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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Now she was heading back, and things had changed again. She refused to indulge in the hope that maybe she could finally catch his eye. That opportunity was over, and she no longer cared to do so anyway. He’d been her sister’s husband, and regardless of Pippa’s motives for approaching Weston, they must’ve had a solid marriage, since it had lasted eight years. She had no business thinking anything else, and certainly no place fantasizing about finally capturing Weston’s attention. It would be inappropriate to even try.
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      When the transport stopped several hours later, she stretched and walked off with her bag in her hand. Piper spent a moment staring at the docking sector, impressed by the number of people moving through. Since its construction two decades ago, Olympus Station had always been a hub for the Coalition, but had clearly grown in importance over the past four years.

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

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

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

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

      He nodded. “For
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