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      Piper fled Olympus Station with a broken heart, finding solace in the far reaches of the galaxy as an exobotanist breeding rare plants. She left behind an unspoken love and a cruel sister, who enjoyed making her suffer. Eight years later, the last person she expects to hear from is her sister’s husband, especially bearing the news her estranged sister is near death, and her baby needs a womb to continue developing after Pippa’s passing. Somehow, she finds herself agreeing to act as a surrogate and steels herself to face the man she’s never stopped loving—the man who married her sister and never realized she existed years ago. Things have changed, and as she learns the truth about Weston and Pippa’s miserable marriage, old feelings she thought dead return. He seems to be falling for her too, but can she let herself love Weston again, or is it too late for them?
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      Piper Marston was in the middle of an extremely delicate step required for the Anjovian fern propagation when her comm beeped to indicate she had an incoming message. Since she couldn’t set down the equipment, she wasn’t able to intercept or reject it in time. She had only a brief few seconds of warning that the missive came from Olympus Station to brace herself.

      She didn’t want to talk to anyone who lived there, since her father had transferred to Excelsin three years ago with his promotion. She certainly had nothing to say to Pippa, even though they were sisters. “Barely,” she muttered under her breath as she braced herself to see her selfish sister’s face fill the screen.

      Instead, she caught her breath as her brother-in-law’s face appeared before her instead. She hadn’t seen Weston—or Pippa for that matter—in four years, since Wesley’s funeral. When Pippa had made it clear Piper wasn’t wanted even at her little nephew’s interment, she boarded a transport to return to the Greer Rare Plant Breeding Facility and hadn’t looked back.

      She braced herself again, wondering what Weston wanted. Considering she hadn’t seen him in four years, she shouldn’t have been so easily able to read the lines of stress etched into his face, or see the sadness in his eyes. Perhaps it was because his expression was similar to the last one she’d seen him wear, when he was grieving his son’s death. She decided that was the best explanation for her, not wanting to delve deeper or consider the possibility that she remembered that much about the man she’d loved long before her sister deliberately seduced and married him to spite Piper.

      “What do you want, Weston?” Her tone wasn’t exactly gracious, and she was girding herself as though she was going to battle. She couldn’t risk leaving herself vulnerable to him. He wouldn’t actively hurt her, but his indifference in previous years had been enough to do so more than once.

      If possible, his face drew even tighter. “Sorry to disturb you, Piper, but I have news for you.”

      She nodded. “What would that be?” The news must have something to do with Pippa, since she wasn’t calling herself. Not that she ever did, but Piper didn’t either.

      “There was a freak accident today with a malfunctioning lift, and Pippa was crushed in it.”

      She blinked, looking for some trace of sadness or grief. There was perhaps a little dart, but nothing to label as mourning. “I see. When is her funeral?” Not that she intended to attend.

      “She isn’t dead yet, Piper, but I need you here.”

      She arched a brow. “Pippa wants to see me?” She couldn’t hide the shock and disbelief in her tone.

      He hesitated for a second before shaking his head. “No, I mean, I don’t know. She’s in a coma, and our doctor doesn’t think she’s going to wake. Right now, she’s keeping her alive strictly with machines.”

      Piper frowned. “Why is she doing that if there’s no hope?”

      Weston let out a heavy sigh. “Pippa is three months pregnant, and there’s still a chance we might be able to save her baby.”

      Her frown deepened. “What does this have to do with me?” A kernel of dread made her stomach clench.

      “You are identical twins, even though you don’t look alike.”

      She snorted before she could think better of it. “That’s because she couldn’t stand to look like me. I’m not the one who wasted my inheritance from our grandmother on plastic surgery.”

      He put up a hand before running it through his black hair. “Be that as it may, you’re identical on the inside if not the outside. Gretel—our doctor—says that makes you an excellent candidate for a womb transplant.”

      She scowled. “You want me to offer up my body to host your child for the next how-many-ever months?” She sounded gruff and nonplussed, which was almost the exact opposite of how she really felt. The thought of carrying Weston’s baby was one of her long-held dreams, at least back when she’d still been in love with him. Now, she was over that, of course. And the other part of the fantasy would’ve been her baby, not her sister’s. “I don’t think I can do that.”

      He sighed heavily. “I understand, but I wanted to check with you before I authorize Gretel to remove life support for both.”

      Something about the way he said that sent a lurch through her chest. Part of it was on behalf of the helpless infant who might survive if she was willing to participate in their science experiment. The other part was a sharp pang of grief that struck her as she recalled the lifeless body of Wesley in the glass tube. Her sweet nephew had gone too soon, and she could vividly remember Weston’s obvious grief. Even Pippa had been suffering at that point—though it hadn’t kept her from behaving like a horrible bitch.

      But that was behind her, four years in the past, and no longer relevant to the present. If she agreed to do this, she would be doing it for Weston and his child, not for her sister. “How long do I have to get there?”

      “The sooner the better, though Gretel thinks we can hold off a few days while you’re traveling.”

      She frowned as her mind whirled. “Don’t you need some kind of special permit for this sort of thing? I mean, we aren’t partners, so…”

      Weston nodded. “Your father is seeing to that.”

      If anyone could expedite and push it through the Coalition’s Reproductive Board, and their mountain of red tape, it would be the admiral. She could well imagine how excited he would be at the thought of a new grandchild, having been extremely close to Wesley. That was another reason that she opened her mouth and said, “Okay, I guess I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Obvious relief crossed his face for a moment, and then his expression settled into one that was harder to read. “Thank you. I know what a sacrifice this is, Piper.”

      She heaved a sigh, looking at the Anjovian fern. She’d spent the last three weeks prepping it for this delicate process, and there were still myriad steps involved. She hoped one of her colleagues could step in and take over the project. It was difficult to walk away from the project that she had been so excited to plan, but the fern meant little when compared to Weston’s child. “I’ll leave as soon as I can arrange things on my end.”

      After arranging a transport that would pick her up in the next few hours, Weston rang off, and the screen went dark. Piper stared at the plant and equipment in her hands, but didn’t see the delicate fronds. Instead, she imagined her own body ripening with someone else’s child, and a shiver went down her spine. She wasn’t entirely certain if it was fully apprehension, or perhaps a slight touch of anticipation.

      Anticipation strictly for experiencing what it was like to bring life into the world, she clarified to herself immediately. Without an officially recognized partner, she would never get a permit to reproduce. Being stationed at Greer, which was toward the ass-end of the galaxy, and surrounded by people who were just as studious about plants as she was, her odds of finding a partner any time in the near future were grim. She’d deliberately chosen to immerse herself in her work and not worry about finding a partner or having a child, but now the opportunity was before her.

      It was going to be bewildering to suddenly wake up in a couple of days and find herself pregnant. Not just a little pregnant, but three months along. She couldn’t help wondering what that would do to her body as she carefully finished the step she was working on for the frond before setting aside everything.

      She wasn’t vain by any means, but she did worry about how it would change things for her. She was already on the curvy side, and having a child would probably exacerbate that. It was a small and inconsequential thing about which to worry, so she shoved it aside as soon as she admitted to herself she was focusing on that to avoid her real fear.

      What if she hadn’t completely gotten over Weston as she thought she had? What if those old feelings still lingered, and she couldn’t hide them when she was in close proximity? He had never noticed her before, and he certainly wouldn’t now as he mourned the loss of his wife. Opening herself to that situation was begging for a broken heart, and she had weathered that once. She couldn’t imagine facing it again.

      Deciding she would just have to keep herself in check and remind herself at every opportunity that loving Weston was a terrible idea, she left her lab and went down the hall. She found her boss in his own lab, and he bore scratches on his face and a deep puncture wound on his arm that indicated he’d gone a few rounds with a Volumbrian vulturapod. The plant was currently subdued in a lush environment encased by a glass dome, looking completely benign and hiding the monster that was inside. A bit like her sister, she couldn’t help thinking.

      “What?” Graham sounded grouchy as he wrapped a bandage around his arm.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I need to take some time off.” As quickly as possible, she explained the situation to him, unsurprised when he immediately agreed that she should go, but marginally surprised when he volunteered to finish propagating the Anjovian fern. He professed a strong dislike of the more tedious aspects of propagating the plants. She suspected it just lacked the adrenaline rush that he got from dealing with things like the vulturapod.

      After speaking with him, she went to her quarters and quickly packed a great deal of her belongings in one bag. Staring around, she realized how sparse her possessions were, and how little time and energy she’d devoted to expanding them. Her chambers were serviceable, and she spent most of her time working or occasionally socializing with the other exobotanists if their schedules allowed. Everything that was her life fit almost completely in the bag, but she wasn’t certain whether that was something to celebrate or to be worried about.

      It wasn’t long after that when she received another call on her comm, relaying a transport was docking with Greer Station. She moved to the elevators, riding the space elevator from the planet to the base station above, where the large ship would dock.

      It was a smooth transition from the space elevator to the ship, and she was soon belted in and on her way. A synthetic offered her a drink, but she declined the robot’s suggestion. All she could do was wait as the ship entered ionospace and crossed the lightyears separating her from Olympus Station, her first love, and her brother-in-law—who were one in the same.

      She tried not to dwell on it, but couldn’t help recalling the exact moment she’d realized she had lost Weston, though she’d never even made a play for him. It’d been a careless moment on her part. She’d been watching him avidly as he spoke with her father, who was at that time the commander of Olympus Station, and he had been second-in-command. She’d lived at Olympus Station for five years, though she’d spent the last four of them at the Coalition Academy. She’d been home for just a few months, hoping to catch his eye, but he’d caught Pippa’s instead.

      A malicious grin had come across Pippa’s face as she stared at Piper for a moment with her gaze darting between her and Weston. She’d clearly figured out Piper wanted him, and so she decided to take him. There’d been a sick feeling in the pit of Piper’s stomach as she watched Pippa cross the room to Weston and turn on the charm. The first time the commander smiled at her, Piper’s heart had broken, and she’d accepted that was it. Shortly thereafter, she had transferred to Greer.

      Now she was heading back, and things had changed again. She refused to indulge in the hope that maybe she could finally catch his eye. That opportunity was over, and she no longer cared to do so anyway. He’d been her sister’s husband, and regardless of Pippa’s motives for approaching Weston, they must’ve had a solid marriage, since it had lasted eight years. She had no business thinking anything else, and certainly no place fantasizing about finally capturing Weston’s attention. It would be inappropriate to even try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When the transport stopped several hours later, she stretched and walked off with her bag in her hand. Piper spent a moment staring at the docking sector, impressed by the number of people moving through. Since its construction two decades ago, Olympus Station had always been a hub for the Coalition, but had clearly grown in importance over the past four years.

      As she moved carefully down the walkway, she couldn’t seem to stop staring around her. There were several species of aliens she’d never seen before. A few, she could identify from having read about them, but most were new to her. They all seemed to be in a hurry, and with a purpose in mind. That reminded her she had the same, and she stopped gawking at the people around her to focus on walking straight ahead.

      She’d barely reached the end of the walkway and entered the reception room when she caught sight of Weston. Her feet paused, making her stumble, but she caught herself before he could approach. She cleared her expression, or attempted to do so, and smoothed down her long, dark hair. Somehow, she managed to summon a wan smile. “It’s good to see you again.” It wasn’t though, not under these circumstances, and not under the last one in which she had seen him.

      He surprised her by giving her a light hug. “Welcome to Olympus Station.”

      “I’ve been here before,” she said softly.

      He nodded. “For Wesley’s…service.” Old pain deepened the lines in his face for a moment.

      Piper nodded, barely resisting the urge to reach out and offer a comforting hand in the face of his lingering grief. “Yes, that too, but I used to be stationed here. I lived here for a little while before going to the Academy, while the admiral was still here, and then I worked in the aquaponics sector for a few months before transferring to Greer.”

      By his blank expression, it was obvious he didn’t remember, but she wasn’t surprised. She’d been too shy to try to make an impression on the dashing commander at the time, and even then, her tendency had been to fade into the background. She was on the quiet and plain side, especially compared to Pippa after her extensive plastic surgery.

      He nodded again. “Forgive me, but I had forgotten.”

      She lifted a shoulder in a careless shrugged. “What do we do now, Weston?”

      “I’ll have your bags sent to your room, and if you’re ready, Gretel’s waiting.”

      She wasn’t entirely surprised to be thrust right into addressing the reason she’d come, but it was still a bit unsettling. It wasn’t until she entered Medical and approached her sister’s bed that the enormity of what she was about to do fully sank in. Her gaze fell on Pippa’s gently rounded stomach, and she swallowed a thick lump in her throat when she realized that would be her stomach the next time she woke up.

      Some sentimental urge had her putting a hand on her sister’s brow. Pippa felt cool to the touch, as though she was already about to exit the world. She supposed that wasn’t too far from the truth as she straightened her shoulders while she stepped back, letting her hand fall back to her side. “I’m ready.”

      “Thank you.” Weston squeezed her shoulder in a reassuring fashion. She told herself she didn’t feel anything but warmth from his support. It certainly did not cause sparks of awareness to shoot through her at a highly inappropriate moment.

      She turned away from him to face Gretel, who was a tall, black woman with severely arched brows dyed purple, and hair colored to match, with half cut short, and the other half bursting from her head in a curly mass. That must be the current style, though she wasn’t surprised to be unfamiliar with it. They were all too busy—and isolated—at Greer to follow such trends as a rule.

      After a brief introduction, Gretel led her to an alcove, so she could change out of her travel gear into a loose gown that draped artfully around her and managed to conceal most of her parts that were opened by the design when she exited the screen. Weston was still there, and it made her feel like she was standing naked in front of him despite the more-than-adequate coverage.

      As Weston moved to the corner, Gretel came forward, placing a guiding hand on her shoulder to lead her to the bed. Piper climbed up and lay down, closing her eyes as a gossamer cover appeared over her. A cool breeze blew in her face and had the faint scent of pears with an underlying bitterness, like almonds.

      “Just inhale and breathe deeply. Keep calm, and don’t try to fight the urge to sleep.”

      Gretel’s soothing tone only helped her relax that much faster, and Piper blinked her eyes a couple of times before things were blurry.

      Her eyes were almost closed when she heard a ruckus. She snapped them open for a moment, trying to focus. Someone was yelling about this being an unauthorized procedure. She could make out that much, along with Weston’s firm, even tone assuring whomever was putting up a fuss that the admiral was expediting the paperwork for the permit. She heard no more as she fell asleep.
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      Piper woke with a slightly fuzzy head and a general sense of discomfort coming from her abdomen. She groaned and tried to stretch, and Gretel was there a moment later. The gossamer film was gone, and she was able to focus after blinking her eyes. “Was it successful?” Her voice came out sounding harsh and raspy.

      “Yes, it was.” Gretel took her hand, guiding it to her own stomach. “You’re now pregnant.”

      Piper’s eyes widened as she felt the soft contours of her stomach. She wasn’t as rounded as Pippa had been, but her body hadn’t had a chance to adjust or expand to accommodate the growing fetus. Suddenly, a wave of nausea washed over her, and strong arms lifted her up as she started to gag.

      Gretel held a pan for her, and she emptied the contents of her stomach until she had nothing left. Slowly, the gentle hands lowered her back to the table, and she looked up to see Weston standing above her. She hadn’t expected him to be there already. “Were you here for the entire procedure?”

      He nodded. “Of course I was. Considering what you’re doing for Pippa’s baby, that was the least I could do.”

      “Who was that man who was yelling?” Piper gratefully took a sip of water from the cup Gretel offered.

      “Baxter Frink, the Coalition Reproductive Board rep stationed here on the station,” said Weston in what was probably supposed to be a neutral tone, but was laced with distaste.

      “I think—” Another wave of nausea hit her before she could verbalize the thought, and Weston lifted her gently again. She tried to vomit, but there was nothing left to bring up.

      “Can you give her something?” asked Weston, sounding annoyed.

      Gretel shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I’ve given her medication for the nausea, but this is as good as it’s going to get. Her body has to adjust to a sudden influx of hormones. In a traditional pregnancy, they would gradually build up over a period of weeks before hitting the peak level around ten weeks of pregnancy. In a surrogate’s case like Piper’s, those hormones immediately flood her system. In fact, I had to give her a booster to ensure she had enough to retain the pregnancy.”

      She looked away from Weston to look down at Piper, and her expression was sympathetic. “You’re going to feel lousy for at least a couple of weeks until you adjust. There’s not much I can do to help in that regard. Take it easy, eat when you can, and don’t get too stressed.”

      “Sure, no problem,” said Piper as she swallowed another gag. Her body was suddenly at war with itself, or that was how it felt. In the past, she’d envied women who were authorized to reproduce, but she wasn’t feeling envious at the moment. She was feeling downright disgruntled and perhaps even violated by the tiny parasite inside her body.

      It was amazing how quickly her emotions could change, and she briefly wondered if it was attributable to hormones when they swung the other direction a moment later, as Gretel showed her a scan on the screen. It was a little blob of moving bits, but it was clearly a human child. A wave of maternal instinct washed over her, and she cupped a hand to her swollen stomach. “That’s amazing.”

      “She sure is.”

      “It’s a girl?” asked Weston. He sounded enthusiastic.

      Gretel nodded. “And she’s growing inside you, dependent on you, Piper. Don’t be alarmed if you don’t bond right away, or if feel like you’re standing on the outside looking in with this pregnancy. It’s all thrust upon you quickly, and you haven’t had a chance to adjust to anything, even the emotional aspect.”

      Piper appreciated the words of reassurance, because she needed them. It was awe-inspiring to see the scan of the little one inside her, but that did not lead to an immediate connection to the pregnancy. It still didn’t feel real, even with her stomach swollen and showing proof.

      After that, Gretel observed her for a little while before releasing her to Weston. She carefully climbed out of bed with his arm around her waist in a supportive fashion. She couldn’t help but glance at the bed where her sister had lain. It was empty now, and she shot him a questioning look.

      He shook his head. “She passed away in the middle of the procedure even with the life-support. Gretel was able to extract the child before Pippa’s life sign cessation had catastrophic effects on her.”

      Piper examined her emotions, but still found nothing she could label as grief. Perhaps a tiny flash of sadness, but mostly, she just felt relief. It was a horrible reaction, which spurred her to feel guilt, but she couldn’t deny that she felt safer without Pippa around. Despite the last four years being virtually a cold war, she wasn’t sorry to know there would be no more resumption of the campaign of terror and pain her sister had inflicted on her for most of their lives together.

      Weston led her out of Medical and down a few corridors, into an area that was clearly reserved for staff. He paused in front of the utilitarian door and pressed a button. It opened a moment later, and he gestured for her to go inside. “Do you know how to calibrate the biometrics?”

      She nodded. “I’m sure I remember.” They didn’t bother with them at Greer, but it was a smaller, more informal place.

      “Are you hungry?”

      She started to say she wasn’t after all that vomiting, but a sudden turning of her stomach followed by a grumble of hunger contradicted her before she could reply. Her eyes widened, and she said, “I’m starving. How did that happen with all that vomiting?

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I remember Pippa had an appetite like that sometimes after vomiting too.”

      To her surprise, he gently pushed her inside and came in with her, going straight to the synthicator. “What would you like?”

      She was too surprised by his presence in her room, and his obvious intent to synthicate food for her, so she just shrugged. “Whatever.”

      She sat down at the table nearby, watching Weston and trying to be discreet about doing so. She’d never expected him to invite himself for dinner with her, let alone be the one to synthicate it for her. If he was intending to be this hands-on in their interactions, her resolve would need to be super strong to avoid crumbling and giving in to emotions she shouldn’t feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As Weston worked the synthicator, he asked himself what he was doing standing in the quarters he’d reserved for Piper. The plan was to leave her at her door with the information that he was across the hall if she needed anything. That was the safest way to handle the situation. He’d planned to be as hands-off as possible with Piper due to her connection to Pippa.

      He hadn’t expected her to be so attractive. She had probably been that way years ago, when he last remembered seeing her, but he had been fully occupied with thoughts of his recently deceased son, and he hadn’t noticed anything of the sort. He’d barely been aware of anyone’s presence there. Now, he was admiring her and appreciating the sweet curves of her body.

      He didn’t think it was just because he’d been celibate for almost seven years—except for the night Pippa claimed he had gotten drunk and forced her to have sex with him, which led to her conceiving the baby. He still didn’t buy that story, because though he had drunk that night at an official function, it had been a single glass of wine. Unless someone drugged him, there was no plausible explanation for why he would’ve lost his memory and behaved in such a horrible fashion.

      He tried not to think about it as he turned to Piper, presenting her with a tray of various assortments that he hoped would please her upset stomach. “Wesley used to like these when he was having tummy issues.”

      Her face softened for a moment, but there was a sharp, jagged line of grief bisecting her mouth and dragging down the corners of her lips. She reached out to put a hand on his tentatively before quickly withdrawing it. “I never really got a chance to tell you how sorry I was about Wesley’s passing.”

      Weston cleared his throat, swallowing the familiar lump of moisture that always came when he thought of his child. “Thank you. If I recall, Pippa wasn’t very welcoming, and I didn’t get a chance to say much of anything.” Their altercation had briefly registered, but he’d been too immersed in grief to pay attention or try to resolve any friction between the sisters at that point.

      He turned back to the synthicator to serve himself a helping of food before joining her at the table. She looked startled, but he tried not to take it personally as he flashed a brief smile. “We should probably get better acquainted, don’t you think?”

      She opened her mouth, looking like she was going to say something, but then closed it again and settled for taking a drink instead. He wondered what thought had crossed her mind, but she never voiced it. She just shrugged.

      He cut into his synthetic steak as she carefully sipped clear broth. “What do you do at Greer?”

      “I’m an exobotanist, and Greer specializes in trying to revive and save endangered and extinct plants from all over the galaxy.” Her brown eyes shone with excitement as she started talking about the various plants. There was true passion in her expression, which had the uncomfortable effect of making his groin ache with desire as she talked about her beloved Anjovian ferns.

      Weston shifted in his seat and tried to ask intelligent questions, though he wasn’t certain he was successful. Somehow, a few minutes passed before there was a lag in conversation again. “As soon as you feel up to it, you can work in aquaponics. The captain of the sector is looking forward to working with you. You come highly recommended and have good credentials.”

      She blushed faintly. “Thank you for saying so, Commander.”

      “I think you should call me Weston,” he said gently.

      Her cheeks turned brighter red. “Of course. I think I just slipped into work mode for a moment. It’s difficult think of us as…family.” There was a note of longing in her tone.

      It sent a shiver down his spine, but he cautioned himself not to read too much into it. She was clearly missing the connection, but that might’ve been with Pippa and nothing to do with him. Abruptly, before he could think better of it, he asked, “Why did Pippa look so different from you, Piper?”

      Her expression chilled. “Why don’t you ask her?” She blinked and looked devastated for a moment. “I’m sorry. I forgot…” She trailed off with a half-shrug. “I guess I should say why didn’t you ask her?”

      Weston lifted his shoulder. “I did once, but she made it clear that was something she didn’t want to discuss.”

      “I’m sure.” Piper leaned closer to him, trailing a finger down her cheek.

      At first, he wasn’t certain what she was doing, but then he saw the faint scar. “What happened?”

      “When I was seven years old, Pippa attacked me with a laser scalpel she stole from Mother’s medical kit, planning to change my face enough so that I didn’t look like her. She intensely resented having a doppelgänger in the world, and she hated me because she thought our father loved me more. I doubt it was true, but that was what she believed.” Her lips curved in what could be a rueful smile, but looked bitter too. “Mother was more worried about the calibration of her scalpel being affected than my face, but she was always more devoted to her career than us.”

      Weston was appalled, but not entirely surprised. He’d seen some of Pippa’s rages over the years and had been on the receiving end more than once. “Why didn’t you ever get the scar removed?”

      She took a moment to sip her drink before answering. “It was a reminder to myself to never trust her.” She licked her lips, appearing to gather her thoughts. “When we were of age, and she received her inheritance, she decided to change her face so that it looked nothing like mine. I suppose she decided her face was too plain and ordinary anyway, so she went for exotic and beautiful. The money gave her the effect she wanted.”

      Weston knew better than to voice his opinion that Piper’s quiet attractiveness was far more appealing than Pippa’s perfectly sculpted face. It wasn’t just her face, or even her curves, but also her attitude. She was so much calmer and more restive to be around than he’d ever felt with Pippa. As a younger man, Pippa’s exotic beauty had enthralled him briefly, but he wondered how his younger self could have missed Piper’s quiet loveliness back then, even accounting for his shallower tastes in the past.

      He hated contrasting them together, especially since Pippa had been his wife, but she kept coming up short in the comparisons. She hadn’t been his wife for at least four years, at least in any form besides name only.

      Sex with her had stopped shortly after Wesley’s first birthday, as they’d grown ever more distant, though they had maintained the charade of a shared bedroom for a few years afterward—a bedroom he’d avoided as much as possible by working late and leaving early each day. After Wesley’s passing, she had moved into a separate room next to his, apparently deciding there was no reason to keep up any pretense once Wesley was gone.

      He was certain she had been unfaithful many times, but was apathetic about her infidelity. He hadn’t bothered with a divorce, being too busy and truly not caring enough to get rid of the albatross around his neck. Her presence had protected him from other women who would circle around if he was single, and she seemed to show no interest in divorcing him. She’d liked the status of being the station commander’s wife too much to give up that role, he was sure.

      Realizing he’d let the silence last too long, and she was giving him an odd look, he asked, “How did you get along later, after the scar incident?”

      Her eyes moved away from his for a moment, and she sighed heavily. “Not well. If Pippa could hurt me, she was determined to do so. It was a game for her, and the worst thing she ever did was steal—” She broke off, her skin going bright red for a moment as her gaze darted away. When she looked back at him, her expression was carefully blank, but he was certain that was a mask to hide the emotions running through her. She yawned with a hint of melodrama. “I’m really tired, Weston.”

      He’d only finished about half of his meal, but took the hint graciously. He got to his feet and cleared both of their trays, stacking them in the demoleculator before heading to the door. “I’m just across the hall if you need anything, Piper.” He paused once more at the door’s biometric panel. “Don’t forget to reprogram this to recognize your biometrics.”

      She nodded, yawning again. This time, it looked genuine, and he felt a sliver of guilt for having delayed her rest, even if it was to feed her. “Sleep well.”

      She murmured something, and he nodded before leaving. He stood in the corridor for a moment as the door closed behind him, listening until he heard the beeps on the other side that indicated she was recalibrating the biometrics to respond to her hand and iris scan. He could move away and feel easier about her safety. Not that he had any reason to suspect she would be in danger, other than the fact that Olympus Station was the equivalent of a huge city, where people were always coming and going—and some of those people had ill intentions.
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      Weston was just about to go to bed a few hours later when he heard the chime of the door. He walked over and opened it with his palm, eyes widening at the sight of Piper standing on the other side. He moved aside so she could step inside, wondering why she’d come to his room wearing only a bathrobe. Perhaps she had something on underneath it, but it wasn’t immediately obvious.

      His heart skipped a beat for a moment as he contemplated maybe she was there to offer him a very different sort of solace. He was torn between his desire to accept, and the decency that had kept him faithful to an unfaithful wife for the past seven years. It was unseemly to break his celibacy with her sister, wasn’t it? “What can I do for you?” He braced himself to mount a gentle rejection, especially since he didn’t want to reject her.

      She bent over then, making it obvious she wasn’t there with seduction on her mind. Before he could think better of it, Weston picked her up to set her on the couch. “What’s wrong?”

      Her brow was dotted with perspiration, and she was shaking. Her skin was pale, yet clammy to the touch. “I don’t know, but I don’t feel right.”

      He rushed to page Gretel on his comm. Her face filled the screen on his wrist a moment later, and she looked like she was ready for bed as well. “I need you in my room, Gretel.” To her credit, she didn’t protest or take time to ask questions. She simply nodded and rang off, and he knew she would be there shortly.

      As he waited, he knelt on the floor beside Piper, smoothing the hair off her forehead and dabbing at her brow with a cloth as they waited for the doctor’s arrival. He felt lousy putting her through this, and he briefly contemplated the idea of suggesting they terminate the experiment.

      Since that would mean the loss of Pippa’s child, he held back. He might not be the father—and would in fact bet serious money that he wasn’t—but couldn’t bear the thought of the poor child expiring if there was a chance to save it. Though it was connected to Pippa, it was still a developing life, and after losing Wesley, he couldn’t stand idly by and allow that to happen to another child if there was a way to save it.

      Unless it was risking Piper’s health, and then he wouldn’t hesitate to suggest termination.

      Gretel arrived a moment later, indicating she had run from her quarters to his. He authorized the computer to allow her entry, and she burst inside with a bag in her hand. She came straight to them, gently nudging Weston aside with her hip so she could kneel in the spot he’d been occupying. She ran a scanner across Piper’s face and down her body, spending a moment scanning her abdomen and lower area.

      “Am I losing it?” Piper seemed appalled by the idea.

      He was reassured by that reaction as he took her hand. “If you are, I appreciate you trying.”

      As her expression softened slightly, Gretel spoke to both of them. “She seems to be settling in just fine. It’s still more of the adjustment.” She turned to look at him. “I suggest keeping her close, Commander. I don’t see anything to really worry about at the moment, but Ms. Marston’s going to feel awful for at least a few days, and probably a couple of weeks. If you’re nearby, you can help ease the process for her. Pamper her as much as possible.”

      He breathed out a heavy sigh of relief. “I can do that for sure, Gretel.”

      Gretel turned her attention to Piper. “I know you feel bad, but this will pass. Just do your best to endure, and the same rules apply as before—get lots of rest and low stress. Eat when you can.”

      “Weston already fed me,” she said through slightly trembling lips. There was warmth in her gaze as she looked in his direction.

      It made his heart race and sent warmth spiraling through his chest. Something about her look was enchanting, though he doubted there was any intent from her for it to be. She was obviously too miserable in her suffering to be thinking about anything except her physical state. And his thoughts should center there as well.

      Gretel left them a short time later, and he returned to the couch to pick her up. When she protested, he frowned. “She told you to rest, and I’m perfectly capable of carrying you.”

      She frowned, looking doubtful. “I’m too heavy.”

      He couldn’t help a laugh. “You feel like a feather to me.” Ignoring her skeptical look, because he was telling her the truth—it felt amazing to hold her, but certainly not any kind of burden that he couldn’t handle–he took her down the hall. Without thinking about it, he bypassed Pippa’s room and went straight to his, arranging Piper across his bed and pulling the covers over her.

      He was moved to kiss her on the forehead, but averted at the last moment and hoped she didn’t notice the awkward hesitation. He cleared his throat. “Get some rest, and let me know if you need anything.” At her hesitant nod, he turned and left the room, leaving the panel open slightly so he could hear her if she called him in the middle of the night.

      He bypassed Pippa’s room, not even able to think about sleeping in there with all her things still in the space, and went to the couch, where he stretched out. His thoughts were preoccupied, and sleep was a long time coming as he listened for cries or requests for help that never came.
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      She was obviously in his room, but why? As he’d carried her down the hall, she’d seen another room. It was feminine, and a complete contrast the masculine decorations around her. Piper couldn’t know for certain, but inferred that had been Pippa’s room. Why didn’t he leave her there? She was happy he hadn’t, since she didn’t want to be surrounded by her sister’s things, but it was definitely disconcerting to be in the commander’s bed.

      The bed that smelled so much like him that she snuggled in deeper and moaned softly. His scent surrounded her, seducing her senses, and it was almost like he was holding her in his arms.

      Was he trying to hide that they had had separate rooms? If so, why would he bother? Piper wasn’t likely to think less of Pippa than she already did, and though she might’ve been dying from curiosity to know the state of their marriage, she would never ask such a probing question. She wouldn’t have even asked anything about why they had separate rooms if he’d led her into Pippa’s.

      She tried not to think about it, but then her thoughts wandered to him again. With his scent imprinted in her nose, and snuggled in his bed, she couldn’t resist the briefest fantasy of imagining him sliding in to join her. It wasn’t even a sexual fantasy, since she felt so awful. It was simply an embrace of comfort, where he crawled up behind her, put one of his arms around her waist, and held her with the other one as he snuggled against her. She would place her head under his chin to curve against him, letting his embrace soothe her to sleep. Eventually, she was able to muster enough of her imagination to make it feel almost real and doze off.
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      She woke sometime later, and her stomach was churning again. She was hot and sweaty, and her breasts hurt like they had never in her life. A clenching in her womb sent dull pains through her abdomen, and she could feel bile rising in her throat. “Weston?” She croaked out his name in a voice that she was certain he couldn’t hear.

      Nevertheless, he appeared in just a few seconds, his concern obvious as he turned on the lights. “What’s wrong?”

      She gestured to her mouth that she clamped her hand over, desperate to hold back the wave of bile. He swooped forward and lifted her into his arms, carrying her across the hall to the bathroom. She leaned forward as soon as she was on the floor, heaving into the commode.

      Piper was only moderately aware of him lifting hair off her face to move behind her ears before forming a crude ponytail with his hands to hold it out of the way while she retched. His other hand was a soothing and comforting weight against her back as he slowly stroked up and down her vertebrae while she continued to dry heave into the toilet.

      When the last of the nausea had faded, he helped her brush her teeth, doing most of the work for her, before he picked her up and carried her back down the hall. Once again, he took her to his room. She snuggled into the bed as he laid her down, lifting a hand to touch his cheek. He froze, and there were alarms ringing in the back of her mind, but she was incapable of listening to them at the moment. “You’re just as kind as I always thought you’d be. Knew you were something special, Weston…”

      She trailed off, letting sleep start to take over again. Her eyes felt like little lead weights weighed them down, and she didn’t try to fight the urge to close them. Though she didn’t want to do anything to ruin the tender moment between herself and Weston, she couldn’t stave off the need to rest any longer.
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