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Two Parvac warships sped from Galaxic space with two Galaxic starships following closely behind. Through the observation deck viewports, the stars which were usually soothing points of light had become dizzying blurs. I sat with my feet up watching Princess Neema play with her new favorite toy, a soft replica of an Arachnean Silk spider’s rainy season web and several stuffed silk spiders created in bright primary colors. Each spider my infant daughter pulled from the nest ended up in her mouth for a short period of time before ending up on the carpet. Thunderdrop, my bonded Arachnean Silk spider, eyed her warily from where he played with his ball. 

The Lady Emma Alaric, or Gram as we all referred to her, had been correct as usual when she had warned me a week earlier that I would remain under a permanent and unrelenting scrutiny for the rest of my life. Days ago, I had been released from the Medical Bay after suffering a cardiac episode. A gel patch with a monitoring device remained stuck to my chest, and I had been forbidden to remove it. However, Dr. Svenson had no fear that I would be tempted to remove something that had tiny wires attached to my heart. The thought of doing such a thing made me cringe. Apparently, ventricular fibrillation during pregnancy could be fatal. My husbands, Lord Yukihyo Alaric Montgomery Lee and General Nico Cassian, had me under their constant surveillance. Dr. Phillip Svenson and Dr. Avitus were aware of my heart rate from wherever on board the ship they happened to be. 

While the dizzying passage of the stars had me feeling a bit sick, I feared mentioning it. This was my first venture out of the Imperial quarters since my release from the infirmary. I decided to concentrate on Neema and Thunderdrop where they played on the carpet. Prince Niklos gave me a series of hard kicks causing me to laugh. Strong hands landed on my shoulders from behind my chair and began a soothing kneading motion. I closed my eyes and sighed.

“I know you crave a change in scenery, but perhaps it is time we go back to our rooms,” Yukihyo said.

“Will you play a game with me?”

“On one condition, lady wife.”

“What?”

“If I win, you must select another opponent.” Yukihyo laughed and kissed my temple. Yukihyo wanted me to coerce Kaoti, my Parvac bodyguard, to play stones with me. Yukihyo got some kind of perverse satisfaction out of watching me try Kaoti’s patience. 

“Fine. I won’t make Kaoti play with me though. He’s having too much fun playing with Violet.” 

Violet was Kaoti’s Arachnean bride who he had convinced to move with him to Parvac. I hoped Violet would decide to reside with Kaoti in my wing of the Palace. Pierce, the nurse my grandmother had hired to help care for Neema, began making a game of placing silk spiders back into their nest. Thunderdrop attached a line of silk to his ball and dragged it behind him as he jumped to Yukihyo’s shoulder.

“I have another opponent in mind for you.”

“Who?”

Yukihyo grinned at me as he carefully moved my feet from the padded ottoman and helped me to stand. I wanted to complain that I wouldn’t break and that I could get up without any help, but a large part of me was terrified at the useless erratic fluttering to which my heart had been reduced a week ago. Instead of complaining, I glanced out of a viewport at the lights as we streaked past. 

“Do we have to go so fast?” I asked as I took the strong arm Yukihyo offered me.

Yukihyo’s eyes had begun to return to a calm solid white, but all of the striations of color that allowed me to read his moods had yet to disappear. He had been terrified that my heart would kill me. After experiencing first hand with Dr. Crispus what the loss of a spouse could do to the emotional and psychological well-being of a Laconian, I was hesitant to cause Yukihyo any kind of upset. He and Nico often spoke in whispers attempting to hide from me their growing anxiety that I wouldn’t survive the delivery of my son. While they might be able to hide their conversations, they could no longer hide from me their emotions. That had ended when I had formed bonds with Yukihyo, Nico, and Quaid while vacationing on Sinope. My thoughts turned to Quaid, who unlike Yukihyo and Nico who watched me constantly, worried about me from the Hadrian, one of the Galaxic ships following in our wake. 

As soon as Pierce had picked up Neema, we began our slow procession back to the Imperial quarters. What would happen to them if my heart stopped again and Phillip couldn’t fix it? I felt Yukihyo tremble under my hands. He said nothing, but I knew my morbid thoughts had unsettled him.

“I’m sorry.”

In a strained voice, Yukihyo said, “You will one day have the same white hair and wrinkled cheeks as Gram. You and she share this genetic condition. You will entertain no more thoughts of leaving me. As your husband, I order it.” Yukihyo spoke with such firm conviction and in such seriousness, that I began to laugh, hard. I couldn’t stop.

“Oh, no. Now, I have to pee.” I wiped the tears from my eyes that my fit of laughter had caused. “Oh, no. Hurry!”

I got Yukihyo to speed up our walk. Once we entered our quarters, I rushed past everyone in the sitting room without noticing their faces and made it to my bathroom with no time to spare where I continued to laugh to myself. What Yukihyo had said hadn’t been funny or even meant to be taken humorously, and I wondered if I might be having a breakdown. I calmed myself down and splashed cold water on my face from the sink. I stared at my pale reflection and the dark circles under my eyes. I was scared. This wasn’t someone from whom I could run away or protect myself. I had to worry about my own body killing me, but even worse, I had Niklos depending on my body, too. I couldn’t let anything happen to him. Feeling sorry for myself and hiding in the bathroom to cry wouldn’t do Niklos or me any good. I patted my face dry and walked out to the sitting room.

Nico hurried to me and guided me to the couch where he lifted my feet up and covered me with a soft white blanket. “Are you feeling well enough for visitors?” Nico asked. Thin lines spread out from the corners of my blonde giant’s eyes.

“If it is someone who will play a stones game with me, yes. If it is someone with needles, injectors, and medical devices, no.”

Nico stared at my face recognizing immediately the signs of my tears when he saw them. He rubbed his thumb across my cheek as he rested his fingers along my jaw. 

“I assure you. I have brought nothing with me to annoy you other than myself.” The sound of the deep calm voice was like finally hearing a piece of music after struggling for days to recall the tune.

“Xavier?” The end of my nose began to tingle, and rapidly I blinked away the growing moisture in my eyes. “Xavier, is it really you?”

Nico moved to sit on the couch placing my feet in his lap as he did so.

“Yes, Teagan. I am here.”

Once Nico’s large body was out of my line of sight, I held my arms open. “I had begun to fear you were just a dream, an imaginary friend I had invented in my troubled sleep.”

Xavier hesitated in front of me before going to his knees on the plush carpet beside me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and breathed in the scent of him feeling the same comfort I took from doing the same with Neema. An involuntary relieved sob escaped me, but sensing an increase in my heart rate, the monitor stuck to my chest made those beats audible to everyone in the room. Suddenly, calm fell over me like a gauzy scarf. My emotions were thinly shielded from me, but my thoughts and awareness were not dimmed as was the case when Yukihyo or Isidora calmed me. My heart returned to its approved rate silencing the monitor. Thunderdrop, at the sound of the monitor, had jumped from the table upon which Sue, his octopus, resided in her tank, to perch atop Niklos and blink at me. 

“Aren’t you going to hug me back?” When I felt Xavier’s hand awkwardly patting my back, I gave his neck a little more of a squeeze. Then, I loosened my arms and kissed his cheek before leaning back against my pillows. I examined his brown hair, strong nose, and nice lips. Xavier looked as Jazon, Xander, and Rozz did. I placed my hands to either side of Xavier’s face. There was one very obvious difference between Xavier and his brothers. “Cool. How’d that happen? Do you see the same out of each of your eyes? Do you get an ache in one eye or the other if it’s too bright outside?”

Xavier’s deep laughter rumbled through me like it had been long trapped under a mountain of boulders that only now tumbled away as it freed itself. 

“What?” I asked.

Xavier’s smile transformed his face into a thing of beauty. “Yours is not the reaction to which I have become accustomed.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Laconian women tend to either fear or revile me,” Xavier said.

“Well, Parvac women will be wanting to tend to you in other ways. I hope you know how to defend yourself.” I narrowed my eyes at Xavier. “We are in space. We’ve been headed toward home for days. How did you get on board Kane’s ship?”

“My brothers and I boarded this vessel while on Arachne after the apprehension of our father.”

“That was a week ago. Were you injured?”

“No.”

“Were you sick?”

“No.”

“Okay, let me get this straight, Xavier. You’ve been on this ship with me for a week. You weren’t hurt or sick, but you are only now stopping by to say hello?”

Xavier stared at me with one black eye and one white eye. I pursed my lips at him and felt my jaw begin to clinch. “That is correct,” he said.

I pinched his arm. His hand covered the spot, and he looked at me with what I assumed to be shock. Angrily, I said, “Shame on you. I didn’t know you were here or what had happened to you. You didn’t call, speak to me in my mind, or anything. However, you were steps away the entire time?”

“Teagan, calm down or Xavier will be forced to leave,” Nico said.

“Oh, he’s not going anywhere. Where is everyone else?”

Nico answered while Xavier continued to stare at me in stunned silence. “Your doctors are only allowing you a visitor or two a day.”

I rolled my eyes. “They are such controlling....”

“Teagan, not in front of the baby,” Yukihyo admonished as he placed my stones game on a table and positioned it within reach. Yukihyo motioned Xavier toward a chair and began chuckling softly to himself. Xavier reached for the white pieces.

“No, Xavier. I use the white pieces. I’m a princess. You get the black ones. Oh, your uniform will be black, too. Papa wants me to wear white to formal occasions. You can go first.” Nico smirked at Xavier while rubbing my feet. As Xavier began to beat me for the third game in a row, I asked, “Everyone is here, even Zared?”

Looking at me with a solid black eye and a white eye laced with pink, gold, orange, and grey, Xavier said, “Yes, Princess Probus. We are all on board. While our feelings for our father range from mixtures of intense anger, pity, betrayal, and love, we all agree that the Parvac Empire has demonstrated considerable compassion and understanding. We are grateful.”

I blushed. “Dr. Stanley Crispus is a difficult man with whom to empathize, but my family helped me to see him more clearly. I just can’t understand or forgive him for not saving my mother.” Wondering what it might have been like to grow up basking in the love of my parents caused a deep ache within me that I feared would never go away. “How can we truly understand a man motivated by his own delusional madness?” Not knowing the answer to my own question, I shrugged and lost another game.

“Alright, Cupcake. You’ve played with your new little friend long enough. It’s time for your nap,” Phillip said.

Traces of blue and red entered Xavier’s white eye. Recognizing the signs of rage when I saw them, I laughed and covered Xavier’s hand with mine. “Phillip is bossy because he is my big brother and loves me. Be nice.” Through my touch, I tried to send my feelings of love and trust for Phillip to Xavier. When the red and blue vanished from his eye and his black eye began to lighten around the edges, I laughed and silently congratulated myself for my success. I squeezed Xavier’s hand. “I’m happy you’re here. I hope you and all of my new brothers will be happy with me in the Parvac Empire.” I pictured Xavier finding himself a cute Thalassan wife and having cute babies with eyes like his.

“Teagan,” Phillip scolded.

“Alright.”

Xavier stood, bowed to me, and excused himself. Nico stood, picked me up, and carried me into our room. After I had changed into a gown and been tucked into bed, Phillip ran his scanner over me. Then, he pulled an injector from his pocket and pressed it to my arm.

“Phillip, all of those times you stuck me with an injector, it wasn’t always vitamins, was it?”

Phillip’s blonde head lifted from his attention on my arm, and I caught a flash of his blue eyes. “No, Cupcake. It wasn’t. I want you to try to rest for a while. Alright?”

I nodded. “Phillip, am I dying?”

He froze, turned, and sat on the bed beside me. “I won’t let anything happen to you. We are prepared for the worst.”

“What’s the worst?”

Phillip took my hand in his and rubbed his thumb over the top of my hand. He stared at my hand and not my eyes. I stared at his eyelashes. “Should your heart fail, we have an artificial one prepared.” I watched Phillip’s eyes as they went to my stomach and quickly returned to our hands.

“My baby?”

“This is serious, Teagan.”

My throat began to ache. “Phillip, you have to swear to me right now that you won’t let anything happen to my baby.”

Phillip’s eyes locked onto mine. “No, Teagan. You mean too much. We can’t lose you. He’s far enough along to have a fighting chance.”

“Phillip, I can’t lose my baby. I’ve survived a lot but not that. You have to promise me that if it comes down to a choice between saving me or my baby, you will save my baby.”

“Teagan, you can have more children,” Phillip said quietly as he wiped at his eyes. He held the fingers of his hand at the base of his nose with his eyes squeezed shut.

I whispered, “Promise me, Phillip.”

Phillip made a choked noise, but nodded and said, “I promise. Teagan, damn it. You will do every single thing I tell you to do. Do you understand me? Everything. You will not argue or get into a snit about it.” Phillip looked at me now with red eyes, but used his index finger to wipe my tears away.

“If I die, try to keep my family together. They’ll need each other.”

“No more of this talk, Teagan.” Phillip stood and kicked his shoes off. Then, he removed his belt and climbed into bed beside me.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to hold you while you sleep. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, Yukihyo and Nico might.”

“They went to the exercise deck to let off some steam.”

“They are afraid, aren’t they?”

“We all love you.”

“I love all of you, too.”

Phillip stroked my hair until I fell asleep.

On the exercise deck, sweat dripped from the shirtless chests of Yukihyo, Nico, Eli, and Xavier as they deflected each other’s punches and kicks. Nico landed a fierce blow to Yukihyo’s thigh but failed to defend himself from contact in his jaw from Eli’s fist. 

“I feel her giving up. She expects to die,” Yukihyo said with eyes that appeared more orange than white in his despair. 

Xavier swept Eli’s legs out from under him and leapt away. 

“Have you spoken to Quaid?” Nico asked as he glided to a spot out of Yukihyo’s reach. 

“He has submitted to his captain a request for a leave of absence,” Yukihyo said as his foot sailed over the space Eli’s head had just occupied.

Across the deck, Yukihyo’s new clan members engaged in similar battles. Their fear of losing Teagan was just as real and painful as his own.

“I have a plan to put the fight back into her,” Nico said.

“How?” Eli asked moments before Yukihyo’s knee struck him in the side. 

“I will exploit a subheading in our marriage contract. In times of war, I control her movements. When I take matters to the extreme and forbid her to set foot off of the Palace grounds, she will be furious. She will fight to hold onto her life while fighting against my tyranny.” 

Yukihyo stopped moving. “She will be livid. Do you mean to prevent her visits even to the Valens?” Yukihyo asked.

“Yes, nothing could anger her more,” Nico answered grimly.

“She will hate you and refer to you with unsavory language,” Yukihyo warned.

Nico grinned. “I don’t mind. I’ll get her to forgive me later.”

Yukihyo snorted. “How will you manage that?”

“With my mouth between her legs,” Nico wickedly answered.
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The four starships arrived and docked at Ephor’s land port creating a flurry of organized chaos. Two additional Parvac deep space warships stood ready as per Vice Admiral Valen’s orders. Kane’s ship along with the Hadrian and the Constantine, captained by Teagan’s hero, Captain Espanoza, were being refueled, stocked, and prepped for immediate departure. Kane, his two captains, Captain Alaric, and Captain Espanoza had already been debriefed by Emperor Probus, Admiral Valen, and several high-ranking intelligence, research, science, and communications specialists who were joining his command for the mission to Sector 45320B. Privately, Kane and Eric had agreed that having something exciting on which to concentrate was preferable to watching helplessly their cousin’s rapid decline. They both needed to find balance in what they could control. Frankly, neither of them could bear watching as Teagan faded away.

“Eli, where is the bag of jewelry I purchased on Arachne?” I wrung my hands together. I was about to say goodbye to Quaid for what could be the last time. I needed to place the wedding band I had bought for him on his finger to give him something to remember me by.

“I think it must be in your transport, Princess. I will check at once.” Eli bowed to me and left.

Pierce handed Neema to me to nurse. I smiled down at her sweet face. I wondered if she was old enough to remember me. I pushed those thoughts away and watched Sue as she moved slowly across a rock in her tank. Eli returned as I finished feeding my daughter. Eli didn’t come back alone. Quaid was with him.

“Quaid, I’m so glad to see you!” 

Neema screeched at Quaid and held her hands out for him. Quaid took her from me, kissed her cheeks, and hugged her to his chest. “I have missed you, Neema,” he said.

“Give to me my beautiful daughter. Our lady wife wishes a private word with you,” Yukihyo said.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Nico suggested to Yukihyo leaving Quaid, Phillip, and me behind.

“I’ll be in my room,” Phillip said.

Quaid sat beside me on the couch. “I have requested a leave of absence so that I might assist in your back and foot rubs.” Quaid’s eyes were as black as I had ever seen them. “Never before have I regretted my commission with the Militia as I do now. I await Captain Alaric’s response.”

I pulled Quaid to me and kissed him with all of the love, passion, and tenderness I felt for him. “Don’t say that, Quaid. Do you have any idea how proud I am to be your wife? I’m married to the amazing Commander Bosh, first officer of the Hadrian. You are about to go on a first contact mission with the intent to save untold lives. How could any woman be more proud of a man than I am of you?” I took the small box from the table beside me. “I got you something while we were on Arachne. I was angry with all of you. I thought you had all forgotten about me and were unconcerned about the threat to me. I felt so stupid when I finally understood what you had all really been doing. I didn’t figure it out until I saw Rafe in the hired transport.”

I opened the box and took out the bright gold band with its arrangement of light blue diamonds. Taking Quaid’s hand, I pushed the ring onto the third finger of his left hand. Then, I raised his hand to my lips and kissed his knuckles. “I love you, Quaid Bosh. You are brilliant sunlight and cool clear water. If anything should happen to me, I want you, Yukihyo, Nico, Neema, Niklos, and Phillip to remain a family. Will you do that for me?” 

Quaid’s eyes grew even darker, but he didn’t answer.

“Don’t. I’m not giving up. In fact, I have completely surrendered myself to Phillip’s orders. I’m scared, though. I’m scared for you, too. After seeing what happened to Dr. Crispus....”

Quaid silenced me as he slipped his fingers through my hair and held my head against his chest. We remained that way until Niklos’ kicks had me laughing and pulling away.

“Teagan, I love you more than I ever imagined possible. I can’t lose you.”

“Then, you won’t. You’re going to go on an incredible mission with my cousin, save a civilization, and then come back to me on Parvac. We’ll go on vacation to Thalassa. Maybe you’ll be back in time for when my Parvac hormones go crazy, as long as you can manage to find a fat wife with a disgustingly stretched out stomach attractive.”

“Teagan, it is you with whom I have fallen so completely in love, not your pretty packaging.” Quaid pulled me onto his lap and held me.

“Quaid, I want you to see if Jazon will go with you and maybe one of the others. I would feel better knowing that you, Eric, and Kane had one more advantage out there.”

“Teagan the thought of leaving you rips me apart. I can’t. I don’t have the strength for it.”

I buried my face in his neck and closed my eyes. “Husband, I know you well enough to realize that you will be better off having work with which to occupy your mind. Just remember that when next I have you in the same room with me, I will rip your clothes from you with my teeth.” I thought to flood his senses with pleasure to soothe him, but he stopped me.

“No, don’t strain yourself. I plan to hold you to your word, Lady Bosh.”

“Be safe and protect yourself and my cousins. Will you call me twice a day until you’re out of range?”

“I will.”

I ran my fingers through Quaid’s short blonde hair. “Make me proud.”

“Survive for me. You are everything to me now.” Quaid’s lips met mine once more before the door to the Imperial quarters opened. When no sound ensued, I turned to look.

“Papa!”

Quaid lifted me in his arms as he stood and gently placed me on my feet. Emperor Tavere Probus had already strode to me before I had taken two steps. My Papa’s warm strong arms surrounded me, and I pressed my face into his chest as I slipped my arms around him under his jacket. 

“Oh, Papa. I’ve missed you so much.”

“I am sure that I have missed you to a far greater extent. Quaid, how are you?”

“Concerned, Emperor Probus.”

“You don’t need to be. I won’t let anything happen to my little girl. You have my vow.”

Quaid saluted Papa. Papa saluted back. Quaid bowed over my hand and kissed it as he stared up into my eyes. I could feel his love and cherished it. “Make me proud, husband.” Quaid left before I could cry. 

Soldiers came and began to transfer our belongings to Papa’s ship. “Be very careful with Sue,” I warned two of Papa’s personal guards.

“Daughter, your hybrid mercenaries wish to say goodbye to you. They await you on board my ship.” I frowned. “They agreed to undergo training programs here at Ephors’ military base as a condition of serving you and of being deserving of their citizenship.”

“I don’t want to leave them all here. I want Jazon at least to accompany Quaid, Eric, and Kane. Jazon is brutal, but I trust him to keep them safe. An extra advantage couldn’t hurt. I really want Zared, Xavier, Zeth, and Izaac to come home with us.”

Papa kissed my forehead. “All will be as you wish. Now, come along.” Papa gave me his arm and escorted me past rows of Parvac soldiers who stood at attention as we entered the transport bay. Thunderdrop blinked at me from within the back of the large land transport carrying our belongings. He was perched protectively above Sue’s tank cover. Lorca waved to me from a seat next to the octopus and spider. I waved back. “In you go, my darling,” Papa said as he walked me over to another transport and handed me inside to Nico who waited with Yukihyo and Neema. 

I jumped when Phillip climbed in after Papa simply because he had been so quiet that I hadn’t noticed him. The surprise made the beeping of my monitor audible. Their eyes all locked onto me. I took a deep breath and lowered my gaze to Neema’s feet. Ignoring the scanner that Phillip waved over me, I rubbed her tiny feet through her socks. Papa’s driver took us from Kane’s ship directly across the very busy but well-organized land port and into the docking bay of a smaller Parvac starship. It looked sleek and fast. 

“This is nice, Papa. Is she new?”

“Yes, she is. This is her maiden flight. Let’s get you settled. Nico, carry your bride to the Imperial quarters. She seems tired.”

I began to argue with Papa, but stopped myself not seeing a point to it. After getting out of the transport, I placed my arms around Nico’s neck when he bent down to pick me up. We entered the lift, and Papa selected the second deck. There appeared to be only five. 

“What’s on each deck?” I asked.

“I will allow you to explore the ship tomorrow if Phillip agrees. For now, be content to know that deck one is the command deck, deck two contains two Imperial suites, sixteen guest quarters, living, and dining areas. Deck three is the location of the medical bay, cafeteria, gym, and entertainment room. The fourth deck has forty crew quarters, laundry and storage facilities, and weapons lockers. The fifth deck as you have seen is for cargo, transports, and fighter ships. The Captain and his bridge crew have their quarters on the command deck.” Papa gestured for us to leave the lift.

I gazed at the white wall panels and the plush white, black, and grey marbled carpet of the magnificent room in front of us. “Oh, it’s beautiful. Neema, look! Oh, there’s Thunderdrop’s new sculpture.” The tall sculpture had been carved from the trunk of an Arachnean tree. Smoothed out circles provided a spiraling honeycomb throughout the tall trunk making it a perfect plaything for a young Silk spider. “I love the carpet.”

Nico carried me to one of the couches in the central space. It was grey and scattered with pillows of vibrant yellow and purple. Smiling, I picked one up and ran my finger along the decorative piping of its edges. Yukihyo sat with Neema on the floor in a clearly defined play area.

“This is so nice,” I said as I looked around at the doors lining the walls. 

A lift was located at each end of the deck. Sue, Thunderdrop, Lorca, and two soldiers entered. The men placed the tank where Papa suggested against a white partition in the living area. I could see the tank from where I sat. Thunderdrop stared into the tank waiting for Sue to come out of hiding. 

“So, how many crewmembers are on board?” I asked.

“There are a total of forty-eight crew members. This deck is private,” Papa said.

“Well, it’s a beautiful ship,” I said.

“I am pleased to hear your approval because the Empress is my gift to you. I can’t have my beautiful princess always relying on Captain Lee or her cousin to take her where she wishes to go. In this starship, you will have plenty of room, safety, advanced weaponry, and should you have need, the ability to outrun any enemy.” I stared at Papa. “Yes, there is plenty of room in the cargo hold for your future merchant activities, not that you need to earn any credits.” Papa made a scoffing noise as he sat down on a couch across from me. 

Violet entered on Kaoti’s arm from the lift and stared around just as I had done. 

“Hey, Violet. Make yourself at home.” I smiled at her.

“I don’t mind if I do, Teagan.” She and Kaoti selected their quarters and then came back out. “Can we go and look around?” Violet asked.

“Yes, however, please remain on board. We will leave for Parvac soon,” Papa said.

I watched as Violet smiled happily at Kaoti’s stoic expression as the lift doors closed. Moments later, the doors opened again admitting seventeen men into the room. The youngest was Jezzie who I thought was a year or two my junior. The scar across his throat had become a thin white line thanks to nanites. I was relieved that Kaoti had gone with Violet since he had been the one to slice open Jezzie’s throat. The eldest of the men was Xavier who I assumed to be about thirty years old. Each of my new brothers, who Yukihyo had welcomed into the Ponidi Clan, had been created by Dr. Stanley Crispus and developed in amniotic chambers. They each knew less of a mother’s love than I did. I caught sight of solid black eyes and long straight grey hair that had been secured at the base of the neck. 

“Zared, I’ve missed you. Won’t you give me a hug? They won’t let me get up. I’ve been beeping.” Zared flowed across the carpet to me kneeling before me in one fluid motion. I wrapped my arms around his neck and sighed in relief when I felt the renewal of the bond between us. “Simply having you near has me feeling stronger already, Puppy Petter.”

Zared and I had first become acquainted when he and his brothers had abducted Neema and me at the behest of Arlo Dano who at the time was being manipulated by their father and creator, Dr. Crispus. I had been suffering from extreme motion sickness at the time. The motion sickness combined with the severe emotional distress and depression being torn away from Yukihyo had caused me resulted in Zared and me accidentally bonding with one another. The effect had cascaded since he already shared tight emotional and mental bonds with his hybrid brothers. 

Dr. Crispus had combined the Laconian races of Eriopis and Enyo to create children in his lab where he and his wife had failed naturally. Children born of Eriopis and Enyo couples seldom survived. Any who did were considered unnatural because of the combined mental and emotional abilities they possessed and were shunned until they succumbed to madness. Dr. Crispus had delivered me while posing as a simple doctor on a mining colony, where for a time he had hidden from the authorities. Chance had placed my mother there during her captivity by Nathan Green, a despicable, abusive man who I had grown up believing to be my father. In truth, Nathan Green had belonged to an anti-Parvac military coalition and had abducted my mother to punish the Emperor, my grandfather. However, it was the Emperor’s son, my father and current Emperor Tavere Probus, my mother, Neema Valen, and me who had suffered.

Now, I sank into the connection between Zared and me. I gave him my fear of never seeing my son’s face, of leaving Neema as motherless as I had been, and of the pain those who loved me were sure to suffer. Zared’s hands soothed me with long strokes down my back. That was what had gotten him his nickname to begin with. I giggled, pulled back enough to kiss his cheek, and said, “I’m glad to see you haven’t changed, Puppy Petter.”

With feigned exasperation, Zared said, “Why must you refer to me in such an undignified manner?” I smiled and shrugged at him. Zared kissed my hands, rose, and moved to stand behind me. 

Jazon, also known as Knife because of his vicious stabbing of Phillip at the time of the abduction, approached me next. With the exception of his solid black eyes, Jazon’s dark brown hair and average features would allow him to blend in with just about any crowd. 

“Jazon, is there any chance of you doing me a favor?”

“There is no need for you to ask. Do not waste your energy fearing for their safety. I will alert them of any threats that I might sense.” 

Jazon kept his hands firmly clasped behind his back. He knew I wasn’t ready to hug him after what he had done to Phillip. Also, he had ruined my bracelet. The slim gold bracelet had been the first gift that I had ever received, and it had been from Phillip. It had only been meant to house a tracking device, credit chip, and identification chip. While the bracelet hadn’t been of any real monetary value, it had meant a great deal to me. I gazed at my left wrist and rubbed it with my right hand. The stunning replacement that Jazon had fastened on my wrist along with all of my other jewelry except my wedding band had been removed. 

Everyone knew better than to touch the wedding ring Yukihyo had given to me. He had had it made of one of the meteors that had frightened me during my first experience with a meteor storm while in route to Malta. It was entwined by a strong, thin metal that grew at an infinitesimal rate. I cherished my ring and everything between Yukihyo and me that it symbolized. However, on my wrist now, all I saw were fading bruises from countless needles and tubes.

“Jazon,” I whispered. “Please take care of Quaid if....”

“Shut up,” Jazon said. Angrily, he turned and left. 

Papa got the terrifying look on his face that I seldom saw, and I feared for Jazon.

“Please, forgive my brother, Emperor Probus. The Princess’ illness terrifies Jazon. Should the day come when she leaves the existence we all share, Jazon has vowed to take the journey with her. Her loss would be too much to bear,” Xavier explained. 

The tightness in my throat loosened with Zared’s touch of my shoulder. “Well, tell him if he does that, he’s a stupid asshole,” I said.

“Teagan, if our daughter learns to say that word, the two of us will have an issue,” Yukihyo admonished from where he played blocks on the floor with Neema.

“Whatever. Fine. Tell him I said he already is one,” I scowled. 

“If he again speaks to my darling in such a manner, I will flog him,” Emperor Probus stated. 

I lowered my eyes to my hands and picked at the blanket. Nico and Yukihyo’s wariness proved to the others that Papa did not make idle threats. 

“I will go with him,” Xavier said as he kneeled in front of me.

“But I want you to stay with me,” I said. The dreams he had shared with me brushed across my mind too quickly to be caught and remembered. 

“If I matter to you, then show me mercy. If I were to lose you, my only hope of survival would be great distance. I have no desire to live a life without you, even if I might only have the love of a sister.” Xavier rested his forehead on my knees. I stroked his hair.

“I’ll be fine. Phillip is going to take good care of me, and I’ve even promised not to argue. So, be sure to bring a present home to me.”

Xavier raised his head and peered into my soul with his mismatched eyes. “No harm will come to them. I swear this on my life, Princess.” Xavier took my hand and brought it to his lips. He closed his eyes and held my hand until my heart began to ache that he was leaving. He whisked those feelings away from me like dandelion fluff. Xavier stood, bowed low to me, stared into Yukihyo’s eyes, and left.

Zeth and Izaac needed no convincing to come with me to Parvac. Having at least three of my hybrid brothers, who I had decided to call the Omnes Videntes, made me feel a little better. Also, secretly, I hoped that if Phillip couldn’t save me that Zared, Zeth, and Izaac would save Yukihyo and Nico. My babies shouldn’t be deprived of both mother and fathers. 

Vawn, Xander, Zergio, Rozz, Zam, Traviz, and Jezzie, I knew. However, Walter, Tomaz, Wyatt, Vic, and Zack, I was meeting for the first time. In unison, they went down on their right knees and pledged themselves to me, Emperor Probus, and the Parvac Empire. Papa gave them a nod of approval. Then, Eli escorted them to the large land transport that would take them to Ephors’ main military base where they would be trained to serve as my private guards.

“They will keep us safe, Papa. I’m sure of it.” Neema crawled to my feet and clutched the skirt of my dress as she smiled up at me with a drool covered chin. “Does Mommy finally get some attention?”

Yukihyo crawled toward us while growling like a bear. Neema shrieked and yelled, “CoCo! CoCo!”

With a proud smile, Nico said, “I will save the princess from the fierce ice bear.” Then, he picked her up and blew fart noises on her tummy until she was shrieking with laughter. 

“Mommy,” Neema said as she reached for me. Once I had her in my arms, Neema attempted to get her lunch on her own. 

“Silly baby,” I said as I kissed her fingers. After she had had enough, Neema’s eyelids began to droop. “How about the two of us go see what kind of bed Gapa got us? Do you want to take a nap with Mommy?” I blotted at a drop of milk sliding from the corner of her little mouth. Yukihyo smiled and carefully lifted our baby from my arms. Nico helped me up. I noticed that Zared, Zeth, and Izaac had continued to stand behind the couch on which I had been sitting. “Oh, no. They are behaving like Kaoti used to act. This won’t do. Yukihyo, can you get them to relax?” I yawned.

“Lady wife, I will advise our clan members on how best to behave.”

Nico led me into a room that I failed to notice and pulled back the covers. I began to take off my shoes only to realize that I wore none. The sheets were cool, and the weight of the blanket was comforting. Yukihyo placed Neema on the bed beside me and pressed a button on the wall. A clear, plasti-glass enclosure rose up on the sides and end of the bed. I wouldn’t have to worry about Neema falling from bed. I rubbed her back until I fell asleep. 

Some hours later when my eyes drifted open, I observed my surroundings. Neema slept soundly beside me with a puddle of drool under her mouth that darkened the sheet. I laughed softly to myself since she got that from me. Behind the bed from the ceiling halfway to the floor and spanning the room was a viewport. It was stunningly beautiful, and I was grateful to have seen it and thankful for the years of happiness I had enjoyed since joining Tora’s crew. Semi-circular bedside tables were attached to the headboard at each side of the large bed. To the left of the bed near the corner were two chairs with a small table between them. The chairs were black, but their wide round seats were the same vibrant purple as the pillows on the couch in the living area. The bed’s headboard and the tables were black. The walls were white just as I assumed they would be throughout the starship. A door was in the center of the wall near the chairs. 

I rolled onto my right side and smiled at the painting of Thalassa hanging on the wall. The painting was of the ocean at night with the moon enjoying her reflection in the water’s glassy surface. The frame was white. Next, a medium-sized vid-screen was in the center of the wall. A small semi-circular black table was beneath it with a matching chair of purple and black. 

The door that led from the room was situated between semi-circular walls. I realized that they were rooms, and each had a door on the sides nearest the walls. I figured out which button to press to lower the plasti-glass enclosure on my side of the bed. I got up and raised the enclosure once more. I walked across the soft carpet of marbled black, white, and grey, and entered the semi-circular room closest to me. It was a bathroom. A sink and mirror were across from the door. To the left of the door was the waste unit which I needed. While I used it, I looked at the shower that took up the entire corner not used by the sink and mirror. Through the plasti-glass wall, I saw several shower heads similar to those in the shower at the beautiful house on Sinope that Yukihyo had rented for us. 

Poking my head out of the bathroom to make sure that Neema continued to sleep, I slipped out of my dress and undies placing them in the basket under the sink. Stepping into the shower, I pressed the button to activate it. The water had already been set to the perfect temperature. I groaned as the pulsing sprays concentrated on my muscle areas that contained lactic acid and massaged the soreness away. I washed my hair with a shampoo that smelled of roses and jasmine. As I rinsed my hair, I discovered I was no longer alone. Yukihyo sat on the closed waste unit with towels on his lap. I turned off the shower and let Yukihyo help me to dry off. When I slid my hand down along the front of his pants, he stilled my hand. 

Shocked and hurt, I asked, “What’s wrong?” I began to feel self-conscious about my figure.

“Teagan, I want you desperately. However, we have been warned that at this time, your heart is too fragile for such activity.”

I scowled. “Seriously? I could die, and I can’t even die satisfied and happy?” I had meant the comment to be humorous, but Yukihyo’s eyes filled with tears. “Hey, it’s okay. I was joking. Yukihyo?” He put his arms around me and held me. “You’re scaring me.”

“You, lady wife, are scaring me. Let us follow all of the orders of each doctor.”

“Alright.”

“A closet full of pretty new clothes awaits you. Nico and I have only a small portion of it.”

Yukihyo led me from the bathroom and into the room opposite it. Inside, it was the same size and shape as the bathroom. A curved bar full of dresses on hangers was along the right. The back wall had floor to ceiling drawers. To the left were stacked shoe cubbies. Yukihyo opened and closed drawers until he found undies for me. Then, he helped me balance so that I could put them on. 

“What about this?” Yukihyo asked as he showed me a sleeveless V-necked dress with a flowing skirt.

Although it was white, it did have a soft pink lacy pattern that reminded me of some of the coral we had seen on Epopeus with Quaid and his sisters at the Ocean View Tunnel. That had been a perfect day. Yukihyo helped me put on the dress and brush and braid my hair. Then, we sat in the chairs by the bed and watched Neema sleep. In silence, we held hands. When she began to stir, Yukihyo lowered the clear protective railing and laid beside her so that she would see his smiling face as soon as her eyes opened. With my view of her blocked by her big muscular daddy, I noticed a set of black padded steps at the foot of the bed. 

“That will make getting out of bed during the middle of the night easier,” I observed. 

The three of us joined the others in the living room. Papa smiled at me and kissed my forehead. 

“You look better already,” Papa said.

“The bed and shower are both amazing,” I said as Papa sat me in a chair, put my feet up, and covered me with a blanket. He and Nico had been speaking quietly with Phillip. Violet brought me a cup of tea. “Thank you. Aren’t you joining me?” I asked her.

“No, I have taken on the honor of serving as your Imperial attendant,” Violet answered.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I treat you like family and get a fancy title. Kaoti is thrilled about it. Go figure.”

“Well, if it means the two of you will stay with us at the Palace, I’m fine with it. I want you with me.” Izaac and Zeth were playing stones, but kept casting periodic glances my way. “What?” I asked them. Izaac shook his head not wishing to answer. Violet met my eyes and glanced at my heart. My pretty dress didn’t hide the gel patch and monitoring device. “Oh, goodness. My patch doesn’t match my dress. Maybe it comes in different colors.”

Violet grinned at me. A bag had managed to make it down to the carpet beside me, a familiar little bag. “Nico, will you please hand that to me?” My blonde giant did as I asked. “This is actually for you.”

“I know.”

“How could you know?” I asked as I pulled a small box from the bag.

Nico said, “You were never out of my sight on Arachne.” 

“I would have sensed you had you been close.”

“Not with Izaac shielding me, you wouldn’t,” Nico said quietly. My face began to burn. “Why are you blushing?”

“I’m embarrassed. I thought you and Yukihyo had both run off to do whatever and weren’t worried about me at all.”

Nico knelt down, placed his large hands to either side of my face, and kissed me. “That’s what you had to think. Blame your Uncle Kagan. We were following his orders.”

I shrugged. “It’s all over now. Nico, I’m sorry that I doubted you. Please, forgive me.”

“Teagan, I would forgive you anything.”

I glanced down at the box and opened it. “Your finger has been neglected far too long,” I said as I slid the wedding band onto Nico’s finger. 

Nico gave me a naughty look to let me know he’d rather have a finger inside of me. I blushed a brighter shade of pink. 

Phillip said to Nico, “Don’t get any ideas. I can give you something to eliminate any impulses if necessary.”

“That won’t be required,” Nico said as he kissed me again and stood to his towering height. 
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Less than a week later, I was settled back into the Palace on Parvac. Yukihyo busied himself with unloading and storing in our warehouse all of the merchandise we had purchased while in the Laconian Sector. At the moment, I was with Papa in his office. He had pulled a chair over next to his so that I could listen to an update from Vice Admiral Valen. 

“Kane, how is the mission progressing?” Papa asked.

“Each warship currently fabricates a long-range sensor array. I will leave a trail of them at intervals to function as relays so that we can continue to communicate. The farther we travel from the Empire, the longer the delays will be between reports,” Kane answered.

“That is to be expected. Keep us apprised. Can you patch us through to the Hadrian?”

“Yes, Emperor Probus.”

I smiled as Captain Eric Alaric’s pale blue eyes and black hair filled the screen, and he bestowed a gorgeous smile on me in return. 

“Emperor Probus, Princess Teagan, how may I be of service?” Eric asked.

“Carry on. This is a social call, nothing more. My daughter, for whatever reason, is cheered whenever she sees your face.”

Eric winked at me. “Of course, she is.”

“Eric, is Quaid alright?” I asked.

Eric pressed a link on one of his screens. “Commander Bosh, report to the bridge.”

Papa and Eric discussed the communications arrays for a few moments until Quaid appeared. Then, Quaid’s blonde hair, solid black eyes, tanned skin, and crisp dark blue Galaxic Militia uniform came into view.

“My Lord Bosh, it seems like forever since I have seen your face. I miss you terribly.”

The edges of Quaid’s black eyes began to lighten considerably. “Lady Bosh, seeing your face and hearing your voice gives me considerable relief. There appears to be more color in your cheeks.”

I smirked. “I haven’t left the Palace. Nico decided to insist that the uncertainty of this alien race was enough to initiate a clause in our marriage contract. It isn’t, but I’m playing along. I think he wants me to be annoyed with him.” I rolled my eyes.

Papa chuckled. “He planned to get you angry enough to rouse your fighting spirit.”

“All he’s doing is irritating Grandmother and Uncle Kagan. Quaid, he won’t even allow me to go to the Valen Estate. It’s minutes from here.” I shook my head. 

“I will deal with Nico when I return,” Quaid said.

My eyes widened. “I don’t want you arguing.”

Quaid inclined his head to me. “I mean to take him fishing.”

I shook my head at him. “Well, aren’t you adorable.” I noticed the wedding band on Quaid’s finger, and my heart filled with joy. “I love you. Please, be careful.”

“Lady Bosh, not a moment passes that you stray from my heart and mind.”

Eric snickered.

“Don’t you dare tease him, Eric,” I warned.

“Fine, I’ll replay this sugary sweet display for Gary and let him do the teasing.”

I blew Quaid a kiss. Papa ended the transmission. I kissed Papa’s cheek. The sculpture of ocean waves that I had bought for Papa while visiting Epopeus rested on a wide pedestal underneath a light. Papa had told me that his favorite thing about it was that I had been thinking of him and my mother on Thalassa when I had purchased it. A knock sounded at Papa’s door.

“Enter,” Papa said.

The large, tall, muscular frame of my Uncle Kagan filled the doorframe. “Mother sent me to find you, niece. She said that I was to swoop you up, give you kisses, and carry you to her immediately.”

I walked to Uncle Kagan and wrapped my arms around his chest as best as I could. “I’m not sure if you are strong enough.”

“I’m stronger than that puny General of yours.”

I smiled up at the man I looked like. Uncle Kagan, Kane, and I had the same dirty blonde hair and green and gold eyes. However, the father and son towered over me. I laughed when Uncle Kagan lifted me up into his arms and kissed my forehead. 

For the next few months, Grandmother visited me at the Palace daily. Nico refused to relent and allow me to leave the property. I had become truly annoyed with him for refusing to let me enjoy the serenity of the lake on my pleasure barge. Unfortunately, Phillip had agreed with Nico and didn’t think it was wise for me to be far from the infirmary. 

Dr. Fotri, the Palace physician, hovered over me whenever Phillip slept. Grandmother enjoyed sitting quietly with me. The Lady Ettie Valen was well into her eighties but assured me that she had at least twenty years left in her. Grandmother had tried to teach me to embroider, but continually poking my fingers made me angry. Today, she had brought yarn and wooden sticks. 

“They aren’t sticks, Teagan. Come sit by me,” Grandmother said as she patted the couch.

Violet put a stool under my feet and covered my legs and feet with a blanket. Kaoti stood at attention near the patio doors. I could see Yukihyo, Neema, Nico, and Thunderdrop playing on a blanket on the lawn. Yukihyo held Neema’s hands as she took a few wobbly steps.

“They are knitting needles. Now, pay attention. What color do you want?” Grandmother asked. I picked a ball of yellow, white, and orange yarn. “Watch how I make this loop. Now, you do it. Good. Slide the needle through like this and pull.” Slowly, I copied Grandmother. A very strong bond had formed between Grandmother and me. It was a closeness unlike anything I had ever before experienced. Through Grandmother, I knew what my mother’s love would have felt like. “Now, make loops over the needle like this. That is called casting on. Good.”

Soon, I had a little dangling bit hanging from my needle. It was soothing and repetitive. With nothing else to do other than spend time with my family and study new material for a history class that I was taking, I soon finished the scarf. Grandmother taught me how to cast off during another visit. I gave the scarf to Yukihyo. It was made of his favorite colors. My next ball of yarn was brown, bright pink, and blue. It was the ugliest yarn that I could find. This one was for Nico. Grandmother laughed at me. 

“He fears for you and his son,” she said.

“I know, but thinking I am mad at him makes him feel like he is motivating me to fight. It keeps him from feeling helpless.”

Grandmother smiled sadly at me. After dinner the next evening, I had finished Nico’s scarf. I had gotten faster at knitting. He kissed me and told me he loved it. I rolled my eyes at him. 

The only excitement that we had at the Palace was Neema’s birthday party. All of her little cousins were invited. Papa and Mrs. Tereas had not been impressed with the plans Yukihyo and I had been making and took over. Rather than cake, games, and presents, the Palace lawn was transformed with a baby petting zoo, a bubble machine, finger painting, and a shallow wading pool. I had never heard so much laughter. Also, I had to admit that I had as much fun as the children did.

I had begun to waddle to such an extent that I didn’t even feel like floating in the pool. I managed to sleep for a few hours at a time shifting from side to side. Every morning and evening, I had to report to the infirmary, but Dr. Fotri and Phillip allowed me to listen to Niklos’ heart beat and watch him on the monitor which made me happy. Both men had begged me to allow them to place my baby in an amniotic chamber, so they could repair my rapidly deteriorating heart. I had refused. I would protect my baby within myself until he decided he was ready to leave. Papa and Uncle Kagan had even tried to convince me. I had refused.

I had woken up in an even grumpier mood than usual. It didn’t help that Papa, Nico, Yukihyo, and Phillip were enjoying steaming cups of morning coffee on the patio. I scowled at them. “The first thing I want after Niklos is born is a cup of coffee.”

“My darling shall have whatever she wishes,” Papa promised. 

As Otto, one of my butlers, held out my chair for me, my jaw dropped as my water broke. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re outside on the patio,” I said thinking of the mess.

They all pushed their chairs back so quickly from the table to stand that grating sounds filled the air. Otto had his arm around my back and my right hand in his right hand as he carefully led me backwards and away from the mess. The contractions began hard, fast, and close together. Phillip refused my request to go to my bed. Instead, he had a white-faced Nico carry me to the infirmary. Nico almost ran, but Phillip yelled at him to walk. Zeth, Zared, and Izaac had gone as deathly pale as Nico. I realized that they could feel my pain and felt sorry for them. As soon as Nico had placed me on an exam bed in the infirmary, my heart monitor began to rattle off loud discordant beeps.

“Out,” Dr. Fotri said to Nico as he pointed.

I held Nico’s eyes with mine as he stepped from the room to stand behind a plasti-glass wall.

“Teagan, you’re going to feel a little sting,” Phillip said. Dr. Fotri had begun cutting my pretty dress to shreds. When he touched my leg, I couldn’t feel it. With the frantic beeping, breathing became difficult. I looked up at the ceiling and wanted to close my eyes just for a moment. “Stay awake, Teagan. Look who we have here!” Phillip said. I heard a baby crying, and Phillip showed me a wailing little baby wrapped in a blue blanket. Phillip held him close, and I kissed his head that was in need of a damp cloth. 

“Niklos, is that you?” I smiled at Nico through the glass. He took his eyes from me when Phillip placed Niklos into his arms. 

Yukihyo stood with him, but rather than looking happy, they had awful expressions of fear and pain. I thought I felt tugging at my stomach but couldn’t see what Dr. Fotri was doing. Phillip returned and began attaching needles and tubes into my arms. That was the last I knew.

I woke up in a great deal of pain.

“Ow.”

“Hey, Cupcake. Open your eyes.”

I managed to do what Phillip asked of me. The room was dim. Phillip sat in a chair near my right knee. Thunderdrop blinked at me from the foot of the bed. Blankets covered me. While it was still large, my belly looked as it had three months ago.

“My baby!” I said in anguish.

“Hush. You’ll wake him.” Phillip pointed to a plasti-glass incubator to his left that was right beside me. I stared at my son.

“Oh, Phillip. He’s beautiful. Can I hold him?”

“Yes, as soon as he wakes up. He’s going to wake up hungry. I need to know how you are feeling.”

I closed my eyes and said, “My chest feels weird. It hurts but feels strange. My stomach feels hideous.”

“You have a choice. I can make you numb to all of the pain, and you can bottle feed Niklos, or I can lessen the pain, and you can nurse him.”

In resignation, I said, “just lessen it.” Phillip injected me with something that helped a little. I looked through the plasti-glass wall and saw Yukihyo and Nico passed out on gurneys. “You drugged them?”

“No, Dr. Fotri did.”

“What happened?”

“When you went into labor, you also went into cardiac arrest. Dr. Fotri delivered Niklos by caesarian section. Then, we replaced your heart.”

“Replaced?”

“Yes, you’ve got the finest, most technologically advanced heart credits can buy. Congratulations. No more heart problems for you. We have to continue to monitor you for a while and give you some medications, but they won’t harm Niklos. I promise.”

“That’s why my chest feels so odd.” I moved the silk robe I wore aside and tried to see my chest. “Thanks for putting me in this and not some ugly gown, and for keeping Niklos and me alive.”

Phillip handed me a mirror. Another patch with a monitor covered my new heart. I drew in a sharp breath. I was horrified. A long, ugly, red, sutured scar ran straight down between my breasts. I was bruised and swollen.

“The nanites will diminish it, Cupcake.”

“Show me my stomach.” Phillip stood, pulled back the covers, lifted the edges of my robe, and held the mirror so that I could see.

“Oh, no.” I covered my face with my hands. “I’m hideous. How can they still love me now?” I cried.

Phillip covered me up. “They didn’t marry you for your skin.”

I heard a rustling of blanket and looked at the incubator. Niklos’ tiny little mouth opened and closed. Phillip slowly lifted the head of my bed. Then, he lifted Niklos and placed him into my arms. Simply holding him hurt.

I whispered, “Hello, sweet little man. Look at you. You’re bigger than your sister was when she was born. How much does he weigh?”

Phillip smiled, “Niklos weighs twelve pounds.” That was twice what Neema had weighed. “You can hold him, but ask for help to lift him. You need to take it easy for a few weeks.”

“My goodness, Mommy’s boy is big.” Niklos began to whimper and snuffle at my chest.

“I’ll be right outside and give the two of you some privacy,” Phillip said.

Niklos eagerly took to nursing. “My goodness, Niklos. I’ll have to tell your daddy that the two of you have something in common.” I chuckled at him, gently burped him, and switched sides. Soon, he was sound asleep. Painfully, I scooted back enough so that I could lay him on the bed in front of me. I unwrapped him and looked at his little hands and feet. Softly, I laughed with happiness and pleasure. I glanced up to see Abbie and Papa watching us through the glass. I motioned for them to enter. “Isn’t he beautiful?”

Papa carefully hugged me and inhaled my hair. “I feared we would lose you.”

“With Phillip and Dr. Fotri around?” I raised an eyebrow and turned my head to look quizzically at Papa. A relieved smile spread across his face. 

“Teagan, allow me to make a quick recording. Commander Bosh is rather frantic as are Jazon and Xavier,” Papa said.

I nodded and after he had the device prepared said, “My lord, Niklos and I are fine. I have a mechanical heart, am very sore, but I’m fine. Phillip would never let anything happen to us. You know that. Look at these little feet.” I held my pinky against the bottom of one of my baby’s feet and giggled. “He’s so soft,” I said as I ran my hands over his arms, legs, and chest.

“Smile for me, darling,” Papa said.

“Only if you record those two out there who managed to get themselves drugged,” I laughed as I pointed out at Yukihyo and Nico on their gurneys. Papa winked at me, and I laughed as he got close-ups. Abbie fussed over her grandson. “You can hold him, Abbie. I’m afraid my arms are tired, and my chest really hurts.”

“I’m thankful you are alright. We’ve been terrified.” Abbie wrapped Niklos in his blanket and sat with him in a rocking chair in the corner. 

“I’m glad you’re here. I think I’m going to need a lot of help.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Abbie whispered.

The next night, Phillip allowed me to take a shower. I had begged. The short walk from the bed to the tiny bathroom was miserable. I walked hunched over and clinging to Yukihyo’s
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