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Content Note

​ This story contains themes
that may be upsetting including pregnancy, birth, fertility, infant
death, maternal death, child death, diseases and plagues, war,
blood, gore, scientific experimentation, and suicidal ideation.
Readers with sensitivities to these topics should proceed with
caution.

If you find something you think I should
include in this list, please contact me through my website.


Author’s Note

​ This book is not a romance.
It is a love story. I hope it is a lesson. But this is not a genre
romance.

There is no happily ever after, and I suppose
you could argue for the HFN, but if you’ve read Ocean’s
Embrace you already know that our Vixxa dies. Bryant
doesn’t tell Leanne the details, but she died due to improper care
during pregnancy.

Initially, I had no plans to tell Bryant and
Vixxa’s story this year. I thought to release vignettes of their
love in short story anthologies in future, maybe combine them all
into an Underwater anthology of my own with Vester and Bea’s
romance, other deleted scenes, or something.

Then the United States of America voted for
that orange fascist.

A woman’s right to choose has always been at
risk. Reproductive healthcare is devastatingly poor in this
country. A review from the 
CDC in 2020 stated that 84% of pregnancy related deaths
were preventable. The majority impacted were people of color, with
Hispanic and Black individuals accounting for nearly half the
deaths. 22% of those preventable deaths were related to underlying
mental health conditions.

As a commitment to my fellow uterus-havers,
I’m donating the royalties from sales of this novella to various
charities, including but not limited to:

Planned Parenthood

Black Girl Smiles, Inc

National Women’s Health Network

Black Women’s Health Imperative

National Latina Institute for Reproductive
Justice

Alliance for Women’s Health &
Prevention

Sources:

Trost SL, Busacker A, Leonard M, et al.
Pregnancy-Related Deaths: Data from Maternal Mortality Review
Committees in 38 U.S. States, 2020. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 2024


Dedication

​ This is for the
healthcare workers, women, trans folks, and men that have
encountered reproductive injustices, or are fighting for equitable
access and prevention of harm. Thank you for your hard work. Please
don’t give up.

This is also for everyone who had to sit in
an office and listen to a disc tell you what a murderer you are for
getting an abortion. For the teenagers who were required by law to
hold a picture of uterus at nine weeks before they could take a
pill to rid themselves of a rapist’s parasite. For the students who
lost friends over these topics and went through it alone. For the
adults who have cut ties with family because they voted against
your very existence. I see you and love you.

Lastly, this is for those who have lost
someone to completely preventable pregnancy related deaths. For
everyone who wants to have children, but is struggling with
fertility, or who chooses not to bring a child into this dangerous
world. You are not alone.


Tent Party

​ The air in the
enclosed medical tent was stifling, a mix of saline, blood,
disinfectant, and sweat creating a cloud that infiltrated Bryant’s
exhausted brain. He hadn’t slept in nearly thirty hours and while
that stretch of time was not unusual for him as a medic, the heat
made it worse. Extended time out of water reduced his endurance as
well; Ceteans should return to water at least every few weeks or
they would suffer psychological effects as well as physical
symptoms.

“There we… go.” Bryant sealed the last
centimeter of torn flesh with the laser and set it aside. As he
rubbed a repair ointment over the tender new flesh and wrapped it
in a clean cloth, he told the farmer, “Please keep this as clean as
you can for the next several days. You might have some itching, but
if it turns into burning, or if the scar becomes bright pink or
red, come back to me right away.”

The farmer, too lean for the bounty of this
land, gave his word and his thanks before leaving the tent. After
tidying up the work surface, Bryant followed the male out. For a
breath of fresh air.

The camp stretched as far as Bryant could see
in three directions, the medical tent positioned to be close to
both the landing point and the central part of the encampment. Camp
was the wrong word for it, as the temporary tents had been on the
site for nearly four lunar cycles. For this planet and its
inhabitants, the Carsheen, it was equal to half of their solar
year.

A bloody waste.

Stuck in what the medics called the
‘apothetic/torpid period,’ the refugees could not appeal for
further aid from their tribunal, and the amount of time required to
apply for Alliance assistance had not yet passed. As the famine
swept across the planet, the people had nowhere to go, no one to
appeal to, and nothing to eat.

Margin Medicine, Bryant’s group, was one of
the aid groups that could intercede and prevent the spread of death
and sickness as much as possible. Most of the time, other aid
groups could supply potable water, food, or more substantial
housing. Like Margin Medicine, their resources were stretched thin
already, often supporting those suffering in more than one sector,
on more than one planet, at a time.

Bryant stretched, rolling his shoulders and
bending his knees to relieve the stiffness. The hot mid-day sun
scorched his scales where his light shirt did not shield him, and
he felt sweat trickle down his dorsal fringe before being caught by
the already damp waistband of his cargo pants. Shorter solar days
on this planet meant nothing to him, because he worked
continuously, but he would be grateful when night fell at last just
to be out of the sun. 

Turning to the line of waiting patients, he
asked, “Right, who’s next?” He smiled at the female who stepped
forward, helping her mate, who had accidentally amputated one of
his eight fingers. His smile became more of a grimace when he took
from her the bowl containing the detached digit, pushed forcefully
into his hands.

“This won’t do at all. Shall we?” Bryant
followed them into the tent, refocusing his brain as best he could
in the muggy interior, to give the male what relief he could.

Vixxa trotted through the camp, bracing the basket on
her hip because she was too tired and pressed for time to practice
balancing it on her head. She was getting pretty good, but this
basket held precious cargo she did not want to drop.

People called good evening to her as she sped
past, not pausing but smiling and gesturing in greeting back all
the same. She recognized many of them, more by the children playing
outside their tents than by the people themselves. While she didn’t
purposefully forget the sires of the kits she tended, she always
remembered the littles better.

Certainly, she liked the kits more.

Adults, she’d discovered early in her medical
studies, were pre-programmed and too ready to hate. Babies… Babies
looked at the world with curiosity and love, seeking joy without
reservation and finding entertainment wherever they could. It was
part of why she decided to specialize in the young bodies, in
advocating for their wellness as well as health. The world needed
more unbridled curiosity, less pre-determined dislike.

Adults should be more like babies.

Vixxa rounded a corner and dodged a ball
kicked by one of the pups playing between the tents. Laughing, she
kicked it back to them, refusing their enthusiastic invitations to
play. Silently, she promised herself she’d check on them tomorrow,
see if they were up for a game then. 

Three rows over, she arrived at her
destination—and found Bryant’s tent empty. Not even a partially
full water jug, and his lanterns were not yet set out.

Perfect.

A vulpine grin spreading across her face,
Vixxa stepped inside, put down her basket, and started pulling out
her supplies. 

The sky turned from dusky red to burning
purple, then to black before she had everything as she wanted it.
Bryant was canny, and normally she would have struggled to find
time to surprise him. Lucky for her, the goober didn’t know how to
stop working, and often assisted the other medics, even when his
shift had ended. Clearly, he’d done so today, but the medics on
duty for the midnight shift would kick him out once the
non-emergency clinic hours ended. She figured she had about ten
more minutes before he’d scuff his scaly way back to his tent—just
enough time to finish.

Vixxa’s guess was almost perfect. Eight
minutes later, she heard Bryant’s dusty fins on the track outside
the tent, just as she activated the last bioluminescent lantern.
She waited, when she heard Bryant stop outside the tent flap, wary
of the noise she’d been making. Peeling back the flap, he poked his
head in, but his cautious expression disappeared when he caught her
scent.

“Surprise!” she cried, waving her hands in a
silent applause to the moment. 

“What are you doing, Dr. Vo?”

“None of that doctor title nonsense,” she
chided him, stepping forward to wrap her arms around him. He was
too broad, but she could at least pat part of his back, so that was
okay. “Tonight I’m just your friend.”

Bryant’s rumbling chuckle vibrated against
her chest, setting the small chimes on her necklace to tinkling
even as she released him.

“And why is my friend sneaking into my tent
and making a mess of it?”

“I didn’t sneak,” she replied, indignant. “At
least a dozen people saw me!”

“Yeah, okay, they call you Slink for no good
reason at all.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, which made
him laugh in earnest. Bryant had the best laugh. Deep and resonant,
a powerful brontide trapped in a Cetean body. Oh, how she loved his
laugh.

“What you are calling a mess, I call a
surprise party.” Vixxa pushed him toward his cot, the only thing to
sit on in the cramped space. “That’s why I said ‘surprise’ when you
came in!”

The space was cramped in part because the
tent was small—Bryant being an unmated male, homely in his needs
and spartan in his personal decorating tastes. She’d fixed that,
which was the other reason why the tent was cramped: Vixxa had
decorated the interior with flowers and chains of vine-like
garlands enough that Bryant had to stoop even more to enter. He
didn’t seem bothered—she chided herself for not thinking of his
height when she’d planned the decorations. Vixxa barely came up to
his sternum, and she wasn’t used to accommodating giants.

“And what are we surprise celebrating?”
Bryant plucked one of the flowers off his tent ceiling, did a
double take. “These are… paper?”

“Yep!” Vixxa had quietly put out the word
that she wanted paper for a project. A few of the other medics and
nurses knew the secret too, and with the help of some grateful
patients, she’d tracked down the other supplies. She’d spent every
night of the last week folding and pleating the tiny pieces
together. About the only crop that was growing anymore was papyrus,
luckily for her. “You didn’t think I’d find flowers out here during
a famine, did you?”

“I was pretty surprised,” he admitted,
twirling the tiny purple blossom between his fingers. “It’s… These
are amazing.”

Plopping down in front of him, more than
happy to sit on the barren dirt floor, Vixxa grinned at his praise.
Hot things bubbled and frothed inside her chest, threatened to
spill over into the rest of her in a tumble of joyful
tentacles.

“Mother and Father always decorated my room
with flowers,” she explained
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