hair pushed her way into the house, her gaze sweeping back and forth.

Zala stepped forward, as if to block the woman’s way, but Myrria shook her head. “It’s okay. She’s helping Rixx.”

The woman swiveled on her heel, managing to flash a brief smile at Zala. “I’m Rose. I work with the underground resistance here on Kurril.”

Zala stared at her in awe. “There’s an underground resistance? And girls can join it?”

“Sweetie,” the woman winked at her, “girls run it.” Then she slid her gaze to Myrria and her smile faded, replaced by a serious expression. “Well? Did he come here? I know he left Serena’s, even though he promised to stay put, and she thought he might have come here.”

“I am here.” Rixx pushed the curtain back so he could join them.

Rose ran a hand through her choppy hair. “You had me in a panic. I was sure you’d been taken by someone hoping to cash in on the bounty.”

Rixx stepped to one side so that she could see Tobert lying trussed up and gagged in the corner of the bedroom. “I almost was.”

Rose put a hand over her hand to muffle a laugh as she shook her head. “He doesn’t look like a Zevrian.”

“He’s not.” Myrria’s nose wrinkled in distaste at admitting who he was and what he’d done. “That’s my husband.”

Rose cocked her head, shifting her gaze from Rixx to Myrria, the question hanging unspoken in the air.

“He’s been gone for years,” Myrria said. “Since Zala was a baby. I thought he was dead.” Had hoped he was dead was more like it. “He returned on his mercenary ship yesterday.”

“He figured out that Rixx was the one wanted by the bad guys,” Zala said. “He pulled out a blaster and said he was going to turn him over for the reward.”

Rose took in the shards of pottery on the floor and the blaster on the floor by the oven. She walked over and picked it up, turning the weapon over in her hands. Then she handed it to Rixx. “I take it you know how to use one of these?”

Rixx curled his fingers around the grip. “I prefer a blade, but I was taught how to use a blaster when I joined the bounty hunter crew.”

“Good. Keep it close when we move through the city.” Rose pointed to his cloak. “And keep your hood up. You might have taken care of one mercenary, but the city is teeming with them.”

“Why does he have to go out into the city?” Zala asked.

“We got a message to your ship.” Rose answered Zala’s question while looking at Rixx. “They happened to be close, so they’re on their way and will be touching down in the shipyard later today.” Then she cut her gaze to Zala. “We have to get him through the city so he can meet his crew and safely escape from Kurril.”

Myrria saw Zala’s shoulders sag and she rested a hand on her daughter’s back. “You know Rixx has to leave. He was never going to be able to stay. Not with the Zevrians hunting him.”

Zala nodded, but Myrria was sure she was fighting back tears. She felt like crying herself.

Rose inclined her head toward Tobert’s body, which still hadn’t stirred. “We’ll take care of him. I’ll send my team around to move him.”

“I don’t think he’s dead.” A part of Myrria wished she’d hit him harder.

Rose scrunched her lips to one side as she thought. “He knows too much. We can’t have him getting free and talking before Rixx is safely away.” She swung her gaze back to Myrria. “You probably don’t want him talking even after that.”

Myrria wondered what Tobert would do when he came to. He hadn’t seen her hit him, but it wouldn’t take a genius to know that she’d betrayed him when he learned that Rixx was gone. “Not really.”

“Would you mind if he disappeared again?” Rose locked her gaze onto Myrria, many unspoken questions passing between them.

Myrria didn’t hesitate before giving a single shake of her head. Rose’s serious expression was replaced with a broad grin. “There are a lot of things that can happen to a man in the Den of Thieves—fighting rings, slave auctions.” Then she gave Myrria a knowing look. “Whatever it is, you won’t have to worry about him ever again.”

The relief Myrria felt was part hers, but it also belonged to Rixx.

Rose pivoted to the Dothvek. “We need to move before the city starts to get rowdy.”

Myrria couldn’t look at him. She’d thought she’d said her farewells the previous night, but now that she’d been promised her freedom from Tobert, it was hard to remember why she was letting him go.

“I am ready,” Rixx said, his words shattering her heart.
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Rixx steeled himself to turn to Myrria, but it was Zala who threw herself at him, wrapping her thin arms around his legs.

“I don’t want you to go.” Her voice was muffled as she pressed her face into him.

Rixx felt her shoulders shaking, and put a hand on her head. Before he could tell her that he did not want to leave her either, Myrria sighed.

“He has to go, Zala.” She came up and put her hands on her daughters shoulders. “It’s too dangerous on Kurril for him. We’ve always known this.”

Zala tipped her head back to meet his eyes. “We could hide him. We’ve hidden him for this long already.”

Rose made a sound in the back of her throat. “You won’t be able to outsmart the Zevrian search parties forever. They’ve been getting closer to this part of the city. I’m hoping we can successfully avoid them to get Rixx to the shipyard.”

Myrria squeezed her daughter’s shoulders. “Which is why he needs to go soon. We don’t want him to get caught after keeping him safe for so long, do we?”

Zala reluctantly shook her head, and Rixx could see the sadness in her eyes. He did not want to presume that he had been like a father figure to her, but he was probably the only male she’d had in her life. Her father had left her, and now he was leaving her. The thought twisted his insides.

Even if he could take Myrria and her daughter with him on the bounty-hunting ship—and he wasn’t sure if there was room for the two—it was a lot to ask of them.

Myrria had spent years building up a life on Kurril complete with a business and friendships. It might not seem like much to some, but he knew she was proud of what she’d built on her own. She had a cozy home and now she had a working sewing machine so she could take on more work. There was none of that on the ship.

As much as he loved living in space, all the bounty hunting ship had to offer was spartan, compact quarters and dangerous adventures. There wasn’t much need for a seamstress who specialized in elaborate costumes, and it wasn’t much of a life for a child. Not to mention the fact that there were no other children who weren’t babies.

Rixx could not promise safety or stability on a ship that traveled the galaxy looking for bounties. He loved the constant adventure, but he did not imagine that was something that was high on the list for a mother trying to provide a stable life for her daughter.

He told himself that his leaving was for the best—for him, for Zala and Myrria, for the crew waiting for him. Once he was gone, he would be safe and so would the mother and daughter who had saved him.

“I am grateful for all you have done for me.” He looked at Zala and then Myrria. “You saved me, and I will never forget either of you.”

Myrria’s jaw was tight as she nodded. “I am glad you will be reunited with your crew. Kurril was never the place for you.”

Rixx did not know if it was the place for anyone who wasn’t a criminal or opportunist. “You will be okay—?”

“We will be fine,” Myrria said before he could finish his question. “The Zevrians are not hunting for us.” She flicked a glance at the man bound on the floor. “And everything that made my life more challenging has been handled.”

Rixx felt a strange surge of regret mixed with pride. He did not know if she regretted losing the man she’d thought was her husband or if she regretted hitting him, but it was clear she was pleased to be on her own again. He hoped her regret would fade with time.

He met her gaze, pretending that Zala was not watching him. “I will never regret any of the time I spent in this house or with you and Zala.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “I will always have the fondest memories of your time with us.”

Despite the emotions roiling beneath the surface, Rixx could not tell her what he wished to say. He could not tell her that the night they spent together was the best of his life or that he had never felt for anyone the way he felt about her. He could not pull her into his arms and beg her to come with him, even though that was what his primal instincts were insisting he do.

He could not do any of that because he knew it was not fair to her. He could not offer her the life she wished for Zala. He could not guarantee their safety. He could only promise her that he would adore her, and after the empty promises she’d been told for so long, he feared that those words would not be enough.

Rixx bit his lip to keep himself in check and gave Zala another pat on the head, his gaze never leaving Myrria.

“We should go,” Rose said almost apologetically, her soft voice cutting through the tension.

Myrria pulled Zala from Rixx, and the girl ran from her mother and scampered up the ladder to the loft.

Rixx watched her, his own heart breaking as he heard her muffled sobs.

“She will miss you,” Myrria said.

Rixx wanted to ask if she would also miss him, but he could not bear to utter the words. Instead he released a heavy breath. “I will miss you both.”

Then he forced himself to flip up his hood and walk to the door where Rose waited for him, stepping outside without looking back.
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Myrria held herself upright as the door closed, her rigid spine keeping her from collapsing into a heap. Once the door clicked shut and Rixx was gone, she staggered to the table and sank onto one of the stools.

Her chest ached, and she pressed a hand to it as if to shield it from the pain. She had no idea it would hurt so much to see him go. She’d said goodbye to others before, but even when Tobert had left, she hadn’t felt as bereft as she did now. Somehow, she’d grown more attached to the Dothvek in a matter of weeks than she had to her husband in all the time she’d been married to him.

Not your husband, she reminded herself.

She’d heard every word that Rixx had said to him and everything he’d admitted. She had never been his actual wife, despite there ceremony they’d had and the papers they’d signed. His promises had been all lies, stained by the secrets he’d kept.

Not that she was surprised. Not really. Myrria had always held suspicions deep within herself that she never allowed daylight. Dark doubts that she forced down when she should have listened to them. Every warning bell that had sounded in the back of her brain, every flicker of doubt, every nagging sense of dread had been correct.

Tobert had been nothing but a liar and a crook, and he had threatened to turn Rixx over to the Zevrians. That had been the unforgivable thing Myrria could not look past. She’d known the moment he’d drawn the blaster that she could not let him hurt Rixx. Even before she knew the lies, and even before she knew she was not his wife she had decided to stop him from turning in Rixx for the bounty.

She stole a glance toward the inert form of the man she’d believed herself to be married to for so many years. He still hadn’t moved. Maybe he was dead. That would simplify matters, although a part of her enjoyed the thought of him in the fighting rings he’d gone to for entertainment. He’d cheered without remorse as men had torn each other apart. She wondered how he’d feel being on the other side of the cheering. Or maybe he’d be sold to a slaver and sent to hard labor on a distant outpost.

No matter his fate, it was no longer meshed with hers.

But her fate was also no longer connected to the Dothvek she’d saved. Since the day she’d dragged him into her house half-dead, she and Zala had been consumed with the daily rituals of nursing Rixx back to life and keeping his presence secret from everyone. They’d made it their mission to protect him from the Zevrians and help him heal so he could return to his ship.

She should be happy that they’d been successful. He was going to be reunited with his crew, which was the plan all along. But that had been before Myrria had gotten to know him, before Zala had befriended him, and before Rixx had given them a glimpse of what a happy home looked like.

Even if he hadn’t been the best lover she’d ever had, Myrria would have missed his presence. But her memories of their night together paraded through her mind and made it impossible to breathe. Was she supposed to go back to subsisting? Was she expected to forget the only moments of true passion she’d ever experienced? Was it possible to return to survival mode once she’d had a taste of really living?

Heat danced under Myrria’s skin as she thought about going after Rixx. She’d wanted to desperately to ask him to take them with him, but how could she? What if he’d said no? What if there was no room for them on the ship? What if their night together had meant more to her than it had to him?

She’d been sure at the time that he’d felt just as passionately, but what if his ardor had cooled in the light of day? It wasn’t like they had known each other for long. How could she ask to come with him, to live with him, to merge her life with his after only a matter of weeks? It was crazy when she thought about it rationally.

And was she ready to give up everything to run away on a spaceship? She knew almost nothing about his crew. She knew they were bounty hunters, but were they violent, dangerous, unwelcoming of humans? How could she make such a leap when she also had Zala?

It was not only her heart she would have risked by asking. She did not know if Zala would have survived if Rixx had said no.

Myrria cut her gaze to the ladder. Zala had been upstairs for a while, although her sobs had grown quiet, and Myrria could no longer hear her daughter crying. She needed to make sure the girl was okay, even if she was certain she would get over Rixx leaving.

She drew in a deep breath and stood, walking to the base of the ladder. “Zala, darling. Come down.”

There was no response. Myrria wasn’t surprised. She knew how much Zala had grown to care for Rixx. In a strange way, he was as close to a father as she’d ever had.

Myrria climbed a few lungs of the ladder. “I’m coming up, Zala. I know you’re sad about Rixx, but we’re going to be okay.”

Silence. Myrria’s heart started beating fast as she climbed the last few rungs and reached the top. Her gaze swept across the empty loft, her eyes proving what her gut already knew.

Zala was gone.
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Rixx kept his head down as he was led through the tight passageways and alleys, trying not to breathe in the fetid scent of rotting garbage and stale urine. Rose had promised to take him through the city in a way that would make it less likely to run into Zevrians, but she hadn’t known that would mean going through the most neglected parts of the Den of Thieves.

He put a hand over his mouth and nose to block the smell as he kept his gaze open the ground so he could sidestep questionable puddles and steaming piles of unrecognizable trash. Between being held captive and hiding from the Zevrians, he had not seen much of Kurril, but he suspected he was not missing much.

The crowded outlaw city was a far cry from his home world with dunes of golden sand stretching out like endless waves. The twang of music from bars and the slurring speech of drunken patrons was nothing like the soft braying of jebels and the rustling of palm fronds as a warm breeze swept through the oasis village. He even preferred the metallic clangs of the bounty hunting ship over the rattling of chains from the slave market that drifted to him as they ducked down another narrow pass.

Rose paused at a corner, flicking her gaze to him. “Not much farther.”

Rixx nodded, pleased that they were almost to the shipyard. Even so, the knot in his stomach that had formed when he’d left Myrria’s home tightened.

Once he was on his ship and off the outlaw planet, there was little chance he would see her again. Dothveks did not fare well on Kurril, and he suspected his crew would take great pains not to stop in the Den of Thieves again.

He would not argue with the logic, especially since he’d been abducted almost as soon as he’d entered the city. There was not much to draw the bounty hunters back unless they were hunting a bounty, and even then, they might pass on the job if it meant losing another crew mate.

But even considering everything that had happened to him in Kurril, Rixx would not trade it for anything. Well, he would easily trade being held captive by the Zevrians. They had been less than friendly to him since they’d believed him to be one of his Dothvek brothers, Vrax, who’d taken their ship. But he would go through all of that again if it meant he would meet Myrria.

Rose waved him forward, and he fell in step behind her, but every step only made his gut ache more. He was getting farther and farther away from the only female he’d truly cared for, the only one he’d formed a connection with, the only one he’d known was meant to be his.

Rixx almost stumbled, catching himself with a hand pressed to the nearest wall. The rough stone scratched his palm, but he barely felt the pain. It was nothing compared to the pain of leaving Myrria behind. He knew deep down that she was his true mate, but that did not mean that she shared this belief.

Myrria was not Dothvek. She did not know about mind mates. She was not empathic, and she had not grown up sensing others emotions and reading their thoughts. She had also been burned by love. He had felt the wall she kept around her heart, and after meeting her worthless mate, he had understood why she was so tentative. He could not expect her to change her life on feelings and instinct when both had betrayed her in the past.

None of that made it easier for him to leave. Not when he knew that he had formed a bond with her, a bond that could not be repeated. She was his, and there would be no one else for him, even if he never saw her again.

Rixx swallowed down the bitterness of loss, almost bumping into a drunk staggering down the alley.

“Watch it,” the man mumbled, glancing up and blinking a few times before hurrying away.

Rixx looked at the man rushing away. Had he realized who he was? Should he go after him?

He brushed off his worries. The man was too drunk to know what he’d seen. Besides, they were so close.

He caught up to Rose, who’d paused to wait for him. Her dark hat was pulled down to cover her distinct hair, but her eyes flashed a warning as she gazed behind him.

Quick footsteps made him whirl around, his hand ready to lift his blaster. But it was not a group of Zevrians. It was not even the drunk returning.

“Zala?” Rixx dropped his arm so the blaster pointed at the ground and eyed the girl running toward them. She was not wearing a cloak, and her dark hair flew loose behind her.

When the girl stopped in front of him, she put one hand on her side as she sucked in breath. “I ran the whole way.”

Rose stepped forward, swiveling her head from side to side, even though there was no one else in the alley and all the windows were shut. “What are you doing here? Does your mother know you’re here?”

Zala’s smile faded, the excitement at catching them eclipsed by the realization that she would probably be in big trouble back home. “I had to catch you before you left.”

Rixx squared down to meet her gaze. “Zala. You cannot be here. Your mother will be worried.”

Zala folded her arms over her chest. “But I want to go with you.”

Rose muttered a series of curses under her breath, as Rixx felt the his heart lurch as if a knife had pierced it.

“I would love for you to go with me,” he said, “but I could never take you from your mother. She would miss you too much.”

“Then she can come too.” Zala’s eyes were wide and pleading. “We can both go with you.”

There were was nothing Rixx wanted more, but he needed Myrria to want it too. Before he could attempt to explain that to Zala, the air in the alleyway shifted, and Rose went rigid beside him.

Rixx slid his gaze to a trio of Zevrians standing at the end of the alley, blasters pointed directly at him.

One of them grinned, exposing the sharp points of his teeth. “We’ve been looking for you.”
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Thwack thwack thwack.

The sounds of Myrria’s shoes slapping the paving stones echoed in the deserted passageway as she ran from her house. Zala had snuck out the hatch in the roof, but she couldn’t have gotten far. At least, that’s what Myrria told herself as she raced after her.

She’d known that Zala had been upset. Not only had she been introduced to a father she didn’t remember and had learned what a despicable person he was, she’d lost the only male in her life who’d ever been decent. It would have been a lot for any child to digest, and Zala had always had a flair for the dramatic.

This wasn’t the first time she’d run off, but every other time had been a bit of mischievous fun. She’d sneak out the hatch and sit on the roof at sunset or in the early morning so she could watch the city rouse or settle in. But this time, Zala was not perched on the roof. She was gone.

Myrria didn’t slow down when she reached the red door, thumping her fist on it insistently as she sucked in a breath. When the door opened, she pushed her way in, ignoring the startled expression by Velen.

“Serena didn’t tell me she had an appointment with—“ the female started to say.

Myrria interrupted her. “I don’t have an appointment. I’m looking for Zala. I know she’s come here before.”

Velen shook her head, but Myrria didn’t get the chance to learn if she was denying Zala being there or denying that she’d been known to sneak into the house and visit with the ladies.

“She is not here.”

Myrria spun around to see Serena gliding down the stairs as if she was levitating. The madam wore an ivory gown that appeared to have diamonds embedded in the diaphanous layers of fabric that fluttered behind her.

“You are correct that she has visited me before, but today is not one of those days for me to spoil her with sweets.”

All the fight drained from Myrria. If she was not with Serena, then she knew where she had gone, but she did not know how to find her. The thought of her young daughter alone on the streets of Kurril, even in the morning when not many slavers or recruiters for the fighting rings were on the prowl, made her double over.

“Then she is chasing after Rixx,” she said between gasps. “She could be on any street. She could have already been snatched.”

Serena’s expression darkened. “He is heading to the shipyard to leave this place, no?”

Myrria nodded.

“He is being escorted by Rose from the underground resistance, yes?” Serena did not wait for Myrria to affirm this. Instead she pivoted on her heel and snapped her fingers at Velen. “We will come with you to find her. I think I can guess the way Rose will have gone, and if Zala is chasing them, she won’t be far behind.”

Myrria’s jaw fell open. “You are coming with me?” She didn’t think she’d ever seen Serena step one slippered foot outside her extravagant house. Then she let her gaze drop to the madam’s outfit. “In that?”

Serena’s lips quirked as she walked past Myrria and Velen and retrieved a black velvet cloak from an inset closet by the door that Myrria had never noticed. She draped it over her shoulders, covering the sheer dress. “Better?”

As grateful as Myrria was for her friends support, she was not sure the elegant madam would be much help on the grimy streets of the city. “Are you sure—“

Serena curled her fingers to beckon Velen, who ran forward and opened the door. After glancing both ways, the creature stepped out and held the door for her boss and Myrria.

When they were on the other side of the red door, Serena inhaled deeply and then rested a hand on Myrria’s arm. “Before I had my own house, I survived on the streets of Kurril. I know every dark corner and every disreputable business.” Then she shifted her gaze to Velen. “And our Nibbian friend will take care of any trouble we might encounter.”

Velen bared her vicious rows of teeth that could well be called fangs. “If anyone has harmed a hair on Zala’s head, they will answer to me.”

Myrria’s throat tightened. She had not come to the pleasure house to gather a formidable search party, but she had gotten one. She could not manage to speak her thanks as her vision blurred.

“No time for that.” Serena squeezed her arm. “We have a girl and a Dothvek to catch.”

Then the madam took off at a startling run for a woman in an ornate dress and heavy cloak. Myrria cursed under her breath as she hurried to catch up. It seemed that her friend had even more secrets than she’d imagined.

For the first time since she’d discovered Zala missing, Myrria felt a pulse of hope. The tapping of their quick feet on the ground as they ran down one alley and then another was a drumbeat bringing her closer and closer to Zala. They were going to find her.

Then Serena rounded a corner and stopped short.


Chapter
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Rixx stood slowly, gauging how quickly he could drawn his blaster and which Zevrian to shoot first.

The Zevrian who had spoken to him grunted and lowered his blaster to point at Zala. “I wouldn’t try it, Dothvek.”

Rixx stopped breathing as Zala backed into him, her fear palpable. He was fast, but he was not fast enough to shoot them all and ensure that Zala would not be hurt.

Rose let loose a string of curses behind him, but even she did not try to shoot at the aliens.

“Run,” he said to her in a hush. “I will handle this.”

She choked back a dark laugh. “My job is to get you to the shipyard, not turn tail and run.”

Rixx valued her loyalty but hated that she was caught up in this because of him. No one deserved to die for him, especially not Zala.

“When did you pick up all these females?” The Zevrian tossed his long brown hair off his shoulder and emitted a guttural laugh, the sound something between choking and gargling rocks. “I did not know your kind like them so young.” Then he licked his lips. “I hope you’re willing to share.”

Rage surged through Rixx at the idea of these brutal creatures touching Zala. He would tear them from limb to limb before he let them near her.

The Zevrian’s eyes popped wide. “He doesn’t like that.” He nudged one of the Zevrians next to him. “I guess he doesn’t like to share.”

The alien who’d been nudged growled as he eyed Zala. “We’ll change that.”

Rixx forced himself to keep his fury in check, but he was distracted by a growing throb of emotion that was not his own. Was he picking up Rose’s anger? She was doing little to hide her fury—it practically radiated off her—but it wasn’t anger he was sensing. He knew that Zala was terrified but it wasn’t her childlike fear that was melding with his own emotions.

It was Myrria.

Rixx did not know where she was , but she was close and she was pulsing with a protective rage that almost made his own knees buckle. If only he could sense where she was…

His thoughts were cut off by a blur of quickly moving figures behind the Zevrians. Screams tore through the air as the Zevrians spun to face their attackers. Rixx used the distraction to push Zala behind him and out of the firing line.

“Take her,” he ordered Rose as he pushed Zala into the woman.

She did not hesitate or question him. She grabbed the girl and darted down the alley and around the corner.

Rixx trend back, lifting his blaster to shoot one of the Zevrians. But his blood went cold when he saw Myrria being held by her neck with the nozzle of a blaster jammed into her ribs.

The Zevrian holding her was bleeding from his cheek, and Rixx noticed a female with blood trickling down her chin. Then he realized that she was the same female who’d opened the door for him at the pleasure house Zala had sent him to for sanctuary.

His gaze drifted to another female with unmistakable blue hair being held at blaster point. He knew her too. She was the madam. Myrria had brought friends from the pleasure house with her to find Zala.

Rixx then noticed one of the Zevrians lying on the ground with blood pouring from his neck, which appeared to have been ripped out entirely. He’d been right to be wary of the female who ran the door at the pleasure house. It was obvious that her spiked teeth were deadly.

“You can shoot me,” the Zevrian said, wincing with every word, “but that means I take this one with me.”

He shook Myrria like a doll made of cloth, and Rixx had to bite his bottom lip to keep from crying out.

He could still feel Myrria, but she no longer hummed with fear. Zala was no longer at risk, so her fear for herself was muted with relief.

Rixx understood her so well he could not speak. She did not want to die, but it mattered more to her that her daughter live. With a jolt so powerful it made his gasp, Rixx realized that he felt exactly the same.

He would rather Myrria survive than him. He would never be able to live with himself if she was harmed. He would rather die for her than live without her, and any torture at the hands of the Zevrians would be worth it if she was unharmed.

“Let her go,” he rasped.

The Zevrian’s black eyes narrowed. “You think you hold the power here?”

“You want me?” Rixx turned the nozzle of his blaster to the side. “Then take me, but release the females.”

The Zevrian’s brows peaked. “You for them? You will come without a fight?”

Rixx clenched his jaw. He had been so close to escaping, so close to returning to his crew. But this was what he had to do, what he wanted to do. “I will.”

Myrria managed to shake her head. “No.”

Rixx was not sure if the regret that stabbed him was his or hers, but it overwhelmed any fear. He walked slowly toward the Zevrians, his gaze locked on Myrria. “I have no regrets. Take Zala and go.”

Not without you.

Rixx could hear her words as clearly as if she’d spoken them out loud. It is the only way.

He stopped and dropped his blaster, letting it clatter top the ground. The Zevrian shoved Myrria to the side, grabbing Rixx and ramming the blaster into his ribs.

“Leave them.” The Zevrian barked to his crew mate and yanked Rixx toward him. “Let’s go.”

I love you.

The words echoing in his head made Rixx whip around to get a final glimpse of Myrria, but they had rounded the corner. She was gone.


Chapter
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“Zala!” Myrria didn’t waste a moment once the Zevrians were gone. She rushed to the end of the alleyway where her daughter had gone and was almost knocked over as the girl ran headlong into her.

She took a few steps back from the force of Zala running into her and throwing her arms around her waist, but then she wrapped her own arms around the girl.

“I’m sorry,” Zala mumbled into her stomach. “I know you’re angry, and I know I shouldn’t have run off, but I couldn’t—“

“It’s okay.” Myrria stopped her daughter’s rambling apologies. She had been mad and shocked, but now she was so relieved to have her back safely that all the other emotions evaporated. “I’m just so happy we found you.”

Zala lifted her head and tipped it back to meet Myrria’s gaze. “We?”

Serena and Velen walked up, with Velen wiping blood from her chin.

“You gave your mother quite a fright.” Serena gave Zala and stern look, and Myrria was surprised by how maternal the madam seemed.

Zala dropped her gaze. “I know. I’m sorry.” Then she glanced back up, her eyes flaring. “I didn’t know she would get you to help her find me.”

Serena touched a hand to her mussed blue hair. “I have many hidden talents, child.”

For the second time that day, Myrria wondered how much she didn’t know about the madam.

“My talents are not so hidden,” Velen said with a wink and a flash of her teeth that were still dripping blood.

As Myrria fought the urge to shudder, Rose ran up from the other side, skidding to a stop when she saw Zala with her mother.

“She got away from me,” she said between snatched breaths.

Zala lifted her chin defiantly. “I couldn’t run and let everyone else get hurt.” Then she swept her head from side to side. “Where’s Rixx?”

Myrria’s joy at finding her daughter deflated at the reminder that she’d lost Rixx. She held Zala by the shoulders and met her questioning gaze. “He sacrificed himself to save me.”

Zala’s expression hardened into one of fierce determination. “Then we have to save him right back.”

Serena exchanged a glance with Myrria. “It isn’t that simple, sweetie. We’re outmatched.”

Rose sighed. “I hate to admit it, but she’s right. We only have two fighters in our group and only one weapon.”

Serena held up a hand. “Three fighters.”

When Myrria shot her a look, she shrugged. “I had a life before Kurril, and it didn’t involve sitting around in a fancy house.” She flicked a glance at Rose. “How do you think I got connected with the underground resistance? I was part of them on another planet.”

Rose’s mouth dropped. “Wait, are you the operative they called Serenity?”

Serena inclined her head so slightly it was almost imperceptible. “I have had many lives.”

Serenity? Myrria had never heard of an underground operative named Serenity but from the way Rose was staring at her in reverent awe, she knew that she’d been someone important and impressive.

“You’re a legend,” Rose whispered. “You started the underground movement on Kurril. You established all the pleasure houses that aren’t really pleasure houses. You keep females from being exploited and save so many of them from slavery or worse.”

Myrria furrowed her brow in confusion. How could a pleasure house not be a pleasure house?

“The network is much bigger than me now,” Serena said. “I’m just happy to be a part of it, and to continue tricking the males of Kurril into believing that they have the best time of their lives with my girls.”

“Are you a witch?” Zala asked in a hush, her eyes wide and hopeful.

Serena ran a hand down the girl’s hair and laughed. “No, my darling. But I did create a potion that convince my clients they had a marvelous time and leaves them with a strong feeling of satisfaction. I suppose that could be considered a kind of witchcraft.”

Zala pivoted to Rose. “Between you and Velen and Madam Serena, we can take the bad guys.”

“And me,” Myrria told her. “I might not be a trained fighter but that doesn’t mean I’m not tough.”

Zala beamed at her and turned back to Rose. “And I’m just the right height to punch boys in their jiggly bits.”

“She’s right.” Myrria squared her shoulders. “We have to try to rescue Rixx before they hide him away again. I won’t be able to live with myself if we don’t go after him.”

Rose released a breath that told Myrria she was relenting against her better judgment. “Even if we’re outmatched?”

“You aren’t outmatched. Not anymore.”

The group spun around, squinting into the shadows at the sound of the deep voice.
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Rixx scuffed his feet along the dusty paving stones that lined the passageways, trying to leave a trail behind him. His two Zevrian captors were bruised and battered, and barely paid attention as they prodded him forward.

“I hope we get some time off after this,” the smaller one said, holding a hand to his side.

“I hope we get the bounty.”

“Why wouldn’t we?” He dropped his hand from his side and tipped his head toward Rixx. “We found the Dothvek.”

The other Zevrian grunted. “You know how the captain is about paying out.”

A guttural sound was made in response.

“Last time someone brought in a bounty, what did he do?”

A groan. “He shot ‘em both.” Then he sucked in a breath. “You don’t think he’ll shoot us, do you?”

The other Zevrian smacked him hard on the back of the head. “No, idiot. We’re his crew. He’s not going to get rid of his crew.”

“Right. But if we don’t get the bounty, why are we in a rush to turn this one in?” He jabbed the nose of his blaster in Rixx’s back.

“Guess we’re not.”

Another grunt, and they continued forward with Rixx going as slow as he could without provoking the aliens to hit him.

“You know,” he said. “I was never the Dothvek your captain wanted.”

“Shut up,” one of the Zevrians said, while the other stopped walking and asked, “What do you mean? You’re a Dothvek, right?”

Rixx reminded himself to be patient even though he suspected he might not be dealing with the sharpest Zevrians. “I am Dothvek, but I am not the one who stole the Zevrian ship. Your captain abducted me because he thought I was someone I am not.”

“You didn’t take our ship?”

“I had nothing to do with your ship being stolen.” If he was being honest, he had been living on said stolen ship, but he wouldn’t mention that detail. “You have the wrong Dothvek.”

The gruff Zevrian who seemed to be in charge spat on the ground. “It don’t matter. You’re the one who escaped, right? You’re the one who’d been hiding on Kurril?”

Rixx didn’t answer. Instead, he tried a different strategy. “If you aren’t going to get the bounty from your captain, why turn me over to him at all?”

“He’s our captain, that’s why.”

“But if you won’t be given the promised reward, why not get paid by someone else?” Rixx asked.

“Someone else? Who else would pay us?”

Rixx lowered his voice to a conspiratorial hush. “Think about it. If you turn me over to my crew, they’ll happily pay you. Then you’ll get some coin to make up for being injured and for losing your friend.”

The smaller Zevrian nudged the other. “We did lose Crol.”

The Zevrian in charge stopped me and spun me to face him. “How do we know your people will pay?”

“Have you ever heard of the Dothveks going back on a deal? We are a people bound by honor. If we make a vow, we keep it.”

The Zevrians wrinkled their noses at this, and Rixx guessed that the concept was foreign to mercenaries used to lying and stealing. But he could also tell that he’d intrigued them. They knew they wouldn’t get the bounty from their captain, but there was at least a chance they would from my crew.

But Rixx didn’t need to convince them enough to get them to lead him back to the shipyard. He just needed to distract them enough so he could attack and overpower them. Now that Zala and Myrria were free and far enough away not to be in any danger, he was free to attempt an escape. And he knew that he needed to escape before they reached the Zevrian hideout or were intercepted by other Zevrians.

Rixx was shrewd enough to know that the Zevrian captain was probably enraged that he’d eluded them for so long. He must be livid that that the previous hideout where Rixx had been held had been burned to the ground and all the guards killed. He hadn’t hunted for Rixx so he could hold him hostage again. He had hunted him so he could torture him slowly, meting out punishment and pain to make up for his own loses and humiliation. Rixx had no intention of waiting for that.

“Maybe we should do it,” the smaller Zevrian said.

“You want to lie to the captain?” The bigger alien gave the other a shove. “He’ll cut off our heads if he finds out.”

The thought of his own head being cut off made Rixx swallow hard, but before he could round on the bigger alien and disarm him, the nose of the blaster rammed into his gut.

“Turn around and keep moving.”

He complied, although he eyed the next corner. Once he was around the corner, he would turn on the Zevrians.

Rixx counted steps until he reached the corner, readying himself to whirl around.

Three…two…one…

He turned the corner, and his heart dropped. Myrria stood in front of him flanked by the other females. Even Zala stood in their group. They hadn’t gotten away. They weren’t safe.

The Zevrian in charge laughed, although there was an unforgiving edge to the sound. “You females don’t learn real fast, do you?”

“I guess we don’t.”

Rixx stiffened. That voice didn’t come from the females in front of him. It had come from behind.
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Myrria’s heart swelled when she saw Rixx, and she could not stop herself from grinning when Tori spoke from behind the ragged Zevrians.

She held her deathly sharp hair sticks in her hands, spinning them and baring her teeth and looking every bit the Zevrian warrior herself.

The two Zevrians whirled around, sputtering in shock when they recognized her. “It’s…you’re…”

Tori lunged for the smaller warrior and jammed her pointy stick into his neck before he could even raise his arms in defense. Rixx used the distraction to punch the bigger Zevrian in the stomach while more Dothveks rushed from behind Tori to help him.

Myrria held Zala back from rushing headlong into the fight. “We were only the distraction, remember?”

“I’m not only a distraction.” Velen flashed them a brutal smile before racing toward the battle that was already proving to be one-sided, and not in favor of the Zevrians.

Curved blades glinted in the sun that was peeking over the roofs of buildings and slanting into the alley, as gold-skinned, shirtless Dothveks attacked. There were so many of them that Myrria lost track of Rixx, but soon the two Zevrians were on the ground unmoving with blood pooling around their bodies.

Tori gave one of the Zevrians a kick with the toe of her boot and then stepped over them. She strode toward their group, grinning broadly. Despite having sharply pointed teeth, hers were not stained red with blood, which made Myrria release a relieved breath. As much as she liked Velen, the female’s penchant for biting made her cringe.

“Good work, ladies.” Tori swept her wild mane of dark curls onto the top of her head and jammed the metal hair sticks in to hold it in place. Myrria noticed that those were sporting blood.

Serena bowed her head. “You and your Dothvek crew did most of the work.”

Tori glanced over her shoulder at the Dothveks wiping bloody blades off on their leather pants and prodding the inert Zevrian bodies. “They would not consider this work.”

Zala pushed forward and threw her arms around Tori. “You saved Rixx.”

Tori looked startled and stricken for a moment, and Myrria wondered if the Zevrian spent much time around children. Then she noticed that the female’s own belly had a firm swell to it. She would have to get used to them soon, she suspected.

Tori’s shoulders relaxed and she awkwardly patted Zala’s head. “You don’t have to thank me. Rixx is part of my crew. We never leave a crew mate behind.” She caught herself. “I guess this time we did leave him behind, but we didn’t know he was alive.”

Zala stepped back and looked at Tori with wide eyes. “Mama and I saved him and hid him from the bad guys.”

“Then you’re very brave,” Tori said, her voice serious and not modulated as if she was talking to a child. “You and your mother must have the hearts of warriors.”

Zala drew herself up to her full height. “We do.”

Myrria stepped forward and put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “We took care of someone in need.” She twisted her neck to meet Serena’s gaze. “Someone did that for us once, so we were paying it forward.”

Tori nodded to Myrria, Serena, and Rose. “You are all warriors for surviving as females in Kurril. I admire your courage.”

A Dothvek with long, black hair and dark markings around his biceps came up behind Tori and let loose a low whistle. “That is high praise. Tori does not call just anyone a warrior.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, the corners of her mouth twitching. “It takes more than big muscles to be a warrior.”

“You know I have more than big muscles.”

“Still so cocky.” She folded her arms over her chest, but Myrria could tell that she was only pretending to be annoyed. The affection between the two was obvious, and she was pretty sure the Dothvek was the reason for Tori’s swollen belly.

Zala broke away from the group and ran forward as Rixx walked slowly toward them. He held his hand over a gash in his side, and blood seeped between his fingers.

Myrria ran forward, catching Zala before she could launch herself at him. “He’s injured, Zala.”

Her daughter stopped, her bright smile vanishing. “Are you okay, Rixx?”

Rixx used his free hand to pat Zala’s head. “I am now that I’ve seen you again.” He lifted his gaze to Myrria. “Thank you for saving me again, even though you should not have risked yourselves again.”

“It wasn’t much of a risk once we had your entire Dothvek crew to help us.” Myrria’s voice was thick as she gazed at him. “Besides, we couldn’t let the Zevrians take you after keeping you hidden for so long. It was a point of pride.”

Rixx chuckled then winced and pressed his hand harder into his side. “So it was just about pride?”

Myrria’s heart pounded as his eyes held hers. Now that she was near him, his emotions swirled around hers again. Instead of being overwhelming, she found it familiar and comforting, as if their feelings were always supposed to dwell together. “Of course not. I—“

“Rixx!”

A Dothvek and a human woman hurried up to him, the woman instantly focusing on his wound while the Dothvek’s chest heaved as he stared at Rixx as if he’d seen a ghost.

She pushed a lock of brown hair from her eyes and frowned. “I need to get you back on the ship and stitched up.”

Rixx cocked his head at the Dothvek with black rings marked into his forearms. “It is good to see that I was right about someone waiting for you. I am glad I did not have to push you from the window, Zaandr.”

Zaandr threw one arm around his friend, taking care not to touch his injured side. “I searched for you for days. I thought you were…”

“Myrra and Zala saved me.” Rixx gestured to the pair. “They have kept me alive.”

Zaandr pulled away from Rixx and hugged first Myrria and then Zala. “We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

Myrria shook her head. “There is no debt.”

The woman with Zaandr shifted from one foot to the other. “I hate to break this up, but I really need to get Rixx treated.”

Tori joined them. “Now that we’ve killed even more Zevrians, we should probably not waste time leaving the Den of Thieves.”

A chill washed over Myrria as the storm of emotions inside her seemed to be doused by the harshness of reality. She had to say goodbye to Rixx again. This time for good.
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The pain in his side made Rixx’s head swim. He was overwhelmed by seeing his Dothvek brothers again, even if he was startled to see the midwife Tegan paired up with Zaandr. He’d picked up on their attraction when they’d rescued him, but now they were clearly mates. How much more had he missed since he’d been recuperating and hiding on Kurril?

“I’m not happy about how much blood he’s losing,” Tegan said to Zaandr, her voice low as she eyed the gash in his side.

“Is he going to die?” Zala asked, her voice high and wobbly.

“Not on my watch.” Zaandr looped an arm around his waist and nodded to the girl. “But we do need to get him to our med bay.”

Zala’s eyes shone with tears but she straightened her spine as if readying for a blow. “I ran after you because I didn’t want to say goodbye. I don’t want you to leave.”

Myrria put a hand on Zala and lowered her head to speak softly in her ear. “Rixx has to return to his ship. You know that. It isn’t safe here for him. When we took him in, we knew we were healing him so he could leave and hiding him until his ship returned.”

Zala gave a shake of her head. “But that was before.”

The Dothveks who’d battled the Zevrians were gathering around as the girl’s voice rose. Myrria’s cheeks flushed as everyone focused on Zala. “Before what?”

Zala huffed out a sigh. “Before you two fell in love.”

Myrria’s face flamed and Rixx felt all eyes moving between her and him. Instead of looking away politely or giving her privacy with her daughter, his Dothvek brothers stood completely still and watched. He was used to not having privacy among his fellow Dothveks, but he could sense her embarrassment.

Myrria evaded Rixx’s gaze as she pulled Zala back. “That doesn’t matter. Rixx still has to leave no matter how much…” she hesitated, “we care for him.”

“Why does it not matter?”

Myrria’s head jerked up at Rixx’s question. “What?”

“Why does love not matter?” He shrugged his friend’s arm off and took a step closer to her. He knew she loved him. He had felt it even before their night together, but he had been even more sure when he had heard her tell him as he was dragged away by the Zevrians. “There is no doubt in my mind that I love you and that you are my true mate.”

Murmurs passed through the Dothveks.

He reached over Zala to take Myrria’s hands. “I know you feel the same way because I can hear your thoughts.”

Quick inhalations were interspersed by more whispers among the Dothveks.

Tori turned and flapped her arms at them. “Dothveks may not understand personal space, but you barbarians need to give these two some space.” They backed up but she kept waving her hands at them. “That’s right. Back it up, guys. There’s nothing to see that you aren’t probably listening in on anyway.”

Rixx squeezed Myrria’s hands, waiting for her response.
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Myrria had never known a Zevrian like Tori, but she really liked her. She took a deep breath and gave Rixx her best serious look. “I know I should believe that love conquers all, but you live on a spaceship, and Zala and I live here.”

“I’d rather live on a spaceship,” Zala said from beneath their clasped hands.

Myrria could not believe that her daughter had become so bold. It was one thing to fall for someone when you were trapped together in a small space, but she could not presume that Rixx wanted them to join him on his ship.

“I do.”

She blinked at him. Had he heard that?

“I want you to live with me on my ship,” he said. “I did not dare ask because I knew your life was here, your work is here, you have friends here.”

Myrria remembered Serena and looked over her shoulder at the madam.

“Don’t you dream of staying here on my account, darling.” Serena bestowed a warm smile on her. “We will see each other again. I will make sure of it.”

Myrria’s heart raced as she looked back at Rixx. “Does your ship need a seamstress?”

“And an apprentice,” Zala added, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

“I know that I need you.” Rixx bent and brushed a kiss across her lips, sending heat buzzing across her skin.

When he pulled back, she felt dazed. Myrria finally allowed herself to glance at the Dothveks who’d been pushed back by Tori. “Don’t you need to ask permission from your crew?”

“The more the merrier,” Zaandr said, stepping closer to his friend. “And we would never dream of saying no to a Dothvek’s mind mate.”

“Mind mate?” Myrria cocked her head at Rixx.

“You’ll find out all about it, I’m sure.” Tegan smiled apologetically. “But could we talk and walk so I can get Rixx patched up on the ship?”

Myrria jerked from her daze, nodding. “Yes, of course.”

The Dothveks started walking, falling into a V formation. Before Myrria could fall in step, she swiveled to Serena. “Thank you for saving us and for showing me kindness when I was at my lowest point.”

“I do not know who will outfit my ladies now, but they will never look as splendid.” The madam pulled her into a tight embrace and then hugged Zala. “Have the incredible life you deserve, my darlings. I could not bear to lose you to anything less than the greatest love.”

She didn’t need to tell Serena that it was. Her friend knew.

“You will be safe?” Myrria asked, her gaze darting to Rose. “Neither of you will get in trouble for what happened here?”

“Serenity has survived worse than this.” Serena pulled back, glanced at Rose, and smiled. “Besides, we have more abused victims and runaways to save.”

A part of Myrria wished she had more time with Serena, especially now that she’s been teased about the madam’s mysterious past, especially since she had discovered that the madam wasn’t truly a madam.

But her life was no longer in Kurril, and it was time to leave the outlaw city.

She gave Serena another hard hug and squeezed Rose’s hand before she pivoted back to Rixx. Her heart swelled at the sight of him. She had finally found someone who cared for her and for Zala more than he cared for himself. She had finally found love.

The Dothvek smiled at her and held out his hand for her to take. Then his eyes rolled back in his head as his knees buckled, and Zaandr caught him before he hit the ground.
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Rixx winced from the blinding lights. After so long hiding in Myrria’s house, the glare of the sun burned his eyelids, even though he could not seem to open his eyes. He lifted a hand to cover his eyes, but his arm was leaden. He groaned as he struggled to cover his face from the assault of the light.

“The sun,” he rasped, “it is too bright.”

Urgent whispers were like insects buzzing in his ears, but the light dissipated. He breathed in, but was not inundated by the usual scents of Kurril. There was not the stench of the alleyway garbage baking in the sun or the pungent smell of of ale spilling from the bars. There was not even the yeasty aroma of bread that he had gotten used to in Myrria’s house. No, the air he was inhaling was cool and sterile and held the faintest hint of burning fuel.

Rixx opened his eyes, expecting to be looking up at a white-hot sky. Instead, he was staring up at a ceiling in a dimly lit room, soft blue light illuminated from recesses in the ceiling. But it was not the room in Myrria’s house, and he was not on the bed he’d grown accustomed to sleeping in as he’d recovered.

Before he could ask where he was, memories slid into place. “The ship.”

“That’s right.” A figure appeared at his side—a female, but not the one who had taken care of him for so long.

“Where is Myrria?” he asked Tegan.

The woman nodded her head toward the corner, where Myrria was curled up on a stiff chair. “Sleeping. She’s been by your side since we brought you here.”

Rixx did not remember being brought to the ship, but now that he was conscious, he could feel the throaty rumble of the spaceship’s engine. They were flying, which meant they had left Kurril.

“How long?” His voice was hoarse and dry, a sure sign he had been out for a while.

Tegan handed him a cup of water.“A bit over a day, although on a ship, who can tell?” Her gaze went to his aching side as she appraised him with the shrewd eyes of someone used to handling patients. “After you collapsed, your Dothvek buddies pretty much ran you back to the ship. I think Zaandr might actually have tossed you over his shoulder if you hadn’t been wounded in the side. As it was, your gash was deeper than I would have liked and it took a bit to stabilize you.”

Rixx blinked slowly at her. “I thought you were a midwife.”

The brunette smiled. “I am, but taking care of women and delivering babies means I’ve seen a lot. I know how to stop a bleed and stitch up a wound.” She carefully lifted the bandage shielding his side. “Just as I expected, it’s healing beautifully.”

“Thank you.”

She gave him another smile as she patted his shoulder gently. “I should be the one thanking you. I know that you sacrificed yourself for Zaandr when the two of you were on the ledge of the blazing building. I know you pushed him to go first. If it hadn’t been for you, he would have been the one stuck on Kurril.”

“I knew he had some unfinished business on the ground.” Rixx managed one of his trademark charming smiles. “And he would have done the same for me.”

Tegan nodded. “He didn’t want to leave Kurril even though we searched for a long time and found nothing. The rest of the crew practically had to drag him off the planet. He was never convinced you were dead.”

Rixx sensed some guilt in the woman’s voice. “I blame no one for leaving me. If you hadn’t left me, I never would have been rescued by Myrria.” He slid his gaze to the dozing woman, his heart squeezing. “And she and Zala have changed my life.”

Tegan tilted her head at him. “You do seem different from the Rixx who was free with seductive smiles and smoldering looks.”

Rixx thought back to his past and how he had been so clueless when it came to females. That Rixx seemed like a wholly different Dothvek. “I hope I never offended you.”

Tegan laughed. “You were too smooth for me, so I never took your flirting seriously.”

Rixx laughed quietly. “But you are happy with Zaandr?”

Her cheeks colored as she looked down at the device she was using to scan him. “Very happy.”

Rixx was overcome with happiness. He was happy that Zaandr had found his mate and that he had found Myrria, and none of it could have happened without him getting abducted by the Zevrians. So, in an odd way, he was grateful to the Zevrians for putting everything in motion.

Suddenly, his happiness was bolstered by a burst of surprise and relief.

“You’re awake!” Myrria almost fell off the chair as she attempted to stand.

Tegan caught her by the elbow. “No need to rush. This patient isn’t going anywhere for a while yet.”

Myrria approached him tentatively, her gaze raking over him as if searching for any hints of regret. “Do you remember—?”

“That I told you I loved you and wanted you and Zala to live with me on the ship?” He asked before she could give any more voice to her baseless fears. “Of course, I remember. It’s the smartest thing I have done in a long time.”

“I would agree with that,” Tegan muttered, then glanced up when she realized shed spoken out loud. “Sorry. Why don’t I give you two some privacy?” Then she held up a finger as if in warning. ‘But I’m not giving you enough privacy for you to reopen that wound, understand?”

Myrria bobbed her head up and down but she didn’t look away from Rixx when Tegan slipped from the med bay. She seemed to want to devour him with her gaze. “I was so scared I would lose you. We both were. Zala was with me for a while but I made her get some sleep. Now she’s with Tori in the kitchens.”

“Tori is babysitting?”

Myrria allowed herself a smile. “Zala is obsessed with her. Her and all of Pog’s babies.”

Rixx gave his head a small shake. “Did you say Pog’s babies?”

“I’d never seen a glurkin before, but the little green puffs of fur are scampering all over the ship.”

Rixx leaned back and allowed himself a deep laugh. “Maybe we should have stayed at your place.”

Myrria nudged him over so she could crawl onto the bed with him. She put her head on his chest and pressed one palm over his heart, and Rixx could feel her contentment throbbing through him like the drum of his pulse. “And miss all the adventure? Never.”

Rixx closed his hand over hers. Loving her was the biggest adventure of all. “Good. Now fill me in on everything I’ve missed on the ship.”


Epilogue


Zaandr strode onto the bridge, eager to report that his friend had woken. K’alvek was standing with his legs wide and his arms clasped behind his back as he stared at the wide view screen. They were hurtling through space, the stars streaks of white light, as they flew to their next destination.

The Dothvek with black slash marks down both sides of his chest pivoted on one heel, inclining his head at Zaandr. “Any word?”

“Rixx is awake and well.” Just saying the words made them even more real to Zaandr. Like the rest off the crew, he had been worried when they’d gotten Rixx back to the ship, but Rixx was still his closest friend and he had felt responsible for him being left behind on Kurril. Every moment the Dothvek had laid in the med bay without waking had been torture.

K’alvek released a heavy breath. “The goddesses be praised.”

“He will not be ready for battle yet, but Tegan assures me he will fight again.”

“Let’s hope there isn’t a reason to fight again for a while,” the pilot, Caro said as she swiveled around in her seat. “Our next bounty should be an easy one.”

Danica, the human captain and K’alvek’s mate, groaned from the captain’s chair. “Don’t jinx it.”

Caro laughed. “It couldn’t go worse than our simple supply stop on Kurril.”

Danica stood, to reveal that she was wearing her sleeping baby in a sling across her chest. “If there was any wood on this ship, I would be touching it.”

Zaandr did not know what that meant, but since working with the bounty hunters, he had learned that they held some strange customs and beliefs.

K’alvek walked to Danica and gently touched their baby’s head, murmuring words in Dothvek. Before Zaandr could leave the bridge, a sharp beep startled them all.

Danica quickly jiggled the baby and made shushing sounds while Caro tapped her console.

“Incoming transmission,” the pilot said, furrowing her brow, “from the Dothvek home world.”

K’alvek stiffened and glanced at Zaandr. There was limited communication with their planet because the Dothveks who had remained preferred not to embrace technology, which meant that if they wished to get a message to the bounty hunting ship and any of the Dothveks aboard, they had to do it through the Cresteks, who were their former enemies. It meant a trek across the sands to the Crestek city and a trip up to the top of a tall tower where the communication hub for the planet was maintained. It was not a small thing to send a transmission off-world to the bounty hunting ship, which meant it was either very good news or very bad.

“On screen,” K’alvek and Danica said at the same time.

Caro grinned as she tapped her console again, and the view of space vanished, replaced by the image of a gold-skinned female. But she was not a Dothvek female. She was Crestek.

Zaandr’s pulse spiked as he recognized the beautiful dark-haired female.

“I am Linnea,” she said, her voice every bit as regal as her expression. “I am the new Crestek chancellor.”

“I am K’alvek.” He paused, as if choosing his words carefully. “Is there a reason you have contacted us?”

Linnea’s expression changed and she darted a glance behind her. “I need your help. I fear for my life—and for the life of the Dothvek ambassador.”

Dothvek ambassador?

K’alvek seemed as startled as him. “There has never been a Dothvek ambassador. No Dothvek has ever wanted to leave the sands for the city.”

“This one did not either,” Linnea admitted, “but I persuaded him.”

Zaandr had a feeling persuaded was not the right word. There was a Dothvek who had been forced to serve in the Crestek city, and now he was in danger?

“Change course,” K’alvek ordered, his voice humming with anger. “We are returning to the Dothvek home world.”
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Thank you for reading GUARD! To find out what happens when the bounty hunters return to the sand planet, be sure to read PAWN! Coming soon!

In the meantime, don’t miss TORN, the prequel novel to the Tribute Brides of the Drexian Warriors series. Click here to grab it and meet more hot alien warriors > https://BookHip.com/WJJLBFS
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This book has been edited and proofed, but typos are like little gremlins that like to sneak in when we’re not looking. If you spot a typo, please report it to: tana@tanastone.com

Thank you!!


Afterword


Thank you so much for reading GUARD. It’s always fun returning to the Dothvek world and especially entertaining to visit the Den of thieves. I never turn down the opportunity to write about a resistance, especially if it’s run by women!

If you enjoy feisty females, you should hop on over to the fun going on in my private Facebook group, Tana Stone’s Tributes! It’s a place where we share risqué jokes, pictures of Jason Momoa, and birthday wishes. We’d love to have you!

https://www.facebook.com/groups/tanastonestributes/
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