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      Megan never expected to become a surrogate.

      But with her father's hospital bills piling up and no end to her troubles in sight, she needs money fast.

      She definitely never expected the father of her baby to be an alien dragon prince.

      Levx of Renjer wants nothing to do with love.

      With his species on the brink of extinction and his brothers already mated, the stubborn prince has one goal: produce an heir and move on with his life.

      No romance.

      No complications.

      No messy human emotions.

      Hiring a surrogate should have been simple.

      Until Megan.

      The beautiful human carrying his child awakens instincts Levx never wanted and feelings he never expected.

      Now enemies threaten the family he never meant to create, and the dragon prince who swore he would never surrender his heart discovers there is nothing he won't do to protect the woman he loves.

      Because once a Renjer dragon finds his mate…

      Forever isn't long enough.

      This alien dragon romance features:

      [image: red heart] Fated mates

      [image: red heart] Arranged marriage / contract vibes

      [image: red heart] Surrogate pregnancy

      [image: red heart] A fiercely protective dragon prince

      [image: red heart] Touch-her-and-die vibes

      [image: red heart] Action, adventure, and sizzling chemistry

      [image: red heart] Guaranteed HEA and no cliffhangers

      Welcome back to the Aliens of Renjer, where dragon warriors fall hard and forever.
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          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      The crack of Megan’s knee against the briefcase wedged under table four shot white-hot up her thigh. She swallowed the yelp, locked her jaw into a customer-service smile, and swept her order pad free. “Welcome to Sal’s Cafe. What can I get you two?”

      The man across the booth gestured vaguely at the woman opposite him. She leaned forward, manicured fingers covering his in a slow, deliberate claim. Message received, sweetheart. Megan didn’t need the warning. She’d been on her feet for nine hours, her arches were screaming, and the only thing she wanted from a man was the tip he left on the table.

      “Do you have sparkling water?” The woman’s petite nose crinkled—a rhinoplasty job if Megan had ever seen one, high-end and painfully symmetrical. “It wasn’t listed.”

      “No, sorry. Just bottled water, coffee, tea, apple juice, cranberry, and sodas.” Because the menu exists for a reason, lady. She kept that behind her teeth.

      “Well, then. Herbal tea. With soy milk.” The woman eased back into the vinyl booth like she was settling onto a throne.

      “We’ve got regular tea. Sweetened or unsweetened.” Megan’s gaze flicked to the clock above the pie case without turning her head. Twenty minutes left on her double. Fifty-three minutes until hospital visiting hours ended.

      The woman huffed. “Let’s go somewhere else, Marcus.”

      Please do. Megan could already see the crumpled singles they’d leave—barely enough to cover the coffee. Then her father’s face surfaced from the dark of her memory: his jaundiced skin, the fistula in his arm swollen from the dialysis needles, the way his hand trembled when he reached for her. She needed this table. She needed every table.

      “We’ve got whole milk and cream, but I can run across the street for soy milk and chai tea bags.” The words came out before she could stop them. Again. She was always running. Across streets, between shifts, through hospital corridors.

      “Perfect.” The woman beamed, gracious now that she’d gotten her way. “And I’ll have the dinner salad. No onions. Light Italian on the side.”

      Megan didn’t correct her. Nothing at Sal’s was light—George’s idea of a salad was iceberg lettuce with a bacon-fat vinaigrette—and the salad didn’t come with onions anyway. “Got it. And for you, sir?”

      The man looked up.

      The air in her lungs turned to something heavier. His eyes weren’t contacts. No lens had that depth—molten amber, flecked with fragments of gold that caught the flickering fluorescent light and ignited it.

      His hair was a tumble of sun-baked strands, thick braids interwoven with finer dreadlocks that fell past his collar and brushed the shoulders of an Armani suit that probably cost more than Megan’s annual rent. Tanned skin stretched over high cheekbones, a jaw that could cut glass, and a mouth that wasn’t quite smiling. A predator’s stillness lived in his shoulders—the coiled patience of something that didn’t need to chase because the prey always came to it.

      The woman across from him was just bait. And Megan was viscerally aware that she was standing in his sightline.

      She shook herself, the motion sharp and involuntary. Pen poised. “I can give you more time. Bring your drinks first?”

      “Sweetened tea.” His voice was warm, a low rumble that vibrated somewhere in her sternum. “The sweeter, the better.”

      She nodded, jotting it down. His hand moved before she could step back—fingers brushing the bare skin of her wrist. Not static. A current. Hot and foreign, it curled up her forearm and sank into her gut, stealing her breath for a full, dizzying second. She jerked back, heart rabbiting against her ribs.

      “I’ll take the special.” His gaze hadn’t left hers. “Everything on it.”

      “Of course.” The words came out breathy. She scribbled his order, spun on her heel, and beelined for the kitchen. The ticket slapped onto the carousel.

      George grunted, flipping burgers with his stained spatula. “You work too hard, chica. Taking everyone’s shifts.”

      “Tell that to my bills.” She wedged the ticket under the order wheel. “Or better yet, get Sal to give me a raise.”

      “Gotta talk to the bossman.” He scratched his hairnet with a greasy thumb. “He already gave you extra for scrubbing the bathrooms and doing the bank runs.”

      “Hey, I need to grab a special order for table four. Be back in five.”

      “Chica, you work too damn hard. Do what Alice does—pour milk and cream in the regular tea and tell ‘em it’s imported.” He winked. “They never know the difference.”

      Megan didn’t like lying to people. Not when she spent every night lying to her father about how fine everything was. “I’ll be quick. Jen can cover my tables?”

      “Go, before I call Sal on your crazy errands.” He flipped a patty. Sizzle and smoke bloomed.

      She tore through the back, snagging her sweater from the hook. Alice leaned against the Dumpster door, a cigarette pinched between her fingers, ash collecting on her sneakers.

      “Shopping run?” Alice took a long drag.

      “Yeah. Want anything?”

      “Nah. Still workin’ the pack you got me.” Smoke curled from her nostrils. “Ain’t your shift over?”

      “Almost. Cover my tables for ten minutes?”

      “Got you.”

      Megan shoved her arms into the sweater and hit the street. The chill of the October evening bit her cheeks. She crossed at the light, weaving through a cluster of teenagers on their phones, and pushed into the fluorescent glare of the grocery store. Aisles stretched ahead, linoleum scuffed and gleaming. Chai. Soy milk. She snagged the boxes from the shelf and headed for checkout.

      A cart wheel clipped her hip.

      Sharp pain lanced through the bone. Megan sucked in a breath, biting back the curse, and looked up into a familiar face.

      “Megan Wheeler?” The woman’s eyes went wide. “Oh, my god, I am so sorry!”

      Megan rubbed her hip, blinking through the sting. “Cynthia?” High school chemistry. Lab partners. They’d dissected a fetal pig together—Cynthia had cried. “I didn’t recognize you.”

      Cynthia pulled her into a hug, her round belly pressing against Megan’s ribs. “It’s so good to see you! How’ve you been?”

      “Good. Good.” Megan eased back, looking pointedly at the bump. “Congratulations. When are you due?”

      “Oh.” Cynthia laughed, trailing a hand over the stretched cotton of her shirt. “It’s not mine. I’m a surrogate.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Pays more than double what I was making at the factory.” She leaned in, dropping her voice. “And I get to quit my day job.”

      “Wow. That’s...” Megan stared. A walking incubator. She didn’t mean it unkindly, but the numbers made her head spin. Women got paid for carrying babies? She’d been running herself ragged for three-dollar tips. “Fantastic, really.”

      “Listen, give me a call. We should do coffee and catch up.” Cynthia dug a phone from her purse.

      “I’d like that.” Megan took the number, shoved it in her pocket. “Right now, I’ve gotta run. Work.”

      “Of course! I’ll text you.”

      Megan paid, bagged the tea and milk, and jogged back across the street. The diner’s neon flickered—SAL’S—one letter always dying. She slid the drinks onto table four with a practiced sweep.

      “That took forever,” the woman muttered.

      Megan’s smile didn’t waver. “Let me know if you need anything else. Enjoy.”

      The man’s gaze caught hers again, warm and unsettling. “Thank you.”

      Her smile softened, genuine against her will. “Welcome.”

      She handed the table off to Alice with a whispered promise to split the tip, then grabbed her bag and fled into the night.

      The hospital doors slid open. Antiseptic and stale coffee hit her sinuses. Megan sprinted down the corridor, her sneakers squeaking on polished tile.

      “No running, Megan!” a nurse called from the station.

      She waved but didn’t slow. Thirty-two minutes. Visiting hours ended at eight. She could get thirty-two minutes with him. Maybe thirty if she stopped to breathe.

      “Miss Wheeler!”

      Megan skidded to a halt. An older woman—administration, the one with the tight bun and sensible heels—held a clipboard like a shield.

      “Your father’s bill is past due. We’ve extended the payment window twice, but we can’t do it again. Unless we receive payment by five o’clock tomorrow, we’ll have to discharge him to the county hospital that accepts his insurance.”

      The words didn’t land all at once. They came in pieces. Past due. Discharge. County. Her stomach dropped, bottoming out. The floor pitched.

      She pressed a hand to the wall. Cold tile beneath her palm. “You can’t. He needs the dialysis here. The specialists here. He’s on the transplant list⁠—”

      “And the county hospital has its own waiting list. I’m sorry.” The woman’s eyes were soft, but her jaw was set. “It’s policy.”

      Policy. Like her father’s life was a checkmark on a spreadsheet. Megan’s throat closed. Acid burned the back of her tongue. She doubled over, one fist pressed to her sternum, trying to force air past the closing of her chest.

      “Ma’am? Are you alright?”

      She couldn’t answer. Because the image was already there—her father’s ashen skin, the rattle of his breath, his hand reaching for hers through the tubes. And now they were going to take him away. Wheel him out to some underfunded ward where he’d die waiting for a kidney that would never come.

      She straightened, and drew a shaking breath.

      “I’ll have the money. By tomorrow. Five o’clock.”

      The administrator nodded, skepticism softening the edges of her face. “I’ll note that in the file.”

      Megan walked past her. Each step felt like wading through mud. She reached her father’s room and paused at the door.

      He was sleeping. His chest rose and fell beneath the thin hospital blanket, the dialysis machine humming its steady, mechanical rhythm beside him. His skin had that yellow tinge again. His fingers twitched in his sleep.

      She pressed her forehead to the glass and closed her eyes.

      How am I going to do this?

      The question hung in the fluorescent silence. She had no answer. But she had until five o’clock tomorrow to find one.
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          LEVX

        

      

    

    
      Levx-Xurleon Vorian Churgo set down his fork and watched the woman across the table dissect her salad like a surgeon performing an autopsy. She’d been picking at the yellowed lettuce spots for the past twenty minutes, pushing them to the rim of the plate with the prongs of her fork like they’d personally offended her.

      The napkins were paper. The silverware was plastic. The jukebox played eighties music—which she hated, until a song she clearly recognized came on, at which point she’d hummed along while maintaining her scowl. She’d claimed to despise smokers, yet her purse reeked of stale cigarettes. He’d said nothing.

      Twenty-seven months on this planet. He’d arrived via teleporter—one of Taurian and Xilon’s fixes—but the sensation still made his scales crawl. Riding lightning was cleaner. Purer. A true dragon’s way. But waiting for a thunderstorm to align with Renjer’s orbital path could take weeks, and they didn’t have weeks. They’d never had weeks.

      Twenty-seven months, and his people were no closer to a cure. Renjer’s females remained infertile. The Tryns—demons, the humans called them, and the definition wasn’t far off—still swarmed the homeworld’s outer colonies. Horned, forked-tailed, short-furred beasts with leather wings too small to carry their bloated bellies. They were a plague. Not like Renjerians, who had always been creatures of the sky until his mixed-blood brother had made shape-shifting possible for all of them.

      Their mission on Earth was simple: find human women. Mate. Reproduce. Keep the Renjerian race from dying while they fought a war on two fronts—one in the stars, one on this pale blue orb.

      His brothers had found lovers.

      Krath. The curse sat bitter on his tongue. Khol, Xilon, Taurian—all paired now, warm and tethered to human women who smiled at them like they’d hung the moons. Levx had no interest in such emotional entanglements. His plan was clean. Transactional. Pay a human to carry his child, sign the contracts, and walk away.

      He looked at the woman across from him, noting her perfect nose, her razor-straight teeth, and her silk blouse that probably cost more than this diner made in a week. He wanted to walk away right now. Run. Flee. Never speak her name again.

      She had answered his surrogacy ad—the one he’d placed in a glossy lifestyle magazine that catered to women with designer handbags and too much time. On paper, she was perfect. Healthy family history. No genetic abnormalities. Excellent credit score.

      In person, she was a nightmare wearing heels.

      An elder waitress appeared at his elbow, her white hair wisping around a face carved with deep lines—laughter and grief and decades of standing on her feet. She set down the check with a practiced economy of motion. “Here’s your bill whenever you’re ready.”

      Levx glanced past her, scanning the kitchen beyond. There was no sign of the first waitress—the one with the gray eyes and the fake smile that didn’t quite hide the sadness underneath. Where had she gone?

      “Where’s the other woman? The one who served us?” The words came out before he could stop them.

      The waitress’s mouth tightened. “Oh, her shift was over. Had to leave.” Then her expression softened, just a fraction. “You all come back and see us now.”

      She turned away, already moving to the next table, and Levx felt a strange emptiness open in his chest. Disappointment. That’s what it was. He’d barely spoken to the other waitress—Megan, her name tag had said—and yet her absence made the table feel colder.

      She’d been real. Sarcastic. Tired. Trying so hard to please while clearly wanting to pour the pitcher of ice tea over his companion’s head. He’d seen the muscles in her jaw jump when the woman complained. He’d heard her swallow the words she’d wanted to say.

      Megan. He rolled the name across his mind, tasting the shape of it.

      “Well?” The woman across from him crossed her arms, jolting him back to reality.

      Krath. What was her name again? He’d cycled through so many candidates that their faces blurred together in his memory. None of them had made an impression. None of them had been real.

      He picked up the bill. The waitress had left a cheap ballpoint pen advertising a local plumbing company. He scrawled the total, then added a clear note on the receipt: For the other waitress. The one who left.

      He folded two hundred-dollar bills into the check presenter and added the dinner cost in crisp twenties. The food had been decent—surprisingly so, given the exterior’s peeling paint and the flickering neon. He’d walked past this place a dozen times and dismissed it. Appearances had deceived him. Much like his date.

      She was beautiful, he’d give her that. Blond hair swept into an elaborate twist. Designer clothes. A nose that didn’t move when she smiled—not a natural one, anyway. But the arrogance beneath her surface made the back of his throat burn.

      He reached across the table. Her hand slid forward, manicured nails gleaming under the fluorescent lights. She clearly thought he was going to take it.

      He pressed the check presenter into her palm instead. “I think I have an interested party in your services at our company.”

      She blinked, completely wrong-footed. “Oh?”

      “Yes. My brother Monty will love you.” The name came out in Renjerian—Montyelthax Vorian—the syllables thick and foreign on his tongue. She couldn’t pronounce it. Most humans couldn’t.

      Her hand fisted around the presenter. “Wait⁠—”

      “Good luck.” He stood, pulling his wallet from his pocket and dropping two more twenties on the table for the elder waitress’s tip. “He’ll contact you.”

      She sputtered something behind him, but he was already walking away.

      The night air hit him like a cool cloth—a welcome relief from the diner’s heat and the cloying scent of her perfume. He paused on the sidewalk, breathing deep. The street was quiet, the hour late enough that the strip mall’s lights had dimmed to a sleepy glow.

      Megan. The name surfaced again, unbidden. He pictured her gray eyes, the way they’d widened when he’d touched her wrist. The spark that had jumped between them—hot, sudden, and undeniable.

      He’d felt it too. Something electric. Something familiar.

      It was ridiculous. He was a Renjerian prince. She was a human waitress. There was nothing familiar about her.

      But he would come back. Not tomorrow—that would be too obvious. Too eager. But soon. He’d sit in her section, order the special, and ask her what she recommended. He’d find out why her smiles never reached her eyes.

      Krath. He was already planning the next visit, already imagining her face when she saw him again.

      He forced himself to walk down the sidewalk toward the transport he’d hidden in the shadows near the dumpster. The weight of the night pressed heavily on his shoulders. This machine was another reminder of how far they’d fallen. On Renjer, he’d have taken to the sky. A crack of lightning, a surge of sky-fire, and he’d be home in a breath. But they were stuck here, hiding in plain sight, using a patchwork teleporter like wingless livestock. The weight wasn’t just the night. It was the shame of being grounded.

      His brothers would ask how the surrogacy meeting went, and he’d have to tell them it was a disaster.

      Somewhere in the distance, the hospital’s emergency lights glowed against the dark sky. He didn’t know why he noticed them, or why his chest tightened at the sight.

      Focus. The mission. The war. The future of your people.

      But as he climbed into the transport and let the engine hum to life, one thought lingered obstinately in the dark of his mind: Megan.
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          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      The paper trembled in Megan’s hand. The numbers swam—she’d read them three times, and each time they rearranged themselves into a larger sum. Past due. Interest accrued. Late fees. The hospital’s billing department had a gift for making despair feel like a spreadsheet.

      Her stomach bottomed out. The corridor walls pressed in, white and sterile, smelling of antiseptic and someone’s burnt coffee. Her lungs couldn’t seem to pull enough air.

      What else can I do?

      Double shifts at the cafe. House-cleaning on weekends. She’d already sold her mother’s jewelry: the small stuff, the pieces that didn’t make her throat close up. Rose’s wedding band was still in the drawer, though. That one she’d never sell. She’d canceled her gym membership, her streaming services, her weekly coffee run. It still wasn’t enough.

      The paper crumpled in her fist. She shoved it into her back pocket, the sharp edge digging into her hip like a splinter. Tears burned behind her eyes. Not here. Not now. She scrubbed the heel of her palm across her cheek, pressed her forehead to the cool corridor wall, and breathed. One breath. Two. Three, until the trembling in her hands slowed.

      “Visiting hours will be over in twenty minutes,” the intercom crackled overhead—flat, monotone, indifferent.

      Cry later. See Dad now.

      She pushed open the door.

      The room smelled like him—pine and soap layered over the sickly-sweet undertone of illness. The machines beeped their steady rhythm. Her father lay propped against the pillows, his skin a shade grayer than yesterday, the shadows under his eyes deeper.

      He looked up, and his whole face transformed. “Pumpkin patch!” The wheeze in his voice cut through her like a blade. “Get over here and give your man a hug.”

      She crossed the room in three steps, bending to wrap her arms around his thin shoulders. His spine pressed against her palms—she could count each vertebra. He’d lost weight again. Her throat closed, but she forced the smile onto her face. “Hey there, you. How’s my favorite dad?”

      “I’m your only dad.” He patted her back with a hand that trembled. “So you’re stuck with me.”

      Not for long, if they discharge you. She shoved the thought into the dark. “So what’ve you been up to since yesterday? Finish that crossword puzzle?”

      “One word had me stuck for a while.” His eyes lit up with that familiar spark of pride. “But I figured it out. I’m ready for the next one.”

      “Just so happens...” She dug into her bag, pulling out two folded newspaper copies. “I brought two.”

      “You’re a treasure.” He took them, his fingers brushing hers. Cold. His hands were always cold now. The IV line clinked against the bedrail as he settled back against the pillows.

      Her chest caved. “I’m so sorry, Dad. I was in a hurry—running late from work—and I totally forgot your piece of cake. How about two desserts tomorrow? Pie and cake?”

      The disappointment flickered across his face before he could hide it. Just a flash in his eyes. Then he smiled, warm and forgiving, and winked. “That sounds amazing. The food in this place tastes like cardboard.”

      She laughed, but the sound was hollow. Her insides churned. Tomorrow at five o’clock, he’d be transferred to the county hospital. No specialists. No transplant list. Just a bed in a crowded ward and medicine that wasn’t quite enough to keep him alive.

      How do I tell him? How do I watch him die?

      Her gaze drifted to the window. Darkness pressed against the glass. Her thoughts snagged on Cynthia. The round belly. The whispered confession. Pays more than double what I was making. Megan had never considered surrogacy before. It felt strange. Foreign. Like loaning out a piece of herself.

      But if it paid well... and if they could pay an upfront installment... it could keep her father here.

      “Pumpkin patch?” Her father’s hand covered hers. The weight was familiar, grounding. “You’re a million miles away.”

      “Sorry, Dad.” She shook herself, slotting the smile back into place. “Just thinking about work. No big deal.”

      “Uh-huh.” He didn’t believe her. He never did. “So I was thinking. Pumpkin pie tomorrow? It’s almost October, but I bet George could make an early treat.”

      His smile widened. “Sounds amazing.” Then the warmth faded, replaced by that steady, fatherly look she knew too well—the one that meant he was about to lecture her. “You work too hard, Megan.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. You’ve got dark circles under your eyes again. Have you been sleeping?”

      “A bit.” Lying through my teeth. “Just worried about you.”

      “Bah. Don’t worry about me.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I’m in the best hospital in the state.”

      For less than twenty-four hours.

      “When are you going to get out of food service and go back to college?” He reached for his water. She was on her feet before he could lift it, pressing the plastic cup into his palm. “And don’t change the subject.”

      College. The word hit her like a punch. She’d had a partial scholarship. Business management. Everything had been perfect until her mother got sick, the bills mounted, and she passed away. Then came the layoffs at her father’s company, followed closely by his own health crumbling. She’d dropped out, taken the double shifts, and sold her textbooks online just for grocery money.

      “I’ve looked into some night classes. Like you suggested.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The lie tasted bitter.

      “Looking is one thing. Have you signed up yet?”

      She slumped in the chair. How did he always know?

      “Didn’t think so.” He huffed, but there was no heat in it. “You need a break, pumpkin. Take one weekend off from entertaining this old man. Go to the beach. Take a trip to Mexico. Live your life.”

      “How can I do that when you’re—” She stopped. Swallowed the words. When you’re dying.

      “I’m not going anywhere.” His hand found hers and squeezed. “But I want to see you happy. How long’s it been since you had a boyfriend?”

      “Dad.” Heat crept up her neck. “I meet people every day. Too many if you ask me.”

      “That’s not the same.” A cough rattled through him—deep, wet, and wrenching. She was on her feet again, rubbing his back, counting the agonizing seconds until it stopped. His skin looked terrifyingly pale under the fluorescent light. “I’ve seen the way customers treat waitstaff. Like you’re not even a person. How hard is it to say thank you?”

      “Comes with the job.” She eased back into the chair. “And they’re not all bad. This one guy tonight...” The molten golden eyes surfaced in her memory. The warmth in his voice. The way he’d looked at her like she was someone worth noticing. “He was actually pretty nice.”

      His gray eyebrows climbed. “Oh?”

      “All right.” She laughed despite herself. “Most of them are horrid. Happy?”

      “Thought so.” He settled deeper into the pillows, exhaustion pulling at the corners of his eyes. “I ran into Cynthia today. Did you know she got a new job?”

      “Good for her.” His cough returned, weaker now. “Maybe she can put in a word for you. Get you out of that diner.”

      Her mouth dried. The surrogacy idea sat heavy and terrifying on her tongue. She couldn’t tell him. Not yet. What kind of daughter even considered selling her womb?

      The kind whose father had less than twenty-four hours left in a life-saving hospital.

      “Visiting hours will be over in five minutes,” the intercom announced.

      “Give me your word.” He reached for her hand. “You’ll follow up with Cynthia. A change for the better could come from anywhere.”

      “I promise.” The words scraped her throat.

      “And I want proof of your college registration next time. Start with one course. We’ll build from there.”

      Tears stung—hot and sudden. She blinked them back, squeezing his hand. “I won’t let you down, Dad.”

      “Never have.” He pulled her into a hug, and she buried her face in his shoulder, inhaling the comforting, familiar smell of him. “Now get out of here before they kick us both out. Go get some sleep.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too, pumpkin patch.”

      She walked to the door, paused with her hand on the frame. “I’ll bring pie. Two slices. Maybe three.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      She closed the door behind her. The corridor was empty. Silent. She pressed her back to the wall and finally let the tears come—hot and silent and endless.

      Tomorrow. She’d call Cynthia tomorrow morning. She’d get the information for the surrogacy agency, secure an advance, and keep her father in this building. She’d do whatever it took.
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          LEVX

        

      

    

    
      “You aren’t even trying.”

      The words hit Levx like a slap. His father stood across the room, his human form hunched with barely suppressed fury, his eyes boring into Levx with the weight of a king’s disappointment. The apartment’s too-small walls seemed to press in around them, cheap drywall instead of the black granite of the throne room Levx, a flat-screen mounted crooked above a fireplace that had never once been lit.

      His father still kept a ceremonial dagger propped against the toaster, like a king who couldn’t quite finish unpacking the idea that he’d lost his kingdom. The place smelled of microwaved coffee and, underneath it, the faint mineral char that clung to every Renjerian when they were angry.

      “Most of your brothers. Some of your sisters. They’ve found mates. They’re expecting.” His father’s jaw tightened, the thin line of his lips nearly disappearing. “We’ve been here for twenty-seven months. You have nothing to show for it. Your nest is still empty.”

      Levx leaned back in his chair, forcing his shoulders to stay loose. “Sydron hired a surrogate.”

      “That’s not an answer.” His father’s voice dropped—dangerous, low. It was the exact tone that had made armies tremble on Renjer. “That’s deflection.”

      “Why does it matter if I⁠—”

      “Because our race is dying out!” The roar rattled the windows. His father’s human form flickered for a split second—the ghost of phantom scales rippling beneath his skin. “Renjerians. Dragons, as these humans call us. We will be nothing. A memory. Ash in the wind. And you sit here, telling me about surrogates, as if that absolves you of duty.”

      Levx’s hands tightened on the arms of his chair. “I’m not⁠—”

      “How can I ask our loyal subjects to carry this burden alone?” His father advanced, each step heavy with the weight of a crown he’d never wanted. “It is up to every one of my children. Every one who carries my royal blood. You are not exempt. You are not special.”

      The word stung more than it should have. Levx had never been special. Not like his brothers. Not like Khol, the mixed-blood prince who’d saved them all. Not like Xilon, who’d found love again after devastating loss. Not like Taurian, the golden warrior who’d won his mate through fire and blood.

      Levx was just the one who’d helped Sydron finance a front company for surrogacy because it was easier than trying to find a real connection on this alien planet.

      “Would you be satisfied if I went Sydron’s route?” The words came out sharper than he’d intended. “Deceiving a woman into carrying a dragon’s baby? Letting her believe it’s a normal human couple’s child?”

      His father’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t care how you produce young. I care that you do.” He stepped closer, close enough that Levx could smell the beer on his breath—one of his father’s few adopted human vices. “Or I will gut you. Roast you. Toss you to the old gods as a sacrifice.”

      The threat was ancient. Ritual. The kind of thing Renjerian kings barked when they’d run out of patience. But the weight of it—the grief and desperation behind it—made Levx’s throat tighten.

      “Fine.” The word scraped out of him. “I’ll arrange it. Through Sydron’s company. I’ll take the next surrogate who walks in the door.”

      His father’s fury didn’t vanish. It simply banked, smoldering behind his eyes. “See that you do.”

      He snatched a microbrew beer bottle from the counter. “What kind of king am I? My own sons won’t obey. Won’t do their duty. And I’m supposed to lead our people back to Renjer? Cast out the Tryns? Rebuild our world?”

      The door slammed behind him. The walls shook. Levx sat in the silence, his pulse hammering in his temples.

      Krath.

      Desmonda appeared in the doorway, a tray of fruits balanced on her hip. Her human form was golden today—blond hair, turquoise eyes, a warmth that reminded him painfully of their mother. She set the tray on the table and dropped into the chair beside him.

      “Hungry?” She popped a grape into her mouth.

      “Not after the verbal ear-chewing I just received.” He crossed his arms, the tension still coiled tightly in his shoulders.

      “Father’s in a mood.” She chewed, studying him with that knowing look she’d perfected over centuries of mothering her younger siblings. “I’ve got three younglings. You can borrow one. Pass it off as yours until he gets wise.”

      Levx snorted. “Our father might be old. He might have tried to abdicate after Brunard’s death. But he’s no fool. He’d know I didn’t hatch a full-blooded, two-year-old Renjerian.”

      “So what are you going to do?” She cocked her head, her turquoise eyes softening. “You can’t keep avoiding this forever.”

      “What Sydron’s doing.” He plucked an apple from the tray, rolling it between his palms. “Hire a surrogate. Get Father off my back. I helped Sydron start the company anyway—gave him a share of the gold from our mines. Might as well use it.”

      Desmonda shivered. “It seems so... impersonal.”

      “It’s practical.” He bit into the apple. The crunch was sharp, satisfying. “It’s the most logical solution. Father wants babies. The surrogate gets paid. Everyone wins.”

      “Do the women know?” Her voice dropped to a barely audible whisper. “Deanna and Isabelle have contracts that swear them to secrecy about the father’s identity. But I can’t help wondering...” She trailed off, her gaze distant. “So much could go wrong.”

      Levx didn’t tell her about the dead woman. The human who’d died giving birth to a Renjerian child—a hybrid too large for her fragile body. Her mate had loved her fiercely. He had transformed mid-flight, screaming her name, and crashed directly into the ocean. The waves had swallowed him whole.

      He didn’t tell Desmonda about the dozens of women he’d already interviewed. The hours of hollow conversation. The way none of them had felt right. The way he’d told himself it was ridiculous—they were just tools, just temporary vessels—and yet he couldn’t bring himself to sign the paperwork.

      “The women don’t know,” he said finally. “It’s better that way.”

      “Is it?”

      He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Because the truth was ugly and sharp, lodged in his chest like a shard of bone.

      His own mother had been killed in the Tryn wars. He’d been too young to remember her face clearly—just a flash of golden scales and a voice that sang him to sleep. His father had been too consumed by grief and war to raise his children, so Desmonda had done it instead. She’d been mother, father, and older sister, all in one.

      Levx had wanted, once, to find love. A true mate. Someone to share his life with. But the Tryns had taken so much—his home, his mother, his childhood. There was no room for love in a war. There was only survival.

      “Father doesn’t care about the complications,” he said, his voice flat. “Only results.”

      His sister’s hand covered his. “You should eat something.”

      “Not hungry.”

      “Eat anyway. Give me an excuse to stay here.” She smiled, tired and warm. “The triplets are exhausting. Levx is watching them, but I needed... quiet.”

      “You love those triplets.”

      “Never said I didn’t.” She rested her head on the table, her blond hair spilling across the dark wood. “But a break is nice.”

      “Stay.” He gestured to the couch across the room. “Take a nap. I’ll guard the door.”

      “Just for a minute.” Her eyes were already closing. Eight seconds later, she was snoring.

      Levx carried her to the couch, laying her down with a gentleness that surprised him. Her face relaxed in sleep, the lines of exhaustion softening. He pulled a blanket over her shoulders, tucking the edges around her. Then he grabbed his phone and walked out.

      The elevator descended in silence. The numbers ticked down: twenty-three, twenty-two, twenty-one, and he watched them with hollow eyes.

      Time to stop this silly romantic notion. Love doesn’t exist anymore. Not for my kind.

      He pulled out his phone, his fingers moving before his brain could second-guess the impulse. The text went to his two brothers who managed the clinic’s intake records late into the night:

      Heading down to the clinic. Accept the next surrogate who walks in through door.

      He hit send. The elevator doors slid open into the lobby. He stepped out into the crisp night air, the weight of his father’s words pressing heavily on his shoulders.

      Gut you. Roast you. Toss you to the old gods.

      He’d find a woman. Sign a contract. Get her pregnant. Pay her off. It was clean. Practical. Emotionless.

      Everything he’d ever wanted. He told himself that all the way to the vehicle, and almost believed it.
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