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Chapter One
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Sighing in contentment, I stroked Thunderdrop’s back and watched the butterflies as they performed aerial dances in their blue-winged magnificence. Other than the gentle breeze rustling the leaves and the slight creaking of the hammock upon which I reclined, it was blissfully quiet. We were residing currently on the property of Vice Admiral Dario Galerius on Daphoene. I was enjoying a shaded spot a few yards away from the pool. 

A few days had elapsed since Terre, Tracy, Sparrow, and I had forfeited participation in Inquisitor Rovek’s survival challenge. If we all hadn’t been brought down by morning sickness, we would have succeeded. It hadn’t been much of a challenge. 

Dario, his father, Praetor Galerius, and Fitz Jiri had gone to the land port to welcome my mother, Empress Neema of Parvac, and Terre’s mother, the Lady Dacia of Naxa, to Daphoene. Our mothers had left Parvac as soon as word had reached them that their daughters were expecting. How our mothers would behave, I had no idea. I dreaded being bossed around and controlled. While escape in my warship, the Empress, would be easily accomplished, hurting my mother’s feelings would negate the benefits. I was determined to accept her ministrations with the grace of a martyr. 

Even though Thunderdrop and I enjoyed the illusion of solitude, it wasn’t the reality. Inquisitors Drex Licinius and Eli Beck were near, and my Omnes Videntes, hybrid telepathic and empathic warriors, guarded the property, but I would take what I could get. 

The loss of both General Luca Braga and our unborn child weighed heavily upon me and was a pain which I knew I would always carry. I wouldn’t take any foolish risks with the child I now carried within my womb. Every order given to me by Dr. Phillip Svenson, my adopted brother-in-law, I intended to follow as though it was a decree passed by Emperor Tavere Probus, my sweet Papa. However, I didn’t necessarily want Phillip to know it. 

Since Yukihyo and Zared, two of my gorgeous Laconian husbands, had decided to amuse themselves by not telling me if the child I carried was Laconian, Parvacian, or Eloneave, I had no idea if my healthy lifestyle would be for the next nine or eleven months. It would be a few weeks before medical scans could make the determination for me. The point they were making was clear. It didn’t matter who had fathered my child. 

My husbands, Yukihyo Lee, General Nico Cassian, Commander Quaid Bosh, Fitz Jiri, Zared Ponidi, Inquisitor Drex Licinius, Vice Admiral Dario Galerius, Inquisitor Eli Beck, and Admiral Farowyn, would each love and protect my child as if he or she was their own. The knowledge reinforced the sense of safety I had been developing since Yukihyo had come into my life. 

With another stroke of Thunderdrop’s back, I said, “Let’s go see what kind of snacks are in the kitchen.” 

“Chirp!” 

My best friend, an Arachnean Silk spider of the finest breeding, hopped down from my stomach to the ground and watched me with eyes like the most expensive black pearls. 

I had only managed to sit up and shift my weight to my left hip in preparation of getting up when I heard, “Dearest one, allow me to help you.” Drex offered me his hand. 

Sighing, I gazed up at his average brown hair and eyes. As an Inquisitor, he had mastered the ability of blending in and going unnoticed. It was a strength for spies of the Parvac Empire to possess. 

Eli stood nearby. He had been doing less to blend in and more to show off his sexy muscles. He knew I had a weakness for powerful male physiques and masculine chest hair. Combined, those two attributes could easily distract me from reason. 

“Drex, I’m fine. I can get up from a hammock without help.” To prove my point, I sat up in preparation to stand and was overcome with dizziness. Luckily, I had taken Drex’s hand when he had offered it to me. I put my head on his shoulder, closed my eyes, and breathed through it. 

“Chitter! Chitter!” Thunderdrop admonished. 

“Okay. You’re right. I do need help. Maybe, this is Farowyn’s baby. I don’t remember ever being this dizzy, tired, and sick with Neema or Niklos.” 

With his free hand, Drex stroked my back. “It’s alright, my love. I am eager to assist you with the most insignificant of tasks. Being in your company is my reward.” 

Lifting my head weakly from his shoulder, I kissed his cheek. I caught sight of Eli scanning with his eyes for dangers. His hand shot out and seized a mosquito before it could attack. I bit my lip to keep from laughing at him. Drex decided that walking was too dangerous and carried me to the house. 

In the kitchen, Dario’s chef asked, “How may I be of service?” 

I frowned. “I don’t know. I’ll just look around and see.” 

He bowed and began setting a place for me. 

Opening the cold storage, I searched the shelves. I ended up with a cheese dip and crackers. Moments later, I gazed sadly at the empty container. 

Eli said, “I will get you more. Is there anything else you would like?” 

Violet joined us in the kitchen. “I want ice cream,” she volunteered. 

“What flavor?” Eli asked. 

Meeting his eyes, she said, “Yes.” 

Turning my attention to the chef, I asked, “Can you make orange chicken?” 

Violet said, “Oh, and those crab wontons?” 

“Don’t forget crackers, Eli. Get the Naxan bison flavored ones,” I said. 

Violet nodded. 

He vanished, intent on his mission. 

“Chirp!” Thunderdrop jumped to the counter. 

“Drex, be a dear and feed him. I can’t handle his food.” 

While Violet and I had appetites, Tracy, Terre, and Sparrow wanted nothing to do with food or smells. 

Violet asked, “What’s got your forehead all scrunched up in concern?” 

“Shouldn’t I still be feeling sick like them?” 

She shrugged. “Each pregnancy is different.” 

“She’s right, Cupcake. Be grateful you had such a short bout of sickness.” Phillip made a glass of fizzy water and stuck a straw in it. 

“She had a dizzy spell,” Drex tattled. 

Phillip scanned me. “She’s fine. Stick to her like glue. Don’t let her fall. Be prepared.” 

Drex nodded. His face was a mask of seriousness and conviction while he filled Thunderdrop’s bowl. I was so concerned with my baby’s safety that I didn’t even flip Phillip off. He was trying to piss me off by putting ideas into Drex’s head, but I actually wanted my husbands to keep me under constant surveillance. 

“Hey. Don’t be afraid,” Violet whispered as she covered my hand with hers. “It wasn’t anything you did, and nothing could have prevented it.” 

“Is my face so easy for you to read?” Intellectually, I knew she spoke the truth, but a part of me would always wonder if things could have been different. She patted my hand and shifted her weight to a more comfortable position. A brilliant idea came to me as the chef was placing a platter of fried wontons between us. “Can you make ice cubes out of milk and put them in pineapple juice?” 

Smiling, he said, “Of course, one moment please.” 

Violet looked at me like I was a genius. We turned our combined attention to the wontons. Eli had returned by the time they had disappeared. 

“Mommy! Mommy!” Neema yelled as she ran to me and climbed onto my lap. “I want crackers.” 

“Here you go,” Eli said as he arranged a few on a plate for us. 

She took one in each hand and made them walk across the table. Yes, I was an adult, but my favorite crackers of the moment were seasoned with Naxan bison flavoring and shaped like them as well. 

“Oof!” Niklos exclaimed as he ran to me and bumped against my thigh, making Neema break one of her crackers. 

With a sigh, she ate the broken pieces and took another one. 

“Oh, my goodness. You are sweaty,” I said to my son. His blonde hair was stuck to his head. 

“Rory and I play tag,” Niklos told me. 

Rory Galerius was a new cousin to my children through marriage and had quickly become Niklos’ best friend. 

“Mommy,” Niklos stated as though beginning a preamble. 

I gave him my attention and a cracker. “Yes, darling?” 

“How come I don’t get training? Rory gets to. I want to.” His green and gold eyes were fierce. 

Having no idea as to what my baby was referring, I called out, “Nico?” 

My blonde giant, General Nico Cassian, Niklos’ father, entered and took a couple of cups over to the beverage dispenser which he filled and handed to the children. 

“Training with Rory? What’s that about?” 

Nico said, “Niklos, do we want Mommy feeling worried or upset?” 

Niklos swayed forward and back with one of his hands on my thigh, his other holding onto the table, and big eyes on his daddy. “No, sir.” 

Patting my son’s sweaty back, I said, “You can tell me. I won’t get upset. I promise.” Whatever it was, it was important to my miniature blonde giant. 

Begrudgingly, Nico said, “Niklos’ cousins have begun their training. He wants to be included with the other boys his age.” 

“Training like fighting training?” I looked down at my baby. He still wore a diaper at bedtime to protect against accidents. I felt Zared’s empathic touch as he helped me to remain calm. Telepathically, I begged him, “Please, don’t let me cry.” 

Silently, he responded, “You’re alright. This is a normal activity for Parvacian boys his age. Their training usually begins after learning to walk.” 

Nico said, “It’s not dangerous. At first, they learn how to stand.” 

I scowled. 

To Drex, Nico said, “Help me out here.” 

Standing side by side, the two men grinned at each other and then gracefully went through a series of stances, ending at ease with their hands behind their backs. Niklos tried to mimic them but ended up spinning in a circle before dropping to the floor and making his Naxan bison crackers fight each other. 

Nico said, “That, Princess Probus, is what little boys learn the first year.” 

Niklos looked up at me. “Can I, Mommy?” 

Nervously, I said, “If it’s okay with your father.” 

Nico grinned at me. He said to Niklos, “You can join Rory’s class tomorrow.” 

“Woo! Woo!” Niklos said as he jumped up and down. Then, he stopped to slurp down his cup of juice. 

“Mommy,” Neema said in a serious tone. 

“Yes?”

“Neema wants to play training, too.” 

“Okay, but we have to make sure it’s okay with Daddy.” 

Nico, Drex, Eli, and even the chef exchanged looks. I pointed at each of them with a cracker. However, the angry tirade on equality into which I was about to launch was interrupted before I could begin. 

“Talk to Daddy about what?” Yukihyo asked as he entered the kitchen. 

Neema pulled my arm to herself and took my cracker. “Can Neema do this?” She slid down to the floor from my lap and mimicked two of the stances previously demonstrated by Nico and Drex. 

“Will I get to watch?”

Neema nodded her head of soft, dove-grey hair at Yukihyo. 

“Is it alright with Mommy?” he asked.

Neema spun around to me. 

“Yes, my love,” I answered. 

She grinned at me and made my heart melt. 

“Well, Neema, it appears you may very well be the first little girl to enter Warrior Caste training,” Drex said. 

“Daddy Drex, Neema’s special.” She smiled sweetly at him. 

He looked down into her eyes with a certain look that I had seen before. She had taken his heart, as she had taken others, and mashed it to mush. Drex squatted and held open his arms. Neema went to him and bit the head off of her cracker. Yukihyo was leaning against the counter with a smug look on his face. Daddy Drex picked Neema up and held her on his hip. He was done. The mighty Inquisitor Drex Licinius, who had, with the use of only one hand, battled ice bears and wolves on the planet Chione in order to protect me, had been defeated with his new title. 

Niklos said, “Daddy Drex, we want to go swim.” 

The man was a puddle. He’d fit right in at the pool. He said, “Well, then, that is just what we shall do.” 

Lorca popped into the kitchen from nearby. “Come, children. Let’s get changed.” 

Drex placed Neema on her feet. She skipped along with Niklos to prepare for the pool. 

“Ma! Ma!” Peter cried. 

Smiling, I held my arms open as Pierce brought him to me. Peter and I held our faces close and touched noses. Then, with his little clawed hand, he took his customary hold of my hair. 

“Oh!” Violet said with delight as the chef placed orange chicken in front of us. Word of my favorite recipes had spread, and none of us were complaining. 

“Drex,” I said in a cajoling tone. 

“Yes, dearest one?” he asked as he turned back toward me. 

“Be sure to get Niklos’ hair wet.” I winked at him. The pool had become our quick fix for sweaty little kids. 

He grinned and went to change. 

Yukihyo sat beside me. Violet and I weren’t the only ones who were hungry for Uncle Lee’s recipes. The three of us spent a few moments in companionable silence while we enjoyed the food.  

“Yukihyo....” I was going to ask him yet again if my child was Laconian, but Neema and Niklos ran laughing through the kitchen in their swim suits with Lorca and Drex close behind. Even though Parvacs weren’t fond of wearing swim attire, since I had taken Dario as a husband, I was mistress of the house, and all of my rules applied. He had insisted that everything be as I wished. Personally, I couldn’t wait to make Momma and Lady Dacia wear suits into the pool. I hoped they’d be horrified. At least, it put Tracy and Violet at ease. 

A commotion occurring at the front of the house could be heard throughout it. A procession of transports had arrived. I could hear an overly excited Lady Dacia being led away to Terre and Phillip’s room. Then, Momma was gliding into the kitchen. 

“Oh, my baby! I came as soon as I heard. Oh, I’m so happy for you!” Momma was all over me. Yukihyo took Peter which saved him from my fate. My face was squished into Momma’s boobs, and then she went on a kissing spree. “Oh! My sweet!” She let me go enough so that she could place her palm over my stomach. “How are you feeling?” She moved my hair so that it fell down my back and then combed through it with her fingers. 

“I’m okay. I’m tired, hungry, and a little dizzy. I don’t feel sick except with certain smells. Shouldn’t the sickness have lasted longer?” 

“Consider yourself lucky and don’t worry about anything. I intend to make everything perfect for you.” 

“Honestly, at the moment, I think Tracy, Sparrow, and Terre need you more than I do, but when they get sick, it makes me sick.” I felt bad that I wasn’t being more supportive, but when I had tried to hold Sparrow’s hair out of her way while she was sick in the waste unit and had ended up throwing up on her back, we decided I should be supportive from a distance. 

Momma rubbed circles on my back. She kissed the top of my head and whispered, “I’ll go check on them at once.” 

I smiled at her and then watched as her white dress swirled behind her retreating form. 

“You were safe before but are even more so now. Empress Neema has brought with her a contingent of her Imperial Guards led by Captain Aegisthus,” Fitz announced as he walked to stand behind me, put his arms around me, and kissed my cheek. 

“Thank you for collecting everyone from the land port. I don’t even want to think about riding anywhere.” 

Dario said, “I’m glad to hear it. Stay here for as long as you like. I would encourage you to stay forever. If this house isn’t to your satisfaction, or should you become bored with it, I will buy you another.” 

“Oh, Dario, this house as you refer to it, is perfect. I feel very much at home here, and the food is fantastic.” I placed a piece of orange chicken between two crackers and ate it. 

Peter wanted a cracker, so I took him back from Yukihyo and let him play with one. It ended up in his mouth where it became a gooey mess. Not caring, I gave him another. It was a simple thing to rinse off outside and then slip into the pool. 

“Come on, Nanite. Uncle Fip will take you to splash. Why should your brother and sister have all of the fun?” He held out his hands to him, and Peter went to him. The baby was always eager to go and splash. 

Yukihyo, Dario, and Fitz finished off what Violet and I couldn’t of the little feast the chef had prepared. I looked around. “Where did Eli go? He was just here,” I asked. 

“Oh, Teagan, I don’t know. Where is Kaoti?” Violet asked. 

I shrugged. “I have been learning about tracking devices,” I said suggestively. 

She grinned at me. “Kaoti would find it immediately should we even manage to attach one to him. Then, he would toy with us by placing it on a drone or something.” 

Of course, she was right. 
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Chapter Two
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My thoughts of tracking devices and what I had been learning at the Academy sent my thoughts back to Drex and what had occurred on Chione. Having bound the hybrids to myself and providing them with stability, I could in turn draw upon their abilities. 

I was well-protected. However, now that I carried a child, I wanted to be as careful as possible. I wanted to avoid all strenuous activities. However, there was nothing strenuous about studying. Learning to control my empathic and telepathic abilities could only increase my effectiveness in protecting my children, both born and unborn. In fact, it might be an excellent source of sedentary amusement. There were so many possibilities. 

Deciding to experiment, I carefully stood and walked to the front sitting room where I reclined on the couch with my feet up. A pleasant breeze lifted the curtains, pulling them in and out as though our temporary home was breathing. Closing my eyes, I found the golden line belonging to Zared and followed it. I willed him to let me see through his eyes. 

Telepathically, he said, “You aren’t going to like it.” 

I let him feel my annoyance. 

To prove his point, he granted my wish and showed me a stream of pee hitting the bowl of a waste unit. 

Shaking my head and rolling my eyes, I broke the connection while his laughter echoed in my mind. 

I heard the sounds of light footsteps. Momma said, “You were correct. It is good that we came when we did.” 

“How are they?” I asked.

“Dizzy and sick, but it should pass or at least ease up in a few days with proper hydration and rest. Terre is Parvacian with human heritage, so her symptoms could go either way. As usual, Phillip is taking excellent care of each of you.” 

“I feel guilty, like I should be doing something.”

“Nonsense. If you want to help them, stay put. Having them board a starship or travel anywhere would be insensitive.” She covered me with a light blanket. 

“You’ll get no argument from me. How did Papa feel about you coming here to take care of us?” 

Momma bent down and kissed my forehead. “He is excited about his new grandchild and insisted that I give you all of my attention.” 

“Is Papa coming?” 

“He may. However, he seemed distracted. I suspect that your Papa will take advantage of my absence and see exclusively to his duties as emperor while we are away.” 

Closing my eyes, I could picture Papa seated behind his desk at the Palace. “I feel like I’m forgetting something.” 

Momma lifted my feet and then sat with them on her lap. “It’s alright, my sweet. Whatever it is can wait. All I want for you to concern yourself with is how you feel and what you need.” Momma soothed me through our empathic bond in the same way that I soothed my own children. 

It had me smiling. “I love you, Momma.” 

“I love you, Teagan.” 

The next few days were a sleepy, contented blur of naps, food, and the children. Then, suddenly, I felt amazing. My energy returned, my sickness, except for the dizziness, vanished, and a blissful happiness filled me. I did tire easily and seemed to exist in a ravenous state, but naps and food were easy solutions. Sparrow and Tracy were spending fewer hours in their rooms. Terre continued to suffer, but Victoria and Phillip doted on her. Inevitably, I was well enough to be bored. 

“Momma, let’s go with Nico, Yukihyo, and Dario to the Galerius Estate for the children’s lesson. I could use a change of scenery.” 

Her eyes lit up. “Oh, splendid!” Momma was a social butterfly and would be in her element amongst the Galerius ladies. 

I couldn’t recall the last time I had left the house. I helped to get the children ready. They were dressed in little white shorts and T-shirts. I brushed Neema’s hair up into pigtails and tied white bows around them. I started giggling. She was so cute. 

Momma said, “Here. Hold Peter and sit down. Children, stand by Mommy. Good. Now, smile!” She took our picture and sent it to Papa. 

The transport ride didn’t cause me any distress. When we arrived at the Galerius Estate, I helped get my excited children out of the transport. The property was as cheerful as usual. I looked out over the lawn that had been cultivated to bring smiles to little faces. The beautiful merry-go-around with its elaborate bird seats made me feel as though I was water circling down a drain. 

Slowly becoming aware of my surroundings, I realized I was lying comfortably on a soft bed. It was dark until I opened my eyes. Then, a luxurious and very feminine bedroom came into view. It was all light-blue and silver. “What happened?”

Dario’s concerned face gazed down at me. “You fainted. Are you alright?” 

Sudden panic had my heart speeding up. “Did I hit the ground? Is my baby alright?” 

Dario looked over at someone, and it frightened me. 

I recognized Praetor Galerius’ Chief Medical Officer. He said, “Zared caught you immediately, Princess Teagan. Your knees did no more than bend slightly before you were safely in his arms.” He showed me proof on his scanner that my little indistinct blob was alright. 

A smile lifted my lips, and I took the scanner from him. “Hello, little bitty one. Are you snug and happy like he says you are?” 

The doctor chuckled. “You and your baby are doing quite well. The dizziness may or may not pass and could be an effect of the elevated levels of pregnancy hormones in your system.” 

Concerned, I asked, “Is that alright? Does it mean something is wrong?” 

“Oh, no. Nothing is wrong. It is a very good sign.” 

“That’s a relief. Do the scans seem normal? Can you tell if my child has Eloneave DNA?” 

He said, “I can tell you with absolute certainty that the child you are carrying has a Parvac father.” 

A joyous sound burst from Dario. 

So, the baby I carried wasn’t Yukihyo’s or Zared’s. 

In my mind, Zared said, “A few months after the birth of our newest child, your Laconian husbands are hiding you away until one of us impregnates you. Prepare to be abducted.” 

I laughed. 

Dario asked, “Can you tell who the father is?” 

“No, it will be a few weeks before scans can safely make that determination. In the meantime, spoil the Princess and give into her every whim.” 

Staring at me with a look of absolute devotion, Dario said, “I would consider nothing less.” 

“Help me up, Dario. I want to watch the children’s lesson.” 

He kept his arm around my waist as he led me out to a padded chair under a covered patio where Nico and Yukihyo were already seated. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Lady Wife, you asked if I knew whose child you carry. I do not know.” Yukihyo grinned at me. 

Nico asked, “What have you learned?” 

“I’m going to be pregnant for eleven months.” 

Nico’s smile lit up his eyes. “It’s my child you carry.” 

Dario said, “She could be carrying my child.” 

“Or Fitz, Drex, or Eli could be the father. Let’s place bets,” I suggested. I laughed at their expressions. 

At some point in our conversation, the Lady Galerius had joined us on the patio. Her eyes were so very large in her elegant face that it was all too evident that she had overheard us. “Teagan, have my ears played a trick and heard what my heart wishes to be true? Is there a chance you carry my son’s child within you?” 

“Your ears didn’t play you false. Dario has a one-in-five chance. Do you want to place a bet?” 

Yukihyo said, “Teagan, you can’t place bets on the baby’s paternity.” 

“Why not? It will be a few weeks before we can safely discover his identity. Not even my all-seeing Omnes Videntes or Inquisitors will be able to figure it out. If it were a fight, you’d be okay with the betting,” I said primly. 

“She’s got you there, Yukihyo,” Nico said. “What’s the prize for the winning guess?” 

Yukihyo said, “We don’t need credits.” 

The Lady Galerius had moved closer to me and bent to place a tender kiss upon my cheek. 

“How about we spend a month at the location of the winner’s choice?” I suggested. 

Nico said, “That, I like. My military base needs my attention. I’m sure Fitz would like in on that bet.” 

Yukihyo grinned at me. 

“Husband, you are the most beautiful man I have ever seen, but if you make me spend a month on Naxa, I’ll be furious with you.” 

He smirked at me. “You had fun there with your ladies not long ago.” 

“Well, we weren’t pregnant and got to have fun.” I grabbed Dario’s hand. “Remember the toboggan sledding in the ice tunnels?” 

“It’s a memory I treasure.” Leaning toward me with love and something like conviction in his eyes, Dario placed a gentle kiss upon my lips. 

Brimming with happiness, I looked out over the lawn where Niklos, Neema, Rory, and a few of their cousins learned how to stand still. “I was terrified about this for nothing.” 

Nico said, “Dario, take her inside before they begin blaster target practice.” 

I drew in a horrified gasp of air. 

The two of them started laughing at my expense. I pinched both of them. Momma drifted out of the house with her vid-screen and recorded the children for Papa. Then, she turned it on us. “Wave, Teagan,” she cajoled. 

Smiling, I waggled my fingers at her. 

“I’m surprised she put Peter down long enough to pick up her vid-screen,” Nico said. 

“He’s napping,” I said. My empathic bond with my adopted son had continued to grow stronger. The calm peacefulness he was currently experiencing was easy to interpret. 

Momma had so much fun visiting with her contemporaries that we stayed for dinner. After dessert, Nico asked, “You’ve told us the prize should we guess correctly. What do you want if you win?” 

“Nanite patches from Bosh Technologies,” I quickly responded. Shocked expressions covered their faces. “What? Eleven months.... Do you recall the huge, waddling planet on legs I became with Niklos?” 

“I recall being terrified of losing you because of your failing heart,” Yukihyo said quietly. 

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that ever again. I have the finest fancy artificial heart that credits can buy.” I winked at him. “Regardless, the last few months of this pregnancy, I’m staying put somewhere. Also, being waited on hand and foot while spending most of my time in a pool would be great.” 

After we returned home that evening, I sighed in happy contentment with my head resting upon Yukihyo’s shoulder and Nico stretched out at my back. The children were sound asleep in their beds. My husbands had been on their best behavior all day. 

I asked, “All teasing aside, why didn’t you tell me as soon as you sensed it?” 

“You want to give me a son. You want to give Zared and Quaid children. We know this.” Yukihyo rubbed my back. “I am content with our life. I love you, our children, and the children yet to come. Each day with you is a gift for which I am grateful.” Yukihyo’s chuckle made his chest move up and down. I steadied myself with my hand along his ribs. “Did you ever imagine a day when I would not be jealous of other males?” 

Answering for me, Nico said, “No.” 

I laughed softly and fell asleep. In my dreams, I kept walking into rooms and looking for something that I couldn’t find and couldn’t remember. I knew it was something I needed, but I couldn’t recall what it was. When I woke up the next morning, I was tired and frustrated. 

Yukihyo tightened his hold on me and whispered, “What troubles your heart so much as to make its way into your dreams?” 

Relaxing into his warmth, I breathed deeply and closed my eyes. “I’ve forgotten something important.” 

“No, something is being deliberately hidden from you.” His deep monotone was quiet but loud enough for me to hear. 

I whispered, “What is it?” 

A thoughtful frown was on his face. “For the last few days, I have felt the same. I should be concerned about something. However, it slips away before I can grasp it.” His confession was a deep rumble that I felt through my ear. 

“Someone has ordered information to be withheld from us. Only two individuals outrank me within the Empire.” 

“Many more than that outrank Zared.” 

“Do you think one of my husbands is behind this?” 

Yukihyo nodded. He rubbed up and down my back and soothed the worry from me. 

“I can get it out of Zared.” 

“Are you certain? They kept all of their plans concerning Inquisitor Flavian from us.” 

The thought of their lies angered me. I sent my thoughts to Thunderdrop. I knew who I could trust. After a few minutes, he crawled up to join us on the bed. “They are hiding something from us. Do you know what it is?” I asked while stroking one of his front legs. 

“Chirp!” 

“What is it?” 

Thunderdrop showed me an image of Commander Quaid Bosh, Captain Eric Alaric, and the Hadrian. 

“What are they hiding about my husband and cousin?” 

Yukihyo added, “And, Sparrow’s father, Lieutenant Gary Adair.” 

“Chitter,” Thunderdrop said. He didn’t know. 

Shifting his weight, Yukihyo reached over to the bedside table for his vid-screen. Then, after pulling on a shirt, he sat up with me cuddled to his side. He called Quaid. It took longer than expected for the call to go through. When he did answer, worry caused my forehead to crease at the unfamiliar setting behind him. Then, I realized that I had seen it before. 

“You’re on a lunar base somewhere. Why? Are you in danger?” 

Quaid’s eyes were solid black. It happened when Eriopis males went for long periods of time without the stabilizing bonds created by their patriarch or wives. Most Laconian males of Eriopis descent took several wives. The mental strain he was under was obvious. If I had been with him, his eyes would have had a white sclera around them and would have appeared almost human. With longing, I stared at his gorgeous face and sexy jawline. I missed him so much that my heart ached. 

“I am unable to share that information, Princess Probus.” 

I squeezed Yukihyo’s hand. Something was definitely wrong, or he would have called me Lady Bosh. “I see. Well, it’s no matter. We were calling to inform you that we intend to take a brief holiday. I desire your company, Lord Bosh. A distraction is exactly what I need before proceeding with the diplomatic mission to Earth upon which Papa seems inclined to send me.” 

Yukihyo said, “We intend to visit the Laconian Sector to see family and check on our holdings. Will you condescend to make time for our wife while we are in your sector of space? Her physicians caution us that she is to remain calm and content. Sadness and longing brought about for a bonded mate, too long absent, is not beneficial to Teagan or the child she carries. You understand?” 

Quaid nodded. “I do not wish to cause our mate any distress. Keep me apprised. Arrangements can be made. As always, Princess Probus, seeing your face and hearing your voice brings me peace.” He inclined his head to me and ended the transmission. 

Sitting up, I frowned. “I can’t bring my ladies along. They need to stay put. What should we do?” I stared into Yukihyo’s white eyes. Worried orange and grey striations within them proved to me that his concern mirrored my own. 

“Or, your mother,” he added. 

“Also, I need to take it easy. I can’t risk anything happening to my baby.” 

Yukihyo brought his arms around me and pulled me back against his warm side. I slipped my hand underneath his shirt, needing to feel his skin against mine. He soothed all of my worried emotions away. “There is nothing to fear. The child is healthy, and I will protect you, our unborn baby, and the three who are about to jump onto our bed.” 

I looked over the edge of the bed and to the floor. Then, I busted out laughing. Neema, Niklos, and Peter were crawling into our room. The older two kept their baby brother between them, protecting him and teaching him how to sneak up on us. Peter didn’t need any help climbing up and into my arms. He loved to climb which terrified me most of the time. 

Thoughtfully, I said, “The children are having so much fun here. They’ve been thriving and learning so much.” My feelings were conflicted. I needed to solve the mystery concerning Quaid, but my children needed to come first and were so content on Daphoene. 

“It sounds as though you are talking yourself out of leaving.” 

Peter nuzzled my neck. He had been growing bigger and stronger. I thought the daily swim lessons were helping with his development. “I don’t know. Things are different. I have you, the children, Momma and Papa, other husbands, and pregnant friends.” 

Niklos straddled Yukihyo’s chest and laid his head on his shoulder. Yukihyo kissed the top of his head. “We could send a few of our clan to learn what it is that Quaid cannot tell us.” 

“Good idea. Then, if he is granted leave, they can bring Quaid home to us for a visit.” 

“I will speak to Zared,” he said quietly. It felt like a weight lifted from my shoulders. “All will be well, Lady Wife.” 

Reassured by Yukihyo, I was able to enjoy snuggling with the children before breakfast. 

Shortly after breakfast, the children and I had gone outside to play in the sand beside the pool. I was helping Peter fill his bucket when someone sat behind me and whispered into my ear, “All you needed to do was give me the word. I am at your service.” Eli stroked my hair. He was formidable, and of the Empire’s spies, one of the most lethal. 

He had discovered my identity and location soon after my genetic scans had been taken on Arachne and had watched over me ever since. He had made it his personal mission to destroy my enemies, bit by bloody bit and had done so. 

I noticed Zared standing nearby in the shade of a tall tree, watching over us. Suspiciously, I asked Eli, “Did you or someone else order my Omnes Videntes to keep hidden from me my worries about Quaid?” 

Zared answered for him. “No, Teagan. Quaid asked us as a personal favor to keep you calm and peaceful. He knows your heart and mind almost as well as I do, and we are in agreement. You should rest and enjoy the life growing within you.” 

“I want to know what has gotten Quaid so agitated. Are Quaid, Eric, and Gary, along with the rest of the Hadrian’s crew, in danger? What’s going on?” 

“Mommy, here,” Neema said as she handed me a bucket of sand to turn upside down. 

“Wait,” Niklos said. With a frown of concentration, he drew an ‘X’ in the sand where he wanted the bucket dumped. 

A pleased grin lifted the corners of Nico’s mouth from where he reclined on a lounge chair and worked on his vid-screen. The older Niklos got, the clearer it became that he took after Nico. 

Eli said, “I asked Cory to find out. He and Aurek have been sent to hunt down any remaining Earth Loyalists. He will report back to us once he learns the Hadrian’s mission.” 

I stiffened upon hearing their names. I remained furious with Cory Flavian and Aurek Maxim, the Inquisitors, who along with Eli and Inquisitor Rovek, my instructor, had been tasked with capturing the ever-elusive Felix Jiri. “Are the Earth Loyalists a continued danger to us?”

“Any who are, won’t be for long,” Eli stated. Then, softly, he asked, “Did I hear correctly yesterday? Does the child you carry have a Parvac father?” 

I smiled and caught Nico’s eyes. “Yes, Eli. My littlest one may be the result of your attentions.” 

Nico said, “Or mine, Fitz’s, Drex’s, or Dario’s.” 

I said, “It will be a few weeks before we are able to learn more.” 

Grinning, he said, “I still have a one-in-five chance of being a father.” 

Neema snorted at him. “You already gots us.” 

“Yeah,” Niklos agreed. 

Peter looked up at me with big brown eyes. “Mama,” he said. 

Smiling, I kissed his cheek. 

Minutes later, we were in the pool. The kids had gotten carried away with the sand, and they had worn me out. Once our fingers and toes had shriveled, Pierce and Lorca were ready to take over. They wrapped the children in towels and took them inside. 

Drex scooped me up into his arms and carried me to my room. “You are tired. After your shower, you will have lunch in bed and a nap.” His tone held no room for negotiation. 

I didn’t bother. 

Fitz said, “She must be tired to put up with your tyranny.” 

“I am,” I admitted. 

Drex gently placed me on my feet in front of the shower. Then, he removed my towel and swimsuit, along with his own clothing. 

“What are you doing?” 

He gave me a concerned look. “You are swaying on your feet. I will not leave you unattended, dearest one.” 

Turning on the jets, I let the water pound into my scalp. 

He said, “Please, allow me to wash your hair for you.” 

Wiping water from my eyes, I moved out of the spray and within his reach. Ever so carefully, he washed my hair and rinsed it. His gentle touch, as if I were the most fragile porcelain, had gotten me turned on, but when I glanced down at his manly appendage, it was hanging along his thigh. He genuinely wished to take care of me. He wasn’t trying to arouse me. It made me want him even more. 

Shutting off the water, I reached for a towel, but he beat me to it. He wrapped me up before taking another one to use for my hair. It had become clear to me that when he called me his dearest one, he meant it. While he concentrated on drying my hair, I watched droplets of water slide down his heavily muscled chest. He was in his prime, a warrior. I took a step closer. It was obvious that he had no idea what he was doing to me. Moving even closer, I caught a droplet of water with my tongue and gazed up into his eyes as I licked upward. His manly appendage sprang to life. 

“You were right. I do need to be put to bed, immediately.” Taking the towel from his hands, I moved it over his chest, arms, stomach, and back. “You’ll have to dry your legs. I don’t want to risk fainting.” 

He didn’t waste any time. He followed me from the shower and to the bed, managing to get there before I did and turning down the covers for me to climb in. Drex stood beside the bed and stared down at me. 

Holding my hand out to him, I whispered, “Make love to me and call me your dearest one.” 

The sheets rustled as he got in beside me. His hands were worshipful upon my skin, as if he were afraid of breaking me. Dipping his head down, he lathed at my nipple before taking it into his mouth. Sighing, I ran my fingers through his short, damp hair. He moved his hand down to the juncture of my thighs and found me already wet for him. A soft growl rumbled deep within his chest. He moved to position himself between my legs but hesitated. 

“I’m afraid of hurting you and the babe,” he admitted.

“One thing I know above all else is that you would never do anything to hurt me. If you insist, I’ll be on top. I’m just so very tired.” I gave him a mischievous grin and gained my objective. 

My eyelids lowered as Drex pushed his tip inside of me. I moaned at the sensation of my delicate folds surrounding his soft head. He paused as though worried. 

“Drex, please. Don’t torture me with wanting you.” 

“Teagan, you could make me come with your words alone.” He pushed forward and drew himself back in the smallest of increments. It was maddening. 

“Drex, do it like you mean it, or I’ll have to tie you to this bed and have my way with you. I’m supposed to be resting, so be a good husband and do all of the work.” Reaching behind him, I gave his butt cheek a gentle slap. Within me, it felt like his cock had become twice as hard. 

He entered me fully. “Am I hurting you?” 

“No. I want you.... At some point, I fell in love with you, and I realized a moment ago how much you love me.” 

Our lips met. As our bodies moved as one, we kissed with a tenderness that made me weep. Afterwards, Drex turned onto his side and cradled me in his arms. “Why did you cry? Did I hurt you?” he whispered. 

“No, I promise you didn’t hurt me. I would have told you.” 

“Then, why?” 

Reaching up, I let my fingers lightly trail over his cheek. “I almost allowed the anger I felt toward you when we first met to stand in the way of something beautiful.” 

Cautiously, Drex lowered his palm to my stomach. I was only a few weeks along, but I already had a small bump. “A tiny life rests within you and beneath my palm. Do you have any notion of how amazing you are?” 

“No, but I’m hungry. Do you mind going to the chef and asking him to make me a couple of bacon cheeseburgers? Oh, and fried pickles.... Can you bring me something on which to snack until it’s ready?” 

Drex laughed and got dressed. 

I went to freshen up and dressed in some soft lounge pants and a matching long-sleeved cream top. Hearing someone enter the room, I questioningly called out, “Momma?”

“She’s with Sparrow,” Nico said as he walked into the room and took a seat in a comfortable chair. “What do you need from Neema?” 

I gave him a guilty smile. “She’s been spoiling me. I was going to ask her to get the tangles out of my hair.” 

“I can help you with that, woman.” 

Getting my brush, I sat on the floor between his feet. 

He put his vid-screen aside and started working the brush through the ends of my hair. “You and the children have broken Drex.” 

“What did we do?”

“You’ve shattered his stone heart and reformed it, filling it with yourselves.”

“He’s managed to do the same thing to us. I think it’s time that I attempt to bind him to myself. Things have changed between us. I accepted him to perpetrate a ruse, but such is no longer the case. I love him, and I’ll never let him go.” 

The brush started to pass through my hair with greater ease. “Much has changed between the two of you since that day on the beach when you slapped him.” 

My cheeks began to burn. “I regret that. I wish I could take it back. It was cruel of me. I didn’t believe he really loved me. I thought I was nothing more to him than a prize. How wrong I was.” 

“Do you think you carry his child?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure which of my amazing husbands has granted me my dearest wish and gotten me with child. However, when I find out, I will show him my appreciation repeatedly.” 

Nico chuckled at me. 

A light tap sounded at the door. “Dearest one, Empress Neema insisted the table be set for lunch. Do you wish for me to argue for yours to be brought to you?” 

I sighed. “No, don’t contradict Momma. Please, help me up.” 

The closer Drex came, the clearer it was that something fragile was in his heart and spilling out through his eyes. I could see it there so clearly. It made me quite certain that he had been spying and had heard our conversation about him. Smiling up at him, I took his hand and let him help me to my feet. Then, I closed my eyes and hid my face against his chest as dizziness swept over me. 

“Teagan, are you alright?” Nico asked. 

“No.” 

“Just hold still. I’ve got you,” Drex whispered. 

It took a few moments to pass. “Thank you, sweetie. I feel better. Are my burgers ready?” 

“Sweetie?” Drex asked. 

I reached up and gently pinched his cheek. “Yes, you are my sweetie.” 

Nico threw his head back and laughed. 

Drex gave me his arm and led me to the dining table where I attacked my food like a ravenous ice bear. My terrible manners got me thinking. “Yukihyo, do we have any ice bear?” I stared at him, waiting for his answer, with my second burger positioned in front of my face, ready to meet the fate of its predecessor. I took a big bite out of it before he could answer. 

Yukihyo made eye contact with Jazon, who shook his head. Jazon said, “When Tracy and I had our little adventure, the ice bears my team and I took down were contaminated and had to be destroyed.” 

An irrational disappointment washed over me. Tears streamed down my face, and I sobbed while chewing my burger. Nico, Drex, Fitz, Dario, and Eli appeared horrified. 

“Teagan, my sweet, why all of these tears over protein? Darling, we have plenty of meat. You won’t go hungry. We have Naxan bison steaks. They are much better.” Momma reached over and patted me. 

I nodded, but put my burger down, hid my face behind my napkin, and bawled. I couldn’t stop. 

Momma said, “Can’t one of you calm her? It isn’t good for my daughter to be so distraught in her condition.” 

Zared whispered, “I’m trying.” 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m crying. It must be because of the baby.” 

Violet said, “It’s alright, Teagan. I’ve been craving it, too. Maybe, Hiroshi can bring us some ice bear.” 

I sniffled and tried to regain control of myself. 

Xavier walked into the room with Sparrow clinging to one of his arms and Tracy holding onto the other. The ladies’ eyes had lit up. “Did you say we have ice bear steaks? I think I could eat that and perhaps some applesauce,” Tracy said. 

Sparrow said, “I’ll try some broth.” 

Meeting Tracy’s eyes, I didn’t have the heart to tell her. Instead, I started crying again. I shook my head. 

Violet said, “We don’t have any.” 

After they were seated, Tracy started crying, too. 

Our husbands went nuts. 

“Please, don’t cry. I’ll get you anything you want,” Jazon said in a panic. 

Through my sobs, I said, “The cheeseburgers are good.” 

Hiccupping, Tracy said, “Okay.” 

We ate our burgers and cried. 

Through it all, Yukihyo had been on his vid-screen laughing with Hiroshi. Meanwhile, Zared, Jazon, and Xavier were speaking in frantic Laconian. 

Tracy said, “You and Terre have your mothers. I miss mine.” Her voice was soft and forlorn. 

Jazon turned his full attention onto his wife, drew her onto his lap, and soothed her fragile emotions. 

Sparrow said, “I don’t miss mine. She’s a whore, but I miss my daddy.” 

Dario had moved to the side of the room and was ordering his ship prepared. 

Eli said to him, “We can’t simply take along one warship, not without knowing what has Bosh so concerned.” 

“Agreed. Order your ships readied. Three Parvac warships should provide sufficient protection along with all of their fighter ships,” Dario said. 

“Chione, Yukihyo?” Nico asked. 

“Yes, I’ll make arrangements with the Sidero Clan to ready our home. Perhaps, they will have some steaks waiting for us to tide our females over while we hunt. We should ask Adini and Lonon if Galina can travel with us. I’m sure she would like to visit her grandmother, the Lady Galatea.” 

Over his shoulder, Eli said, “Rovek, Teagan’s team might benefit from some survival training on Chione.” 

“I agree,” the man responded from somewhere nearby. He came into view, and the two of them grinned at each other. 

“Why are the two of you so happy? It’s going to be weeks before there is any ice bear.” I wiped my eyes on my napkin. 

Eli walked over to me and rested his hand over my tiny bump. “Our strong Parvac son or daughter has given you a fierce hunger. It is our duty to provide for you, and you will have all that you wish. I give you my word.” 

I sniffled. “Okay. I’m tired. I need to go take a nap.” 

Eli pulled out my chair, lifted me into his arms, and carried me away to bed where I fell into a deep sleep within the safety of his arms. 
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Chapter Three
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When I woke up, safe and secure in Eli’s arms, without thinking I immediately wiped my mouth on the shirt he wisely had worn to bed. My stomach growled angrily. “Ugh. I just ate.” 

Eli kissed my forehead. “That was seven hours ago.” 

“What? I slept all day? Where are my babies? My poor children!” 

“Teagan, the children have been basking in the attention of their Gama, fathers, and nurses. You needed the sleep. All of your energy is going here.” He gently rested his hand over my baby bump. 

“Yeah. You’re right. Help me up. I have to pee. What’s for dinner?” 

Eli grinned and facilitated all of my needs. 

Afterwards, we found Sparrow sitting at the dining table with a large bowl of buttered noodles that had been sprinkled with parsley. Slurping up a noodle, she said, “This is good.” 

Mesmerized, I said, “I want some.” 

With messy black hair and sleepy black eyes, Tracy took the seat across from me. She yawned. 

“Did you just wake up, too?” I asked.

She nodded. “I’m thirsty.” 

“How about this, ladies?” Fitz flashed his smile at us and passed out glasses of cold pineapple fizzy water. 

I sucked mine down and was given more. “How’s Terre?” 

Fitz said, “She’s still feeling queasy but is drinking plenty of fluids.” 

Sympathetically, I said, “Poor Terre. I remember what that’s like.” 

“She will be fine. Phillip reports that she is improving and should be up and about soon,” Dario assured us. 

His chef brought out a large platter of lobster and small dishes of butter. My mouth watered. The sound of blocks falling over stole my attention to a nearby scene. Poppy and Peter sat on a blanket where they were concentrating on stacking blocks. Violet was sound asleep on the floor beside them, but Kaoti sat next to her and gave me a small salute. Nodding my understanding that he had everything under control, I turned around. 

Fitz gave me a smile and looked at me like I was the most adorable thing he had ever seen. “Perhaps, you will like this.” He lifted a fork up to my mouth upon which he had speared a white, fluffy-looking bite of lobster. 

I gave him a worried look and hoped it would sit well with the baby and me. I chewed and moaned. “Oh, stars. That’s good.” He fed me another bite and another. 

Sparrow said, “Xavier, give me some of that.” She pointed with her fork. 

He was thrilled that she wanted to eat something other than broth and noodles. The chef had gone to the kitchen to prepare more which was a good thing, because Tracy sniffed the air and attacked. The three of us continued on to eat two lobsters a piece. 

Tracy asked, “Is there any stuffing?” 

Several long minutes were spent to the accompaniment of the sounds of utensils and dinnerware clanking and the children quietly playing. I didn’t even notice who all had joined us at the table. My hunger was a demanding entity. Once it had been satiated, my body demanded sleep. While my ladies and I entered a loop of eating, sleeping, and playing with the children, the males occupied themselves with readying our ships. 

Feeling well enough to risk checking on Terre, I went to her room and sat on the edge of her bed. She looked tired, but much better. “If you want us to call off this trip, say the word.” 

“No, truly, I’m feeling much improved.” Her smile was radiant. “We have tiny lives growing inside of us. How spectacular is that?” 

Leaning over, I kissed her cheek. 

“Here, Cupcake.” Phillip gave me his hand and helped me stand. 

I did so slowly for two reasons. For one, standing still occasionally made me feel dizzy. For another, feeling the mattress move would make Terre barf. In the hall outside of their room, I asked, “Are you sure this is okay?” 

Phillip kissed my forehead. His blue eyes twinkled with happiness, and I felt his joy through the bond he shared with Yukihyo. “Don’t worry about a thing. She isn’t doing anything she feels like she can’t handle.” 

I nodded, but leaning closer, I whispered, “Are you sure my baby is okay?” 

“I’m positive, Cupcake. If I weren’t absolutely certain, I wouldn’t allow you to go.” He placed his hands on my upper arms and held my gaze with his. “I mean it, Teagan. This pregnancy may feel different to you because it’s the first healthy one you’ve had. With both Neema and Niklos, your heart was a major concern. Don’t worry. Safeguards are in place in case of magnetic disturbances. There is nothing for you to worry about. Eat, sleep, and only do what you feel like doing. I promise. You are solidly knocked up.” He gave me a wolfish grin. 

“I’m trying not to be afraid. I just want this baby so much.” My voice broke, and my eyes began to fill. 

“In less than ten months now, you’ll be yelling that you’ve changed your mind.” 

I smacked him on the arm. 

“Cupcake, milk this pregnancy for everything it’s worth. You’ve got five possible fathers. You could have one rubbing each of your feet while another rubs your back. Let them spoil you. They want to. Parvac males will do anything to keep a pregnant mate happy. It’s a cultural thing.” 

“You sound like you’ve been studying.” 

“Oh, I have. Anyway, Victoria has loads of excellent advice.” 

“The two of you get along?” 

He nodded. “We have the same goals.” He tipped his head toward his bedroom. “Let them spoil you,” he whispered. 

“They do. I couldn’t be happier. I only hope that I make them as happy as they make me.” 

“I’m pretty sure you do.” 

“Phillip, are there any rules you want me to follow about food and stuff?” 

He scratched his belly thoughtfully. “Try to cut down to one cup of coffee a day and go easy on the sweets. If you feel like walking, do so, but I got you out of the physical requirements of the Inquisitors’ training. Oh, try to bring up your science grade. Tracy can help you.” 

“Ugh. Science is hard and boring.” 

“But, you like boring and hard. You married Drex.” Phillip stared at me with a straight face. 

“Drex is a sweetie. I was wrong about him.” I felt a hand touching my lower back. 

Fitz asked, “Teagan, are you ready?” 

“I guess, but I’m really worried about all of us getting into a transport.” I cringed at the thought of what the ride to the land port might do to my friends and me. 

Fitz said, “I won’t leave your side. I promise.” 

Phillip said, “We’ll be down in a minute.” 

“Phillip,” Terre called weakly from their bed. 

He gave my cheek a kiss and went to his wife. “Yes, my goddess?” 

I held onto Fitz’s arm, and together we walked out to the waiting transports. The prospect of the ride filled me with dread. I was taken aback when I saw a large, solid black transport resembling a bus that filled up the driveway. Its windows were blackened, and its carpeted steps were lowered. “What’s this?” 

Dario answered. “This is how our ladies will travel
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